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Abstract

In this thesis I discuss how Bronté’s work engages the
gendered protocols of perception, cognition and
representation in nineteenth-century discourse. I argue
that Bronté’s narratives can be positioned as knowing
interventions in a masculine discourse that drew its
authority from rationalist and empirical models of mind,
particularly the camera obscura which was one of the most
important models for the representation of vision and
subjectivity. Following Jonathan Crary’s Techniques of the
Observer, I construct the camera obscura as a metaphor and
technology intersecting a range of cultural activities that
determine the construction and empowerment of the subject.
Applying Crary’s Foucaultian approach to issues of gender,
I present the camera obscura as the paradigmatic "space"
against and within which the protococls of female self-
representation are inscribed in Bronté’s work.

After a discussion of my methodology, I provide a
history of the camera obscura as an apparatus and as a
metaphor of mind, noting its influence in the nineteenth
century and on Bronté (Ch.I). I then describe how the
subjective and self-reflective nature of the camera obscura
is appropriated by Bronté to register the subversive
theatricality of the female subject (Ch.II). Focusing on
the gendering of genius, I demonstrate how Bronté’s early
work satirized conventions of female creativity (Ch.III).

I then discuss the development of the theatrical female
subject in The Professor (Ch.IV), Jane Eyre (Ch.V) and
Villette (Ch.VI) and describe how this subject first
emerges on the margins of Crimsworth’s male narrative,
becomes central to Jane Eyre, and finally culminates in the
evasions and ruptures of Villette where the "heresy" of
female theatrics is most fully explored.
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General Introduction

This thesis explores how Bronté’s work inflects, in
terms of gender, the protocols of perception, cognition and
representation that informed nineteenth-century aesthetics.
Although it has been established that Bronté’'s writing was
significantly affected by her interest in visual art, I
argue that Bronté’s aesthetic sophistication involved more
than the artistic activity documented and analyzed by
Bronté scholars such as Christine Alexander. As I hope to
demonstrate, Bronté’s narratives can be positioned, not
just as literary works modified by visual culture, but as
knowing interventions in a masculine aesthetic discourse
that aligned itself with and drew its authority from
rationalist and empirical models of mind developed during
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As Bronté’s work
attests, aesthetics and epistemology were inextricably
linked as part of the cultural/social discourse in which
the politics of female self-representation were embedded.

In the epistemology which informs Bronté’s work,
certain paradigms resonate. I trace, in particular, the
impact of the camera obscura which, as Jonathan Crary
states in his influential study, Techniques of the
Observer, "was the most widely used model for explaining
human vision and for representing the relation of a

perceiver and the position of a knowing subject to an



external world" (27). According to Crary, the camera’s
influence as a model of perception and cognition was
pervasive during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
but was significantly compromised by the early nineteenth
century when new paradigms of vision were shaped by the
non-Cartesian optics of instruments such as the stereoscope
and the kaleidoscope. Although I do not wish to deny the
importance of Crary’s discussion and the significance of
his insights, I do not accept Crary’s thesis that the
camera obscura was no longer operative as a dominant
metaphor in the nineteenth century. As I will argue in the

following chapter, the camera obscura remained influential

in the nineteenth century both as a metaphor and a
technology. Powerfully implicit in the development of
photography and its analogues, the camera obscura itself
was also visible as a popular cultural artifact. Although,
as a metaphor of mind, it was put under increasing
pressure, the camera obscura was never totally effaced as
Crary would like to have it, but remained present as a
resonant problematic within and against which the gendered
politics of representation were negotiated and articulated.
For this reason, I embed Bronté’s narratives in a
cultural discourse whose investment in the model of the
camera obscura I see as complex and problematic but highly
significant. Like Crary, I construct the camera as a

metaphor and a technology that informs and is informed by a



range of cultural activities which have to do with the
construction and empowerment of the subject. However,
using Michel Foucault’s concept cf the diagram I argue that
the camera obscura retained its diagrammatic power in the
nineteenth-century and significantly influenced the
cultural discourse of that period. Extending this
Foucaultian approach to apply to gender, I present the
camera as a diagrammatic field against and within which the
protocols of female self-representation are enacted.
Whereas studies like Crary’s focus on the regulatory
rationalism of the camera obscura, I incorporate the
paradoxical nature of its figuration, particularly its
propensity for accommodating transgressive "behaviours"
that challenge those rationalizations on which the power of
the masculine subject is based. Using Locke’s enormously
influential figuration of the mind as a camera obscura as
the nodal point of my discussion, I trace its ramifications
in Bronté’s aesthetic practice, focusing particularly on
her resistance to and revisions of the Lockean subject. In
her deployment of the Lockean concept of the self-as-camera
Bronté achieves her most richly heretical effects with
regard to the representation of the female subject. The
camera’s paradoxical capacity to figure resistance to its
own regimes makes it possible for Bronté to structure the
female subject as a complexity that both inhabits and

defies the containments imposed by those regimes.



In contextualizing the camera obscura as part of the
cultural discourse of the nineteenth century, I also take
into account the Romantic revisions of the
rationalist/empiricist tradition epitomized by Locke.
Referring to Romantic theorists and poets, particularly to
Samuel T. Coleridge who employs the camera obscura as a
complex metaphor in Biographia Literaria, I trace their
critiques of Lockean paradigms. As part of my endeavour to
inscribe the camera as a persistently operative metaphor
and technology, I describe its infiltration into Romantic
aesthetic discourse and practice. Although the shift from
the epistemology of the Enlightenment to Romantic theories
of the relationships among perception, cognition and
representation has been well documented in M. H. Abrams’s

definitive study, The Mirror and the Lamp, the Romantic

revision of Lockean paradigms has not been thoroughly
discussed in terms of gender. Bronté&’s own rewriting of
Romanticism has been the focus of studies concerned with
gender issues,’ but, apart from Michael Kearns'’s rather
unsatisfactory discussion of Bronté in his otherwise

impressive Metaphors of Mind in Fiction and Psychology,

these studies do not specifically trace the modulations of
Enlightenment and Romantic cognitive paradigms that I see

in her work.

More gender-directed discussion of Bronté’s works has

occurred around issues of realism in the novel which, as a
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genre of female aesthetic expression, has been acknowledged
as a form that addresses issues of female subjectivity in
the context of social experience. Certainly Bronté has
been placed as a central practitioner of this form.?2
However, interest has not been specifically directed at
Bronté’'s complex appropriations of Romantic and
Enlightenment paradigms of mind and their roles as
constructive features in her novels. Because she has been
seen for so long as an intuitive rather than an informed
and intéllectual novelist, critics, until recently, have
been reluctant to assign her the capacity for such
appropriations. By insisting on Bronté's critical
awareness of the social, cultural and philosophical
constructs she inherited, I position her as a writer who
constructs the real, and the female subject’s place within
that reality, as a complex intersection of epistemological
and aesthetic issues that intersect at the paradigmatic
site of the camera obscura.

Aware of her own investment in the paradigms she
appropriates and challenges, Bronté constructs the female
subject simultaneously from within and without as a being
in camera who must paradoxically challenge her own
ontology. Positioned on this paradoxical "ground,"
Bronté&’'s work, at the level of both form and content,
reflects the adaptations and resistances of a female

subject who must articulate and exert herself within the



confines of a disempowering masculine epistemology.
Concerned as she is with the construction of the narrated
and narrating female subject, Bronté deploys this dynamic
of adaptation and resistance as a means of challenging the
epistemological assumptions implicit in the structure of
narrative authority, a structure that is, of course, highly
gendered.

While I make some reference to the social conditions
in which Bronté was working, I am mainly concerned with her
construction of the female subject within the context of
the paradigms of perception and cognition that endorsed the
patriarchal culture of the nineteenth century. In my
discussion of bourgeois materialism in Chapter I and in my
analysis of Villette, I do engage the issue of "ownership"
as it emerges in the bourgeois construction of the female
object. However, I do not specifically address the issue
of class in the construction of the female subject. In my
analysis of the camera obscura, I assume that the regime
under which Bronté and her female characters operate is
informed by a middle-class economy of male and female
subjectivity. Women, in my discussion, operate primarily
within and against the constraints of a male-oriented
bourgeois society that naturalizes the domestication and
commodification of women.

As I explore Bronté’'s developing engagement with the

ontology and epistemology of female subjectivity, I trace



her progressively complex handling of issues implicit in
the metaphorology of the camera. In Chapter III, which
deals with the early writings, I demonstrate how Bronté'’s
satirical mode undermines assumptions concerning female
genius. After outlining gendered concepts of genius in
relation to the sublime, I demonstrate how Bronté’s early
work challenges notions of male sublimity that are
validated by the camera/mind of masculine Romanticism.

I suggest that The Professor, which is narrated by a

male persona, is structured around Lockean paradigms,
particularly the camera obscura, which are related to the
affirmation of masculine authority. With its emphasis on
enclosure and self-restraint, Crimsworth’s narrative
invests heavily in the idea of the camera as a site of
control of both self and world. Drawing on Crary’s
analysis of the camera obscura as a paradigm for the
policing of perception and cognition, I interpret
Crimsworth’s narrative as an attempt to assert narrative
authority through strategies of containment. In his desire
to construct himself as a magisterial Cartesian observer,
Crimsworth engages in a programme of conceptual
enchamberment designed to define him as a subject over
against a subordinate female otherness. Underwritten by
the dualism and visual bias of Lockean cognition,
Crimsworth’s narrative draws on the authority of the eye as

the perceptual framework that defines the cognitive field



of the empowered male subject.

In The Professor, Bronté’s challenge to Crimsworth'’s
assumption of authority is to ironize his magisterial
framework by creating an obliquely rendered female subject,
Frances Henri, on the margins of his narrative. Expanding
on Annette Tromly’s insightful interpretation of The
Professor, I explore how Bronté& illuminates the "blind
spots" in Crimsworth’s authoritative perspective by
developing a second, ironizing frame of reference that
refers to the obscured subjectivity of the female other. I
argue that, by illuminating the "object" of Crimsworth’s
self-empowering strategies, Bronté ironically exposes the
dynamic whereby the female subject is disempowered in the
self-structuring narrative of masculinity. Paradoxically,
it is by means of such illuminations of the dynamic of
disempowerment that the female subject is brought to light
and enabled to intervene in a narrative devoted to male
mastery.

In my interpretation of this subversive female subtext
which "frames" Crimsworth’s Lockean text of mastery, I
refer to the more illicit aspects of the camera,
particularly its capacity to figure metamorphosis.
Repressed in rationalist accounts of the camera, the
metamorphosing activities of the mind--its capacity to
create non-rational, imaginative "realities"--without

reference to a rationally-ordered subject/object



relationship--have always threatened the integrity of the
camera image and its claim to perceptual/cognitive
authority. In The Professor, such disintegrating
metamorphoses are associated with the female subject whose
mutability escapes and subverts the containments
Crimsworth’s rationalist narrative attempts to impose.

With its ironic treatment of masculine aesthetic and
epistemological discourse, The Professor is a far more
sophisticated and heretical novel--especially in terms of
gender construction--than most critics recognize.® Yet The
Professor’s ironic female perspective, because it is
directed from the margins of a central male consciousness,
can only act from outside the boundaries of the main
narrative structure. While such irony successfully
subverts Crimsworth’s masculine, Lockean postures, it does
not fully address the problem of female self-articulation
within the same aesthetic and epistemological power
structures with which Crimsworth aligns himself.

To some extent, Bronté solves this problem in Jane
Eyre by bringing the marginalized female consciousness to
the centre of the work. By employing a female narrator to
address the gendered protocols of narrative, Bronté engages
more directly the dynamic of adaptation and resistance
through which the female subject is negotiated within the
framework of masculine authority. In Jane Eyre, which I

consider to be a transitional novel, Bronté constructs
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authoritative Lockean paradigms as capable of transition or
transmutation in the service of female subjectivity. While
acknowledging the camera as a site of social, aesthetic and
cognitive power, Bronté invests it with an ambiguity that
allows it to function simultaneously as a site of female
transgression.

In The Professor, Bronté develops the idea of the
mutability of the female subject. In Jane Eyre she
connects these female metamocrphoses to the idea of theatre
and reconstructs the camera as a paradoxical site where
subjectivity and the performance of subjectivity are
interactive. In this strategically ambiguous space, it
becomes possible to express subjectivity virtually and to
acknowledge the "reality" of that virtuality as it operates
within the structures of Lockean hegemony. In this
interfacial camera, spectrality and specularity become
enactments of a theatrical female subject whose virtual
metamorphoses progressively undo the ontological integrity
of the male subject. I focus on the window-seat in Jane
Eyre as a paradigmatic double enclosure that is
simultaneously central and liminal. Contained within the
rigid geometry of an architecture that refers to Lockean
cognitive space, the window-seat appears as an interfacial
camera, a permeable containment where the rigid structures
of masculine authority and the labile metamorphoses of

feminine subjectivity intersect and interact.
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By following Jane’s "progress" from Gateshead to
Ferndean, and the male/female interactions that these
places exemplify, I trace Bronté’s construction of Jane’s
narrative as a development from a dynamic of resistance to
a dynamic of adaptation and appropriation. In the process
of this shift, the functions of eye and mind are transmuted
from a defensive, antagonistic interplay of male and female
vision to an increasingly self-affirming appropriation of
vision. Vision becomes an interactive, visionary theatrics
whereby female subjectivity not only asserts its presence
but also permeates and appropriates the authoritative space
of the camera.

In Jane Eyre, I see Bronté moving towards a female-
oriented symbiosis of masculine and feminine "spaces" of
cognition with the window-seat as the figural site of this
interaction. In Villette, her masterwork, Bronté embarks
on a far more heretical narrative in which the camera
becomes the site of a disintegrative consciousness that has
moved from symbiosis to a radically virtualized concept of
the subject. Shaped by the narrative heresies of Lucy
Snowe, Villette represents the construction of a female
subject whose subjectivity is deliberately rendered as non-
entical in the sense that it has no "substance" beyond its
metamorphosing "presence" in the structure of the novel.
The intensely surreal atmosphere of Villette, represents a

deliberate shifting of subject/object relations from the
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stabilizing figurations of the Lockean camera, to a
figuration of enclosure in which the relationship between
subject and object is rendered in terms of the spectral and
the specular. In this radical absence of ontological and
epistemological integrity, the camera functions as a site
of rupture and displacement where the Lockean subject,
alienated within the power structure of its own paradigms,
appears as a virtuality no more authoritatively "grounded"
than the non-entical self-enactments of the female self.

By estranging the "real" in the context of the
virtual, Lucy’s narrative disengages itself from the
naturalizations of bourgeois realism and aligns itself
instead with a knowingly theatrical "reality." In place of
the subject/object policings of the Lockean camera,
Villette proposes a radical dissolution of the subject
whereby the camera becomes the space of a selfhood that
favours the disintegrative metamorphoses of theatre. Here,
the virtuality of theatre, which creates its effects
entirely in camera, is the figuring and figurative site of
a "reality" which is manifested, not in the stabilized
duality of a subject over against an externally perceived
object, but as an interiorized inter-dynamic of
spectrality, specularity and self-performance.

As the title implies, enclosure in Villette aligns
the parameters of female being with the "small town"

4

precincts of bourgeois life. This overlapping suggests
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that the ontology of the female subject is no longer on the
outskirts of the novel, so to speak, but presented as the
constitutive framework within which the social, aesthetic
and epistemological territory of the narrative is
constructed. In Villette, the camera becomes the site of a
polylogue always interfaced by the virtual/theatrical
metamorphoses of female subjectivity. Informed by an
awareness of the epistemological and aesthetic enclosures
it occupies, Lucy’s narrative disrupts and resists, through
its gaps, wilful manipulations and prevarications, the
reinscription of the Lockean paradigms it inhabits.

Always gesturing, by means of its narrative
unconformities, towards the virtuality of its own
construction, Villette is designed to enact, in camera, the
undoing of the camera’s claim to an epistemological and
ontological authority that assigns a constitutive
subjecthood to men and a self-effacing objecthood to women.
In the process, Lucy creates a narrative of enchamberment
that does not realign itself with gendered protocols of
Lockean perception and cognition, as Crimsworth’s does.
Instead, her narrative projects itself, through its
theatrics of innerness, towards a prophetic female selfhood
that remains recalcitrantly unrealized and unrealizable.
Evident in Vashti, the "unknown planet," and in Lucy’s
"zealot" eruptions, this prophetic being, allied with

female genius, appears always ineffably and disruptively as
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the uncontained within the contained. The prophetic female
subject, anticipated in the visionary mode of Jane Eyre,
becomes in Villette, the undefined and undefinable
"ontology" that resists realignment with a restrictive,
Lockean space of cognition where the female subject is
rendered as object.

Because my thesis focuses primarily on the ontology of
the female subject as it emerges in Bronté’s first-person
narratives, I have chosen to eliminate Shirley from my
discussion. Although Shirley, too, is a fascinating and
highly experimental treatment of the female subject in
narrative, it is problematic in a discussion concerned with
what Tromly calls the "autobiographical narrators" in
Bronté’'s fiction. As will emerge in the following
chapters, one of my main concerns in aligning Bronté’s work
with the camera obscura is to articulate the interface of
cognition, vision and representation in relation to an
avowedly self-constructing narrator. For this reason, with
the exception of some excerpts from the early works, I have
limited my discussion to The Professor, Jane Eyre and
Villette.

As Bronté develops the theatrical/virtual ontology of
the female subject, it becomes clear that her narratives
are aimed at a metaphysics of being that position the
Lockean self, with its gendered protocols, as part of a

discursive dynamic that cannot be substantiated as a stable
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configuration of male and female identity. In place of the
unitary selfhood figured in and contained by the camera of
masculine authority, Bronté proposes a performative,
metamorphic subjectivity that defies the boundaries of its
containment. Registered on the level of the wvirtual where
the patriarchal ontologies of female selfhood can be
interrogated and dismantled, the theatre of female self-
enactment becomes the surreal "ground" of a radical anti-
ontology that undoes the subordinating enclosures

naturalized by the masculine eye/I.



Chapter I

The Camera Obscura and Bronté’s Romantic Aesthetic

Methodology

In my discussion of Bronté’'s work, I position the

camera obscura as an axial concept that, while it is not

explicitly claimed by Bronté herself as a defining
structure, nevertheless implicitly intersects her texts and
her practice as a writer. Working with Foucault’s idea of
the diagram as well as Jonathan Crary’s approach to the
camera obgscura as a field of knowledge and practice
implicated in the creation of subjectivity, I treat the
camera obscura, not simply as an apparatus become metaphor,
but as a diagram which manifests itself in forms and
practices that contributed to the shaping of the female
subject in Bronté’s work.

In this chapter, I discuss my appropriation of
Foucault’s diagram and outline my position with regard to

Crary’s interpretation of the camera obscura. As a

preliminary to the gendered epistemological and aesthetic
issues associated with the camera obscura which are the
subjects of the next chapter, I introduce the philosophical
and aesthetic paradigms in which the gendering of the
camera obscura is embedded ("Preliminary Intersections").

With a view to establishing the camera as a technology with

16
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which Bronté& would have been familiar, I discuss its

ubiquity as an apparatus in the social and cultural

landscape of the nineteenth century ("The Camera Obscura as
Apparatus"). In particular, I position Locke’s idea of the
mind-as-camera obscura as a powerful and persistent model
of mind which arose out of the Cartesian rationalism and
empiricism of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
Because it seemed to guarantee a stable correspondence
between the external object and the viewing subject, the
Lockean camera obscura became the predominant paradigm not
only for explaining the relationship between observer and
observed, but also for perpetuating the dualism of subject
and object on which rational/empiricist constructions of
the observer were based. I also discuss Bronté’s knowledge
of the device and her familiarity with its associated

metaphors ("The Camera Obscura as Paradigm") . Focusing on

Romantic revisions of the classical camera obscura ("The

Romantic Camera Obscura"), I link these revisions to

associated concepts of the sublime and to Bronté’s own
aesthetic practice ("The Sublime and the Camera Obscura').
I then discuss how concepts of realism and ideology overlap
with these Romantic revisions to produce Bronté’s complex
appropriations of the camera obscura in which she inscribes
the strategies of self-empowerment. Here I observe how the

architecture (of the body and of the rooms the body
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inhabits) intersects the idea of the camera obscura
("Closeting the Body: Realism, Materialism and the Subject

In Camera").

As a starting point, I offer Jonathan Crary’s

formulation of the camera obscura:

[Tlhe camera obscura was not simply an inert and
neutral piece of equipment or a set of technical
premises to be tinkered with and improved over
the years; rather, it was embedded in a much
larger and denser organization of knowledge and
of the observing subject. . . . This highly
problematic object was far more than simply an
optical device. For over two hundred years it
subsisted as a philosophical metaphor, a model in
the science of physical optics, and was also a
technical apparatus used in a large range of
cultural activities. For two centuries it stood
as a model, in both rationalist and empiricist
thought, of how observation leads to truthful
inferences about the world; at the same time the
physical incarnation of that model was a widely
used means of observing the visible world, an
instrument of popular entertainment, of
scientific inquiry and of artistic practice. (28-
9)

In his deployment of the camera obscura as a multiple

structure itself structured by a "dense" organization of
nknowledge and of the observing subject," Crary is indebted
to Foucault, whose work has decisively construed the
subject as a function of cultural, social and economic
institutions and processes which determine the protocols of
subjective empowerment or disempowerment. Although he does
not specifically say so, Crary’s borrowing of Foucaultian
analytic technique also implicates the idea of the diagram,

which is integral to Foucault’s mapping of the subject
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within the dynamic of power relations. The diagram, which
is not contained either by the discursive formations of
language or the non-discursive formations of non-linguistic
experience, always remains an abstraction immanent in both.
Gilles Deleuze, in his exposition of Foucault, offers one
of the most accessible definitions of the diagram:

The diagram is no longer an auditory or visual
archive but a map, a cartography that is
coextensive with the whole social field. It is
an abstract machine. It is defined by its
informal functions and matter and in terms of
form makes no distinction between content and
expression, a discursive formation and a non-
discursive formation. It is a machine that is
almost blind and mute, even though it makes
others see and speak. (34)
Referring to Foucault’s very influential use of the
Panopticon to illuminate the practices and forms of
surveillance and imprisonment, Deleuze notes the
Panopticon’s diagrammatic character in Foucault’s analyses.
The Panopticon emerges within the function of Panopticism,
which is the diagram that not only informs the apparatus of
surveillance, but moves beyond it to intersect all that is
"visible and articulable" in the field of the Panoptic.
That is, Panopticism intersects not only the specific forms
taken by the Panoptic model but the social and cultural
arrangements, the epistemological assumptions and the
entire "archive" of discursive and non-discursive forms

that have tc do with the Panoptic.

If the phrase were not so ridiculously clumsy, I would
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refer, not to the camera obscura, but to camera obscuraism

because, in keeping with Foucault’s deployment of the
Panopticon, I think of the camera as a diagram. Although
it is possible to treat the camera as an apparatus and
metaphor charged with aesthetic and epistemological
associations, I find that such a construction is
insufficient to the network of formations and practices
which implicate the camera in Bronté’'s work and life. 1In
my analysis of Bronté, I attempt to deploy the camera as a
diagrammatic field where gendered power-relations come into
play. Transecting the areas of epistemology and aesthetics
as well as associated practices and forms by means of which

the subject is constructed, the camera obscura becomes an

intersectionary diagram or immanent "machine" which enables
certain concepts, spaces, programmes and forms of female
subjectivity to emerge.

Thus the camera obscura-as-diagram is a non-formal

dynamic that can emerge in the field of the discursive and
the non-discursive. As a dynamic abstraction, the
camera/diagram is implicated in but is not on the side of
image or word and can transect the entire aesthetic field
without lodging itself as an absolute validation in any
particular camp. In this respect, the concept of the
transgressive diagram--which Deleuze defines as a "spatio-

temporal multiplicity" (34)--is useful to me as a means of
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linking diverse forms and practices within the range of the
camera/diagram. The various structures, forms and dynamics
of, for instance, literature, visual art, domestic
architecture and theatre can be theorized as thresholds
where the camera/diagram manifests itself. By the same
token, the gendered cultural, social and epistemological
norms in which Bronté’s work is embedded can also be drawn
into the network of the camera obscura.

In all the foregoing I am in agreement with Crary whose

Foucauldian formation of the camera obscura is in keeping

with these aspects of the diagram:

For what constitutes the camera obscura is
precisely its multiple identity, its ‘mixed
status’ as an epistemological figure within a
discursive order and an object within an
arrangement of cultural practices. (30)

However, because Crary wishes to halt the diagrammatic

power of the camera obscura in the early nineteenth century

and because he is, to date, its most authoritative
theorizer, I feel compelled to justify my own extension of
the camera into the second third of the nineteenth century.
To do so, I rely on certain aspects of the diagram which
Crary does not address in his account, particularly the
idea of the threshold. As Deleuze notes, knowledge, in
Foucault’s analyses, moves through accretions and
divergences marked by thresholds:

Knowledge is a practical assemblage, a "mechanism

of statements and visibilities." . . . That is to
say that knowledge exists only according to
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certain widely varying "thrasholds" which impose
particular layers, splits and directions on the
stratum in question. In this respect, it is not
enough to speak of a "threshold of
epistemologization" . . . . [Olther thresholds,
moving off in other directions, also leave their
mark on the stratum: thresholds involving ethics,
aesthetics, politics, etc. (Foucault gtd. in
Deleuze 51)

Although Crary’s analysis cannot be expected to
account for all possible thresholds at which the
camera/diagram emerges, I think he overdetermines the
moment when the modern subject shifts from the paradigms of
Cartesian optics to new forms of subjectivity derived from
new optical devices such as the stereoscope. According to
Crary, this shift took place "from around 1810 to 1840" and
constituted an "uprooting of vision from the stable and
fixed relations incarnated in the camera obscura" (14).
These new instruments were "derived from new empirical
studies of subjective vision . . . that encompasses an
autonomous perception severed from any external

referent" (14). As a result,

Visual experience in the nineteenth century,
despite all the attempts to authenticate and
naturalize it, no longer has anything like the
apodeictic claims of the camera obscura to
establish its truth. (14)
In this moment, which occurred "before the appearance of
photography, " the subject is radically severed from any
attachment to the "truth" apprehended in the model of the

camera obscura. It is here that the camera obscura reaches
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a site of decisive rupture where the diagram can no longer
claim significant continuity:

The formal operation of a camera obscura as an
abstract diagram may remain constant, but the
function of the device or metaphor within an
actual social or discursive field has fluctuated
decisively. The fate of the camera obscura
paradigm in the nineteenth century is a case in
point. (29)

As Deleuze'’s remarks concerning the thresholds of knowledge

suggest, the camera obscura-as-diagram can be expected to
surface at numerous thresholds, one of which is the
interface of technology and epistemology. It is on this
interface that Crary bears down most heavily, because this
is the site where he locates the decisive loss of truth
value in the camera obscura’s role as a model of perception
and cognition. According to Crary, the camera obscura model
"collapsed in the 1820s and 1830s, when it was displaced
by radically different notions of what an observer was and
of what constituted vision" (27). These new,
influential figurations of an observer in the
early nineteenth century depended on the priority
of models of subjective vision, in contrast to
the pervasive suppression of subjectivity in
vision in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
thought. (9)
According to Crary, the rationalization of vision
articulated in the camera_ obscura model of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries was displaced by a more subjective

model of vision inherent in devices such as the stereoscope

that were technological indicators of a new kind of social
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management and control of the individual.
As David Phillips has noted in his detailed and
persuasive review of Techniques of the Observer, Crary’s
decisive moment fails to account for the reinscription of
the camera obscura in photography which quickly overtook
and displaced the stereoscope. I believe, with Phillips,
that this division is based on a strategic oversight of the
thresholds (or "points of emergence" (3), as Crary calls
them) at which the camera obscura remained operative. 1In
fact, the camera obscura, as Phillips points out, is never
effaced by the stereoscope. If anything, it is the
stereoscope, not the camera obscura, that is marginalized
and rendered ineffectual:
[Tlhe burden of significance that the stereoscope
has to bear within [Crary’s] polemic is just too
great for it to sustain. After all, it was the
stereoscope which was marginalized into near
oblivion by photography which was itself to an
extent (as Crary himself is asserting) a
reincarnation of the camera obscura. (136)

Thus, far from displacing the camera obscura, the

stereoscope joins the camera obscura and the modern camera

as one of a group of optical instruments which informed

nineteenth-century modes of visualization. In fact, the

camera obscura remained an essential model of vision in

optical texts of the nineteenth century. Hermann von
Helmholz, "the great nineteenth century man of science"

(Wertheimer 83) who wrote one of the century’s definitive
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works, the Handbuch der Physiologischen Optik (Handbook of

1 refers to the camera obscura as a

Physiological Optics),
fundamental model of vision:
In its optical behaviour the eye is essentially
like a camera obscura. In order for a luminous
point to be seen distinctly, the light diverging
from it must be refracted by the media of the eye
and thereby converged at some point of the
retina. On the surface of this membrane a real
optical image is projected of the external
objects in view, which is inverted and very much
reduced in size. (91)
Although von Helmholz goes on to discuss the complexities
of binocular vision in relation to other optical
instruments such as the stereoscope, his use of the camera
obscura as the founding explanatory model of optics in his
Handbuch affirms that the camera was still very much a part
of nineteenth-century optical discourse.? Thus, as
Phillips suggests, rather than inscribing a rupture between

the stereoscope and the camera/camera obscura paradigm, it

is more in keeping with actual events--since nineteenth-
century observers managed to use the stereoscope, the
camera obscura and the camera without too much difficulty--
to think of the relationship among these instruments as a
palimpsest of visual modes and models:

As opposed to [Crary’s] sequential model
predicated upon an either/or model of vision
according to which it is either passive or
active, detached and imprinted upon or else fully
autonomous, etc., vision operates instead as a
palimpsest which conflates many different modes
of perception--a model which applies both to the
history of vision and to the perception of the
singular observer. (137)
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Such a framework would account for the variability of
visual experience which is not rigidly demarcated but
depends on the "spectator’s oscillation or mobility between
various subject-positions," an oscillation that is
"intrinsic not only to the specific pleasures of looking
but also to vision more generally" (137). From this more
flexible perspective, it is possible to position the camera
obscura as a diagram which emerges in a wider field and on
more levels than Crary'’s over-exclusive definition of the
camera obscura will allow. In the palimpsest of modes and
models that constitutes the diagrammatic emergences of the
camera obscura, earlier uses of the camera obscura paradigm
are related to later (often contradictory) revisions in a
network of applications that extends from the seventeenth
century well into the nineteenth century and beyond.

I have set Phillips against Crary in order to rescue
the camera obscura from Crary’s too-rigid categorizing and
reassign it the diagrammatic power and versatility which it
retained throughout the nineteenth century. By taking this
position, I attempt to demonstrate, without ignoring its
historic specificity, the polysemous nature of the camera
obscura model, which is far more endemic to nineteenth-
century life, and, consequently, to Bronté’'s life and
practice, than Crary acknowledges. For this reason, the

following discussion of the camera obscura is directed at
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the configuration and reconfiguration of the subject in
camera as the observer passes through the rationalizations
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries into the
subjective revisions and resistances of Romanticism and the
realisms of the nineteenth century. By also noting
Bronté’s own participation in this positioning and
repositioning I construct her, too, as a participant in the
shifting epistemological and aesthetic life of the camera

obscura.

Preliminary Intersections

1) The Camera Obscura as Apparatus

Although I intend to discuss the camera obscura at
various thresholds or intersections, I would like to begin
with the camera as an apparatus and insert here a brief
history of the device with examples of its nineteenth

3 As Crary tells us, "It has been

century manifestations.
known for at least two thousand years that when light
passes through a small hole into a dark, enclosed interior,
an inverted image will appear on the wall opposite the
hole" (27). According to John Hammond, this basic
principle of the camera was noted in Chinese texts as early
as the fifth century B.C. (8); but it was during the

Renaissance with the development of optics and optical

instruments that the camera obscura came into its own as a



28

technology. The camera obscura has been closely associated

with the development of perspective, and Alberti (whose De
Pittura (1436) contains the first theoretical construction

of perspective) employed a camera obscura as a drawing

aid.* However, the first written account of the camera
obscura and its uses occurs in Giovanni Battista della
Porta’s Magia Naturalis. Published in 1558, this popular
work helped to establish the camera obscura as a well-known
instrument and optical model.

The name itself comes from Johannes Kepler who, in the
early seventeenth century, used the camera obscura to make
astronomical observations. Throughout the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, the camera obscura developed both as
a technology and as a model of human vision. As Crary

succinctly puts it,

from the late 1500s to the end of the 1700s the
structural and optical principles of the camera
obscura coalesced into a dominant paradigm
through which was described the status and
possibilities of an observer. (27)

Although Crary strategically fails to record the
camera obscura’s presence in the nineteenth century, the
camera obscura did not disappear from the technological
scene until the end of that century. Hammond, in his
detailed account, makes it clear that the camera was a
well-known and well-represented apparatus throughout this
period:

There is little doubt that during the nineteenth
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century the camera obscura reached the height of
its popularity as a useful technical device and
as an entertaining diversion. The large room-
type camera obscura became an attractive
entertainment and many were built in gardens,
parks and at holiday resorts. (104)

Although the invention of photography in 1839 provided a
more thoroughly mechanical means of representation, the
camera obscura remained in use as a copying device. As
Hammond notes, "many amateur artists still preferred to
sketch or paint and frequently made use of the camera
obscura, which was consequently manufactured and sold
throughout the century" (104).

As an instrument, the camera obscura was remarkably
various in form and scale, and Hammond provides numerous
nineteenth-century examples. The larger camera obscurae
were small buildings or rooms which contained the observer
completely. Very large camera obscurae, such as the

observatory in Edinburgh, could accommodate several

observers at once (Fig.1l).
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Fig. 1. The Outlook Tower camera obscura at Edinburgh
built in 1823-4 and was opened to the public in 1856.

Illustration from catalogue of Messrs Barr and Stroud;
rpt. in Hammond (111)
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An engraving from Wonders of Optics (1868) illustrates the
room camera obscura in its capacity as an educational tool

and form of family entertainment (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Room camera obscura from Wonders of Optics (1868);
rpt. Hammond 123.
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A nineteenth-century American cartoon suggests the camera
obscura as a means of surveillance for bosses who wished to

spy on their less-than-industrious workers (Fig.3).

“Camera obscura for offices  much needed by husiness men’”

Fig. 3. Illustration from a nineteenth-century American
Journal; rpt. Hammond 133.



Surveillance was also a feature of the camera obscurae

located at popular holiday resorts where advertisements
encouraged patrons to enjoy its voyeuristic

delights (Fig.4)?>

Fig. 4. An illustration from a guide book to Brighton by
J. Whittemore (1825); rpt. Hammond 117.

33
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As Hammond notes, because the camera obscura was most

popularly used as an aid to drawing, portable cameras were
developed which allowed artists and illustrators to carry

their means of reproduction with them. These portable units
came in a variety of sizes, ranging from closet-like sedan
chairs (Fig. 5) or one-person tents (Fig. 6) to box camera

obscuras and small, hand-held models (Fig. 7).

Fig. 5. Sedan chair camera obscura. Mid-eighteenth
century; rpt. Crary (28).
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Fig. 6. Tent camera obscura. From Natural Philosophy by
E. Atkinson (1900); rpt. Hammond 118.

Fig. 7. Pocket camera obscura from Magazine of Science
(1842); rpt. Hammond 129.
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Thus, the camera obscura as an apparatus was by no means
effaced, and the various optical practices it defined and
represented were still very much in play during Bronté’s
time.

Given the popular presence achieved by the camera
obscura during the nineteenth century, it would be
surprising had Bronté been unfamiliar with the apparatus.
In fact, it is quite likely that she would have known of
the camera obscura because of her familiarity with the art
and the art practices of her day. Bronté was herself an
ambitious amateur artist who, until she devoted herself to

¢ Her

writing, intended to make illustration her career.
brother, Branwell, received a more professional training as
a portrait painter and, if he did not use one himself,
would certainly have been familiar with the camera obscura
and its uses, since it had long been an important apparatus
in the production of visual representations. Martin Kemp,
in his history, The Science of Art, identifies the camera
obscura as a "perspective machine" that had an enormous
impact on artistic practice. It became the optical
instrument that not only exemplified and incorporated the
principles of linear perspective, but also automated the
process of perspective drawing (188-99). Although the use
of the camera obscura in art was often considered as a too-

7

automatic means of representation,’ it was certainly
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embedded in aesthetic practice as one of the "perspective
machines" with which the nineteenth-century art student

would be acquainted.8

In fact, a passage from the juvenilia describing the
paraphernalia of an artist’s studio suggests that Bronté
was familiar with the optical devices used in painting:

Numerous pictures, some in heavy gilt frames,
others as yet unfinished, leant against the
walls; several busts, plaster casts, etc., stood
on stands or on the table amidst a miscellaneous
heap of loose sketches, engravings, crayons,
colour boxes, gilt and morocco-bound tomes, etc.,
etc. In one corner a lay figure spread its arms
abroad. In another stood a large camera

lucida. (EEW 2.1: 327)

Frustratingly, Bronté refers to a camera lucida rather than

a camera obscura in what is, I believe, an error in
terminology. As Hammond notes, the camera obscura was
often mistakenly called a camera lucida (65). Because the
camera lucida was a small and much less popular enlarging
device, I think it is reasonable to assume that the "large
camera lucida" which Bronté mentions is actually a more
commonplace camera obscura.’

Whatever the rights of this particular piece of
evidence, the following passage from a letter to Bronté
written by her friend, Mary Taylor, not only assumes that
Bronté would know the camera obscura but also suggests that
the device was an item of general knowledge:

I have just made acquaintance with Dr. and Mrs.

Logan. He is a retired navy doctor, and has more
general knowledge than any one I have talked to
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here. For instance, he had heard of Philippe
Egalité; of a camera-obscura; of the resemblance
the English language has to the German, etc.,
etc. (SHLL 2:238)

Taylor’s list implies that knowledge of the camera obscura
was considered part of the intellectual baggage
attributable to any well-informed person of the day and
that Bronté would have been aware of this fact.

Certainly there was plenty of information about the
camera obscura available to Bronté. Apart from its
physical presence, the camera obscura was well-represented
in texts to which Bronté had access. Many of the works in
the Keighley Library,10 often cited as an important source
for the Brontés’ reading, refer to the camera obscura.
Smith’s Optics, for instance, contained a description of

the device, as did Chamber’s Cyclopedia, and Ferguson'’s

Lectures included a detailed description of a camera
complete with diagrams. If it is difficult to imagine
Bronté borrowing works of such a technical nature, other
works, more closely associated with literature and art,
were likely to have interested her. Reynolds’s Discourses
and Hayter'’s On Perspective both include discussions of the
camera obscura. As an amateur artist, Bronté might well

have read these works, particularly Reynolds’s Discourses,

a classic aesthetic text." As Christine Alexander notes,
Reynolds featured in Bronté’s juvenilia under the guise of

the Angrian artist, Delisle, who was "great in the



39

beautiful" ("Art and Artists" 180) .12

Another link between Bronté and the camera obscura can

be drawn via Richardson’s novel, Sir Charles Grandison,
which Bronté certainly read.’” Here Sir Charles, who is
discussing the subject of courtship and marriage with his
sister, asks if he might make "a Lover'’s Camera Obscura"
for her (98). Although it is not represented in strictly
optical terms, Richardson’s erotic version of the camera
obscura (to which I will return later) does represent an
allusion to the device which Bronté would have encountered
in her reading.

The presence of the camera obscura as a popular optical
apparatus in the nineteenth century is significant, then,
not only because such a presence supports the notion of the
camera obscura’s continuing influence during the century as
a whole, but because evidence of its ubiquity suggests
that, as a technology, it informed the cultural paradigms
of Bronté and her circle. Thus, although Crary’s work

would seem to deny it, the camera obscura as an apparatus

can be said to intersect, not only the visual technology of
the nineteenth century, but also, more specifically, the

historical field of Bronté’s life and practice.

2) The Camera Obscura as Paradigm

More than a technology, however, the camera obscura also
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functioned on a noninstrumental level, as a model of vision
and cognition and as a figure by means of which related
epistemologies and ideologies were articulated. Moreover,
its power on this level continued to be pervasive into the
nineteenth century and beyond.“ As Phillips affirms, the
camera obscura, after the eighteenth century, "continued to
stand as a recurrent and powerful metaphor not only for
vision but also for the workings of ideology, consciousness
and knowledge" (136). In fact, one could argue that the
camera obscura, because it may be embedded in consciousness
itself, belongs to a diagrammatic order that extends
through history on the level of cognitive mapping.

Although it is a subject beyond the scope of this
discussion, I think it is useful to mention here the
metaphoric nature of cognition itself which, as George
Lakoff and Mark Johnson have demonstrated, is informed by
structural metaphors, particularly metaphors of containment
and spatial definition which demarcate the boundaries of
self and the experience of what lies beyond the self.
According to Lakoff and Johnson, this spatial metaphorics
relates to what is fundamental in human experience:
We are physical beings, bounded and set off from
the rest of the world by the surface of our
skins, and we experience the rest of the world as
outside us. Each of us is a container with a
bounding surface and an in-out orientation. We
project our own in-out orientation onto other
physical objects that are bounded by surfaces.

Thus we also view them as containers with an
inside and an outside. Rooms and houses are
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obvious containers. Moving from room to room is
moving from one container to another. . . . But
even where there is no natural physical boundary
that can be viewed as defining a container, we
impose boundaries--marking off territory so that
it has an inside and a bounding surface--whether
a wall, a fence or an abstract line or plane.
There are few human instincts more basic than

territoriality. (Metaphors We Live By 29)
Such spatialization is also inclusive of vision. As Lakoff
and Johnson note,
We conceptualize our visual field as a container
and conceptualize what we see as being inside it.
Even the term ‘visual field’ suggests this. .
Given that a bounded physical space is a
CONTAINER and that our field of vision correlates
with that bounded physical space, the
metaphorical concept VISUAL FIELDS ARE CONTAINERS
emerges naturally. (30)
Psychologist Eve Sweetser, in her study of transnational
linguistics, notices a "broad tendency, throughout the
history of the Indo-European languages, for the vocabulary
of physical vision to develop cognitive and intellectual
senses" (721). Language, according to Sweetser,

incorporates vision as a significant component of its

spatializing metaphors. Thus, the camera obscura, with its

containment of the viewing subject and its spatialized
optics, might well belong to this order of cognitive
metaphorics, a possibility which may also account for the
camera’s diagrammatic tenacity and for what Phillips
identifies as the historically overlapping or palimpsestic
5

nature of visual/cognitive paradigms.1

Certainly, one of the camera_ obscura’s most potent
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characteristics is its capacity to function as a model of
both eye and mind. The peculiar conflation of sight and

consciousness in the figure of the camera obscura

privileges the eye as the primary sensory vehicle of
cognition and ascribes to mental operations the capacity to

see and envision. In the camera obscura, seeing is

equivalent to knowing, and the discursive history of the

camera obscura in well-known scientific and philosophical

texts attests to this intersection of vision, optics and
- the theorization of cognition.

v.“

% _ For instance, René Descartes,

in La Dioptrique (1637),

associated the eye and its

optical mechanism with the

camera obscura (Fig. 8), an

association made more explicit
in an eighteenth- century

illustration (Fig. 9).
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Fig. 8. Illustration from René Descartes’s La Dioptrigque
(1637); rpt. in Hammond 24.



Fig. 9. Comparison of eye and camera obscura.
eighteenth century; rpt. Crary 489.

Early

43



44
This figuration of the eye as a camera obscura also
had epistemological consequences. By implying a vision
unmediated by subjective response, the camera obscura-as-
eye could function as a paradigmatic vehicle of empirical
observation endorsed by the truth value of a neutral eye.
As Crary notes, Isaac Newton’s Opticks is informed by the
idea of the camera obscura (40). Not only does Newton
explain optics in terms of the camera obscura; he also
employs the camera, with its capacity to figure vision and
the act of observation, as the validating epistemology
which underwrites the "truth" of his own observations.
The most well-known and influential deployment by far
of the camera_ obscura paradigm is, of course, John Locke’s

configuration of the mind as a camera obscura:

I . . . confess here again, That external and
internal Sensation are the only passages that I
can find of Knowledge, to the Understanding.
These alone, as far as I can discover, are the
Windows by which light is let into this dark
room. For, methinks, the Understanding is not
much unlike a Closet wholly shut from light, with
only some little openings left, to let in
external visible Resemblances, Ideas of things
without; would the Pictures coming into such a
dark room but stay there and lie so orderly as to
be found upon occasion it would very much
resemble the understanding of man. (Essa%

Concerning Human Understanding II.11.17)

Although Locke’s idea of mind is haunted by some crucial

paradoxes and ambiguities (to which I will return), his

favouring of vision as the sensory "ground" of cognition is

17

in keeping with Cartesian and Newtonian optics, ’ as is the
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epistemology which assigns truth value to an orderly
assembly of images or "ideas" transmitted through the
transparent aperture of a neutral eye into the "space" of a
mind/eye. Crary, citing Richard Rorty, associates Locke
and Descartes in their "conception of the human mind as an
inner space in which both pains and clear and distinct
ideas passed in review before an Inner Eye" (43).

Epitomized in Locke’s camera obscura, this mechanics
of perception and cognition was accepted, as Michael Kearns
affirms, as essentially true until well into the nineteenth
century:

During the period from the end of the seventeenth
century until the second third of the nineteenth,
the theory of the formation of ideas was based on
relatively mechanical and automatic processes.
Locke was regarded as essentially correct in
tracing all ideas to sensations and therefore all
knowledge ultimately to combinations of sense
impressions . . . . (48)
Locke suggested that the impression of sensory material, as
it passes through the aperture of the camera obscura/mind,
can imprint itself, as on a wax tablet, blank slate or
blank paper (to use an assortment of Lockean metaphors),
and remain stored there. It is this photographic process
of the image passing through the neutral eye and imprinting
itself, more or less permanently, in the space of the mind,
which has persisted as a paradigm of mental and sensory

function:

Locke’s blank slate, as vigorously as it was
criticized during the two hundred years following



the publication of his Essay Concerning Human
Understanding, remained compelling as a
description of the process and mechanism of human
learning because of his metaphors--not that
anyone believed in the existence of an actual
slate somewhere in the cranium, but the dominant
theory of sensations and memory required some
mechanism for recording sensations and
impressions from the external world. (Kearns 25)

As Kearns suggests, the ubiquity of Locke’s camera
obscura metaphor, in combination with the figure of the
blank slate, naturalized the idea of the mind as a
spatially defined entity, which he refers to as "mind-as-
entity" (2). Psychologists and philosophers after Locke,
in challenging (and thereby also preserving) his system,
"still required a mental entity that could receive
impressions and replicate external processes and states in
an internal space" (55). Kearns argues that, although
later philosophies of mind attempt to resist the mind-as-
entity concept, their reliance on the metaphor of the mind
as a "space" of cognitive and perceptual activity,
continually reinscribes the power of that metaphor. Reid,
for instance, in his Essays on the Intellectual Powers of
Man (1789), while he "seized every opportunity to
illustrate the problems caused by metaphorical language
used to talk about the mind" and wished to challenge
"Locke’'s view of the mind as occupying a ‘presence room’"
(Kearns 35), nevertheless perpetuates the Lockean notion of

ideas being impressed in the space of the mind. 1In



47

discussing the concept of the "train of ideas" in relation
to the development of a child’s mind, Reid suggests that
images of "fancy" are "stored" and "impressed" in the mind-
space:
"As children grow up they are delighted with
tales . . . everything of this kind stores the
fancy with a new regular train of thought, which
becomes familiar by repetition so that one part
draws the whole after it in imagination." This
exercise of the imagination "gives rise to
innumerable new associations . . . which make the
deeper impression upon the mind, as they are its
exclusive property." (Reid gtd. in Kearns 7-8)
The process continues in the adult mind: "‘There is a
mould in his mind . . . [and] his discourse falls into this
mould with ease, and takes its form from it’" (Reid gtd. in
Kearns 8).
Hume, who also wishes to challenge the unitary nature
of mind, insists that it is "‘nothing but a heap or
collection of different perceptions, united together by

certain relations, and suppos’d tho’ falsely, to be endowed

with perfect simplicity and identity’" (Treatise of Human

Nature gtd. in Kearns 53)."™ vYet, in his discussion of the
difference between ideas and impressions (which strongly

resembles the workings of the camera obscura), Hume relies

on the metaphor of the mind as an impressible container of
perception: "‘'‘An impression first strikes upon the senses.
Of this impression there is a copy taken by the mind,

which remains after the impression ceases and this we call
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an idea’" (Treatise qtd. in Kearns 52).
Later psychologists like Thomas Brown and Dugald
Stewart (whose works were available in the Keighley
Library)19 also retained the metaphor in their works.

Stewart for instance, in his Elements of the Philosophy of

the Human Mind (1792), "identifies education’s first

priority as making sure that the understanding is well
stored with particular facts" (gtd. in Kearns 77) . Brown,
who in his Sketch of a System of Philosophy of the Human
Mind (1820) "suggests that all mental phenomena be regarded
‘simply as states of mind’" (Brown gtd. in Kearns 10),
still describes the mind in physical terms as an entity.
"In Brown’s opinion, the mind can be studied with the same
methods used in the study of the phenomena of the material
world, especially close observation and classification"
(Kearns 10). While he retains a "mentalistic view" (i.e.
non-substantial view) of the mind, Brown preserves the idea
of the mind as an entity whose components can be observed
and studied. Thus, as Kearns argues, the space of
introspection initially posited by Descartes and modified
in the "closet" of Locke’s empiricism, continues to be
embedded in the writings of the later empiricists and in
theories of prominent nineteenth-century psychologists.

As Kearns argues, Bronté’s work was also informed by

the idea of the mind as an entity, although her treatment



49
of it represented a significant modification of the

metaphor. According to Kearns,

a thinking substance . . . figuratively
represented as a malleable, localizable and
discrete entity . . . could not accommodate some

mental phenomena that were becoming more and more
interesting. Two particular areas of experience
remained relatively inaccessible: powerful,
apparently innate feelings (usually characterized
as "the heart"), and the sense of mind as a
complex being governed by the laws perhaps very
different from those of the physical
world . . . . (136).
Bronté’s work, although it modifies the concept of mind as
a simple entity by affirming the complexity of mind through
its explorations of non-rational mental states and through
its inscription of emotional and imaginative response,
still "attests to the lingering attraction of that metaphor
[mind-as-entityl" (24) .20
While I cannot reproduce the range of Kearns’ history
of the mind-as-entity metaphor here, I can suggest, through
references to Bronté’s own works and to certain works to
which she had (or might have had) access, that Bronté’'s
epistemology was informed by the idea, based on Lockean

metaphorics, of the mind as a camera obscura.

A series of seven articles in Blackwood’s entitled "The

Metaphysician" (which appeared from June 1836 to December
1836) provides some evidence that Locke’s models and
metaphors of mind persisted in nineteenth-century

philosophical commentary during Bronté’s formative years.
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21

Throughout this series, the author (John Wilson,“ one of

the editors of the magazine) traces the development of
psychological theory beginning with Locke. 1In "No. I, On
the Philosophy of Locke" (June 1836), Wilson summarizes the
essentials of Locke’s philosophy of mind in an effort to
clear up "erroneous views" concerning Locke’s "principles"
(798). In the process of this clarification, he reiterates
Locke’s concept of mind as a container of impressions.
Wilson states that "by perceiving [Locke] means the mind’s
"simple apprehension of any impression" (799). He then
goes on to quote Locke in a passage that recalls the camera
metaphor (although modified by the inclusion of sound and
touch) :
Thus, too, he says, "that all that are born into
the world being surrounded with bodies that
perpetually imprint themselves on the minds of
children;" going on to say, in illustration,
"light and colour are busy at hand everywhere
when the eye is but open. Sounds and some
tangible qualities fail not to solicit their

proper senses, and to force an entrance to the
mind." (799)

While Wilson acknowledges that Locke'’s Essay is "at some
points vulnerable" (804) he insists that "This great
undertaking of one bold and original mind changed the face
of science in this country" (801).

The other articles deal with developments introduced
by later theorizers like Hume, Reid, Brown and Stewart, but

even there, Locke is continually invoked. 1In "No. III
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Sensation Perception Consciousness Attention" (Aug. 1836)
Wilson associates Locke with Reid by identifying them as
fellow founders of that field (255); and defends Locke even
as he acknowledges the valid contributions of Reid, Brown
and Stewart.

In "No. IV Touch and Sight," Wilson is again very

Lockean in his approach, especially to sight:

If we look into our own minds and ask whence is
our notion of the extension of bodies--the ready
answer is from sight . . . . Nor is it . . . to
be doubted that the greater part of ocur actual
notion of extension has been derived directly
from the impressions of sight. (329-30)

In "No. VI The Intellective Faculty" (Nov. 1836), he
again quotes extensively from Locke (and also makes some
references to Newton) in his explanation of intellect. He
states, in fact, that "the clearest manner of exhibiting
the nature of the action of this faculty is suggested by
Locke--to examine in their simplest forms some of the
relations it discerns" (627). Wilson then goes on to
explain (in a statement that recalls both Locke’s idea of
abstraction and Blake’s circumscribing Newton) how the mind

organizes matter through reason in the manner of geometric

abstraction:?®

And these two sciences [algebra and geometry]

. o of Number and Extension, drawn from matter
by intellect, and again in their intellectual
perfection applied to it, are capable of
comprehending the whole material universe. (640)

Thus, in this popularizing "treatise" written by one of the
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most important journalists of the period, mind reappears as
the container, not only of perception and cognition, but of

the universe.

In another instance of "camera-obscuraism," Georges

Sand,B whom Bronté read and admired, describes a

visual/mental process reminiscent of Locke’s camera

obscura/mind in Lettres d’un Vovyageur:

For the remainder of the time day-dream, but
taking care to change your place or pipe or the
direction of your gaze. . . . You will start by
achieving a remarkable sharpness of observation
and peace of mind with which to register images--
whether of ideas or objects--in those
compartments of the brain which are like the
pages of an album. (142)

Modern Painters, which Bronté read in 1848 (see SHLL
2:240), is another indicator of the persistence of Lockean
concepts of cognition and perception in aesthetic
discourse. In the first volume of Modern Painters, Ruskin
quotes from Locke’s Essay to illustrate the need for the
"cultivation" of perceptual judgement:

The first great mistake that people make in this
matter [of fidelity to nature in art], is the
supposition that they must see a thing if it be
before their eyes. They forget the great truth
told them by Locke, book ii, chap 9. 3--"This is
certain that whatever alterations are made in the
body, if they reach not the mind; whatever
impression are made on the outward parts, if they

are not taken notice of within; there is no
perception." (28)

Certainly there is reason to assume that Bronté’s own

cognitive figuration is informed by Lockean metaphors, as
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is evident in a playful passage from one of her early
letters to her friend, Ellen Nussey. Here Bronté refers to
her own mind as a container, claiming that the wind on the
moors "has produced the same effect on my knowledge-box
that a quiagh of usquebaugh does upon those of most other
bipeds" (SHLL 1:216). In a less bibulous vein, Bronté
employs Locke’s blank-slate metaphor when she tells Nussey
that, although time and distance have made her an
"insubstantial impression on the memory," it is an
impression "happily incapable of erasure" (SHLL 1:126).

These Lockean images of the mind as a "knowledge box"
in which memories are impressed, contained and preserved
reappear in The Professor where the idea of memories sealed
in urns becomes an important theme. As Annette Tromly
notes (96), this imagery is reminiscent of Locke,
particularly the passage in which the mind is figured as a
tomblike repository of fading images: " [O]Jur Minds
represent to us those Tombs . . . where, though the Brass
and Marble remain, yet the Inscriptions are effaced by time
and the Imagery moulders away" (Essay II1.10.4). Even
closer to Locke’s camera however, is Crimsworth’s image of
his mind as a gallery of paintings that represent his
memories of past experience (55) .%

Jane Eyre, too, contains references to the Lockean

mind. For instance, at the end of the discussion during
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which Rochester informs Jane of the corrupt nature of his
mind, she advises him:

It seems to me, that if you tried hard, you would
become what you yourself would approve; and that
if from this day you began with resolution to
correct your thoughts and actions, you would in a
few years have laid up a new and stainless store
of recollections, to which you might refer with
pleasure. (169)
Here, Jane implies that Rochester’s mind, in the manner of
Locke’s camera, can "lay up" an orderly "store" of new
memories which will supersede those ideas and images that
have infected his mind. When she observes that a new face
is like a new picture in a gallery, Jane (echoing
Crimsworth) implies that her own mind is like a Lockean
container, ready to store new images as they are received
by the eye. Similarly, Lucy Snowe, when she is falsely
accused by M. Paul of having had a classical education,
responds in Lockean fashion:
The privileges of a ‘classical education,’ it was
insinuated had been mine; . . . a golden store
hived in memory now sustained my efforts and
privily nurtured my wits. (444)

Whether in support of Locke’s ideas or against thenm,
writers of Bronté’s period take his model of mind to be
fundamental. For instance, an article by John Héraud® in
Fraser’'s Magazine concerning the nature of poetic genius
employs Lockean paradigms to explain the basic mechanisms

of perception and cognition while denying that the mind is

a mere mechanical apparatus. Although Héraud'’'s project is
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to criticize and modify Locke, the lengthy quotation of a
key passage from the Introduction to the Essay ensures that
Locke’s concept of the mind/eye is inscribed as the
acknowledged subtext of Héraud’s own argument:
"The understanding, " says Locke "like the eye,
whilst it makes us see and perceive all other
things, takes no notice of itself; and it
requires art and pains to set it at a distance,
and make it its own object. But whatever be the
difficulties that lie in the way of this :
inquiry--whatever it be that keeps us so much in
the dark ourselves--sure I am that all the light
we can let in upon our own minds, all the
acquaintance we can make with our understanding,
will not only be very pleasant, but bring us
great advantage in directing our thoughts in
search of other things." ("On Poetical Genius,
Considered as a Creative Power" 61)
This article, which unfortunately appears in February 1830,
a year earlier than the Brontés’ subscription to the
magazine,? nevertheless implies that Locke’s model of mind
still stood as a standard (if besieged) model of perception
and cognition in the aesthetic criticism of Bronté’s day.
Thus, while I cannot claim that Bronté actually read
Locke’s Essay (although it was available at the Keighley
Library), Locke’s model of mind, as well as the mind-as-
camera obscura metaphor, had, by her time, become
commonplace and paradigmatic enough to suggest that she
would have absorbed them as important elements of the
cultural background of the period.

The emergence of Locke’s model of mind within Bronté’s

discursive field is not surprising, given the capacity of
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the camera/mind to figure the conflicting, often
paradoxical, relations in which the observer of Bronté’s
period was embedded. Transecting the rationalism of the
Enlightenment observer and the anti-rationalism of the

Romantic observer, the camera obscura developed into the

nineteenth century as a complex paradigm that could
incorporate a range of epistemological positions.

Among the pre-Romantic functions of the camera
obscura, as I have noted above, was its employment as a
model of cognition and perception which could guarantee the
truth value of observation. In the overlapping structures
of rationalist and empiricist epistemology, the camera
obscura could figure the rationalism of the Cartesian
viewer as well as the empirical rationalism of the
Newtonian/Lockean observer. As Crary says of Newton'’s
Opticks and Locke’s Essay: "What they jointly demonstrate
is how the camera obscura was a model simultaneously for
the observation of empirical phenomena and for reflective
introspection and self-observation" (40). Thus the
conflation of eye and mind figured in the camera obscura
(as the citation from Locke in Héraud’s article implies)
structures the mind as an eye that can accurately observe
external phenomena while also observing itself as an
"object" of perception. In this self-reflective optics,

the camera obscura becomes the site of an eye that
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professes to guarantee the truth value, not only of its
externally generated perceptions, but also of its own
workings.

Such rationalist/empiricist concepts of cognition and
perception propose an observer whose eye and mind derive
authority from the camera obscura’s capacity to figure the
subject as a transcendent mind informed by a transparent
eye. Heavily invested in the stabilities of the camera
obscura, these classical models of mind emphasized the
camera’s figuration of fixed relations between exterior and
interior, observer and observed, in order to endow the
rational subject with the authority of empirical "truth."
As Crary notes, the conferral of such authority required
certain emphases which favoured the idea of the camera
obscura as the site of a cognitive/visual regime that could
affirm the transcendent rationality of the classical
subject. The camera obscura, because it enfolds the viewer
who sees an image filtered through the lens of the
aperture/eye, creates a space of interiorization and
demarcation that "impels a kind of askesis, or withdrawal
from the world, in order to regulate and purify one’s
relation to the manifold contents of the now ‘exterior’
world" (Crary 39). A seventeenth-century illustration of a
camera obscura and study epitomizes the space of such a

withdrawal (Fig. 10).
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Fig. 10. Illustration from La Dioptrigque Oculaire by
Cherubin d’Orleans (1671); rpt. Hammond 29.
By abstracting from the "manifold" a purified relation

between observer and observed, the camera obscura

constructs a sovereign subject whose own abstraction from
the polymorphic array of experience is invested with the
authority of Platonic idealization. Ensconced within the
neutral mechanism of the mind/eye, the observer in the

classical camera obscura "is there as a disembodied witness

to a mechanical and transcendental re-presentation of the
objectivity of the world" (41). As Barbara Stafford
observes, such abstraction (derived from Neoplatonism) was
characteristic of both Descartes and Locke. We can detect
the tendency to abstraction

in Descartes’s profane will to differentiate an
intellectual ens from everything corporeal, to
divide form unerringly from matter. The procedure
was also operative in Locke’s ‘way of ideas’
intent upon separating the simple from the
complex, whereby the mind had the power to
abstract general representations from
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particulars. (135)%

The camera obscura paradigm thus became the fittingly

geometric space of an observer imbued simultaneously with
the mechanical perspective of the eye/mind and the
transcendent perspective of the abstract/abstracted viewer.
Here, the noumenal space of the rational observer coincided
with the optical space of the empirical observer to produce
an overlay of signification that resulted in paradox. By
referring the ultimate authority of its mechanics of
observation to the subject in camera, the truth value of
the classical camera obscura paradigm rests on the
contradictory assumption that a subjective response can
operate empirically and transcendentally. Crary, citing
Edmund Husserl, identifies this as "the major philosophical
problem" of the rationalist/empirical tradition: "How a

philosophizing which seeks its ultimate foundations in the

subjective . . . can claim an objectively ‘true’ and
metaphysically transcendent validity" (41). The camera

obscura, with its capacity to encompass these ambiguities,
became, as Crary phrases it, the "precarious figurative
resolution" of a fundamentally paradoxical
epistemology (41).

For Locke, the resolution of this ambiguity required a
degree of self-repression in the observer that would

guarantee a transcendently objective perspective
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uncompromised by the vagaries of subjective response. To
establish the authority of this observer Locke added to the
camera obscura model the overlapping idea of the mind as a
"presence room." According to Locke, sense data are
transmitted "from without to their Audience in the Brain--
the mind’s Presence-room, (as I may so call
it) . . . " (Essay II.3.1). Crary notes that, "in
seventeenth-century England to be in camera" was to be
"within the chambers of a judge or person of title" (42).
Locke’'s association of the camera obscura/mind with the
"presence room" of a person of authority

gives a new juridical role to the observer within
the camera obscura. Thus he modifies the
receptive and neutral function of the apparatus
by specifying a more self-legislative and
authoritative function: the camera obscura
allows the subject to guarantee and police the
correspondence between exterior world and
interior representation and to exclude anything
disorderly or unruly. Reflective introspection
overlaps with a regime of self discipline. (42-3)
Like the camera obscura/study in Fig. 10, the camera
obscura/mind is the site of an authoritative observer whose
observations, based on the orderly projection of sense data
in camera, can be guaranteed by the disciplined purity of
this perceptual/cognitive arrangement, a concept that
surfaces in The Professor. Cartesian in origin, this
purifying withdrawal to an interfacial interior space where

the exterior world can be made orderly for its appearance

in the mind’s "presence room," is dependent upon a
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regulatory eye which lets in only a modicum of light
whereby the mind might see the images projected in camera.
For Locke, the light of reason is as the light of a candle,
a restricted but sufficient illumination:

It will be no excuse to an idle and untoward
Servant, who would not attend his Business by
Candle-light, to plead that he had not broad Sun-
shine. The Candle, that is set up in us, shines
bright enough for all our Purposes. (Essay I.1.6)

In this passage, reminiscent of St. John, whose candle-lit
interior space is subverted by the moonlit dazzlement of
Jane's transcendent experience (see my discussion below),

Locke requires the observer to be content with the candle

2 aAs Crary tells us,

and not strive for the sun.
The orderly and calculable penetration of light
rays through the single opening of the camera
corresponds to the flooding of the mind by the
light of reason, not the potentially dangerous
dazzlement of the senses by the sun. (43)

Thus the apertural eye of the camera obscura becomes the
essential sensory agent by means of which the most reasoned
apprehension of an unreasoned, manifold exterior might be
achieved.

Invested with authority, the transcendental eye/mind

of the camera obscura also overlaps with the invisible

observer whose unseen surveillance carries the cachet of
truth. Like the employer in Fig. 3, who is the unseen
observer of his unwitting employees, the subject in camera

is related to the invisible but truth-discerning,
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disciplinary eye/I of authority. Like the Panopticon, a

related optical paradigm, the camera obscura, with its

connotations of authoritative and authoritarian
surveillance, links empiricist/rationalist optics to a
disciplinary regime which empowers the unseen observer.
Employed by Foucault as a diagram of disciplinary optics,

the Panopticon, epitomized in Jeremy Bentham’s model of the

ideal prison,?®

forsook force in favour of observation and
surveillance to control the prison population.
That the inspector in the central tower was able
to see the prisoners in the cells on the
periphery without being seen by them, as well as
instilling the sentiment of invisible
omnipresence among the inmates, was meant to make
it possible for a handful of any group of men to
run a prison. (Cousins and Hussain 190)

Like the observer in camera, the inspector in the
Panopticon, invisible himself, could invigilate the actions
of those brought within his visual field by the optical
"instrument" he and they inhabit.

In conjunction with the idea of this disciplinary

optics, the camera obscura also constructs a perspectival

arena in which the objects of perception are framed within
a cohesive and orderly visual field reflecting the

transcendent vision of God:

The aperture of the camera obscura corresponds to
a single, mathematically definable point, from
which the world can be logically deduced by a
progressive accumulation and combination of
signs. . . . Founded on laws of nature (optics)
but extrapolated to a plane outside of nature,
the camera obscura provides a vantage point onto
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the world analogous to the eye of God. (Crary 48)
From this God-like perspective, it was possible to impose
order upon a world that might otherwise prove chaotic and
intransigently unavailable to the comprehension of the
mind. Speaking of the sixteenth-century camera obscura as
an analogue of perspectival representation, Crary notes
that the monadic viewpoint of the camera enhances the
"intelligibility" of visual data by creating a framed and

orderly perceptual field:

Whether it is a question of the stage, urban
design, or visual imagery, the intelligibility of
a given site depends on a precisely specified
relation between a delimited point of view and a
tableau. . . . The camera, in a sense, was a
metaphor for the most rational possibilities of a
perceiver within the increasingly dynamic
disorder of the world. (53)
Reflecting the omniscient vision of God, the comprehensive
frame of the vista or "tableau" projected by the eye of the
camera obscura represented the authoritative wvisual field
of the transcendent observer. For the subject in camera,
power resided in the capacity to encompass and rationalize
the territory of the observed.

In Bronté’s work, the rational/empirical subject often
appears as an entrenched authority at odds with subversive,
female subjects whose modes of vision and cognition
challenge the dominance of the Lockean/Cartesian observer.

The Professor, as I will argue, is the narrative of a

"professed" authority (always in camera) whose disciplinary
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vision seeks to control the unruly female objects of his
regard by ordering them within the regulatory framework of
his seemingly all-encompassing eye. As Heather Glen
remarks in her introduction to The Professor,

This imagery of looking and being looked at runs
throughout the novel, chillingly replacing any
more intimate conception of human interaction.
And it points not merely to a peculiar strategy
of the individual . . . but to the essential
nature of the world through which he moves. 1In
an extraordinarily precise and consistent way,
Charlotte Bronté seems to be exposing and
articulating the logic of a whole society--a
society whose essential dynamics are the same as
those that Jeremy Bentham had sought to enshrine
and objectify in his great plan for a
‘Panopticon’ some fifty years before. (18)

In Jane Eyre, where conflicting modes of vision and
cognition are more overtly engaged, the authoritarian
observer can be seen in characters such as Mr.Brocklehurst,
whose regulatory gaze seeks to gorgonize into objectivity
the female subjects in his range of vision--a feature also
evident in the freezing, "cairngorm eye" (286) of the
domineering Mrs. Reed. St. John Rivers (whose intensely
self-disciplined resistance to subjective, emotional
response might almost be a caricature of Locke’s purified,
self-regulating subject) also deploys vision as a means of
controlling the female subject-- particularly Jane who,
under the implacably unsympathetic scrutiny of his cold

blue eye is gradually frozen into immobility to become a

dispensable object in the "vista" of his own salvation. In
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Villette, the novel whose heresies are embedded in the
politics of optical enclosure, the sovereign, Panoptic
observer appears most obviously in the pensionnat where
control of the female students depends on an invisible
surveillance conducted in camera by Madame Beck, the owner
and dominant surveillante of the school. Even the much
more sympathetic M. Paul is not free of such spying optics,
as is evident when, hidden within the enclosure of his
office, he inspects, through a crack in the shutters, the
goings-on in the pensionnat garden. Graham Bretton, too,
is associated with a degree of visual/cognitive
disinterestedness that aligns him with the Lockean observer
who, eschewing subjective response, chooses instead a
purely objective perspective. Where Lucy Snowe sees a
revelatory vision of the actress, Vashti, Graham, with his
cool, unsympathetic eye, sees nothing but a fallen woman, a
brutal objectification which denies Vashti’s transcendent
subjectivity in the service of his own perceptual

authority.
3) The Romantic Camera Obscura

These illustrations notwithstanding, Bronté’s use of
the camera paradigm and its association with Lockean and
Cartesian epistemology, is never simply adversarial. While

she draws on these models, as she does in the examples
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above, they are always modulated by and embedded in much
more complex interactions. This complexity, which owes
much to Bronté’s subtle manipulation of visual/cognitive
modes, also derives from the complex emergences of the
camera obscura/diagram itself.

While the rationalist/empiricist camera was meant to
figure a purified optics informed by an authoritative,
transcendent eye, it was also a figure with the capacity to
accommodate ambiguity and paradox. As I have noted above,
the classical camera obscura, although it attempted to
reconcile its anomalies, could not entirely efface the fact
that, however purified its subject, the camera obscura was
an essentially subjective model of vision and cognition.

If, as Jonathan Crary suggests, the camera obscura is
a "precarious figurative solution" to the problem of
subjectivity, it is the useful precariousness of a
diagrammatic figure with multiple significations and
multiple "points of emergence." As Romantic concepts of
the camera obscura attest, it is precisely the camera’s
capacity to accommodate complexity which makes it such a
powerful, multivalent paradigm. Its usefulness as a
paradigm is evident in the work of Coleridge, one of the
period’s most influential theorizers.

In the Biographia Literaria, for instance, the camera

obscura appears as a doubled and contradictory figure
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signifying two types of mental apprehension. On the one
hand, Coleridge uses the camera to figure a purely passive
mechanics of mental apprehension which he associates with
the mindless reception of the "pulp fiction" available
through circulating libraries. He deplores the

beggarly day-dreaming during which the mind of
the dreamer furnishes for itself nothing but
laziness and a little mawkish sensibility; while
the whole material and image of the doze is
supplied ab _extra by a sort of mental camera
obscura manufactured at the printing office,
which pro tempore, fixes [,] reflects and
transmits the moving phantasms of one man’s
delirium, so as to people the barremnness of an
hundred other brains afflicted with the same
trance or suspension of all common sense and
definite purpose. (28)

Entirely entranced, the camera obscura/mind of the

circulating library devotee can be construed as a
derogatory play on the classic Lockean observer in whom the
apparatus of cognition is mechanical to a fault. Later in
the work, however, Coleridge employs the camera obscura as
a model for the creative imagination and adapts it as a
figure for an eye/mind in the grip of a unifying, poetic
inspiration. According to Coleridge, a catalogue of "local
imagery" presented with "minute accuracy," does not
constitute a work of the imagination. Rather than relying
on the accumulation of visual detail derived from external
experience, the poet must "paint to the imagination"
(Biographia Literaria 252). The truly imaginative work

appears as a whole in a moment of inspired cohesion ketween
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the objectivity of "local" images and the subjective vision

of the poet:
This is creation rather than painting, or if
painting, yet such, and with such co-presence of

the whole picture flash’d at once upon the eye,
as the sun paints in the camera obscura.

(Biographia Literaria 252)
Here Coleridge represents the act of imagination as a
creative simultaneity of subject- and object-oriented
states of perception and cognition. In this camera obscura,
observer and observed are fused in an interior "tableau"
which represents, not just the objects of perception
transmitted by a neutral eye into an empty chamber, but the
generative action of the mind itself. Self and other are
inscribed within a "picture" that paradoxically contains
both subject and object in its representational field.

In bringing the creative action of the mind/eye to
light in the camera obscura, Coleridge refigures the camera
to represent a vision and cognition which acknowledges and
accommodates imaginative perception. According to
Coleridge, the "despotism of the eye," ushered in by
rationalist/empirical philosophers like Locke, was
invidious because it denied truth value to anything which
could not be seen by the bodily eye:m

[Ulnder this strong sensuous influence we are
restless because invisible things are not the
objects of vision; and metaphysical systems, for
the most part, become popular not for their truth
but in proportion as they attribute to causes a

susceptibility of being seen, if only our visual
organs were sufficiently powerful. (62)
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What the classical model of mind fails to account for, in
short, is the subjectively based, visionary optics, which
Coleridge includes in his adaptation of the camera obscura.
In Coleridge’s text, the camera obscura functions as a
complex figuration which refers to Lockean mechanics while
also accommodating the subjective, imagining eye/I as the
ontological source of creative cognition. Here, the camera
appears, not as a unified figure, but as a complexity, a
polysemous figure that need not align itself absolutely

with the classical camera obscura. Instead, Coleridge’s

construction of a creative camera/mind suggests that the
camera obscura can figure creative subjectivity as readily
as it can figure the rationalized, objective observer of
the classical camera.

As Coleridge’'s use of the camera obscura model

suggests, the issue of a subject-oriented vision and
cognition was crucial in terms of the Romantic resistance
to classical models of mind. John Héraud, writing in 1830,
considers this issue to be central to theories concerning
aesthetic creation. Citing an example from DeQuincey’s
Confessions, (a work with which Bronté was familiar),* in
which DeQuincey describes the "power of painting . . . upon
the darkness all sorts of phantoms" (61), Héraud insists on
the validity of subjectively generated images produced in

the "creative state of the eye" (62). According to Héraud
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there are
faculties existent in fancy and imagination,
which amount almost to a power of creation, and
which might be, by no extravagant hyperbole,
denominated . . . another faculty of the
eye . . . (61)
Referring to Locke’s concept of the mind as a blank slate
impressed by outward perceptions, Héraud reverses this
order and suggests that vision is not neutral but is
informed by "antecedent" patterns inherent in the subject:
[Tlhus the creation of the poet is but the
bodying forth, from "the airy nothing" of the
"thing unknown," the corporeal image of the
secret (the archetypal) idea in the mysterious
recesses of the mind, the seat of the soul, the
temple of the spirit which is an efflux of divine
effulgence. (60)
In place of the transparent eye and noumenal subject of the
rationalist/empiricist camera, the Romantic eye/mind in
Coleridge and Héraud, proposes an observer whose patent
subjectivity is made transcendent through divine
inspiration. By overlaying Héraud’s construction of a
subjective eye/mind with Coleridge’s figuration of the
camera obscura, it is possible to see that certain
overlapping concepts are inherent in both.
In the Romantic account of mind, exemplified in
Coleridge and Héraud, vision and cognition are related to
the classical camera obscura/mind but with significant and

challenging modifications. While in the classical model

the camera obscura is the figural vehicle of a subject
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whose purified, rationalized vision invests only the
clearly seen with truth value, the Romantic camera obscura,
with its "creating eye," values what cannot be seen in the
external object-world. Coleridge, for instance, not only
implicates the subject in the act of seeing; he also
proposes, through his double use of the camera obscura, a
complex sight which sees and envisions (a concept that
becomes an important theme in Jane Eyre). Interestingly,
the mechanical camera obscura, which figures the "beggarly
daydreaming" of the circulating-library reader, is an
entirely subjective version of the Lockean model. Here,
the transparent eye of the camera is not presented as a
transmitter of objective data but as the agent of
subjective projection. What is transferred "ab extra" is
the "daydreaming" of one mind into the somnolent mind of
another. There is in this figure the notion that self-
created or "phantom" data can, like Locke’s externally
derived "ideas," impress themselves as phenomena on the
mind out of which they arise. Like DeQuincy, who
acknowledges the paradoxical "reality" of phantoms
"painted"” by the mind in its own "dark" space, Coleridge
gives truth value (however derogatory his purpose) to
purely subjective "ghost" data, projected and developed in
the camera obscura of the mind.

If any author could identify with such phantom
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"realities," it would be Bronté. In her, the "creating eye"
was so powerful, it could conjure visible ghosts. For

instance, in the Roe Head Journal, she writes, with some

awareness of DeQuincey:

[Tlhe toil of the day succeeded by this moment of
divine leisure had acted on me like opium and was
coiling about me a disturbed but fascinating
spell such as I never felt before. What I
imagined grew morbidly vivid. I remember I quite
seemed to see with my bodily eyes a lady standing
in the hall of a gentleman’s house as if waiting
for someone. (gtd. in Gérin 105-6)

Although such a "morbid" propensity for ghost-seeing would
later be ironized in Villette, this power of envisioning an
imagined "reality" was invaluable when Bronté wrote about
experiences beyond her ken. Gaskell describes how Bronté
relied on imaginative vision in the creation of the opium

scene in that novel:

I asked her whether she had ever taken opium, as
the description given of its effects in
"Villette" was so exactly like what I had
experienced, --vivid exaggerated presence of
objects, of which the outlines were indistinct,
or lost in golden mist &c. She replied, that she
had never, to her knowledge, taken a grain of it
in any shape, but that she had followed the
process she always adopted when she had to
describe anything which had not fallen within her
own experience; she had thought intently on it
for many and many a night before £falling to
sleep, --wondering what it was like, or how it
could be,--till at length, sometimes after the
progress of her story had been arrested at this
one point for weeks, she wakened up in the
morning with all clear before her, as if she had
in reality gone through the experience, and then
could describe it, word for word, as it had
happened. (508-9)
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For such a writer, visual perception could never be
conceived as a purely passive faculty unconditioned by the
activity of an imagining mind and eye. Certainly in Jane
Eyre, the imagining eye/mind is inscribed as the source of
Jane’s visionary paintings. In describing her art to
Rochester, Jane affirms the entire subjectivity of her
images:
The subjects had indeed risen vividly on my mind.
As I saw with the spiritual eye, before I
attempted to embody them, they were striking; but
my hand would not second my fancy, and in each
case it had wrought out but a pale portrait of
the thing I had conceived. (153)
Jane, while she laments her lack of artistic skill, insists
on the vividness of those visual creations which are
"conceived" and born in the mind itself. She insists,
moreover, on the "reality" of the images produced by the
"spiritual eye" which, like Héraud’'s "creating eye," is
informed by the divinely inspired power of genius. Here,
the "morbidly vivid realizations" of the Roe Head Journal
are transformed and given status as essential elements of
the creative mind. As in Coleridge and Héraud, the eye in
Bronté is not conceived as a purely neutral mechanism, but
is placed firmly at the service of the imagining mind.
There is, then, in the camera of the mind, an inner
transcendence which does not efface itself, as in the

classical camera obscura, but asserts itself through a

virtual eye/mind whose "realizations" carry as much truth
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value as the objectively directed vision of the Lockean
camera. As the Romantic revision of the mind/eye wishes to
affirm, the camera obscura is always haunted by a virtual
eye which directs itself to an otherwise unseen "reality."
Moreover, this virtual order of vision and cognition has
always been associated with the camera obscura on an
instrumental level. Giovanni Battista della Porta, for

instance, became infamous for his use of the camera obscura

as a device of illusion:
It is said that [della Porta] made a huge
"camera" in which he seated his guests, having
arranged for a group of actors to perform outside
so that the visitors could observe the images on
the wall. The story goes, however, that the
sight of the upside-down performing images was
too much for the visitors; they panicked and
fled, and Battista was later brought to court on
a charge of sorcery! (Leggat 2)

Here, the camera obscura becomes the site of cheating

illusions whose "real" virtuality scandalously and

frighteningly apes the objectively "true" images of the

rational camera.

In the nineteenth century, although there was no longer
much danger of arrest for the practice of sorcery, the
camera obscura continued to be associated with the
manufacturing of a virtual reality that could create a
convincing illusion of objective truth. John Hammond

refers to a report in a nineteenth-century American

journal, of a device which has much in common, not only
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with della Porta’s box of tricks but with modern cinematic

illusions as well:

"Among recent inventions is the application of
the camera obscura to a railroad car, imparting
to the travelling and wondering beholder a
moving, diminutive picture of the country through
which he is passing." (cited in Hammond 132)

The camera obscura is alsc associated with the "magic
lantern" (a device which enters the discourse of Jane Eyre)
and which could, like the camera obscura, be used to
project images of an illusory reality. It is in the magic
lantern, in particular, that Crary sees a challenge to the

truth claims of the camera obscura. As Crary correctly

observes,

Just as perspective contained within it the
disruptive possibilities of anamorphoses . . . so
the veracity of the camera was haunted by its
proximity to techniques of conjuration and
illusion. The magic lantern that developed
alongside the camera obscura had the capacity to
appropriate the setup of the latter and subvert
its operation by infusing its interior with
reflected and projected images using artificial
light. (33)

Thus, as a paradigm and instrument, the camera obscura
tends to be an ambiguous figure with a complex relationship
to the idea of perceptual and cognitive truth. On the one
hand, it is the instrument and model of an observer whose
validity depends on a neutral eye which can guarantee, by
its neutrality, the objective "truth" of its perceptions.
On the other hand, the camera obscura is also the

instrument and model of an observer whose eye is patently
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not neutral, either because it can envision phantoms or
because it can conjure an illusory reality that is
scandalously bereft of any regulatory mechanism which might
guarantee a stable, fixed relationship between observer and
exterior world. Always, there is the possibility that the
observer in camera may be perceiving, wittingly or
unwittingly, the virtual "reality" of an illusory
"presence." It is a possibility which Rochester, who is
disguised as a gipsy, suggests and embodies when, during
the Ingrams’ visit (which he stages in order to delude
Jane), he asks Jane how she is enjoying the "magic lantern"
show he has provided for her:

I wonder what thoughts are busy in your heart
during all the hours you sit in yonder room with
the fine people flitting before you like shapes
in a magic-lantern: just as little sympathetic
communion passing between you and them, as if
they were really mere shadows of human forms and

not the actual substance. (247-8)

Thus, the observer structured by the camera obscura is

always potentially transgressive in the sense that the
classical, regulatory relationship between eye and world is
overlapped by the possibility of a deregulating, generative
subjectivity with the capacity to create what it sees. The
camera obscura is, in effect, a model that can accommodate
contradictory subject-positions and can thereby allow a
degree of dialogic play which subverts without entirely

effacing the totemic authority of the classical camera
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obscura. Perhaps the most striking example of such play is

Horace Walpole’s account of his own portable camera obscura

which he describes as a wonderful transmutation of the
objective and the subjective:

This is but a codicil to my last, but I forgot to
mention in it a new discovery that charms me more
than Harlequin did at ten years old, and will
bring all paradise before your eyes more
perfectly than you can paint it to the good women
of your parish. . . . Sir Joshua Reynolds and
West are gone mad with it, and it will be their
own faults if they do not excel Rubens in light
and shade, and all the Flemish masters in truth.
It improves the beauty of trees,--I don’t know
what it does not do--everything for me, for I can
have every inside of every room here drawn

minutely in the size of this page. . . . The
perspectives of the house . . . are miraculous in
this camera. . . . The painted glass and trees

that shade it are Arabian tales. This instrument
will enable engravers to copy pictures with the
utmost precision: and with it you may take a vase
or the pattern of a china jar in a moment;
architecture and trees are its greatest beauty;
but I think it will perform more wonders than
electricity, and yet is so simple as to be
contained in a trunk that you may carry in your
lap or your chaise, for there is such contrivance
in that trunk that the filberd in the fairy tales
which held such treasures was a fool to it. 1In
short it is terrible to be three score when it is
just invented; I could play with it for forty
years; when will you come up and see it? I am
sure you will not go back without one. (Letter to
William West gtd. in Hammond 79)

For Walpole, the camera is a magical instrument which
encompasses rooms and landscapes yet can be held in the lap
like a treasure chest. While it allows the perceiver to
make objectively "precise copies" of external phenomena,

the camera is also figured as a conjuring device that can



78

transform reality into illusion and illusion into reality
whenever the observer desires. Here, the camera becomes a
mechanism that both orients and pleasurably disorients the
perceiver in relation to the perceived. While the viewer
perceives visual images in the camera with extreme accuracy
and is therefore able to control and re-present them, the
pictures imaged in the camera also allow the viewer to
inhabit the enchanted "reality" they represent. Here the
interaction between observer and observed is expressed as a
transgressive interplay of subjective and objective
positions. While the viewer in the classical camera
obscura occupies a highly regulated eye/mind which
represses any subjective interference, the viewer in
Walpole’s camera is invited to play with subject positions,
to enjoy the Gulliver-like inversions which turn the co-

ordinates of the classical camera obscura inside out.

Figured as a box within a world and a world within a box,
Walpole’s camera obscura acknowledges the mechanism of
Locke’s camera but also inscribes a subject who delights in
its deregulatory capacity for illusion and disorientation.

In "The Poetaster," a piece from Bronté&’s juvenilia
reminiscent of Walpole'’'s disorienting interplay of subject
positions, Young Soult the Rhymer (a would-be genius)
describes how subject and object can become

indistinguishable once the mind admits its capacity for
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illusion:

It seemed as if I was a non-existent shadow, that
I neither spoke, eat [sic], or imagined or loved
of myself, but I was the mere idea of some other
creature’s brain. . . . [Blut suddenly I thought
again that I and my relatives did exist, and yet
not us but our minds and our bodies without
ourselves. Then this supposition--the oddest of
any--followed the former quickly, namely, that WE
without US were shadows, also, but at the end of
a long vista, as it were, appeared dimly and
indistinctly, beings that really lived in
tangible shape, that were called by our names and
were US from whom we had been copied by
something--I could not tell what. (EEW 1: 257)
Here Soult experiences so many inversions of perceiver and
perceived that he can no longer distinguish which phenomena
he should label as "real." Like the phantoms projected in
the "daydreaming" minds of Coleridge’s camera, the "shadow"
images of Soult’s imagination have created a "shadow"
subject who can no longer guarantee the truth of his own
existence, let alone the verity of the objects he
perceives. Bronté’s playful handling of Soult’s dilemma
suggests that she, like Walpole, is aware of how readily
subject/object, self/other, reality/fantasy can be cast

loose from their binary moorings in the camera of the mind.
3) The Camera Obscura and the Sublime

The tradition of camera obscura figuration, which can
accommodate the disoriented subject inscribed in this early
example of Bronté’s work, also accommodates the aesthetic

disorientations of the sublime, as is evident in
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Coleridge’s use of the metaphor. Likening the operation of
the imagination to the action of the sun "painting" in a

camera obscura, Coleridge appropriates an essential element

of the Lockean model of mind. The figuration of light has
always been an important metaphorical factor in the
relationships among I, eye and world. As Allan White

comments in The Uses of Obscurity,

Strange that the metaphor of light should
simultaneously organize the axes of morality,
knowledge and discourse. At the height of the
Renaissance, a certain J. Smith (what better name
for a paradigm of common usage?) wrote in his
"Discourses" of "The intellectual world

being . . . made all lucid, intellectual, and
shining with the sunbeams of eternal truth." (13)

Sunlight, especially, was a significant lucidity associated
with science and reason: " The avowed purpose of science
is to banish all lunar superstitions and bask in the
pure light of solar reason" (Graves cited in
Heilman 34). This "pure light of solar reason," is a light
destined to affirm the camera’s rationally ordered
relationship between observer and observed:
The exemplary figures of Kepler and Newton
employed the camera obscura precisely to avoid
looking directly into the sun while seeking to
gain knowledge of it or of the light it
propagated. In Descartes’s La Dioptrigque . . .
the form of the camera was a defence against the
madness and unreason of dazzlement. (Crary 139)
Coleridge’s sunlight, imaging a flashing moment of dazzling

creative insight, differs from the light of reason which is

"aligned with clear, distinct ideas or mental
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images" (Mitchell 123). In Coleridge’s camera, sunlight
becomes significantly more intense than the rationed light
that the Lockean eye conveys into the dark closet of the
Lockean mind. Synthesizing the external world and creative
consciousness, the light in Coleridge’s camera does not
transmit external phenomena to the mind’s interior; it is
an inner, self-generated light that spontaneously
illuminates the creative I/eye. By displacing the rational
subject/object differentiation of the Lockean camera with
an eye/I that sees itself in the unreasoned light of its
own creativity, Coleridge constructs a model of mind in
which the eye of reason is blinded by the dazzling fusions
of Héraud’s "creating eye."

Such blindness is one of the factors which links the
creative imagination with sublime experience. According to
Edmund Burke, sublime vision is generated in obscurity
because the blinding of the reasoning eye is necessary to
achieve the symbiosis of self and world that constitutes

sublime experience. Burke'’s Essay on the Sublime and the

Beautiful, which the Brontés owned, was one of the most
influential articulations of the distinction between the

rhetoric of reason and the rhetoric of feeling. According

to Burke,

We do not sufficiently distinguish, in our
observations upon language, between clear
expression and strong expression. . . . The
former regard the understanding: the latter
belongs to the passions. The one describes a
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thing as it is; the latter describes it as it is
felt. (600)

Burke takes into account the emotions that remain obscured
in the Lockean account of vision and perception. Obscured
vision, whether it is achieved by means of darkness or
dazzlement, is the sensory condition which displaces the
clear light of reason and encourages the emotional response
which can take the perceiver beyond the rational
restrictions that separate the viewer from the view. It is
the disorientation of reasoned perception, aided by an
extreme heightening of subjective response, that also
allows the creative mind to see its affinity with God and
Nature. As Burke observes,
to make anything very terrible, obscurity seems
in general to be necessary. When we know the full
extent of danger, when we can accustom our eyes
to it, a great deal of the apprehension vanishes.
. . Those despotlc governments, which are
founded on the passions of men, and principally
upon the passion of fear, keep their chief as
much as may be from the public eye. The policy
has been the same in many cases of religion.
Almost all the heathen temples were dark.
No person seems better to have understood the
secret of heightening, or of setting terrible
things, if I may use the expression, in their
strongest light by the forces of a judicious
obscurity, than Milton. (600)
Appropriately, the poet who explained the ways of God to
man is here conceived as a master of the "judicious
obscurity" that blinds the clear eye of reason yet

paradoxically brings his readers within sight of God.

John Martin, a painter whose work the Brontés owned and
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admired,3® was also aware of the power of obscurity to
elicit sublime response. Labelled "THE KING OF THE VAST"
by Blackwood’s (Alexander 193), Martin justifies his work
by claiming that, because his subjects are obscured by "the
mists of time," he is not committed to a scrupulously
objective representation but is free to hyperbolize his
vision into the dark ineffability of the sublime. As he
says about his work, The Fall of Nineveh,
The mighty cities of Nineveh and Babylon have
passed away. The accounts of their greatness and
splendour may have been exaggerated. But, where
strict truth is not essential, the mind is
content to find delight in the contemplation of
the grand and the marvellous. Into the solemn
vision of antiquity we look without demanding the

clear daylight of the truth. Seen through the
mist of ages the great becomes gigantic, the

wonderful swells into the sublime. (gtd. in

Johnstone 12)
In the work of this Miltonic painter of biblical scenes,
the blurring of visual boundaries impels a subjective,
visionary apprehension of a truth that lies beyond (or
within) the mind/eye which sees only in "the clear
daylight" of objective appearances. Referring always to the
subjective response of the observer, the perception of the
sublime engages a paradoxical blind vision which
acknowledges the powerful, unseen forces within the eye/I
of the creative beholder.

In her famous criticism of Jane Austen, Bronté draws

on Austen’s tendency to ignore the hidden, inner life in
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favour of a too clear and objective view of her characters:
(Wl hat sees keenly, speaks aptly, moves flexibly,
it suits her to study, but what throbs fast and
full, though hidden, what the blood rushes
through, what is the unseen seat of life and the
sentient target of death--this Miss Austen
ignores; she no more, with her mind’s eye beholds
the heart of her race than each man, with bodily
vision sees the heart in his heaving

breast. (SHLL 3:99)

Here, Austen’s "mind’'s eye" fails in its creative purpose
because it fails to "see" the ineffable truth which lies at
the unseen core of the subjects she studies. Focused only
on what is "susceptible of being seen," Austen ignores the
sublimely obscure spirit which only the subjective eye/I
can envision and represent. In this validation of
unreasoned, unconscious experience, Bronté inscribes a
sublime (and subliminal) mode of vision which challenges
the "despotism" of an eye/mind that can define itself only
in terms of the objects it sees.

While sublime experience, as Martin’s work
indicates, is generally associated with "THE VAST," it is
an experience which paradoxically refers that sense of
boundlessness to the interior, that is to say, to the
subject. Directed outward, sublime vision is paradoxically
"contained" within the parameters of the viewing subject.
As Eugenia Delamotte says of the sublime in Friedrich von

Schiller’s "On the Sublime," "what sets us free" in his

account of consciousness is "the recognition that this
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grand external force is a mirror of something in ourselves"
(140). In Schiller, whose collected works the Brontés
owned, what is outside in the vast is always a reflection
of what is contained within. It is in this proleptic
mirroring of subject and object, this disorienting shift
from outer to inner, that the crux of the sublime resides.
Such disorientation in Walpole'’s camera is playful and
pleasurable, but transferred to the level of the sublime
this prolepsis marks a profound realization of the
subjective source of external experience. This reflective
interchange of inner and outer, container and contained,
requires a perspectival shift that disrupts the viewer’s
alignments and challenges, through deregulative subjective
experience, the stabilizing subject/object division on
which the rational/empirical observer is based. Given that
the ineffable obscurity of sublime experience is situated
within as well as without, there is the possibility of a
contained sublimity that registers the infinite within the
finite, the uncircumscribed within the circumscribed.
Certainly, Martin was credited with the capacity to render
such contained infinity within the architecture of his
works. As Bulwer Lytton says of him,
[V]astness is his sphere, yet he has not lost or
circumfused his genius in its space; he has
wielded and measured it at will; he has
translated its character into narrow limits; he

has compassed the infinite itself with
mathematical precision. (Lytton gtd. in Kemp 162)



This architectural sublime, most evident in Belshazzar’s

Feast (Fig. 11), which also hung, in print form, on the
walls of Haworth Parsonage, is interesting because it

represents so effectively the paradoxical capacity of

enclosure to encompass endless space.

86

Fig. 11. John Martin. Belshazzar’s Feast. Mezzotint.
(1832); rpt. in Johnstone 67.
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As Meisel notes, Martin’s "manipulation of perspective and
scale" (168), constituted what Sir Uvedale Price called
"the artificial infinite as arising from uniformity and
succession" (gtd. in Meisel 168). Defined yet
incomprehensible, the interior of the feast-hall is as vast
as the Alps, the oceans or the heavens. Within the
rationalized space of its architecture, Martin inscribes a
space of ineffability that is framed by yet paradoxically
transcends its confinement. Here, in disorienting
simultaneity, the viewer is presented with an objectively
defined but subjectively transcendent experience.

Although, as I acknowledge in Chapter III, the sublime
was always a highly gendered aesthetic for Bronté&, she was
conversant with its rhetoric and could, at an early age,
deftly render a sublime scene. In a passage which
Christine Alexander refers to as "Martinesque," Bronté
reflects Martin’s handling of architectural infinity in her
description of "the new Zamorna Palace":

It stretched indeed far away and ascended to a
sublime height, but still its limits were well
and clearly outlined. A mighty row of marble
pillars, pale and gleaming as ice, receded in
their grand perspective before me. Their eternal
basements, their giant shafts, their gorgeous
capitals, the long, long, high-uplifted cornice
that ran above them, were all the purest, the

noblest Grecian moulding. (EEW 2.2:266)

Here the classical parameters of Greek architecture embrace
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an infinity of space, both aerial and subterranean.
Enclosed yet infinitely expansive in its containment, the
architecture of the palace draws the reader/viewer into a
space that is contained by rational outlines yet

34 This mental/visual

paradoxically exceeds its boundaries.
space inscribed in Martin’s work and in Bronté's
Martinesque description, is represented by a tableau that
refers to a viewer who is required to be in camera and ex
camera at once, who can inhabit enclosure yet transcend the
parameters of that enclosure. Like the classical
architecture in Bronté’s description, the classical mind is
paradoxically capable of encompassing and being encompassed
by a sublime subjectivity that lives within yet resists its
regulatory boundaries.

As Meisel points out, a "fundamental Romantic
endeavour" was to "free the sublime from material causes
and correlatives and to claim it as a subjective
terrain" (167). The ontology of the sublime was
essentially in camera, contained within an eye/mind that
defined the external in terms of internal, subjective
response. Blinded by its own light, disoriented by aporic
shifts from a delineated outer to an ineffable, expansive
innerness, the eye/mind of the classical camera is forced,
by the subjective movement of the sublime, to accommodate

an infinite interiority which radically challenges the
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disciplinary distinctions of its subject/object
orientation. Bronté&, whose early handling of the sublime
is reminiscent of Martin’s enclosed vastness, also came to
neclaim it as a subjective terrain." As is evident in her
criticism of Austen, it is the ineffability of the subject
which is at issue, that subjectivity at the "unseen seat of
life" which "sees" blindly the creative and creating source
of its own transcendence.

The sublime architecture of Zamorna’'s palace later
translates into a more complex sublimity of which Jane Eyre
provides the most striking example. Here, in this novel
which epitomizes the rebellion of the Romantic subject
against the constraints of the objective "real," Bronté
develops a space of internal sublimity where the subject
expands from within to encompass an experience which
transcends the reasoned configuration of subject and
object. As Robert Heilman notes, when Bronté’'s "characters
are engaged in crucial actions," their decisions may be
rational, "but the instrument of decision, the persuasive
presence, may be non-rational or suprarational" (38). The
scene that takes place in St. John’s study when Jane first
feels intimations of the supernatural "call" from Rochester
is a particularly telling example of the interiorized self
in a state of sublime subjectivity. Rivers is reading

while "the May moon shining in through the uncurtained
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window [renders] almost unnecessary the light of the candle
on the table" (532). As the intensity mounts, moonlight
expands and possesses the room just as emotion swells and

possesses Jane:

The one candle was dying out: the room was full
of moonlight. My heart beat fast and thick: I
heard its throb. Suddenly it stood still to an
inexpressible feeling that thrilled it through,
and passed at once to my heat and extremities.
The feeling was not like an electric shock; but
it was quite as sharp, as strange, as startling:
it acted on my senses as if their utmost activity
hitherto had been but torpor; from which they
were now summoned and forced to wake. They rose
expectant: eye and ear waited, while the flesh
quivered on my bones. (535-6)
Here, the moon (operating as an analogue of unreasoned
solar dazzlement) contributes to a growing obscurity in
which sensory function is suspended in a state of
hyperperceptive anticipation. Eclipsed by the swelling
light of the moon, the light of reason no longer gives
access to objective phenomena. The avenues of sense are
usurped for the purposes of the supernatural. Unlike the
small, controlled ray which pierces the Lockean chamber of
the mind, this moon fills the chamber with a non-rational
flood of light. It is an illumination that transmits no
images but heightens sensation so that feeling rather than
observation is uppermost.
Moonlight was, for Bronté, an "aesthetic

objectification of an "inner light’ transformed into

"yniversal illumination®" (Heilman 47). It is a brilliance
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that blinds the eye to the observation of the external real
but reveals an ineffable, universal truth which cannot be
"pictured" within the constraints of rational vision.

Thus, for the Bronté of Jane Eyre, the camera of the
sublime subject is the site of a contained expansion that
allows inner to embrace outer in a disorienting moment of
transcendent blindness.

As Lyndall Gordon emphasizes, the influence of
Romanticism on Bronté was directed towards freedom from the
reductive spaces of a rationalized selfhood. Referring to
the influence of Byron who, in Meisel’s view, was one of
the foremost proponents of the "subjective sublime" (169),
Gordon emphasizes the impact of Romantic subjectivity on
Bronté’s own orientation towards the shape of selfhood:

The great verbal power that was to emerge in
Charlotte Bronté . . . came from an extraordinary
liberty to transgress the frontiers of feeling
which is commonly silenced--to the degree that
words for such feeling hardly exist--and it is
obvious that this liberty was the fruit of the
Romantic movement. (31)
For Bronté&, this transgressive subjectivity would become
the vehicle of her resistance to male models of selfhood.
As Gordon observes, "where the speakers for Romanticism
were almost invariably men, her books claimed this range
for women, and in a way that eventually proved far from

imitative." Bronté’s "eloquence would combine, later with

a hidden range of passions in new models of
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womanhood . . . " (31). Thus, for Bronté, the subjective
camera of the Romantic mind would become the "space" of a
transgressive, female subject who remained uninscribed in
the creative eye/I of masculine Romantic discourse.

Certainly the claim of subjectivity, passion and
creativity against the restrictions of reason is a
leitmotif in her work. Heilman observes that the "conflict
between reason-judgement-common sense and feeling-
imagination-intuition" was a "conflict which lasted through
Charlotte’s life as an artist" (38). Even as late as
Villette, the struggle of a "hidden range of passions"
against the cool rationalism of non-subjective response,
remains central. For Lucy Snowe, the inner conflict
between reason and feeling is one that must continually be
negotiated lest subjectivity appear too transgressive and
disruptive:

These struggles with the natural character, the
strong native bent of the heart, may seem futile
and fruitless, but in the end they do good. They
tend, however slightly, to give the actions, the
conduct, that turn which Reason approves, and
which Feeling perhaps, too often opposes. (224)
For Bronté, the space of the subject becomes the site
in camera where the disruptions of passion and the
regulatory regimes of reason are enacted. Like the
Romantics, she resists the externally directed eye/I in

favour of an entirely self-enclosed interchange that

encompasses the object world within the
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perceptual/cognitive movements of the subject. In Bronté,
as in Romantic configurations of the observer, the eye of
imagination and passion envisions, in the expansions of the
sublime, the hidden, transcendent sources of creation
invisible to the Lockean eye. Whereas the classical
camera posits an observer whose sight is regulated by the
coordinates of see-er and seen, the inner subjective action
of the Romantic/Brontéan self is inscribed as a contained
mutability that fails to align itself rigidly in relation
to the object of sight. Instead, there is always the
possibility of slippage, of expansion and inversion, which
might defy the frame of the classical observer and gesture
towards the subversively unregulated subjectivity that

haunts the Lockean camera.

4) Closeting the Body: Realism, Materialism and the Subject

In Camera

While Bronté'’'s work is deeply informed by Romanticism, it
is also modified by the requirements of realism. As Gérin
points out, for all Bronté’s seclusion at Haworth, she
still maintained contact with the outside world. Although
the Arabian Nights and Tales of the Genii fired the
imagination of young Brontés, the children also devoured
periodicals and newspapers and took a keen interest in

contemporary issues. Bronté did not live a life completely
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dominated by imaginary beings. As a child she was given

the opportunity . . . to evolve simultaneously on
two planes: a child still, believing in fairies
and the eastern genii, yet grasping the
significance of contemporary politics and taking
an adult’s interest in the world about her.
(Gérin 30)

Bronté& also sought to control the imagination that,
when uncontrolled, could lead to frightening, hallucinatory
visions. Her "Farewell to Angria," in which she announces
her intention to leave the overheated Romanticism of her
juvenilia, is an attempt to resist the too-persistent
images of that imaginary region:

I have now written a great many books and for a
long time I have dwelt upon the same characters
and scenes and subjects. . . . but we must
change, for the eye is tired of the picture so
oft recurring and now so familiar.

Yet do not urge me too fast, reader; it is
no easy theme to dismiss from my imagination the
images which have filled it so long; they were my
friends and my intimate acquaintances. . . . when
I depart from these I feel almost as if I stood
on the threshold of home and were bidding
farewell to its inmates. When I strive to
conjure up new images I feel as if I had got into
a distant country where every face was unknown
and the character of the population an enigma
which it would take much study to comprehend and
much talent to expound. Still, I long to quit
for a while that burning clime where we have
sojourned for too long--its skies flame--the glow
of sunset is always upon it--the mind would cease
from excitement and turn now to a cooler region
where the dawn breaks grey and sober, and the
coming day for a time at least is subdued by
clouds. (gqtd. in Ratchford 149)

In the "Farewell," Bronté registers the pressure to

give up romance in favour of the "cooler region" of reality
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which it will take "much study to comprehend and much
talent to expound." For Bronté the relationship between
romance and realism is a highly ambivalent one. As this
passage suggests, to cross the threshold from romance to
realism requires an adjustment in attitude towards the too-
seductive pleasures of the imagination and a commitment to
a new and demanding style of expression with its own
aesthetic protocols. By committing herself to that pre-
eminently realistic genre, the novel, Bronté also
committed herself to a shift from the familiar regions of
romance (whose illusory characters had become her
"reality") to a more disciplined, objective "study" of
that unknown, "distant country," the objective world
outside her imagination.

Yet, despite this commitment, Bronté always maintained

a relativistic attitude towards realism which allowed her
to register the pressures of the real while acknowledging
the validity of subjective response. This complex approach
to the structure of the real was noticed by G.H. Lewes who,
in his review of Jane Eyre for Fraser'’'s Magazine, makes the
penetrating observation that Bronté’'s

faculty for objective representation is

united to a strange power of subjective

representation. We do not simply mean the power

over the passions, but the power also of

connecting external appearances with internal

effects--of representing the psychological

interpretation of material phenomena" (gtd. in
Evans and Lloyd, Companion to the Brontés 86).
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Lewes’s definition of Bronté as a writer who could put
subjective response in play within the parameters of
objective observation suggests that Bronté’s relationship
to realism was complex. While exhibiting a "faculty for
objective representation," Bronté does not naturalize the
representation of the external real at the expense of the
imagining mind and eye. Rather, she constructs realism as
mode which may hide but cannot efface the demands and
desires of the subject. Bronté’s discourse thus allows for
the interplay of Romantic subjectivism and realist
objectivism which George Levine places at the heart of
realist aesthetic strategy:
Committed to "treat things as they are and not as
the story teller would like them to be for his
convenience," realists assume the possibility of
making the distinction and thus save meaning at
the sacrifice of pleasure. Realism further
complicates itself because in requiring a
continuing alertness to the secret lust of the
spirit to impose itself on the world . . . and in
resisting the romance forms that embody those
lusts, it is always on the verge of another
realism: the recognition that the reality it most
adequately represents is a subtly disguised
version of its own desires. (15)
Here we are dealing, not with a single, graspable style we
can label realism, but with a dynamic interaction in which
the concept of "realism is defined also by what it
represses: the "secret lust of the spirit to impose itself

on the world." Realism becomes a matter of controlling

romance, while romance continually asserts itself through
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the registration of its suppression.
It is in this complex dialogue between realism’s
requirement to "treat things as they are" and the
subversive requirements of Romanticism’s subjective desires
that Bronté& positions herself. The fact that she was well
aware of the competing demands of romance and realism is
evident in her introduction to The Professor. Describing
the tribulations of her first and least respected novel,
she wryly expresses her bafflement over its rejection.
Despite her efforts to follow the tenets of realism by
eschewing "ornamented and redundant composition" in favour
of what was plain and homely," and by creating a hero who
was to "work his way through life" as "real living men work
theirs" (3), the book did not find favour with the
publishers:
Indeed, until an author has tried to dispose of a
manuscript of this kind, he can never know that
stores of romance and sensibility lie hidden in
breasts he would not have suspected of casketing
such treasures. Men in business are usually
thought to prefer the real; on trial the ideal
will often be found fallacious: a passionate
preference for the wild, wonderful and
thrilling--the strange startling and harrowing--
agitates divers souls that show a calm and sober
surface. (3)

Beneath the "calm and sober" surface of those who "prefer

the real" lies a "casketed" desire for the "wild, wonderful

and thrilling." Like Lucy Snowe--who symbolically buries

her feelings for Graham Bretton when she buries his letters
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in a ceremony that affirms her resistance to such illicit
passions--these proponents of the real reveal, through
their suppressions, the "passionate preferences" that
realism is designed to circumvent. As her Preface to The
Professor suggests, "realism" is a complex matter which
involves, not only a command of "objective representation,"
but a sensitivity to the subjective, hidden desires which
realism is designed to repress. For Bronté&, the concept of
the real is embedded in the notion that realism is haunted
by an illicit subjectivity which is always present to
challenge the co-ordinates of "objective representation."
Certainly her response to critical remarks by Lewes,
who closes his review of Jane Eyre by remarking on its
"improbable" elements, makes explicit her reservations

concerning the objective postures of realistic

representation.
You warn me to beware of melodrama, and you
exhort me to adhere to the real. . . . You advise
me . . . not to stray far from the ground of

experience, as I become weak when I enter the
region of fiction; and you say "real experience
is perennially interesting, and to all men."

I feel that this is also true; but, dear
sir, is not the real experience of each
individual very limited? . . . Then, too,
imagination is a strong, restless faculty, which
claims to be heard and exercised: are we to be
quite deaf to her cry, and insensate to her
struggles? When she shows us bright pictures,
are we never to look at them, and try to
reproduce them? And when she is eloquent and
speaks rapidly and urgently in our ear, are we
not to write to her dictations? (SHLL 2:152-3)
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Here Bronté makes it clear that, while she understands and
approves, to some extent, the principles Lewes is
advocating, she also asserts the legitimacy of imagination
and invention. She suggests that fiction is a product of
the imagining mind, and that the gift and business of a
creative writer is to envision something less narrow than
"real experience." Bronté is diplomatically but incisively
telling Lewes that he cannot brand "invention" as
illegitimate without denying one principal source of all
fiction--even fiction that claims to be a faithful
representation of reality. In fact, she waxes quite
Coleridgean when she tells Lewes that the accurate
"painting" of material reality cannot eclipse (and even
relies upon) imagination’s "bright pictures."

Bronté’s and Lewes’s reference to the "painting" of
phenomena, either objective or subjective, recalls the
visually based construction of subject/object relations in
rationalist/empiricist epistemology and Romantic
aesthetics. Its appearance in the aesthetics of realism is
no accident because the eye and its scopic field had as
much to do with the construction of the subject and the
object in the nineteenth century as it had in earlier
periods."’S One of the most potent strategies in realist
fiction is an appeal to vision as the faculty that has

privileged access to an objective reality external to the
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observer. As Levine points out, realist works often
reflect "the sheer pleasure of being able to see, as though
for the first time, the clutter of furniture, the cut of
clothing, the mutton chop and the mug of hot
rum. . ." (21). This inscription of sight into the
discourse of realism is the result of realism’s need to
generate plausible analogies that convincingly associate
its texts with a reality that "is not ourselves and not
merely language" (Levine 4). As W.J.T. Mitchell asserts
in his discussion of concepts used to differentiate words
and visual images:

The image is the sign that pretends not to be a
sign, masquerading as (or for the believer
actually achieving) natural immediacy and
presence. The word is its "other," the
artificial, arbitrary production of human will
that disrupts natural presence by introducing
unnatural elements into the world--time,
consciousness, history, and the alienating
intervention of symbolic mediation. (43)

The image, particularly in an era which valued the
"accurate painting" of life and nature, has the authority
of a mimetic showing which seems to eliminate the
intrusions of narrative wordplay and the disruptions of
subjective intervention. It is this guaranteed
correspondence between external object and representation
that keeps the camera obscura and the rationalized space of

the Lockean observer such a compelling paradigm in the

structure of aesthetic "reality." As I will argue in the
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chapter on The Professor, Bronté deliberately plays on the
capacity of the camera to figure the seeming stability of
the Lockean observer whose rationalized eye can guarantee
the objective "truth" of its aesthetic representations.
When, for instance, Crimsworth draws verbal portraits of
his Belgian students, he insists that these derogatory
descriptions are unromanticized, accurate portrayals of
"real" girls: "Let the idealists--the dreamers about
earthly angels and human flowers, just look here, while I
open my portfolio and shew them a sketch or two, pencilled
after nature" (97). Because they are naturalized within
the frame of his neutrally observant eye, the "drawings" in
his portfolio can represent a reality unmediated by
subjective desires.

However, in Bronté'’s case, the idea of the neutral eye
and its naturalized images is never a simple referral to
the rationalized observer in the classical mode, but is
interwoven in the dynamic interplay of objective and
subjective which shapes the realism of her novels. For
Bronté, the structure of the observer is informed by
rational/empiricist models which, modulated through
Romanticism, are reinscribed in the restrictions and
repressions of a self-reflexive realism.

Where the Lockean camera housed a magisterial observer

whose transcendent vision fixed both subject and object in
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a stable, purified relationship that guaranteed the
authenticity of vision, the space of the realistic observer
is modified by the pressures of the material and the
social. As Levine says:
The primary conventions of realism are its
deflation of ambition and passion, . . . its
tendency to see all people and things within
large containing social organizations and, hence
its apparently digressive preoccupation with
surfaces, things, particularities, social
manners. (15)
Realism’s construction of the observer gestures back
towards the stabilities and restrictions of the
authoritative Lockean viewer, but it also acknowledges, in
its specific concern for the objecthood of objects, the
materiality of what is seen. In realist discourse, the
rationalized real of the Lockean observer overlaps with
bourgeois materialism to produce a mode of vision that
validates the visual ownership of the material object as
evidence of the observer’s power.

In fact, another image of the camera obscura, which

occurs in Marx’s German Ideology,>® is intended to expose

and invalidate the ideology of bourgeois materialism:

If in all ideology men and their circumstances
appear upside-down as in a camera obscura, this
phenomenon arises just as much from their
historical life-process as the inversion of
objects on the retina does from their physical
life-process (47)

Here Marx relies on but also modifies empiricist premises

by including the agency of history or "life-process" as
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having an impact on the structure of selfhood. 1In
particular, he is challenging "the ‘German’ ideology of the
Young Hegelians who thought that revolution could occur at
the level of consciousness, ideas, and philosophy

without a material revolution in social life" (Mitchell

167) :

That is to say, we do not set out from what men
say, imagine, conceive, nor from men as narrated,
thought of, imagined, conceived, in order to
arrive at men in the flesh. We set out from
real, active, men, and on the basis of their real
life-process we demonstrate that development of
the ideological reflexes and echoes of this life-
process. The phantoms formed in the human brain
are also, necessarily, sublimates of their
material life process, which is empirically
verifiable and bound to material premises.

(Marx 47)

Marx's use of the camera obscura is problematical,” but it
illustrates how the camera can function as an indicator of
the phantomic nature of the materialistic "reality" of

bourgeois society. As an instrument, the camera obscura

was, in itself, an indicator of the false ideology of

bourgeois society:

All the claims about scientific accuracy would
have left him cold next to the plain fact that
the camera was a leisure-class toy, a machine for
producing new "collector’s items," portraits of
well-to-do burghers, views of country houses,
lady’s amusements and that it was being produced
by and for leisured gentlemen who could afford
the luxury of "floating philosophical visions."
The idea that such toys could provide a serious
model for human understanding must have struck
him as ludicrous. (Mitchell 172)

But, for all its "ludicrous" associations, the camera
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obscura was also "appropriate as a model of false
understanding, that is, for ideology" (Mitchell 172):

This is the point Marx captures in his stress on
ideology as a kind of optical inversion. In one
sense, the inversion makes no difference at all;
the illusion is perfect. Everything is in the
proper relation to everything else. But from a
contrary point of view the world is upside down,
in chaos, revolution, mad with self-destructive
contradictions. (Mitchell 172)

While there is no evidence that Bronté read Marx, she
was certainly aware of the ideology or "perfect illusion"
of the patriarchal, bourgeois society in which she lived
and wrote. From this standpoint, the "theatrics" of
cognition which I assign to Bronté&’s work can also be seen
as a kind of inversion of bourgeois realism and its
attendant concept of masculine ownership of the female
self. Rochester’s illusionistic theatrics, the "shadow
play" with which he attempts to delude Jane, is an example
of an "ideology" that assumes Jane is his to acquire and
own. Villette deals even more directly with bourgeois
ideology in its anti-ontological explosion of materialistic
and masculinist concepts of the female self. By
theatricalizing the "materiality" of self-construction,
Lucy also accomplishes a revolutionary inversion of a
patriarchal bourgeois realism. Although I emphasize
Crimsworth as a rationalistic proponent of a masculine

hegemony, Bronté& contextualizes Crimsworth as a man who

must "work his way through life" (3), and constructs him as
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a participant in a "life process“ssthat requires the
postures he assumes. In her inversion of those postures
through the subversive enactments of Frances Henri, Bronté

exposes the ideology of male ownership to which Crimsworth

has fallen prey.:"g

In Bronté&, the force of the real, which contains the
subversive expansions of the Romantic subject, is often
identified as a material enclosure which houses the
ineffable subject. Such materialist constructions of the
observer in camera are most evident in Villette, the novel
which is Bronté’s most thoroughgoing exploration of
bourgeois materialism and its effects on the female self.
In one of the more telling passages in the novel, Lucy
compares her own expansive, unregulated selfhood to the
highly structured containment of Graham Bretton’s

materialist self-architecture:

Graham’s thoughts of me were not entirely those
of frozen indifference, after all. I believe in
that goodly mansion, his heart, he kept one
little place under the skylights where Lucy might
have entertainment if she chose to call. It was
not so handsome as the chambers where he lodged
his male friends; it was not like the hall where
he accommodated his philanthropy or the library
where he treasured his science, still less did it
resemble the pavilion where his marriage feast
was splendidly spread; yet, gradually, by long
and equal kindness, he proved to me that he kept
one little closet over the door of which was
written "Lucy’'s Room." I kept a place for him
too--a place of which I never took the measure,
either by rule or compass: I think it was like
the tent of Peri-Banou. All my life I carried it
folded in the hollow of my hand--yes, released
from that hold and constriction, I know not but
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its innate capacity for expanse might have
magnified it into a tabernacle for a host (572).

Reminiscent of the contained sublimity of Martin’s
Belshazzar’'s Feast, this containment of Lucy’s "expansive"
self is related to a specifically bourgeois framework. As
Tony Tanner notes, Lucy articulates here
the existence of psychic and emotional areas
which cannot be contained within, areas gestured
towards by images of the nomadic and the sacred.
The bourgeois mind, like the bourgeois house,
operates by measure, rule and compass. (15)
In place of the "measure, rule and compass" of the
Lockean/Cartesian observer, we have the regulatory
stabilities of a materialistic, social architecture which
determines the space and orientations of the bourgeois
observer.

What concerns me here are the terms of empowerment and
resistance that Bronté has incorporated in the construction
of these two subjectivities. Here the
materialist/rationalist subject is rendered in terms of a
substantial and orderly house/container which, apart from
its size and material richness, bears some resemblance to
the orderly containment of the Lockean closet. Graham’s
"goodly mansion" represents the space of a subject who
owns, and defines through its hierarchical order, the
objects of his psychic/emotional apprehension. It is

against this material/rational containment that Lucy sets a

subjective sublimity that defies such boundaries. What
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works against her subjective expansion is the power exerted
by a cognitive structure that invests not only in the
rational regulation of observer and observed, but in the
material control of the objects it contains.

Interestingly, it is at the interface of the material
and the rational that Crary locates the "decisive rupture"
which led to the submergence of the camera obscura model:

My concern is how the individual as observer
became an object of investigation and a locus of
knowledge beginning in the first few decades of
the 1800s, and how the status of the observing
subject was transformed. . . . [A] key object of
study in the empirical sciences then was
subjective vision, a vision that had been taken
out of the incorporeal relations of the camera
obscura and relocated in the human body. (16)
Here Crary wishes to make an absolute distinction between
the rationalized space of the camera obscura and the
material, embodied space of the non-Cartesian viewer.
However, as the architecture of Graham’s highly realized
bourgeois mansion suggests, the idea of the camera is not
inconsistent with the idea of materiality. 1In fact, for
Bronté, the body, mind and eye are continually modulated
through spatialized scenes of containment and control. In
Bronté’s novels, where enclosure is paradigmatic, the
embodiment of the object, the materiality of the thing
perceived, is something that is constructed in camera. It

is structured within the space that, like the "presence

room" of the Lockean closet, becomes the site of an
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empowered owner/subject who stands over against the
disempowering materiality of the perceptually "owned"
object.

In Jane Eyre, for instance, what Lucy Snowe will later
call the "rude Real" comes in the shape of John Reed, the
heir to Gateshead, who positions Jane as the object of his
punishingly material regard. In his attempt to declare
ownership of his space and the objects in it (including
Jane), he commandeers the parameters of the room so that
his objectifying visual strategy will coincide with the
physical control of a vulnerably embodied Jane.* Unlike
Jane, who finds pleasure in the imaginary world of books to
which she retreats in the window-seat, John is committed to
a purely external reality. "[N]Jot quick either of vision
or perception," John is more interested in the fleshly side
of life. He "gorgel[s] himself habitually at table," a
habit which results in a "bleared eye and flabby
cheek" (6). Blind to the subjective manifestations of
experience, John is a complete materialist confined to a
world that can only present itself as an array of objects
available for consumption.

" [L]arge and stout for his age" (6), John is himself
an incarnation of the materialistic vision which he applies
not only to his food but to Jane. Discovering Jane in the

window-seat, he forces her out of this camera of the
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imagination, places her in his room, and proceeds to apply
the "rule" and "compass" of his ownership. He tells her:
"Now I’1ll teach you to rummage my bookshelves: for they are
mine; all the house belongs to me, or will do in a few
years" (7-8). He then orders Jane to "stand by the door
out of the way of the mirror and the windows" (8).

Visually she is carefully placed within his house where his
objectifying power comes into play with a vengeance. Jane
is put where John can hurt her--with the very book that she
is using as a form of escape. Transformed from a vehicle
of the imagination into a material object, "the volume was
flung, it hit me, and I fell, striking my head against the
door and cutting it" (8). Here John places Jane in a space
where his perspective and orientation prevail.

Contained and clearly visible within his room, Jane becomes
embodied and available to John in his crude world of
material violence. As it is enacted in the camera of
John’s magisterial control, visual accessibility is
associated with an accessible but hostile material reality
antagonistic to the desires of the imagining subject. John
Reed’s materialism (as his name, signifying weakness and
ephemerality, implies) is ironically revealed by his early
and sordid death as something less substantial than Jane’s
creative vision, a circumstance that can be read as an

vinversion" of the bourgeois eye/I. This moment, however,
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when John’s powers are in play, epitomizes the brutalized
physicality with which his objective eye impresses on Jane
the pressure of the "rude Real."

Bronté'’s overlapping of the room with the politics of
visual and material ownership can be seen as another
"emergence" of the camera obscura. Here a gendered realism
figures the rationalized subject/object arrangement of the
Lockean camera as an empowering and disempowering enclosure
where male subjecthood and female objecthood are enacted.
In Bronté’s realism, the rationalist/materialist observer
in camera appropriates the parameters of the camera in the
service of an authority whose purpose it is to objectify,
materialize and thereby control the female subject.

Thus, in Bronté’s construction of the scene enacted at
Gateshead, the idea of the camera as a visual/cognitive
space overlaps with the actual room and the material
presences of the bodies it contains. Informed by the
pressures of bourgeois realism, this interior space becomes
the site of an embodiment which inscribes in the camera the
materiality of the body and the actuality of the room in
which it is contained.

This conflation of body, room, and psychic spaces
shows two intersecting aspects of the camera obscura which
challenge Crary’s contention that the camera obscura cannot

figure the embodiment of the observer: the camera-as-room
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and the camera-as-body. An erotic example of such
conflation (although it occurs in what Crary would call the
camera’s "classical" period) is Richardson’s reference to

the camera obscura: "The subjects we are upon, courtship

and marriage, cannot, I find, be talked of seriously by a
Lady, before company. Shall I retire with you to solitude?
Make a Lover’s Camera Obscura for you?" (98). Here the
epistemology of Locke’s "dark closet" is informed by an
erotic embodiment which overlays the site of the camera
with the private space of the body; and the figuration of
the classical camera obscura is intersected by the idea of
the body which has apertures other than the eye, and sexual
desires unaccommodated in Locke’s closet. In Richardson,
the image of the camera encompasses both the private lovers
and the lover’s private parts: the hidden, perforated sites
where desire is generated and satisfied.

Thus the camera, even in its classical period, could
signal, not only the purified and rationalized observer of
the Lockean camera, but also the embodiment and physicality
of being. As my earlier reference to Lakoff and Johnson
suggests, the idea of enclosure has always been and
continues to be associated with vision as well as with
bodily boundaries and enclosures. Eve Sedgwick, in her
discussion of the connotations of the closet, also implies

that the idea of the closet transects not only cognitive
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references but also references to the body and the rooms in
which bodily functions as well as cognitive functions are
accommodated. In her list of meanings for the word
"closet," which she takes from the Oxford English

Dictionary, certain connotations of the camera obscura also

arise. Like the study/camera obscura in Fig. 10 which
overlaps the ideas of visualization and introspection with
the material space where observation and thought take
place, the closet can be a "place for private study or
secluded speculations; esp. in reference to mere theories
as opposed to practical measures." The term may also
designate, as Locke’s reference to "the mind’s presence
room" suggests, the "private apartment of a monarch or
potentate." This "small space," (the most general
definition of a closet) can also refer to bodily spaces
suclh as the "privuy closet of the mayden’s wombe" or to
bodily functions such as those performed in the "water
closet" (gtd. in Sedgwick 65).

There is, then, in the term "camera"--which overlaps
the idea of the closet--a tradition of intersection also
with the spaces of the body; and where the aperture of the
eye refers to the observer and the objects of perception,
the apertures of the body refer to the materiality and the
"flesh" of being.

Thus, in Bronté’s novels the thing-ness of existence
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cannot be excluded from the structure of the observer in
camera. The modes of naturalization invested in the image,
and the accuracy of visual detail, are part and parcel of
what Levine calls the "surface of things," which, in
Bronté’'s work (as I will discuss in the next chapter),
includes the surface of the female body. For Bronté, the
processes of materialization and realization always gesture
towards the external and objective. The eye of the
materialistic/realistic beholder is embedded in a mode of
vision that wishes to objectify, to realize within its
scopic field the embodied object it wishes to own and
control. The hegemony of such vision is associated with a
material and materialistic "reality" that Bronté puts into
play with a subversively non-material subjectivity that the
realist eye can neither completely control nor encompass.
It is in the multiplicity of enclosures (both bodily and
architectural), the spaces in camera which Bronté'’'s
characters occupy and embody, that this interplay of the
materially embodied reality and subjective ineffability is

enacted.



Chapter II

The Theatre of the I/Eye: Bronté and the Gendered
Protocols of Female Subjectivity

In the previous chapter, I attempted to establish

that the camera obscura, far from being the dead metaphor

and apparatus of rational/empiricist epistemology,
remains, in the nineteenth century, a complex figure. It
functions not only as a paradigm of vision and cognition
through the overlapped epistemologies of rationalism,
Romanticism and realism, but also as a figural space which
refers to the boundaries of the body and to the body’s
placement in the spatial territory of a realism embedded
in bourgeois materialism. In this chapter, I deal with
the camera obscura, in relation to Bronté’s work and
practice, as a figure which, while it refers to the
eye/mind of the camera, also becomes a space of
representation organized and empowered (or disempowered)
by the eye. As a locus of representation and self-
representation, the camera obscura, in this part of my
discussion, intersects those spaces (both figural and
material) where the gendered politics of self-creation are
negotiated and enacted.

While I refer to the camera obscura as a space of

cognition and vision which overlaps the space of

114
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site of female self-enactment where the female subject and
the female artist must construct themselves while
operating on the circumscribed stage assigned them by the
power of the male eye/I. In the interactions of visual
art, narrative and theatre, the space of the camera
emerges as the site of a female subject that must
construct and assert itself virtually within the
repressive constraints of the masculine epistemological
and aesthetic hegemony. With this complex construction of
the camera obscura in mind, I wish to trace in Bronté’s
work and practice her sensitivity, not only to the
inscription of the eye in the interrelated aesthetic modes
of the period, but also to the space of the female I/eye
which must negotiate this interactive territory of
representation and subversively inscribe itself--without
reinscribing its disempowerment--in the masculine scopic
field.

I begin this chapter by outlining Bronté’s knowledge
of visual art and drama in order to position her as a
writer who operated within a cultural field that was
decidedly interdisciplinary. In establishing the
intersections of Bronté’s writing with nineteenth-century
visual art and theatre my purpose is to refer Bronté’s
"intervisualizations" to the camera of the theatre which I

take to be the paradigmatic space of the virtual or
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represented self in Bronté’s work. As Roland Barthes has

said, "The camera obscura . . . has generated at one and

the same time perspective painting, photography, and the
diorama, which are all three arts of the stage" (31).
Like Martin Meisel, who gives theatre a central position
as "the evident meeting place of story and
picture" (Realizatiomns 3), I argue that, in Bronté’s work,
the idea of theatre becomes the epistemological and
aesthetic matrix in which representation, especially self-
representation, is embedded. It is this idea of theatre
which informs Bronté’s first-person narratives. These
narrators are ambiguous selves whose stories I construe as
strategic self-performances which resist ontological
grounding in any integrated, unitary selfhood. Instead,
these narrators, like Bronté (who was also given to
"acting" her self), are located (or dislocated) in a play
of self-representation which subverts the idea of the
"authentic" self in favour of an enacted selfhood that
negotiates the gendered parameters of self-empowerment.
While Miesel’s work does not address theatre as a
specifically gendered activity, I take theatre to be the
defining mode of the female subject. It is at the level
of enactment, as opposed to ontology, that the structures
of the female self emerge in Bronté’s novels. For this

reason, I focus on the idea of theatrical realization as
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the central concept which defines female self-imaging in
Bronté’s work. While I emphasize the importance of
Bronté’s experience with visual art to her understanding
of iconic representation, I refer the visual image in her
work to the paradigms of theatrical self-representation.

I focus, in particular, on the "catoptric" or reflective
image which gestures back to the observer/subject.

Drawing on Herbert Blau'’s theories of the audience, I
construct the image as strategically catoptric in that the
politics of self-reflection structure the female subject
as a collusive enactment which reflects the desires of a
male audience.

In order to resist the self-denying reflectivity of
collusive female self-representations, Bronté develops an
ontologically enigmatic female subject whose subversive
performances refuse to align themselves with the desires
of the male observer. Thus the spaces in Bronté’s novels,
the rooms, closets, and enclosures that mark the confining
parameters of female being, become doubled sites where the
ontological ambiguities of a subversive female theatrics
invade the precincts reserved for collusive self-
enactments appropriated to the uses of the male I/eye. 1In
place of a passive reflectivity which gestures back to the
empowered position of the masculine subject, the enigmatic

theatrics of the subversively specular and spectral female
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self gesture back toward the ontological abyss out of
which all representations arise. In this disjunctive
theatrics, the seeming integrity of the female persona is
denaturalized as a realization engendered in the strategic
"stagecraft" of masculine self-empowerment.

Where the camera is in Bronté’s novels is also the
space of theatre, the site of a mind/eye that invests
itself in the aporic play of self-representation. Working
against the stabilities of the Lockean camera obscura
which defines its space as the space of the magisterial
viewer, the theat;ical camera of subversive female
selfhood retranscribes the space of the sovereign viewer
as a site of specular and spectral play where the shadow
of a prophetic female subject may appear. Radically
unaligned with the naturalized ontology of female
enactments performed for the masculine optics of the
Lockean "audience chamber," this spectral female
subjectivity emerges on the margins of those spaces that
are designed to accommodate only the magisterial male
subject. The ironizing presences of the female characters
in Bronté’s juvenilia, the metamorphic appearances of
Frances Henri on the margins on Crimsworth’s narrative in
The Professor, Jane’s strategic emergences from the
marginalized space of the window-seat and, finally, the

determined spectrality of Lucy Snowe in the constrained
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spaces of Villette, are all developments of a
strategically theatrical female presence which haunts the
precincts of the Lockean observer in the camera of male

authority.

1) Theatre, Visual Art and Narrative: Bronté’s

Intersections

As Martin Meisel has stated in his comprehensive study,

Realizations: Narrative, Pictorial and Theatrical Arts in

the Nineteenth Century, "in the nineteenth century,
fiction painting and drama occupied certain planes of
resemblance" (435). Novels, pictures and enactment make up
the "dialectical field" (3) to which Meisel’s study is

addressed:

To common sense, the novel is the most
thoroughly narrative and serially progressive of
forms; painting is the most pictorial and
static; and plays, with a story unfolding
through a visible enactment appear to combine
something of both. And indeed, the play in the
nineteenth-century is the evident meeting place
of story and picture . . . . Common sense,
however, as often happens, is not allowed the
last word. In the nineteenth century all three
forms are narrative and pictorial; pictures are
given to storytelling and novels unfold through
and with pictures. Each form and each work
becomes the site of a complex interplay of
narrative and picture, rather than one member in
a three-legged race to synthesis. (3)

The intersections of theatre, pictorial art and narrative,

as Meisel observes, mark, not three separate spheres of
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representation, but a polylogue of representational modes.
Moreover, these modes constitute an interactive field
where vision is continually implicated through pictorial
strategies embedded in narrative and drama.

For Bronté, whose writing was informed by a strong
interest in visual art and drama, the negotiation of such
an interdynamic aesthetic field would have been congenial.
As Christine Alexander says in reference to Bronté’'s
juvenile writings, "we see on almost every page . . . what
might be called the intertextuality of Bronté’s early
writing" ("Art and Artists" 178). Bronté’s "particular
emphasis on cultural topics--especially on painting and
sculpture--as a means of refining her mind . . . appears

to have been of special value to her" ("Art and Artists"

179) :

Charlotte knew about artists as varied as
Raphael, Titian, Van Dyck, Rembrandt, Le Brun,
Vernet, Claude, Salvator Rosa, Turner, Martin
and Etty. Architects, like Palladio, and
sculptors like Chantrey are mentioned not simply
in passing but as practitioners of a
particular style which in turn imparts its
particular ethical values to a scene. At
thirteen Charlotte writes of "Corinthian
pillars," "splendid engravings . . in
mezzotint style," "the grand collectlon of
painting and statues which adorn the Louvre
gallery"; she discusses the nature of the
"sublime art of painting" and the symmetry and
proportion of partlcular styles of architecture.
In later manuscrlpts, characters browse through
portfolios of paintings . . . a copy of the
Apollo Belvedere plays a significant role in the
relationship between two characters, a sketch-
book with engravings by Finden offers an excuse
for detailed character studies, and the constant
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references to "noble prospects," to ruins,
groves and the sublime and the beautiful in
landscape betray Charlotte Bronté’s thorough
initiation into the picturesque taste of the
period. ("Art and Artists" 180)

Early in her career, before she committed herself to
novel writing, Bronté wished to become an artist and
attempted to educate herself as thoroughly as possible in
all aspects of visual art. According to Mary Taylor, who
was a fellow student at Roe Head School, Bronté was

remarkable for her skill in interpreting any specimen of

visual art that came her way:

She used to draw much better, and more quickly,
than anything we had seen before, and knew much
about celebrated pictures and painters.
Whenever an opportunity offered of examining a
picture or cut of any kind, she went over it
piecemeal, with her eyes close to the paper,
looking so long that we used to ask her "what
she saw in it." She could always see plenty and
explained it very well. (SHLL 1:90)

In the Keighley Library, Bronté would have found
biographies of artists as well as works that pertained to
art history and art criticism. Blackwood’s, Fraser’s

Magazine, The Quarterly Review, The Edinburgh Review, and

The Spectator, all contained discussions of past and

current issues in art.

As well, Bronté had access to a number of sources
that provided her with a visual record of works by various
artists. Patrick Bronté, as already noted, acquired four

prints by John Martin which the Bronté children admired
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and copied. But the "new Annuals flooding the market from
1823" also "boasted numerous, high quality illustrations
by leading artists of the day." These annuals "brought
the world of London society to the Parsonage doorstep and
made fashionable portrait painters and engravers like
Westall and Finden, household names" ("Art and Artists"
185).

The Bronté library also contained Bewick’s History of

British Birds, which was later to appear in Jane Eyre.

Bronté admired Bewick and made several copies of his
woodcuts. In her poem, "Lines on the Celebrated Bewick,"
Bronté expresses the reverence she felt for his "pictured
thoughts that breathe and speak and burn" (Boems 100) .

As a child, Bronté was taken by her father to visit
an artist’s studio in Keighley (SHLL 1:50). She also
visited her brother, who had a studio in Bradford and was
friendly with other artists in the District. According to
Gérin, the "artistic, literary and musical circles" which
Branwell found at Bradford, "threw him into the society of
all that was keenest and best among the young
intelligentsia of the place" (Branwell Bronté 143). These
included William Robinson, a prominent Leeds portrait
painter who taught the young Brontés to draw and paint and
later became Branwell’s teacher when it was decided that

Branwell would be an artist. During Branwell’s regular
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weekend visits to Haworth (see Branwell Bronté 142), he
would have had opportunities to discuss the latest
aesthetic issues with his sisters, particularly with
Charlotte, who took such a keen interest in visual art.

Although it was Branwell who was groomed to become the
professional artist, Charlotte’s ambition to become an
artist was hardly less keen. Francis Leyland reports that
"Charlotte even thought of art as a profession for
herself; and so strong was this intentions that she could
scarcely be convinced it was not her true vocation" (gtd.
in Gérin Charlotte Bronté 82). Barred from the serious
pursuit of a career in art, Bronté might have hoped that
she could support herself by producing drawings and
engravings at home, like the heroine of Anne Bronté’s The

Tenant of Wildfell Hall, who maintains herself and her

family by painting "landscapes, figure and sentimental
pictures of children" (Jane Sellars 70). According to
Jane Sellars, who correctly remarks that the Bronté
sisters’ art never developed beyond an amateur level, it
was Charlotte who, "with her fierce determination to
acquire knowledge of art, both through her own practice of
it and her observation, hal[d] the most highly developed
critical judgement" (75).

Even after she gave up her ambition to become an

artist, Bronté still took a great interest in visual art
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and continued to develop her connoisseurship. When she
was asked to illustrate a reprint of Jane Eyre (whose
heroine is, appropriately, an amateur artist), Bronté
declined, saying that she did not have the requisite
skill. In order to become an artist one must have both
"an artist’s eye" and "an artist’s hand"; and, as she
admitted to her publishers, she "lacked the artist’s hand"
(SHLL 2:197). However, her statement also implies that
she felt she did possess an artist’s eye, even though she
could not produce professional-level drawings. In fact,
the very criticism Bronté levels at her own work conveys
the maturity of her aesthetic judgment.

Whenever she could, Bronté also visited galleries and
attended exhibitions. Sellars suggests that it was likely
that she visited, with her family, the Annual Exhibition
at Leeds in 1834; and the Brontés’ "avid reading of the
review columns of the provincial papers" would also have
given them information about other local art exhibitions
(Sellars 61). Bronté was also fortunate to see the
Brussels Salon, which was held in 1842, an event that
would later be described in Villette. After the success
of Jane Eyre, she travelled to London on a number of
occasions and visited Somerset House, where she found only
"half a dozen good and interesting pictures (SHLL 3:241),

the Royal Academy (SHLL 3:115-16), the National Gallery
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(SHLL 2:230-31, 254) and The Great Exhibition (SHLL

3:239).

Her friend Mary Taylor said of her: "Of course
artists and authors stood high with Charlotte, and the
best thing after their works would have been their
company" (SHLL 1:276). As Alexander’s eloquent summation
suggests, art and the visual artist were always embedded
in her work, shaping its form and its influence on her
readers:

The artist was not only the most fully conscious
of human beings, but also the only one capable
of awakening his fellow to consciousness of new
beauty and truth. Charlotte Bronté showed her
early perception of this truth by allowing art,
particularly the art of the painter, to alter
and structure the way she perceived the world,
and thereby alter the way her readers saw the
world. ("Art and Artists" 202)

As true as Alexander’s statement is, there is another
context which modulates Bronté’s perception of visual art
and its inscription in her works, and that context is
theatre. As Carol Bock points out, it is important to
remember that drama also had a profound impact on Bronté.
Bronté referred to the early literary productions of the
Bronté& children as "our plays," a phrase which Bock
rightly interprets as an indication of the dramatic
character of these early narrative productions:

In calling the early Bronté narratives
collaborative performances and games, I am not
speaking metaphorically but am attempting to

describe literally the creative activity that
engaged the children during their first years as
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writers. Each child wrote, not in solipsistic
isolation as we have often been led to believe,
but with a keen sense of audience and the
performative aspects of storytelling. (1)

Thus Bronté’s early stories reflect a sense of narrative
as an enactment shared by both narrator and
audience/reader. Further, by "dramatizing her ideas about
storytelling through the narrating behaviour of fictional
characters," Bronté learned to create a kind of self-
reflective representation that refers as much to the
strategic virtualities of the storyteller as to the
representation itself. Her narrators, such as Charles
Wellesley, the quintessential voyeur and poseur, take up
certain narratorial postures which are patently the
enactments of a persona. In doing so, these self-
consciously performative narrators create perspectives
which frame, not only the fictive world they create, but
also the parameters of their own self-enactments. As Bock
says, the narrators of Bronté&’s tales "not only create
fictions but are, in turn, themselves created by the
fiction-making activities in which they participate" (5).

This self-reflective theatrics owes something, as
Bock claims, to the influence of Blackwood’s Magazine and
to the Noctes Ambrosiana in particular. The setting of
this series in Blackwood’s is "Ambrose’s Tavern," where
the Noctes conversations take place:

The speakers discuss a wide range of subjects,
from agronomy to philosophy, but are
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particularly interested in literary gossip. .
In addition to being both highly literate and
literary, the Noctes interlocutors are also,
like the child-producers of "our plays," self-
consciously engaged in performing for one
another. (Bock 13)
Used as models for the "Conversations" in the children’s
own miniature versions of Blackwood’s, these dramatized
conversations would have encouraged Bronté to realize that
the "point was not to find one’s authentic voice," but to
understand storytelling as something "dramatically
conceived within a fictitious setting . . . " (Bock 14).
Two other sources which also affected the theatrical
shape of Bronté’s early (and later) narratives, were Byron
and Scott. Both of these authors tended to play with
persona in their works and "felt under no obligation to
speak to their readers in consistently authentic or
confessional voices" (Bock 18). An "infamous poseur"”
himself, Byron’s "failure to establish a clear sense of
self-identity in actual life was correlative to his
remarkable ability to adopt a multiplicity of narrative
voices . . . ." Scott felt a "similar need to avoid
speaking to readers in his own person" and developed
dramatic personae such as Jedediah Chleishbotham and Peter
Patties to distance himself from the "selves" in his
fictional writing (Bock 16-18). Both writers "reinforced"

in Bronté "what she had already learned from reading

Blackwood’s Magazine: that writing was an act of
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pretence" (Bock 18).
Thus, while there has been a tendency to think of her
first person narrations--especially Jane Eyre--as

1 the theatrical tradition which

"confessional" narratives,
influenced the juvenile writings suggests that Bronté
herself would not have endorsed such a response.
Certainly Bronté&’s juvenilia attests to the strong
influence of drama and performance. "The Poetaster: A
Drama in Two Volumes" (EEW 1:179-96) is written in play
form, as is "The Rivals" (1:304-8). "Scenes from the Great
Bridge" (1:78-80) as well as "An American Tale" (1:83-5)
also contain dialogues written in dramatic form, as if
they were meant to be spoken or acted. Arthur, the Marquis
of Douro (later named Zamorna) patronizes the playwright,
Edwin Hamilton, whose tragedy is performed at the "Theatre
Royal" (2.1:237-38), a reference to the Theatre Royal in
Drury Lane (see Alexander’s note EEW 2.1:237); and "A
Frenchman’s Journal" (1:250-54) provides a lengthy and
detailed account of a melodrama which includes
descriptions of the audience and the theatrical setting.
The multiple authors of the juvenilia also suggest
that Bronté was interested in playing with the personae of
narration rather than attempting to establish an
"authentic" voice. Charles Wellesely, the predominant

narrator, is, in fact, entirely untrustworthy and given to
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lying. When he wishes to dispose of a literary rival,
Captain Tree, Wellesley simply kills him off in one of his
stories ("Something About Arthur" 2.1:33), leaving Tree to
resurrect himself in a later publication where he
indignantly announces that he is still alive (2.1:44).
Such fabulation echoes the processes of theatre where
selfhood can be enacted in an endless series of
extinctions and regenerations. The Professor, which is
structured around the postures and professions of its
narrator, also belies the assumption that the "I" of
Brontéan narration inheres in the author herself.
Certainly the evasions and narrative ruptures of Villette
(a novel which assumes the ubiquity of self-performance)
signal the fact that many of Lucy Snowe’s ostensible
"confessions" need to be seen as self-protective

postures.?

Bronté’s own self-performances demonstrate an
affinity with the personae assumed by Byron and Scott,
both writers she admired.3 Her pseudonym, Currer Bell,
constitutes a similar masking which allowed her to retain,
for a time, the protective anonymity of a false name while
assuming the borrowed authority of a male persona. But
Bronté’s self-enactments appear on other levels of self-
presentation as well. As Tromly notes, Bronté’'s letters

reveal a constant attention to audience and to the
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authorial masks appropriate to the audiences her letters

address:

The letters, in fact, can be said to present at
least as many different Charlotte Brontés as
there were correspondents. As we recognize a
nervously playful Charlotte with George Smith, a
literary Charlotte with W.S. Williams, a
domestic Charlotte with Ellen (etc.), we would
do well to be cautious in the conclusions we
draw about this very complicated being. (12)

In the letters, too, Currer Bell becomes something more
than a pseudonym:
It is interesting to note . . . how frequently
Bell becomes a separate personage--almost an
alter ego--in the letters. When Bronté assured
Williams, after having been insulted by a
critic, that what Charlotte Bronté "feels or has
felt is not the question--it is Currer Bell who
was insulted." (Tromly 12-13)
Thus, for Bronté, the structure of the narrated and
narrating self becomes a complex dramatization in which
the ontology of the "I" is never absolutely fixed but is
always referred to the level of performance and self-
representation.

Even on a non-narrative level, Bronté would have been
acquainted with the performative perspectives and
techniques of theatre. Certainly, the charade scene in
Jane Eyre argues a familiarity with the private
theatricals popular in nineteenth-century bourgeois
households, as does the performance of the school play at

4

Madame Beck’s pensionnat in Villette. Ellen Nussey’s

description of a coronation ceremony at Roe Head School
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organized by Bronté suggests that Bronté, although she was
generally a very serious student, enjoyed arranging such
performances:

When her companions formed the idea of having a
coronation performance on a half holiday, it was
Charlotte Bronté who drew up the programme,
arranged the titles to be adopted by her
companions for the occasion, wrote the
invitations to those who were to grace the
ceremony, and selected for each a title, either
for sound that pleased the ear or for historical
association. (SHLL 1:95).
As well as organizing these details of the performance,
Bronté also wrote an "exquisite little speech" to be
recited by the student chosen to play the role of Queen:
Powerful Queen! accept this Crown, the symbol of
dominion, from the hands of your faithful and
affectionate subjects! And if their earnest and
united wishes have any efficacy, you will long
be permitted to reign over this peaceful, though
circumscribed empire. (SHLL 1:95)
While Bronté’s practical experience of theatre did not
extend beyond the domestic confines of home and the
"circumscribed empire" of boarding school, the
professional theatre was also accessible to her.
Blackwood’s and Fraser’s Magazine both carried articles
concerning the theatre which might well have interested
Bronté.’ Sources such as these would have provided her
with enough background in the aesthetics of theatre to
make her more than a naive observer of things theatrical.

She certainly felt self-confident enough to express her

own opinions concerning contemporary drama among the
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London cognoscenti whom she met on a visit to London in
1849. During this visit, Bronté was taken twice to see
the actor, Macready, in Macbeth and Othello, and was not
hesitant to declare her dislike of his performances which
she found far too mannered. In a letter to a former
teacher, Miss Wooler, she reports:

I astounded a dinner-party by saying I did not

like him. . . . It is the fashion to rave about

his splendid acting--anything more false and

artificial--less genuinely impressive than his

whole style I could scarcely have imagined.

(SHLL 3:76 gtd. in Barker 618)
Although she was interested in theatre and drama, the
London theatre scene did not impress her. She "added to
the general consternation by attacking the stage system
itself: actors could manage farce well enough but they
knew nothing about tragedy or Shakespeare and the theatre
was therefore a failure" (Barker 618).

Her reaction, however, was very different when it
came to her experience of the actress Rachel during
another visit to London in 1851. This time, she attended
the French Theatre to see "the most famous French actress
of the day" (Barker 677). Concerning the first
performance, Adrienne Lecouvreur, Bronté wrote to Amelia
Taylor: "I have seen Rachel--her acting was something
apart from any other acting it has come in my way to

witness--her soul was in it--and a strange soul she

has . . . " (SHLL 1:245). Of the second occasion, when
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Rachel appeared as Camilla in Horace, Bronté wrote to

Sydney Dobell:

I saw her in Lecouvrier and Camilla [sic]--in
the last character I shall never forget her--she
will come to me in sleepless nights again and
yet again. Fiends can hate, scorn, rave,
wreathe [sic] and agonize as she does, not mere
men and women. I neither love, esteem nor
admire this strange being, but, (if I could bear
the mental stimulus so long), I would go every
night for three months to watch and study its
manifestations. (SHLL 3:253)

However conflicted the feelings it aroused, the
apocalyptic vision of Rachel was to remain with Bronté as
a profound experience that would surface again in Lucy
Snowe'’s vision of Vashti in Villette.

Thus, although Bronté committed herself to writing as
her primary representational mode, the aesthetics of
visual art and theatre also played a crucial part in the
shaping of her narratives. For Bronté, who consistently
imported the structures of visual and dramatic art into
her works, writing was an interdisciplinary process which
required an understanding, not only of narrative
technique, but also of the conventions of theatre and
visual art. The result is an intersectionary narrative
mode which is informed by the paradigms of vision inherent
in both painting and drama. In Bronté’s work, the eye,
and the subject constructed by that eye, can be located in
those spaces where the structures of art and theatre lend

themselves to the shaping of the represented self.
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2) The Audience in the Image and the Gendered Art of

Realization

Of the three modes, narrative, visual art and theatre,
theatre has been cast most often as an illicit sphere of
aesthetic practice. 1In the Victorian period, in particular,
the idea of theatre was fraught with aesthetic and
epistemological dilemmas. As Nina Auerbach observes:
Reverent Victorians shunned theatricality as the
ultimate, deceitful mobility. It connotes not
only lies, but a fluidity of character that
decomposes the uniform integrity of the self.
The idea that character might be inherently
unstable--that Newman’s "phantom . . . which
gibbers instead of me" might also be the real
man--is so unnerving that Victorian literature
conveys a covert fear that any activity is
destructive of character because all activity
smacks of acting. (4)
Thus the idea of theatre in the nineteenth century
encompassed some highly threatening concepts. By virtue
(or vice) of its performative nature, theatre represented
the greatest threat to the authenticating strategies of
the self. To accept the "gibbering phantom" as a
component of the self is to accept the fact that
subjectivity is a plurality rather than a single,
ontologically secure entity. This phantomic extension of
the self, moreover, is not confined to the frame of the

theatre (where its illegitimacy might be defined and

contained) but is endemic to being itself. That is, if we
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are capable of making and seeing ghosts of ourselves on
the stage, we must also be capable of enacting ourselves
and seeing ourselves enacted in all our activities. And
once we admit this de-ontologizing premise, there is
really no stopping the contagion of theatricalization
which suggests to us that "it is scarcely possible to be
ourselves without acting ourselves . . . . (Auerbach 8).

In terms of the epistemology of the camera obscura,
such theatrical deregulation and disintegration of the
subject represents a profound challenge to the Lockean
idea of a stable, Godlike observer in a visually
rationalized relationship with the externalized field of
the object. As Crary has noted, it is only by dint of the
regulatory rationalization represented by the camera
obscura that the subjective (and therefore potentially
unstable) "ground" of perception and cognition can be
repressed in favour of a stable binary relationship
between subject and object, self and other, internal and
external. Once the self-oriented perceptual and cognitive
activity of the subject is admitted, such stable
differentiations break down. In place of a subject
defined by a neutral eye directed at and transmitting
information from the object world, we are confronted with
an eye/I which sees itself in the images it creates. The

subjective eye/I, in contrast to the eye and subject of
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the classical camera obscura, admits what Herbert Blau

calls the "vice of representation" (328). In the Lockean
camera, the eye transmits, without subjective
interference, the "ideas" or images of the objective world
which are then impressed on the mind. In the eye/mind
of the theatrical self, however, the image does not
pretend to be the direct object of perception (as Locke’s
figuration would like to have it) but sees in the image a
reflection of the subject. The space of the mind, invaded
by the idea of theatre, becomes a camera where the image
is always informed by the phantom of the self.

Blau, in his discussion of the idea of the
audience, also links the space and activities of the
theatre with the subject-oriented functions of the mind
and the eye. In fact, Blau considers the act of self-
imaging as an originary drama which informs the
epistemological premises of the theatre. Referring to
Jacques Lacan, whose discussion of the mirror stage
constructs the development of consciousness as an act of
self-reflection, Blau speaks of the "miniature drama of
the mirror stage," when the self first perceives the
"primordial discord of a fragmented body image" (65).
Here the subject, "split by the lure of spatial
identification" with the mirror image, adopts a "geometry

of the psyche," in which the initial containment of the
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integrated self is differentiated and projected into the
mirror space of the self/other. Hence the inescapable
ambivalence of conscious selfhood which "infects" life
with representation: those images which reflect the
subject’s insatiable desire to complete itself.
All of this came from an initial act of
spectatorship, the assumption of a specular
image, in which the subject was precipitated as
an irreducible fiction, forever divided against
itself, yet still "pregnant with the
correspondences that unite the I with the statue
in which man projects himself, with the phantoms
that dominate him, or with the automaton in
which, in ambiguous relation, the world of his
own making tends to find completion." (Jacques
Lacan gtd. in Blau 66)
Thus, iconic construction (the "statues, phantoms and
automata") in which the subject sees itself and its desire
for self-completion, becomes the reflective and
representational site of a self-conscious eye/I forever
divided into ambiguity.

In the figuration of the camera obscura, the
ambivalence of the plural self is inscribed when Locke’s
blank slate, which seems to register primary data
attributable to the self-stabilizing object, is overlaid
by the specular and spectral data of representation.
Coleridge, whose sublime camera obscura is informed by the
solipsistic optics of the creative self, locates the self

in the self-representational activity of "catoptric"

vision. Jenijoy Labelle provides a particularly deft
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description of this Coleridgean I/eye:
In his Biographia Literaria [Coleridge] writes
of a subject which becomes a subject by the act
of constructing itself objectively to itself.
This act of reflection is a kind of mirroring
(metaphorically speaking) in which the self
projects itself in an otherness so the self as
subject can observe itself--and by that very act
constitute itself as a subject. (273)
Here, in the space of cognition, the eye’s imaging is
construed, not as an unmediated image of the other, but as
an image of the subject-as-other or the other-as-subject.
This self-identifying iconicity is also a feature of
theatre where the phantom on the stage is the other/self
of the audience. In the camera of Coleridgean
consciousness and the camera of theatre, the image of the
self-as-other constitutes a complex subject whose
ambiguity is inscribed in the reflective image that enacts
the self. At the dividing frame of representation,
whether image or enactment, the eye/I simultaneously
divides and projects itself onto an ambivalent other/self
whose irreducible plurality constitutes the aporic
"ground" of self-construction. In theatre as in
consciousness, the image reflects the scopic drive for an
impossible unity which the paradoxical site of
representation (with its other/self that is yet is not the
subject) always defers. It is the subjective affinity

with representation, with the always- deferred completion

with the other/self of the image, that the Lockean camera
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wishes to suppress and theatre subversively validates. In
the catoptric "drama" of the Lacanian (and Coleridgean)
mind/eye, there is no object or alterity that is not the
phantom of an observing subject, a subject who desires
completion through self-recognition in the paradoxical
otherness of the image. Like theatre, consciousness
requires an audience in order to represent itself to
itself. Like theatre, the mind/eye is simultaneously
actor and spectator, because consciousness is itself a
drama where the "spectatorial presence of the split
subject" is inscribed (Blau 43).

For Bronté, especially the Bronté of the first-person
narratives, the space of representation is necessarily a
dramatized space manifesting the "spectatorial presence of
the split subject." It is only through constant self-
reflection that Bronté’s narrators can bring themselves to
light on the stage of their self-narrations. They must,
perforce, become self-observers, and it is only through
the phantomic "presence" of the other/self in images,
reflections and enactments, that the eye/I of the
narrating subject can emerge. In the aporic play of self-
enactment, the narrated and narrating subjects of Bronté's
fiction (themselves fictions) appear in varying postures
and images of selfhood which do not inhere in any

stabilizing ontology but are embedded instead in the
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catoptric theatre of the self. The visually perceived, in
Bronté’s fictions, is always informed by the idea of the
performed self, the specular "embodiment" through which
the drama of self-enactment is achieved.

In Jane Eyre, where the spectral and specular
predominate, the encounter with the other/self becomes a
crucial strategy in Jane’s articulation of her selfhood.
The ghostly apparition she sees in the mirror in the red
room, and the image of the spectral Bertha which she
encounters in the mirror of her bedroom at Thornfield,
both register the self-defining presence of the
other/self. In the red room, for instance, the
representation in the mirror, which Jane perceives as a
haunting and haunted otherness, becomes a reflective site
of her own alienation at Gateshead, where, as an unwanted
and shunned inhabitant, she is allowed only a spectral and
marginal presence. What the reflected image enacts is the
estranged and estranging "object" that is Jane’'s own
alienated selfhood. Similarly, the bridal image of
Bertha, also seemingly spectral, is a phantom appearance
that reflects the unwitting ambiguity of Jane’s own
"hridal" self. Here the reflection of Bertha, the
terrible and terrifying phantom who is the "real" wife,
enacts both the spectrality to which Bertha has been

consigned by Rochester, and the spectrality of Jane’s own
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status as Rochester’s "false" bride. Bertha’s reflection
thus becomes the other/self whose image reflects her
audience, Jane. In Jane Eyre’s specular dramas, what one
sees in the object is the image of the beholder, the
subject whose ambivalent selfhood is enacted in
reflection.

The specular performance of the self, while it is
most obviously imaged in the mirror, is also present in
other forms of visual representation. The gallery scene
in Villette, for instance, involves a complex interaction
of subject positions in relation to the paintings whose
audience treats them as sites of self-completion. It is
significant that the space of the gallery, where the
paintings are staged, is itself the scene of a social
drama. Mark Phillips, in his study of perspective in
Villette, articulates how the multiply embedded drama is
shaped by interactions among viewers, painting and the
space of the gallery itself:

The gallery episode is itself a scene, both
because it appears to Lucy as though it were a
spectacle (she is even sitting through most of
it as if at a theatre) and because it is among
the novel’s big dramatic scenes. Further, in
the gallery as in the concert hall and theatre,
the spectators themselves offer a spectacle
which alternates with that of the framed view,
or, in the case of the gallery, views. .
[Tlhe gallery itself is effectively framed by
being, like the theatre and concert hall, an
enclosed, clearly defined space; flnally, the
pictures are embedded within this space as

scenes within a scene, spectacle within a
spectacle. (122)
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In this multiple theatricalization of image, space, and
observer, the paintings become sites divided from but also
contained by the dramatic space of the gallery, where the
viewers who (self-consciously aware of their own
performance as aesthetic observers) do not merely look but
take up postures of observation. Acting simultaneously as
audience and spectacle, the gallery-goers treat the
paintings as sites of subjective projection, as
essentially specular representations which reflect and
affirm their own viewing postures. Thus de Hamal sees the
voluptuous Cleopatra as part of his enactment of the
complete aesthete. The image of the erotic female object
(acceptably aestheticized) is perceived as a completion of
his own performance as an observer whose licentious regard

is legitimated by his seeming aesthetic sensibility.

Similarly, M. Paul, who proposes the dreary La vie d’'une
femme to Lucy as the proper representation of womanhood,
implicates his own self-construction as virtuous male who
prefers female self-abnegation to the eroticism of the
Cleopatra. In the context of this self-reflective self-
completion which the image constitutes for both de Hamal
and M. Paul, Lucy’s rejection of the same images is
significant. When she shuns both representations in
favour of some "exquisite little pictures of still life"

(251), Lucy is also shunning reflective identification
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with the Cleopatra and La vie d’une femme. Refusing to
see either image as the other/self into which she might
project her own desire for completion, she becomes a
theretic" observer® who self-consciously refuses to enact
the viewing posture that would implicate her in these
derogatory representations.

For Bronté, then, representation does not function as
a visual strategy designed to authenticate the exterior
object. Rather, the image is constructed as a problematic
site which gestures, through its represented objectivity,
to its audience, the "spectatorial presence of the split
subject." As I have attempted to demonstrate in these
examples, the frame of the mirror and the painting
corresponds to the frame of the stage in that all of these
sites of imaging are also sites of a complex dramatization
in which the eye/I looks to see its own self-performance.
The specular enactments that take place at the site of the
image are thus scenes of an ontology which refers, not to
the absolute differentiation of self and other, but to the
aporic differentiations of the split subject. Where the
stabilizing eye of the Lockean camera wishes to refer
sight to an object of perception, the theatrically
determined I/eye (which sees in the object a
representation or enactment of the other/self) sends sight

along a specular trajectory which gestures back to the
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subject who is the audience in the image. In this context,
the external object gives way to a self-informed
objectivity that is loosened from the rationalized
coordinates of self and other. 1In place of the stability
of a subject over against the "reality" of an external
other, there is the ontological uncertainty of a subject
who negotiates reality within the play of subjective
response.

When the audience is in the image, representation of
the real becomes more overtly virtual, more conscious of
the subjective desires and strategies of the eye/I in its
desire for completion. The painting, the presence of the
actor on stage, and the image projected on the screen of
the camera obscura/mind all function in an audience space
(or "presence room") where reality becomes a relative
notion embedded in the perceptual/cognitive movements of
the observer. As Katherine Hayles notes in her
explication of the subjective relativity of external

phenomena,

Like the figure in a painting who wishes to
gesture toward the picture that contains him, we
can never arrive at a complete and unambiguous
description of the reality because we are
involved with what we would describe. (Hayles
gtd. in Greenberg 59)

While we "gesture toward" the frame of the real, we cannot
really know its shape. What we wish to describe as

reality can only be an ambiguous description which is
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embedded in the frame and response of the observer. The
ambiguous description or representation is as close as we
can get to the "real thing," which is inaccessible.
Thus, like the gesturing figure in the painting, we turn
on the fulcrum of the eye/I which registers, not so much
the real itself, but the effect of the real as it appears
to the observer.

What is in play here is not the primary reality of
the external other, but the surface or affect of an image
which refers itself to the observing subject. As Meisel
notes in his chapter on "The Art of Effect," this concern
with representation as a means of reflecting and invoking
subjective response is endemic to all the arts in the
Victorian era. Meisel observes that it is the "art of
effect"--the deliberate referral, through the aesthetic
object, to the subjective response of the observer--which
determines the power of the image in the nineteenth
century. As a reviewer of Daniel Maclise’s painting The
Play Scene in Hamlet declares: "The boards of the theatre
and the canvass are the same thing--the eye is to behold
and the mind is to be moved" (gtd. in Meisel 69). The
concept of "effect," according to Meisel, is

a category that cuts across the verbal and
visual arts and informs the collaboration of
narrative and picture. The art of effect, for
good or ill, was Romantic art, finding sanction
in the rebellion against the priority of

harmonious proportion, extrinsic form, and a
rational correspondence between subjective
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response and external cause. (70)
No longer referring to the object or to the rationally
delineated externality of the Lockean observer, the art of
effect, like Coleridge’s catoptric subject, accommodates
an observer who registers the image, not as an external
object, but as specular representation whose efficacy is
determined by its alignment with subjective response. In
an era that had "got the habit of feeling through the
eyes" (Hussey gtd. in Meisel 84), the subject-oriented
sight that the Lockean observer wishes to deny is
subversively acknowledged in the aesthetic image which
directs itself simultaneously to affect and effect.

In this interdynamic in which perception of the
"real" is as much a matter of subjective projection as
objective observation, reality becomes a relative concept
negotiated within the framework of the subject’s
relationship to sight. Accordingly, what counts is not
the real, but realization: the more or less persuasive
enactment of what constitutes reality for the observer.
As the quotation from Hussey'’s review implies, the
affect/effect of realization is couched in terms drawn
from theatre. Like the space of the theatre, the space of
painting is seen as a site of interprojective enactment
where what is on the stage both reflects and engages the

audience. As Hussey says in the same review, "It is the
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business of the dramatist to make good pictures, and
whether it be done by the players or the painter, what
matter, so they be effective . . . " (Hussey qtd. in
Meisel 69). Realization in painting and theatre thus
invests in the idea that the "real" resides in the
persuasiveness that can be achieved through its enactment
in the field of the wvirtual. As Meisel points out, the
virtual pleasures of nineteenth-century theatre were not
just a matter of creating for the eye/I a representation
of the real, but also of inscribing reality in the effects
of realization. In the tableau vivant, a popular form in
the nineteenth century which has affinities with the
charade, real figures mimic the represented figures in a
painting, thereby creating an extra level of illusionism
that delights with its ability to articulate reality as a
negotiation within the frame of representation. For
instance, the painter, David Wilkie, describes a tableau
vivant he witnessed in Dresden where it was presented as
an "entr'’acte performance."
I have been much interested by an exhibition at
one of their little Theatres of what they call a
Tableau. The curtain is drawn up between the
acts, the stage darkened, and at the back is a
scene resembling a picture frame, in the
interior of which most brilliantly lighted from
behind, men and women are arranged in
appropriate dresses, to make up the composition
of some known picture. One I saw the other
night was an interior after D. Teniers. It was
the most beautiful reality I ever saw. . . . We

were quite delighted with it; but so evanescent
is the group,that the curtain drops in twenty
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seconds, the people being unable to remain for
any longer period in one precise position. (qtd.
in Meisel 48)

Here, rather than the real, is the frisson of realization.
Between icon and theatre, the "living" tableau constitutes
a virtual transformation from one level of representation
to another in whose illusionistic shifts resides a
"beautiful" reality.

What we see in the realized tableau is not only a
virtuality which carries the effect of the real, but also
the degree to which we can be seduced by the illusionism
of such theatrics. This possibility of an illusory reality
has always haunted the cognitive/visual space of the
camera obscura where the "sureties" of an eye that can
clearly see its object could be so readily undermined by
the illusory presence of a spectral "reality." While the
empiricist/rationalist camera professed to be the figure
of an eye/mind with unmediated access to a visually
apprehended exterior, it also represented the space of
Della Porta’s illusionistic "sorcery" where eye and mind
could be confounded by the seeming "reality" of spectral
appearances. The magic lantern--the optical box whose
projected virtualities intersected the epistemological
guarantees of the classical camera obscura--also suggested
that the real might be displaced by the frisson of

realization. Invaded by the theatrical eye/I, the
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perceptual /epistemological authority of the Lockean
observer is challenged by the virtual "real" whose effects
imply that the stability of the classical space of
perception and cognition might be a site of a
cognitive/visual play.

The illusionistic camera, like theatre, suggests that
seeming and seen can be elided, that the image of the real
does not refer to the external real but to an eye/I whose
"reality" is only the effect of realization--of the
stagecraft inherent in representation. The space of
theatrical realization is thus a site of ontolcgical
displacement and ambiguity where the "real" object is seen
in the play of representation. In place of the ontology
of a subject situated in a rationalized relationship to an
external real, we have a subject invested in the
representational metamorphoses of realization.

The destabilizing effects of the illusory presence
within the camera of the observer/audience is something
Bronté employs to undo the coordinates of the real and to
direct attention to the processes of realization. One of
the most striking examples of such undoing is the shifting
portrait which Lucy Snowe sees during her visit to Madame
Walravens’'s house in Villette.® At first, left to wait
in a chamber, Lucy barely catches sight of the portrait
before it vanishes to reveal a labyrinthine space beyond:

. . . through the deep gloom few details of
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furniture were apparent. These few I amused
myself by puzzling to make out; and in
particular, I was attracted by the outline of a
picture on a wall.

Bye-and-bye the picture seemed to give way:
to my bewilderment, it shook, it sunk, it rolled
back into nothing: its vanishing left an opening
arched, with a mystic winding stair. (487)

From this space emerges Madame Walravens herself, a "real"
person who appears like a figure in a tableau of some
fairy-tale scene. When Madame Walravens disappears and
the portrait is replaced, Lucy has time to look again at
the vanishing picture:
Besides a cross of curiously carved old ivory,
yellow with time, and sloped above a dark-red
prie-dieu, furnished duly with a rich missal and
ebon rosary--hung the picture whose dim outline
had drawn my eye before--the picture which
moved, fell away with the wall and let in
phantoms. Imperfectly seen, I had taken it for
a Madonna; revealed by clearer light, it proved
to be a woman’s portrait in a nun’s dress. (490)
The portrait, of course, is a picture of Justine Marie,
Paul Emmanuel’s dead first love; but what is significant
here is the dynamic layering of realizations.

What Lucy perceives in the portrait which disappears
with the moving wall of a door and "lets in phantoms" is a
series of realizations reminiscent of Wilkie’s tableau.
Almost less "real" than the portrait on the wall which at
least returns to a stable position, Madame Walraven'’s
brief emergence from the "phantom space" behind the

picture is much like the "evanescent" appearance of the

tableau figures who appear and disappear behind the
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curtains of the stage. Like an observer caught in the
illusionistic effects of theatre, Lucy’s vision is
confounded by perceptual shifts which efface the
differentiating lines between reality and representation.

Although she later sees the portrait in a "clearer
light," the Lockean coordinates of the camera she inhabits
in Madame Walravens’s house are rendered groundless. Here
Bronté affirms, through the shifting "effects" of images
that are simultaneously the dramatic and the aporic
"ground" of realization. The potent virtuality of these
dramatic representations epitomizes the degree to which
the phantom of representation can infect the seen with
effective seeming. This illicit enactment is what
threatens the ontology of the self and the authenticity of
the see-er in relation to the seen. In place of the
single, godlike observer contained by the regulatory
premises of the Lockean camera, we have an abyssal,
continually differentiated subject embedded in the
catoptric sight (and site) of another/self which is
affirmed through the realized--not the real. It is this
metamorphic instability of the subject which theatre most
dangerously represents.

In Bronté’s work, the metamorphic subject (who is

"grounded" in the catoptric subject) is crucial to the

ontological and epistemological negotiations which take



152
place in her novels. The most striking of this is the
perceptual/cognitive theatrics by means of which Rochester
attempts to confound Jane and to persuade her that what
she sees in his "shadow play" is reality. At Thornfield,
where Rochester’s authority is inscribed, Jane is thrown
into a non-rational space where illusion prevails.

Unable to plumb the depths of Thornfield’s "reality"
through reasoned observation alone, Jane is thrown onto
the theatrical ground of Rochester’s manipulations.
Functioning unwittingly as the audience of Rochester’s
show, Jane is almost undone by illusion. Beginning with
the performance of Grace, who stands in for Bertha as the
source of the strange laughter Jane hears, the theatrics
at Thornfield are designed in order to replace the real
with the affect and effect of the real. In a series of
theatrical episodes, Jane is gradually, unwittingly
instructed to perform herself as an audience whose sight
is almost completely invested in Rochester’s realizations.
The drawing-room performance of the Ingrams, the enactment
of the charade tableaux, the performance by Rochester as
the fortune-telling gypsy and, finally, the sham marriage
(where Jane performs in the costume of Rochester’s bride)
all conspire to persuade Jane that what she sees and
desires in Rochester’s "shadow play" is real. Seduced into

desiring the seeming reality of Rochester’s realizations,
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Jane dangerously conflates affect and effect, reality and
seeming.

While Jane’s sojourn at Thornfield points to the
dangers of realization, the foregrounding of the power of
realization also implicitly endorses the "art of effect”
as an effective means of destabilizing the regulated and
regulatory guarantees of the Lockean model of mind. In
the theatrical space of Thornfield, reasoned perception is
shown to be an inadequate guarantor of the real. By
displacing the authenticity of the Lockean subject with a
multiplicity of performed and performing subjects, Bronté
also subverts the epistemological frame of the classical
observer whose authenticity rests in the scopic
apprehension of the external object. What we are shown in
the "vice" of theatre which pervades Thornfield is that,
on the abyssal stage of representation, there may be no
ontological ground beyond realization. In fact, as I argue
in my chapter on Jane Eyre, the movements of the subject
in Jane Eyre never do come to rest in the seeming
stability of the unitary observer, but are instead
referred to an ineffable "ground" that strategically
escapes rationalization.

Bronté&’s use of such theatrics suggests that her
notion of vision and cognition includes an acute awareness

of the ontological instabilities implicit in perception
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and representation. As an artist involved in the
overlappings of narrative, theatre and visual art, she
could hardly have avoided the conundrum of realization.

In fact, as she declares in a letter to W.S. Williams, the
"art of effect" was integral to her programme as a writer:
The Bells are very sincere in their worship of
Truth, and they hope to apply themselves to the
consideration of Art, so as to attain one day
the power of speaking the language of conviction
in the accents of persuasion. (SHLL 2:243)
In presenting "truth" or reality as she saw it, Bronté was
aware that it must be couched in "accents of persuasion."
She was aware, that is, that a degree of rhetorical
theatrics was necessary in order to make the affect of
vcruth" effective. What she tried to achieve in her
writing was an effective truth that would, as Lyndall
Gordon suggests, inscribe a female experience that would
not perpetuate the female self-enactments which have
always been determined by a scopic field designed to

affirm, through the reflective affect of the female self,

the effective power of male authority.
3) Gender and the Protocols of Self-Enactment

In Lockean ontology where authenticity is based on
the subject’s divided relationship to an objective other,
the theatrics of realization appear as a challenge to such

binaristic constructions of self and other. When the
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space of theatre overlaps the space of cognition and
perception, the movement of the subject in camera shifts
from the objective other to the spectral and specular
enactments of the other/self in which the subject is
realized. In the negotiation of such catoptric enactments,
placed in conjunction with the authority of the Lockean
eye, male and female selfhood is inscribed in Bronté’s
work. In her narratives, masculine authority is
represented by the Lockean/Cartesian viewer whose power is
invested in a scopic field where the object exists in
order to confirm the authority of the viewer. Like the
observer in the Panopticon, the power of the masculine
observer resides in the disempowered visibility of the
imprisoned other. What Bronté’s work engages and resists
is the naturalization of this contrivance. What this
naturalized scopic authority wishes to deny is the
ontological instability of an observer whose self-
validating power is essentially reflective and
representational. The hegemony of the Lockean/Cartesian
eye depends on this suppression because its effects can
only succeed when they can be persuasively projected as a
seamless reality undisturbed by the stagecraft of

representation.

As soon as the plurality of specular sight invades

the optical space of the observer, the subject can no
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longer claim the authenticity of a unified subject
magisterially delineating itself over against the external
otherness which is "reality." In the enclosure of the
catoptric eye/I, where the specularity of sight always
implicates the audience in the image, the sovereign viewer
is split in the reflective other/self which is the site,

° The moment the

not of reality, but of realization.
camera of the Lockean subject admits virtuality, the power
of the unitary subject is compromised. It is this
virtuality, the aporic play of representation in which the
self can be endlessly reflected, replicated and
metamorphosed, which must be denied and made illicit
because it constitutes a threat to the naturalized
hegemony of the Lockean eye. In the spaces constructed
by Bronté’s narratives, the scopic field of the
authoritative observer is continually contested by the
subversive emergences of a catoptric eye/I which
strategically engages the play of representation in order
to realize a female subjectivity that cannot otherwise
manifest itself.

The issue of female self-realization was a difficult
one in the nineteenth century because it was highly
problematic for women to negotiate the field of vision--

both as subjects and objects. Griselda Pollock, in Vision

and Difference, describes how the nineteenth-century
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bourgeoisie structured female social and cultural space by
restricting women’s access to the public sphere and by
strictly regulating female visual behaviour:

[Tl he economic and social conditions of the
existence of the bourgeoisie as a class are
structurally founded upon inequality and
difference in terms both of socio-economic
categories and of gender. The ideological
formations of the bourgeoisie negotiate these
contradictions [i.e. these inequalities] by
diverse tactics. One is the appeal to an
imaginary order of nature which designates as
unquestionable the hierarchies in which women,
children, hands and servants (as well as other
races) are posited as naturally different from
and subordinate to white European man. . . . The
public sphere, defined as the world of
productive labour, political decision,
government, education, the law and public
service, increasingly became exclusive to men.
The private sphere was the world [of] home,
wives, children and servants.

. . For bourgeois women, going into town
mingling with crowds of mixed social composition
was not only frightening because it became
increasingly unfamiliar, but because it was
morally dangerous. It has been argued that to
maintain one’s respectability, closely
identified with femininity, meant not exposing
oneself in public. The public space was
officially the realm of and for men; for women
to enter it entailed unforseen risks. (67-9)

This differentiation, which created gender-specific public
and private spheres, was one of the "ideological
formations" that were used to naturalize the unequal
status of women and men in bourgeois society:

The public and private division functioned on
many levels. As a metaphorical map in ideology,
it structured the very meaning of the terms
masculine and feminine within its mythic
boundaries. . . . [I]lt regulated women's and
men’s behaviour in their respective public and
private spaces. Presence in either of the
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domains determined one’s social identity . . . .
(Pollock 69)

The boundaries of these gendered and engendering spaces
are the "marginal or interstitial spaces where the fields
of the masculine and feminine intersect and structure
sexuality within a classed -order" (Pollock 71). Unlike
men, the naturalized occupants of public space, "[w]omen
did not enjoy the freedom of incognito in the crowd. They
were never positioned as the normal occupants of the
public realm. They did not have the right to look, to
stare, to scrutinize or watch" (Pollock 71).

In the scopic spaces of bourgeois engenderment, it
was extremely difficult for women to appear in propria
persona without self-abnegation. One had the choice of
being an illicit spectacle in public space or a licit but
invisible presence in the privacy of domestic space. To
appear in public was to appear as an alien, impossible
object with no legitimate place in the scopic field. For
a woman to be seen was an affront to a visual order which
insisted that women could not appear except in roles
already assigned by the hegemonic masculine observer who
looked to the female object to complete his own status and
power. Thus, for a middle-class woman to take the
position of observing subject was problematic because, in
the public arena, the only role in which women could see

and be seen was the role of the prostitute. As Jules
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Michelet (writing in the nineteenth-century) observes, a
single woman who went out in the evening "would be taken
for a prostitute." Even in daylight a woman could not
enter a restaurant because "she would constitute an event;
she would be a spectacle: All eyes would be constantly
fixed on her, and she would overhear uncomplimentary and
bold conjectures" (gtd. in Pollock 69). Certainly one of
her father’s own didactic poems would have left Bronté in
no doubt as to the status of a woman who boldly sees and
allows herself to be seen by men:

The prostitute with faithless smiles,

Remorseless plays her tricks and wiles,

Her gestures bold, and ogling eye,

Obtrusive speech and pert reply,

And brazen front, and stubborn tone,

Shew all her native virtues flown.
Bereft of her "native virtues" the prostitute is the
paradigmatic actress whose unabashed stagecraft--the
"brazen front," the "gestures bold," the "ogling eye"
which make up the repertoire of her "tricks and wiles"--
indicates a dangerous lack of authenticity. Completely
constructed as an enactment, a patent realization, she
represents a "false self" whose inauthenticity is
threateningly effective, as Patrick Bronté goes on to
demonstrate in his versified sermon:

By her, the thoughtless youth is ta’en,

Impoverished, disgraced or slain:

Through her the marriage vows are broke,

And Hymen proves a galling Yoke. (gtd. in Lock
and Dixon 97)
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Thus the prostitute is cast as an offensive spectacle
within the scopic field of a purely masculine I/eye. Here
she appears as an obtrusively performing phantom whose
presence affirms the slippery ground of enactment to
which, as a visible woman, she is consigned. This
dangerously aporic ontology of the prostitute is
designated as illicit in the field of masculine sight,
which refers back to a male authenticity unavailable to
the performing woman. By casting the prostitute as the
illicit performer and her customers as licit, virtuously
authentic dupes, ontological power remains with the
cohesive self of a male subject set over against the
illegitimate incohesion of the actress/prostitute.
Although the private sphere was considered to be the
legitimate space of female being, the protocols of self-
performance remained in play because the structure of
feminine "authenticity" always paradoxically required
performance. As Meisel notes, the coded performances of
the prostitute were in some ways less anxiety-provoking
than the performance of virtue in the space of
domesticity. Already marked "with the dyer’s hand," the
"frank professional of one kind or another," (i.e. the
actress or prostitute) does not dissemble her performing
and is therefore less of a threat than the woman in the

domestic sphere whose performances cannot be so easily
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detected. In Meisel’s discussion of Thackeray’s Vanity
Fair (a novel which Bronté& admired enorm.ously),10 Becky
Sharp is a professional actress whose obvious acting
skills become more dangerous as she learns to perform in
domesticated female roles that require the appearance of
authenticity. "It is Becky'’'s misfortune that in her
world, in the only field of operations open to her, the
serious muse is Domestic Sentiment, a line in which she is
comparatively weak." However, "Becky learns; and as her
roles improve, so does her technique. The real tears that
were missing from some of her earlier performances later
come at will" (332). This enactment of feeling is
dangerous because, as Meisel says, "a woman who can act
feelings cannot be known to have them, or can dissemble
those she has" (333). In "an age that made a fetish of
innocence," female virtue was invested in the "loving
dependence" and womanly self-effacement exhibited by
Amelia, the model of "clinging domesticity" (327). Set
against Becky Sharpe’s dissembling, Amelia’s complete
investment in "Domestic Sentiment" becomes the hallmark of
her authenticity. In Amelia, the appearance of integrity
seems uninfected by the vice of theatre which haunts
Becky’s self-enactments. With her unquestioning
dependence on male power, Amelia enacts what is expected

of her, a blind "authenticity" that naturalizes, through
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its complicity and dependency, the framework of a
masculine regime that excludes women from the public
sphere and the empowering sight of the public man who can
see and be seen with impunity.

In Bronté, such naturalized performances of
authenticity come under scrutiny and are brought back into
the problematic of theatre. In Villette, for instance,
Polly, like Amelia, epitomizes the appearance of female
authenticity; but she never becomes completely naturalized
because, beneath her integrity, lies the threat of
performance. At home, under the aegis of her father and
Graham, she seems the perfect female subject. Devoting
herself entirely to her father (she will not even attend
school because he would suffer from her absence) and her
husband, Polly is the "beau ideal" of proper female self-
abnegation. A being "chastely lucent," she glows from
within, seemingly illuminated by the purity and integrity
of her feminine selfhood. A perfect contrast to the "wiles
and tricks" of the prostitute, Polly appears as an
authentic subject whose seeming integrity validates the
self-abnegation required of her. As Luce Irigaray remarks,
"the masquerade . . . is what women do . . . in order to
participate in man’s desire, but at the cost of giving up
their own" (gtd. in Butler 47).

In fact, this picture of an integrated female self is
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just that; it is a performance of integrity that is in
collusion with a male scopic field which maintains power
by perpetuating the myth of a female subject paradoxically
but happily integrated in the space of domestic self-
effacement to which she is consigned. As earlier episodes
imply, the integrity of Polly’s "lucent" selfhood is
suspect, particularly with regard to Graham. Indeed, Lucy
notices in the early days at La Terrace that Polly’s
relationship with Graham is markedly theatrical:

One would have thought the child had no mind or
life of her own, but must necessarily live, move
and have her being in another: now that her
father was taken from her, she nestled to
Graham, and seemed to feel by his feelings: to
exist in his existence. She learned the names
of all his schoolfellows in a trice; she got by
heart their characters as given from his lips

. . She never forgot, or confused identities:
she would talk with him the whole evening about
people she had never seen, and appear completely
to realize their aspect, manners, and
dispositions. Some she learned to mimic: an
under-master, who was an aversion of young
Bretton’s, had, it seems, some peculiarities
which she caught up in a moment from Graham’'s
representation and rehearsed for his amusement

. . . (30)

Far from appearing as herself, Polly performs herself in
order to be seen by her male audience, Graham. To remain
as a presence in his scopic field, she shapes herself into
a reflection of him, a "beautiful reality" who presents
herself as a tableau for his amusement. Hers is, in fact,
a phantomic presence, a fact which Lucy notes when she

describes Polly’s "haunting" presence in a room whose
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Jane hears, the theatrics at Thornfield are designed in
order to replace the real with the affect and effect of the
real. In a series of theatrical episodes, Jane is
gradually, unwittingly instructed to perform herself as an
audience whose sight is almost completely invested in
Rochester’s realizations. The drawing-room performance of
the Ingrams, the enactment of the charade tableaux, the
performance by Rochester as the fortune-telling gypsy and,
finally, the sham marriage (where Jane performs in the
costume of Rochester’s bride) all conspire to persuade Jane
that what she sees and desires in Rochester’s "shadow play"
is real. Seduced into desiring the seeming reality of
Rochester’'s realizations, Jane dangerously conflates affect
and effect, reality and seeming.

While Jane’s sojourn at Thornfield points to the
dangers of realization, the foregrounding of the power of
realization also implicitly endorses the "art of effect" as
an effective means of destabilizing the regulated and
regulatory guarantees of the Lockean model of mind. In the
theatrical space of Thornfield, reasoned perception is
shown to be an inadequate guarantor of the real. By
displacing the authenticity of the Lockean subject with a
multiplicity of performed and performing subjects, Bronté
also subverts the epistemological frame of the classical
observer whose authenticity rests in the scopic

apprehension of the external object. What we are shown in
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has approved her self-enactment. As Lucy suggests when
she tells us that M. Paul’s spaniel reminds her of Polly,
Polly’s appearance of selfhood may well be in collusion
with an order of vision that not only contains women in
the domestic sphere but makes pets of them through the
agency of willing self-effacement.

Thus the idea of the domestic self requires of women
a paradoxical enactment of authenticity that cannot be
seen to be an enactment in order to maintain its
legitimacy. As Judith Butler suggests, "masquerade may be
understood as the performative production of sexual
ontology, an appearing that makes itself convincing as a
‘being’" (47)." Always consigned to the level of
realization, always appearing as a representation in the
audience’s eye, female selfhood becomes a matter of
appearing rather than being. Forced to function on the
level of seeming, blinded by the sight imposed by
masculine vision and desire, the female subject can
neither see with its own eyes nor claim the truth-
discerning power of the sighted masculine subject.

Such conventional female enactments constitute a
theatrics in collusion with the self-empowering strategies
of male vision. In this context Polly’s self-enactment can
be seen as an analogue of such seemingly powerful female

personae such as Mrs. Reed, Blanche Ingram, Madame Beck
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and her earlier incarnation, Mdlle. Reuter. Certainly
Blanche’s too-obvious social theatrics constitutes a
performance which (were it not for the legitimating space
of domestic life) borders on the brazenness of the
prostitute; but the other women are also, in their own
ways, performers in collusion with the naturalized optics
of male self-empowerment.

Mrs. Reed, for instance, who denounces Jane as an
actress, seeks to maintain her own power by aligning
herself with the optical regime of male authority. Like
her son, Mrs. Reed wishes to affirm her ownership of the
territory she inhabits. To do so, she uses the strategies
of male hegemony; she accuses Jane (who threatens the
"reality" of this framework through her passionate
rebellions) of being an actress, a false person who cannot
therefore lay claim to any legitimacy. Watching Jane with
her unsympathetic eye, which is blindly antagonistic to
Jane’s impassioned selfhood, Mrs. Reed intends to frame
Jane as an alien, illegitimate object in her field of
vision. A member of the alliance Jane calls "Reed,
Brocklehurst & Co," (75), which is dedicated to self-
empowerment at Jane’s expense, Mrs. Reed represents a
woman whose selfhood is invested in her alignment with
male authority. Yet, as Jane implies when she calls her a

liar, Mrs. Reed is herself an actress wholly intent on
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maintaining a male-oriented power which requires her to be
inimical to the kind of rebellious selfhood which Jane
represents.

Similarly, Mdlle. Reuter, and Madame Beck, both
consummate actresses, are powerful to the extent that they
can perform themselves in accordance with male
practices.12 Madame Beck, with her cold eye and
dispassionate demeanour, maintains a disinterested sight
that draws its authority from its mimicking of an optics
based on the masculine observer whose uninflected eye/I
and clarity of vision carries the mark of truth and all-
seeing power. But, like Polly in her far more feminized
performance, these are all necessarily compromised
performances which refer the female subject not to
authenticated selfhood, but back into the insubstantial
theatrics of female selfhood. Mrs. Reed, for instance,
dies bereft, a cipher still wilfully blinded by her own
stony gaze. Although Mdlle. Reuter and Madame Beck both
achieve some degree of authority within the semi-private
and semi-domestic precincts of their schools, their power
is also equivocal. Madame Beck, while she can see and be
seen within the pensionnat, must nevertheless slip into
incognito when she goes out of an evening to attend the
opera or indulge in other public pleasures. As Lucy sees

her, she is, as much as Polly, a puppet whose mechanisms
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operate according to the dictates of a male audience.
Like Mdlle. Reuter whom Crimsworth identifies as "a lump
of wax and wood" (108), Madame Beck is a waxwork, an
effigy of a self which cannot be manifested at all within
the scopic field of male hegemony. In a framework of
vision which is based on a masculine catoptrics of self-
empowerment, it is a given that no performance of female
selfhood can succeed in referring back to an authentic
female self because such a performance must reflect
masculine authority, not female subjectivity. However
empowered such performances may seem, they are always,
ultimately, reflections of the male eye/I in which is
inscribed the illegitimacy of the female I/eye.

What remains to be done on this paradoxical, self-
defeating ground of female self-enactment is to resist the
premises on which the masculine scopic field is based, to
foreground its self-empowering contrivances so that
performance itself no longer appears as an illegitimate
female theatrics, but becomes the very matrix of self-
realization. Placed in the aporic framework of theatre,
the ontology and epistemology of selfhood becomes relative
to the play of representation where truth and meaning are
negotiated and made negotiable. Made "from the play of
meaning in a structure of becoming" (Blau 57), theatre

becomes the epistemological/ontological form that most
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powerfully acknowledges the play of selfhood which the
regulatory optics of the male subject wishes to codify and
control.

As Blau notes, the Cartesian camera of authoritative
vision also defined theatre as a space within the scopic
control of its sovereign viewer:

By the time Richelieu sat in the best seat of
the Salle de la Comedie, privacy had merged with
the public, and what the spectator was seeing
was the self-constructed image of
ratlonallty, cynosure of a perfect geometry.
Richelieu’s power seemed to be not
internal vision but purely visual, as if the
lines of perspective were drawn from his
eyes. (339)
Here, functioning authoritatively as both see-er and seen,
Richelieu constitutes the focal point of power, the site
of the I/eye that reflects to itself its own sovereignty.
What happens on the stage is merely an affirmation of this
power which the scopic arrangement of the audience, who
has come to view the power within the play, also affirms.
Thus the space of theatre is appropriated to the uses of
an observer whose unquestioned power orients and limits
the play of representation to the parameters of his eye/I.

As I argue in my chapter on The Professor, this is a
strategy which Crimsworth employs in The Professor to
control the field of representation in his narrative. 1In

his attempts to inscribe himself as a Cartesian viewer in

camera, Crimsworth exhibits his desire to construct
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himself as the unitary perceiver in whom rests the
authority of the sovereign observer whose sight reflects
his power. Struggling to appropriate the visual field so
that it reflects the power of his own I/eye, Crimsworth
wishes to deny the subjectivity of the women he constructs
in his narrative and proposes to make of them mere
enactments and reflections of his self-interested gaze.
What he must deny in the process is the contrivance of
this Cartesian theatrics.

By shifting attention from the naturalized premises of
male hegemony to the stagecraft of its power-seeking
enactments, Bronté ironizes masculine optics and subtly
constructs them within the framework of their own
stagecraft where they appear strategic and therefore not
essentially truth-producing. Like the figurations of the
camera obscura, which contextualize the truth-seeing eye
of the Lockean beholder as a mechanism which regulates the
catoptric play of signification, the foregrounding of the
stagecraft of self-realization places a wedge in the
seemingly seamless reality constituted by a unitary male
subject whose all-encompassing vision structures the
naturalized enactment of female authenticity. This
ironizing framework, as I suggest in the following
chapter, is evident even in Bronté’'s earliest writing,

where the field of the male gaze is often interrupted and
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interrogated by the subtle emergence of its contrivances.
In the juvenilia, as much as in the later works, the
stagecraft of male self-representation and self-
empowerment emerges reflectively in the ironizing
disruptions of female enactments which do not seamlessly
re-present, in the "audience room" of Cartesian theatre,
the scopic will to power of the male eye/I.

By contextualizing such control of theatre as itself
theatrical, Bronté allows the play of representation to
invade the seeming sureties of the Cartesian/Lockean frame
which empowers masculine vision and renders the female
subject as a spurious enactment which, over against the
male eye/I, merely reflects that power. By thus reframing
the frame, Bronté subverts the seeming seamlessness of the
Cartesian arrangement of see-er and seen, performer and
audience. What Bronté’s ironic contextualizations convey
is that the gendered protocols of subjectivity are staged
constructions that, for all their entrenched power, are
embedded in the aporic movement of representation in which
certain spaces have been staked out as "real" and certain
enactments have been naturalized as "true."

By casting the ontology of the male subject in doubt
through the inscription of its own enactments, Bronté’s
ironic disclosure of the unsettling theatricality of

dominant selfhood also unsettles the hegemony in which
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female theatrics are embedded. When ontological purity
and surety are cast into doubt, power becomes patently a
matter of manipulating the theatricalized optics of self-
presentation. Once the contrivances of the hegemonic
subject are brought to light, the empowering solidity of
male ontology and the disempowering collusive performances
of female authenticity appear strategically in keeping
with a masculine power structure.

Thus, in the spaces of Bronté’s novels, theatre is
never absent but becomes the ground of seeming against
which the seen will always appear to be provisional, an
enactment invested with more or less power, depending on
its alignments with the controlling framework in which it
operates. Whoever appears in these spaces, does so in
relation to these alignments and not as an autonomous
eye/I emerging out of unadulterated authenticity, whatever
professions of authentic selfhood might be made. This
interplay of enactments is critical to the expression of
gender as a performative activity. As Judith Butler
states, "There is no gender identity behind the
expressions of gender;. . . identity is performatively
constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be
its results" (25). In the space of subjectivity, which is
prohibitive to any emergence of the female subject, self-

realization for women becomes so problematic that, to
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emerge in the visual field at all, is to be collusive.

For this reason, women must appear at the liminal sites
and in the liminal processes where realization can be
achieved without appropriation by the male gaze, where
female selfhood can be enacted without falling into a
reflective completion of the masculine eye/I. In
Bronté&’s work, this strategic theatrics of the female
subject emerges in enactments that refuse to cohere into a
shape reflecting the authority of the male gaze. In place
of the conforming female self-enactment which affirms the
ontology of the male subject, Bronté& proposes what Blau
terms the "ontological non-sequitur" (7) of a theatrics
that alienates and brings to light the stagecraft in which
its naturalizations are embedded. The non-collusive female
subject appears as a shadowy, liminal presence who does
not have the affect and effect of a prescribed and
naturalized feminine performance and who wilfully rejects
the specular realizations of a male-oriented theatrics.
Operating between being and realization, between seeing
and seeming, between substance and shadow, the non-
collusive female subject constructs itself as a
metamorphosing non-entity which subversively refuses to
render itself up in the male scopic field as the
disempowered object of male desire. In contrast to the

coded theatricality of actresses like Polly and Madame
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Beck, these subversive enactments of metamorphic selfhood
work as a kind of doubled haunting: an ironizing theatrics
that questions the naturalized theatrics of entrenched
male/female self-constructions. Such ironic hauntings are
evident in Frances Henri’s shadowy, liminal appearances
which resist Crimsworth’s self-important construction of
her as the compliant object of his magisterial perception.
Jane Eyre, too, whose slight, shadowy self is typically
obscured in the liminal space of the window-seat, becomes
a rebellious liminal presence who engages yet resists
alignment with the authoritative spaces and enactments
that would frame her as the powerless reflection of a
masculine will to power. The even more heretic and
recalcitrant Lucy Snowe, who consciously refuses to enact
the collusive and complacent selfhoods she sees in the
performances of Polly, Ginevra and Madame Beck,
strategically fails to take shape as a substance and
appears as elusiYe and shadowy as the "dun mist" of her
self-protective colouring. Paradoxically realized in
their resistance to realization, these liminal
subjectivities become the sites of a "becoming," a
movement of irreducible seeming that refuses to fall into
the stability of the seen.

By foregrounding theatricality and assigning a

resistant power to the play of unstable, incomplete self-



175
representation, Bronté achieves in her narrative the
construction of a female self that exists in ineffability,
in the occult theatrics of the unrealized and
unrealizable. To be resistant to realization, to remain
shadowy and liminal, is also to affirm the possibility of
enacting oneself otherwise, in a manner unvisualizable and
unenvisioned by the optics of male power. In Bronté, the
investment in liminality, in the shadowy affect which
witholds the effect of masculine self-reflection, is an
investment in the displacement of the naturalized
framework of male and female engenderment. Bronté’s is a
profound investment in theatre that restructures the
epistemology of the self to reflect its non-sequiturs, its
incompleteness, those spaces of being that are not as
readily known and coded as the eye/I of masculine
authority would like to pretend. Thus, the subversive
nonentity of Frances Henri, the rebellious liminality of
Jane Eyre and the "ontological non-sequiturs" of Lucy
Snowe, are all manifestations of a resistant theatricality
that articulates what lies beyond the scopic field of a
Cartesian theatrics where female self-performance must
always be complicit with male subjectivity.

As in Artaud’s surrealist theatre, whose premises are
also evident in the ontological obscurities of Bronté'’s

novels, this is a theatrics that aims at the "beyond" of
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sight."™ The eye/I in which Bronté&’s work is embedded is
directed, like Artaud’s eye "at the outermost limit of
vision where the scopic drive would cease" (Blau 83). What
her work always keeps in sight is the nothingness on which
theatre is "based," the abyssal gap between see-er and
seen where the shadow of female being might be projected.
As Blau tells us, "In theatre which is ‘no thing’ it
becomes a question of naming shadows, preparing the way
for a new generation of shadows" (Blau 84).

In a chapter entitled "The Unseen Space," Lyndall
Gordon says of Bronté that "‘Shadow’ recurs in her
writings, not as a feebleness but as a potency that goes
unseen" (4). By creating in her narratives an "unseen
space" where the shadows of prophetic being might be
enacted, Bronté works towards an epistemology and
aesthetics of potentiation which, while they have no place
in the self-empowering structures of masculine
epistemology, leave open the possibility of resistance and
subversion by this "potency that goes unseen." From her
earliest works to her masterwork, Villette, Bronté
develops narratives that, while they do not deny the
structures that disempower women and hurt women, still
allow for the subversive emergence of resistant female
spaces and enactments that cannot be entirely appropriated

to the purposes of masculine self-empowerment.



Chapter III

Satirizing Genius: Male Sublimity and Female
Accomplishment in Bronté’s Juvenilia

In all of Bronté’'s works, the spaces women occupy are
the physical and psychic spaces in which female subjects
perform themselves under the regime of the masculine gaze.
The repressive enclosures of female subjectivity are
embedded in many areas of male/female interaction, but one
of the most important of these areas is the field of
artistic production. The arena of cultural discourse was
especially relevant to Bronté who had to make her mark as
an artist from within the enclosure of the private and the
domestic spheres to which she, too, was confined by the
gendered requirements of female self-representation.

Unlike the published novels, which were shaped under

the pressures of possible public display, the juvenilia
was an intensely private discourse hidden, by means of its
microscopic script, from the inhibiting authority of adult
eyes.! Written secretly in miniaturized form, Bronté’s
early writings themselves exemplify the issues with which
she was engaged. The fictionalized selves which she
develops in these writings are experimental explorations
of those structures which preclude the emergence of women
as aesthetic creators in their own right. Always kept in

confinement, enclosed and hidden away from the field of

177



178
masculine cultural activity, the women in these
"invisible" narratives are as solipsistically privatized
as Bronté’s miniaturized manuscripts. Able to enact
themselves only in the "sanctuary" of the hidden spaces
where they cannot contest the power of the male arbiters
of culture, the female characters of the juvenilia are
studies in the privatization and disempowerment of female
cultural discourse. 1In the early writings, in particular,
we see Bronté coming to terms with the aesthetic
discourses and the aesthetic postures which disallow the
validity of female creativity. Here the salons, boudoirs,
and domestic chambers where the wives and mistresses of
her Byronic "hero" are kept, are representative of the
cognitive and bodily spaces which invalidate female
creative expression and affirm the
aesthetic/epistemological structures of a hegemonic, male-
engendered culture.

For some commentators, Bronté’s early writing appears
as a naive overinvestment in the paradigms of Romanticism.
Focussing on the seductive, Byronic qualities of her main
male character (Arthur, Marquis of Douro, who later
becomes Zamorna, King of Angria), these critics tend to
see Bronté’s fascination with her Romantic hero as a sign
of her collusion in the masochistic destruction of his

female victims.? However, as Sally Shuttleworth notes,
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Bronté’s juvenilia demonstrates, not a collusive obsession
with a Byronic hero, but a dramatization of those Romantic
structures that support the creative supremacy of the male
intellect at the expense of the female self:
Bronté’s representations of femininity in her
early writings dramatize in uncompromising form,
the negative and constraining implications of
cultural constructions of the feminine in
Victorian culture. (109)
Among the main concerns in Bronté’s early works are
the "negative" implications of a Romanticism that, for all
its resistance to a regime that favours the rational
ordering of subject/object relations, strategically fails
to legitimate the creative female subject. Refusing to
accommodate women except within the marginalized privacies
of female enclosure, Romanticism reconstructed the camera
of the authoritative observer as an exclusively masculine,
ego-expanding site of sublime creativity. Far from
colluding with this male-oriented Romanticism, Bronté’s
juvenilia investigates its dynamic, a point which
Shuttleworth emphasizes:
The central organizing trope for the early
writings is not, as critics have tended to
assume, the ideology of romantic love to which
the female characters so desperately cling, but
rather the dynamics of male struggles for power.
(120)

In these writings, Bronté’s interest is directed at

discovering and articulating those areas of conflict and

resistance where the spaces and pressures of masculine
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Romanticism restrict women’s access to the self-
empowering, ego-expanding structures of masculine creative
authority. While she creates female characters who
experience and even embrace Romanticism’s victimization of
the female self, she also addresses the destructive
arrogation of power implicit in male aesthetic postures,
that demands this self-immolation of women.

In particular, Bronté’s early work addresses concepts
of genius and the sublime which, in Romantic and Victorian
discourse, established the male subject as the sole
arbiter and possessor of empowered creativity. However,
Bronté also displays and satirically undermines those
masculine strategies designed to perpetuate this
authoritative discourse. Although it is often overlooked,
the satirical mode of Bronté’s juvenilia must be taken
into account because it interrogates the self-validating
postures of authority displayed by the male figures in her
stories. While she does not bring female consciousness
to centre stage as she does later in Jane Eyre and
Villette, Bronté does begin, in her early work, to
experiment with ironic perspectives that contextualize and
de-naturalize the aesthetic postures of male authority
which rely on concepts of genius and the sublime that

excluded women from the field of high culture.
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Although Romantic revisions of the Lockean model of
mind made room for a creative subject, these revisions did
not improve the status of women within the network of
paradigms which adapted Locke’s metaphor to accommodate
gendered theories of sublime experience and creative
genius. Romantics like Coleridge reshaped Locke’s
metaphor of mind to give it a vital creative power to
envision its imaginings. However, as a passage from Table
Talk® attests, his ideas of mind and genius excluded women
from the upper echelons of creative being:
Women have their heads in their hearts. Man
seems to have been destined for a superior
being. I think women generally better creatures
than men. They have weaker appetites and weaker
intellects, but much stronger affections. A man
with a bad heart has sometimes been saved by a
strong head; but a corrupt woman is lost
forever (Table Talk 117)
Of course, Coleridge throws in the standard sop that
women, because of their strongly affectionate natures,
were "better creatures" than men. But, for all that, men
are superior beings whose intellects are powerful enough
to lift them out of moral peril; whereas women, lacking
this gift and relying only on "strong affections," are in
danger of slipping into an unredeemable corruption.
In the discourse of the sublime, which relates to the
concepts of mind in which genius was embedded,‘ women were

consigned to a conceptual space where mind, body and

domestic seclusion could all be encompassed in a self-
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structure that ensured the non-sublimity of female
intellectual and artistic production. The anonymous author

of a pamphlet entitled Woman As She Is And As She Should

Be (1839) describes the situation quite bluntly "Power of
mind is sexual: that vigour of genius which distinguishes
man is rarely to be found in the opposite sex; in a word,
woman is a creature less intellectual than man" (gtd. in
Bjoérk 40). Cast in a domestic mold which demanded
subservience and self-effacement, not originality and
transcendence, the female mind, unable to claim genius,
was constructed as something far more petty and
circumscribed than the exalted, magisterial and creative
male intellect. In Peter de Bolla’s words, sublime

discourse

produces the subject and produces it in gender-
differentiated terms because the discourse of
the sublime operates the hard distinction
between the masculine experience of power,
authority and sublimity, and the feminine
experience of subjection, obedience and beauty.
(It hardly needs pointing out how powerful these
figures have been in Western conceptualizations
of subjectivity). (58)

As W.J.T. Mitchell observes of Burke’s construction of
sublimity, such gendered concepts of the sublime tended to
align themselves within an "aesthetics of domination":

Burke’s . . . elaboration of gender difference
makes it clear that he regards it not just as a
matter of sensory or aesthetic decorum but as a
figure for the natural foundations of all
political and cosmic order, the universal
structure of domination, mastery and slavery:
"The sublime . . . always dwells on great
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objects, and terrible; the [beautiful] on small
ones and pleasing; we submit to what we admire,
but we love what submits to us" (II 3). This
natural aesthetics of domination extends from
the family ("the authority of a father .
hinders us from having that entire love for him
that we have for our mothers") (III), to the
state (fear and admiration are the emotions
properly evoked by the leader), to the terrors
of the father god. (130)

It is the feminized attribute of beauty that, as de Bolla
notes, is associated with an unsublimated triviality of
expression resulting from an over-concern with
ornamentation (another feminine attribute). According to
Hugh Blair, whom Bolla cites, beauty represents an
emasculation of the sublime:
Now, when an author has brought us, or is
attempting to bring us, into this state
[sublimity] : if he decks the Sublime object
which he presents to us round and round, with
glittering ornaments; nay, if he throws in any
one decoration that sings in the least below the
capital image, that moment he alters the key; he
relaxes the tension of the mind; the strength of
the feeling is emasculated; the Beautiful may
remain but the Sublime is gone. (Lectures on
Rhetoric and Belles Lettres qtd. in de Bolla 58)
In an article in Blackwood’s entitled "Men and Women;
Brief Hypothesis Concerning the Difference in their
Genius," which appeared in 1824, John Neal®’ associates the
highest modes of thought and creativity with transcendence
of "animal sensibility." It is the inability to shed this
"sensibility" that will always distinguish female from

male genius. As the author points out, in a comparison of

the work of Rubens and Angelica Kaufmann, the work of the
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woman artist will be imbued with the sensitive but more

trivial characteristic of the female who cannot transcend

her "animal" nature:

And so, do I contend, would be the manifestation
of female genius, in every other department of
art or science. It would be less courageous,
magnificent, and sublime. But it would be more
delicate, beautiful, and affecting. The woman
would be found lurking in whatever she did.
There would be more tenderness, more delicacy,

more timidity in it. (390)

Men of genius, by contrast, are capable of abstracting

themselves from their bodily and sensory containment in

order to inhabit the regions of the sublime:

Thus,

. no man of acute animal sensibility can
think so severely; and those who are able so to
think prove, thereby, that, whatever their
animal sensibility may have been, it is no
longer sufficiently active, or troublesome, to
interfere with the sublime abstractions of the
mind when men become all intellect, all soul.

(391)

there is no sublimity to hope for in women.

Although, given education and opportunity, a "giantess,

like Joanna Baillie, or Madame De Staél may appear now and

then, "

she will be in certain points only a female
giant--no match for the male giants. She might
be able to overlook the second class of men; but
the first class would certainly overlook her.

(390)

When even a giantess must be overlooked by men because she

can only be a giantess of the second class, there is no
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possibility of rising to the Godlike reaches of sublime
male intellect and genius.

For Coleridge, as for the author of "Men and Women, "
women are constituted by feeling and "animal
sensibilities, " not by the faculties of intellect and
genius. Unable to expand themselves into regions where
male genius becomes "pure intellect, pure soul" they are
confined to the space of the body which determines the
limitations of the female mind. Just as their confinement
to the domestic sphere prohibits their "expansion" into
the authoritative sphere of public space, female bodies
and minds are prohibited from transcending the enclosures
they occupy. Thus, for women, the space of the camera
obscura would seem accessible only as the circumscribed
space of a selfhood tied to its domestic and bodily
enclosures and dissociated from the space of the male
subject who claims for himself the transcendence of a
sovereign, Godlike sublimity that marks his authority as
the "overseer" of cultural and social discourse. With
their embodied “"genius," the triviality of their
accomplishments, their domestic confinement, women can be
seen in relation to the camera obscura/mind as the
unsublimated "containers" of a second-rate subjectivity
whose creativity is merely carnally procreative and

derivative.
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This is not to say that ideas of creative genius and
bodily procreation did not overlap at times. When they
did, however, it was always by way of transcending such
carnal symbolism through the divine operations of male
genius. Héraud, for instance, in "Poetical Genius,"
extends the idea of the creative mind to include the
gestation and birth of a work of art:
We call, then, on the poet, as the
representative of Genius--Imagination--Fancy!
Human creator! partaker with Deity of his most
incommunicable attribute!. . . . Would a mere
exertion of memory, a mere recalling of images,
require this delphic fury--the preternatural
possession--this frenzy? Such are the
convulsions which attend the labour of genius
and the travail of imagination, not of
recollection. (60)
Here Héraud (who is responding to the Lockean model of
mind) transforms the container of the Lockean mind and its
memory-images into a womb-like enclosure with the power
not merely to collect and recall, but also to generate the
original and divine productions of imagination and genius.
This Romantic revision of the camera obscura/mind
appropriates womb-imagery to serve the purposes of sublime
transcendence which, as we have seen is a definitively
masculine form of creativity. It is the male, God-
impregnated genius who exalts this mental obstetrics
through the sublime transcendence of his poetry.

Women, of course, remain in symbolic nether regicns

where metaphors of conception and birth remain linked to
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female carnality. The organ that was thought to occupy
the female head and (along with the heart) to displace
what little reasoning power the female mind might have
possessed, was the uterus.
Hysteria, the disease with which Freud so
famously began his investigations into the
dynamic connections between psyche and soma, is
by definition a "female disease," not so much
because it takes its name from the Greek word
for womb, hyster (the organ which was in the
nineteenth century supposed to "cause’ this
emotional disturbance), but because hysteria did
occur mainly among women in turn-of-the-century
Vienna, and because throughout the nineteenth
century this mental illness, like many other
nervous disorders, was thought to be caused by

the female reproductive system . . . . (Gilbert
and Gubar 53)

In this body/camera, the female "mind" is incarnated as an
organ of sexual reproduction, a dark space that
instinctively procreates but cannot create sublime art, an
incarnation that is in striking contrast to Coleridge’s
statement (reminiscent of Young Soult’s) that genius makes
"nature thought and thought nature" so that the "body is
but a striving to become mind. . . . " (494). What the
eye of this female camera sees, in contrast to the male
who sees himself reflected in the divine panorama of his
creative vision, is the female flesh that conceives and
expands only in blind response to the reproductive
imperative of the body. Christine Battersby, in Gender

and Genius, admirably sums up the situation:

The psychology of woman was used as a foil to
genius: to show what merely apes genius.
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Biological femaleness mimics the psychological
femininity of the true genius. Romanticism,
which started out by opening a window of
opportunity for creative women, developed a
phraseology of cultural apartheid . . . with
women among the categories counted as not-fully-
human. The genius was a male,--full of ’'virile’
energy--who transcended his biology: the male
genius was "feminine" which merely proved his
cultural superiority. Creativity was displaced
male procreativity: male sexuality made sublime.
Females, however, were represented either as
lacking in sexual drive, or as incapable of
resisting their sexuality. The creative woman
was an anomaly who simply introduced
complications into the patterns of exclusion.
(3)

In the context of these highly gendered notions of
genius, the female camera becomes a "presence room" that
is not a sovereign space of intellect and genius, but an
eroticized enclosure in which the female subject is
constructed as incarnate and unsublimated. Richardson’s
"Lovers Camera Obscura," the secret space where the
private discourse of "courtship and marriage" is to be
discussed, is thus a feminized space, out of the public
gaze, where erotic negotiations take place. When
Grandison suggestively asks if he might "make a Lover’s
Camera Obscura" he implies that the camera obscura is a
site of seduction, a place where the female body can be
appropriated to male desire. It is emphatically not a
space of mentation or sublime creativity, but an enclosure
which, like the female body itself, is consigned to sexual

rather than sublime intercourse. This sexualized
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embodiment of women and the spaces (both psychic and
material) which they occupy was culturally significant
because it not only illegitimized and trivialized female
subjectivity as something always incarnate, but ascribed
to women an organic propensity which manifested itself as
a subservience both to male intellect and male desire.

Bronté (who knew Burke’s Essay, was required to
memorize long passages from Blair’s Lectures® and might
well have read the article in Blackwood’s) would have been
fully aware of the gendered connotations of the sublime in
relation to the female mind and its capacity (or
incapacity) for genius. She would have known that, when
women performed on the cultural stage, it was not as
producers of high art but as performers who were to be
seen as artworks in themselves. As Ann Bermingham notes,
women were expected to be artistic; they were not expected
to become artists:

Unlike the artist who was a creator and producer
of culture, [a woman] was a consumer and
reproducer of culture. The word "artistic"
inscribes art on to the body and into the
personality of the subject who makes art.
"Artistic types" are works of art themselves,
embodying art without necessarily mastering
it. (7)
Incapable of creation herself, the aestheticized female
constituted (like the "authentically" domestic female) an

enactment designed to reflect a male subject/observer who

saw in her the embodiment of his own desire and mastery.
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Certainly Bronté would have been aware of the
cultural prohibitions that made it impossible for women to
create themselves within the context of art-making as
anything other than the reflective objects of male vision
and representation. For one thing, the time-honoured
traditions of the marriage market required women to
attract male "buyers" by displaying themselves in a
visually enticing manner, thereby affirming their role as
objects of male consumption. Already commodified and
objectified by the protocols of female display, women’s
talents and accomplishments were a priori merely props in
this performance. As Ann Bermingham explains:

The growing importance of accomplishments in the
education of young women in the later eighteenth
and early nineteenth century has to do, in part,
with changes in the customs of display. By the
early nineteenth century, the habit of
displaying marriageable girls in the public
spaces of popular spa towns gave way to a more
private market. This distrust of the town
coupled with the growing taste for private
rather than public entertainment meant that
unmarried women were increasingly intended to be
seen within their domestic surroundings. The
accomplishment is directly tied to this new
construction of the domestic space as the space
of authentic subjectivity. 1In this sense,
accomplishments should not simply be understood
as a way for women with increasingly too much
time on their hands to £ill idle hours, but as
ways for women to perform their subjectivity
through certain allotted modes of artistic
expression. . . . [A]lccomplishments provided an
opportunity to display themselves while denying
that this was in fact what was happening. Men,
in turn, could look while seeming to listen, or
size up a woman while appearing to judge a
drawing. (4-5)
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Thus the space of domesticity became the site of a female
aesthetic that was directed at the marketing of the female
body. In place of the expansive camera of sublime male
genius and imagination, the camera of female creativity
was prohibitively inscribed in domestic terms as a space
where women enacted their embodiment in the eyes of men
who controlled and owned them.

Bronté’s awareness of the accomplished woman’s

aesthetic powerlessness is evident in the story of Marian

Hume (Zamorna’s first wife) who is an exemplar of feminine

7

cultural performance. Marian, who fades away and dies

when her husband’s indifference to her renders her life
meaningless, is so dependent upon masculine constructions
of female selfhood that, without the gaze of her lord’s
eye upon her, she cannot live at all. Her "Last Will and
Testament" is a testament to her adherence to the
protocols of female accomplishment:

To the said Julia, Lady Sydney, I likewise leave
all my Italian books, my music, both bound and
in sheets, my harp and my grand piano. . .. To
Lily, Marchioness of Fidena, I leave my silver
dressing-box, my gold-tipt case of scented
waters, my alabaster clock set round with large
topazes, and the ruby claspt Bible, Prayer Book
and Psalter which lie on my toilet. To Ellen
Grenville I leave all my botanical books and
apparatus, my paintings of fruit and flowers, my
pencil sketches and all my drawing materials.

To Edward de Lisle, artist, I leave my
collection of one hundred miniatures on ivory,
set in tortoiseshell cases with gold clasps and
hinges. To Alexander Soult I leave my uniform
edition of the French classics bound in watered
satin, gilt and lettered. The rest of the books
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contained in my rosewood bookcase I leave to Sir
John Fowler and likewise my satinwood desk, with
the diamond pen, gold inkstand, wafer vase and
sand glass, contained therein. (EEW 2.1:318-19)
The effect of this document is to emphasize the triviality
of Marian’s pursuits. Her level of aesthetic
accomplishment is indicated by her collection of "one
hundred miniatures on ivory" and a jumble of "cameos,
intaglios and shells." Her scientific investigations are
represented by some "botanical books and apparatus," and
her artistic endeavours by "pencil sketches" and
"paintings of fruit and flowers." Her interest in
literature is displayed in a "uniform edition of the
French classics, bound in watered satin, gilt and
lettered." Her "ruby claspt Bible, Psalter and Prayer
Book" lie on the toilet table (an arrangement emphasizing
the debased, self-ornamenting nature of Marian’s spiritual
reading), together with a "gold-tipt case of scented
waters" and an alabaster clock set round with large
topazes." As if to emphasize her lack of selfhood,
Marian’s "Last Will and Testament" reduces her to an
assortment of objects whose ornamental and material value
far outweighs any spiritual, intellectual or creative
properties these objects might express. Like Marian
herself, who is merely one of Zamorna’s possessions, the
objects Marian leaves behind have no life beyond their

existence as items of economic exchange. At her death,
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Marian has evidently reached the "pinnacle" of
accomplished banality and has dutifully surrounded herself
with the visually and materially seductive examples of
literature, art, science and theology that reflect her own
objectification and commodification. As Bermingham says,
the accomplished woman’s role was to consume art
in order to be exchanged as art, and it was her
very skills as a consumer--her taste and
discrimination in choosing and displaying those
commodities that would be an extension of her
subjectivity--that in turn would determine how
she was consumed. (13)
A woman who rigorously adheres to the policy that her
femininity depends on the absence of any untoward evidence
of genuine creativity, Marian is the quintessentially
correct woman, a "meek and gentle spirit, utterly devoid
of contradiction" whose role in life is played out the
moment she no longer has access to the audience of her
husband’s eye.

In an earlier story, "The Secret," Bronté
demonstrates how Zamorna's destructive mastery over his
wife depends, in part, on his role as the overseer of her
artistic productions. At the opening of the story,
Zamorna (who has come to castigate his wife over an
imagined rebellion against his authority) enters Marian’s
apartment and finds her "engaged in finishing a pencil

sketch." When he asks her what she is about, Marian

replies that it is "only a little landscape." Zamorna
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(barely glancing at the drawing) does not bother to
contradict this self-deprecation and dismissively judges
the work, in the conventional phrases reserved for
"artistic" productions of the female kind, as a "really
very pretty, and most charmingly pencilled" drawing (EEW
2.1:274-75) . Here, the easy and thoughtless confidence of
Zamorna'’'s judgement identifies him as a member of the
priesthood of high culture whose patronizing assessment of
her little landscape is meant to reflect his authority and
her triviality. Through his magisterial use of the
adjectives "pretty," "little," and "charming," Zamorna
invokes not only his own aesthetic superiority in relation
to the insignificant beauties of Marian’s production, but
also, in the same stroke, suggests that the drawing is
merely a reflection of Marian who is also "pretty,"
"little" and "charming." Thus, when he gives short shrift
to Marian’s drawing, he also rejects Marian and thereby
consigns both "art objects" to the limbo of his disregard.
When Zamorna leaves the room (having achieved the object
of subduing his wife), Marian’s pencil "falters" and her
tears fall "unheeded" on the little drawing. "[Wlith a
deep sigh," she continues with her "half-finished"

drawing. However,

the pencil seemed to have lost its power, or the
hand which directed it, its skill. Instead of
the flowing, correct lines and soft shadows
which she had before produced, tremulous,
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wavering strokes and dark blotches mocked her
unavailing efforts (EEW 2.1:278).

Unable to retain her husband’s lordly regard, Marian and
her drawing both collapse in a display of aesthetic
failure which reflects her "blotted" role as an
accomplished wife. The dependent charms of both her art
and her person simply cannot exist without the audience of
a masculine authority whose regard alone validates her
self-performance.

Zenobia, who is Marian’s rival and antithesis,
proves the powerlessness even of gifted women to enact
themselves legitimately outside the authority of a male
gaze which demands to see in women the embodiment of a
subservient, cultured domesticity. Unlike Marian, who is
small, pale and passive, Zenobia is physically and
intellectually impressive. She is "very tall" with
features that are "regular and finely formed." Her
"brilliant eyes"” are as black as "the luxuriant tresses of
her richly curled hair," and her "lively eloquence" cannot
be matched, "even by Madame de Staél" (EEW 1:293).
Zenobia, whose activities include "reading Herodotus and
Aeschylus in the original Greek, studying the Persian
language and teaching astronomy to a Glass Town
‘bluestocking’" (Alexander, Early Works 23-4), is
associated with the historical queen Zenobia. She is the

"Empress of Women," a "masculine soul encased in a
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feminine casket" (EEW 2.2:280). She is also sexually
aggressive and several times attempts to take Zamorna by
storm, even "tramp[ing] up as far as the Duke’s country
palace" to accost him (EEW 1:303). After one of Zamorna’'s
public orations, Zenobia is so fired by his rhetoric that
she forgets all the rules of femininity. Finding him in
the park where he has retreated from the crowd, she grasps
his arm, fixes him with a "wild unnatural expression of
countenance" and declares that his "eloquence" and "noble
genius" have "driven [her] to desperation." She vows to
kill herself on the spot if he does not agree to be her
husband (EEW 1:347).

Because her own unruly passion and genius are
insufficiently contained within the "casket of
femininity," Zenobia earns the disdain of the masculine
world. At Bravey’'s Inn, where the male elite of
Verdopolis gather to drink and converse, an impromptu male
court tries Zenobia and concludes that she is an anomalous
creature out of her natural element. Zamorna (who has
forgiven Zenobia her fit of "insanity") defends her by
comparing her to a "magnificent swan" who will "glide down
the tide of life, her white plumes gleaming with the
radiance of an intellect that will leave a glorious and
eternal light behind." However, the Duke of Wellington,

Zamorna’'s father and Verdopolis’s elder statesman, caps
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Zamorna’s swan analogy and reshapes it to the disadvantage
of Zenobia and all women who presume to act outside the
domestic sphere:
Now, with your leave, I’'ll pursue the parallel;
nay enlarge it, for I’1ll liken all womankind to
the same bird. We all know that the proper and
native element of swans is water, where no
creature can equal them in dignity, gracefulness
and majestic beauty. There, in short, they are
unrivalled. But whenever they presume to set
foot on land their unseemly waddle entitles
every winged creature . . . to laugh till their
sides split at the ludicrous spectacle. In like
manner the proper and native element of woman is
home. That is her kingdom and her undisputed
and rightful possession. But when she foolishly
wanders then and forces herself upon the public
eye the swan’s vagaries are but a type of those
she exhibits. (EEW 1:313-14)
After hearing Wellington’s authoritative pronouncement,
others pipe up in support of his view. Colonel Grenville
declares that he "would not like it" if he came home
"tired and hungry" and "found [his] table heaped with
books and papers instead of a good, hot smoking dinner"
(EEW 1:314).

Because she aspires to more than the ritualized
performance of female accomplishment, Zenobia forfeits
resectability without gaining access to the sphere of
masculine cultural power. In contrast to artists like
DelLisle whose sublime art makes him famous, revered and
rich, Zenobia is expected to retain her private, amateur

status and to trim her abilities and propensities to suit

the prevailing norms of feminine conduct. Her most public
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achievements are the select and well-attended salons she
holds for prominent artists, intellectuals and political
figures. 1In these "dazzling circles" where she is "ever a
distinguished ornament," Zenobia achieves, at best, a
domesticated facsimile of the masculine cultural life from
which she is excluded. On the stage of Verdopolitan
culture, Zenobia must confine herself to the domestic
theatre where her talents find their appropriately
circumscribed milieu. Like Madame de Staél, her talents,
however impressive, will always be superseded by the
paramount faculty of male genius which will see her merely
as an ornamental art object.

What constrains both Zenobia and Marian is the fact
that they can never be more than beautiful objects to be
put on display in the camera of domesticity as a means of
affirming the authority of a male aesthetic posture that
sees its self-aggrandizing sublimity affirmed by the
ornamental performance of an accomplished femininity.
Unable to perform themselves outside the role which
assigns to them the embodiment rather than the creation of
art, Zenobia and Marian can only realize themselves within
the "casket of femininity," where they must, perforce,
inscribe their own disempowerment. As Zenobia’s case
suggests, to ignore these constraints, to perform outside

the designated closets and chambers of female life is to
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appear, at best, as a waddling swan, a laughable anomaly
who has no place in the "nature" of things. At worst (as
in the case of Bertha Rochester who is foreshadowed in
Zenobia), such sexual outlawry appears as insanity. To
exhibit the aggressive sexuality of a Zenobia or a Bertha
is to affirm the unregulated female psyche as a space of
hysterical embodiment which will breed a monstrous,
illegitimate femininity that must be classed as alien and
perverse.

While female characters like Marian and Zenobia
dramatize the prohibitive constraints that trivialized and
denigrated female culture, Bronté’s male characters
demonstrate her awareness of those aesthetic postures by
means of which men affirmed their authority. Throughout
her early work, we see men asserting their sublimity over
against the circumscription of women; and it is through
the discourse of the sublime that those male figures who
represent the ruling elite of Verdopolitan society and
culture most often affirm their ascendency. This strategy
is evident in a passage in which Zamorna, who prides
himself on his own genius (being a poet himself) describes
the transcendent genius of the painter, DeLisle.®

Who can conceive the thoughts and sensations of
such a man, while from that aerial altitude he
traced the grand lineaments of nature? None. How
was he then raised above all sublunary concerns?
How must his already gigantic spirit have

dilated, as he saw the farthest isles and coasts
drawn into the vast circle of an horizon, more
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extensive than that beheld from Chimorazo or
Teneriffe? DeLisle, you are already among those
consecrated names that form the boast and glory
of Britannia, Empress of the Waves. (EEW 1:235)

Because he can recognize genius and can recreate the power
of DeLisle’s work through his own rhetoric, Zamorna may
claim a share of genius as the sublime audience of a
sublime work. Since Delisle is present during Zamorna's
laudatory speech, there is more than a hint here of mutual
admiration designed to buttress the grandeur of masculine
genius and to maintain an "aesthetics of domination" which
confirms artist and ruler as sovereign aesthetic and
political authorities.

Certainly Young Soult, a self-styled genius who,
although he is not among the ruling elite, considers
himself one of the chosen few whose whose genius takes
them far beyond the reach of ordinary mortals into the
regions of the sublime:

The wings of poesy are ever expanded, and they
often bear this unbending spirit by sudden
involuntary flight afar into the wide realms of
imagination, and there, for a while, I bask amid
the shadows of unearthly groves or the lights of
superhuman vales, utterly forgetful of all that
belongs to this external workaday world, till
some biped’s voice calls me again to these

darksome regions to converse among those I dwell
within the body, not the mind. ("The Poetaster"

EEW 1:190)
Here Soult’s sublime exaltation of mind is set against the

unsublimated, bodily existence of those who inhabit less

exalted regions, a statement which is reminiscent of the
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article in Blackwood’s that sets the transcendent mind of
male genius against the animal organization that confines
female being to the "darksome regions" of unsublimated
existence.
The most telling examples of the sublime as an
"aesthetics of dominance," however, occur when the
transcendent male finds his ascendence affirmed in the
subservience of a female worshipper. In "Something About
Arthur," for instance, Douro appears to his mistress, Mina
Laury, as an exalted being whose sublimity is the sign of
his ascendence over her.
Yes, the proud, aristocratic, high-minded,
refined, elegant marquis of Douro had actually
fallen in love with a poor, low-born peasant’s
daughter and his affection was not unanswered.
Mina indeed could not be said so much to love as
to worship him. He appeared to her in the light
of a superior being, as an angel, an archangel,
and a species of awe filled her mind whenever
she looked at him. (EEW 2.1:38)

Helplessly in awe of him, Mina engages in a humble (and

humiliating) worship of her "master" that affirms both his

transcendence and her abasement.

In a later story, "High Life in Verdopolis," the male
posture of sublime ascendence is more consciously
displayed when Duke Ellrington addresses Mary (Zamorna’'s
second wife) in a self-aggrandizing speech meant to

impress Mary with her own hopeless inferiority and

subservience.



202
Mary, you see in Zamorna and myself the
perfection of created things. Man is the
masterpiece of nature, or of him who commanded
the existence of nature. We are formed both
mentally and corporeally in the first mould of
humanity. Look then, look earnestly, look long.
No fairer, no nobler spectacle will ever be
presented to your gaze. (EEW 2.2:32)
By asserting a divinely authorized transcendence, which
Mary can only gaze at with awe, Ellrington assumes a
sublime posture which emphatically affirms Mary’s own
incapacity for such transcendent self-representation.

It is this "overlooking" of female intellect by
superior male intellect that Bronté ironically addresses
in her story "Lily Hart," where she implies that the power
of the suklime is to be experienced by women at second
hand, through the exaltation experienced while observing
the male mind in action.

Then, in the evenings, when the curtains were
let down and the fire burned bright, while the
ladies sat at their needlework, Mr. Seymour
would read to them from some standard author,
commenting on remarkable passages as he went on
and illustrating such as were obscure, in
language so lucid, so unassuming, and at times
so eloguent as to give them a most exalted idea
of his understanding. (EEW 2.1:303-4)
Here Bronté describes the effect of a male intellect on a
weak and impressible female audience. Snug in their
domestic sphere, occupied with their "trivial" needlework,
the ladies are rapt in wonder at a sublime mind that so

far transcends their own limited intellectual capacities.

In the enclosed space in which the circumscription of
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their mental faculties is embedded, the best these women
can hope for is to be enlightened and awed by a male mind
displaying its superiority.

As is evident in these examples of female impotence,

Bronté was fully aware of what was at stake for women in

the gendered politics of cultural dominance,’ an awareness

that prompted her, in a devoir written in Brussels, to
disguise her own claims to genius under the persona of a
male narrator. Knowing that she was operating within the
context of a cultural discourse that recognized genius as
a sublime male faculty and female genius as an anomaly,
Bronté obviously felt it advisable to keep the discussion
of genius within male parameters, although, as Susan
Lonoff notes, "it seems plain enough from what she has
written" that "Charlotte was personally involved in her
subject":

Milord, I believe I have talent. Do not be
indignant at my presumption or accuse me of
conceit; I do not know that feeble feeling, the
child of vanity; but I know well another
feeling, Respect for myself, a feeling born of
independence and integrity. Milord, I believe I
have Genius.

That declaration shocks you; you find it
arrogant, I find it very simple. Doesn’t
everyone agree that no artist can succeed
without genius? Then would it not be sheer
imbecility to dedicate oneself to the arts
without being sure one has the indispensable
quality? But how to acquire that assurance? Can
one not be mistaken about it? I know of only
one sure method. One must live in the world,
compare oneself with others, submit oneself to
the test of experience. . . and if one emerges
from it without being transmuted into the
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ordinary lead of society, it is because one’s

soul contains a few grains of that pure gold

which is called Genius. (gtd. in Lonoff "On the

Struggles of a Poor and Unknown Artist" 376)
Here Bronté, (who was herself engaged in the experiment of
"living in the world" during her stay in Brussels) under
the mask of the male artist, implies that she not only
understands both the nature and the demands of genius, but
possesses it. Yet, however convinced Bronté might have
been of her own genius, her use of a male narrator
suggests that she was also aware that she could not make
bold assertions of her own gifts without risking the
censure of a society that reduced women’s desire for
aesthetic excellence and authority to the promptings of
hysteria--not genius.

The strategies Bronté developed to protest against
the restrictions confining women to the domestic sphere of
accomplishment were important considerations throughout
her career. As I have indicated, this protest was taking
shape even in her juvenilia, where Bronté honed her skills
at debunking the absurdities of a debilitatingly gendered
culture. Although the female characters in Bronté'’s
juvenilia are not rescued from the exclusivity of a
masculine Romanticism, the ideas of male sublimity and
genius are often satirically interrogated as absurdly
egotistical postures of misogynistic self-empowerment.

What is often forgotten in discussions of Bronté’'s
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juvenilia is its satiric character. Strongly influenced
by the satirical tone of Blackwood’s, and particularly by
the parodic Noctes Ambrosiana with its strategy of
multiple, ironizing voices, Bronté’s early work retains,
even at its most "Byronic," the ironizing framework of
alternate, ego-deflating perspectives. If Douro/Zamorna
appears as the epitome of the Romantic hero whose
sublimity is in keeping with his paramount status as the
nation’s ruler, his authority is also frequently
undermined by the reports of his cynical and jealous
brother, Charles Wellesley (the voyeuristic, self-
appointed chronicler of Verdopolitan society), who
delights in exposing the weaknesses and inconsistencies of

0 openly unreliable,

Verdopolis’s ruling elite.’
inconsistent and self-serving, Charles’s narrations work
against the hegemonic pretensions of the sublime ruling
ego epitomized in Douro/Zamorna and his equally
egotistical cohorts, such as Zamorna’s arch-rival, Duke

Ellrington.11

For Bronté, who was herself often tempted to laugh
behind the solemn mask of female decorum, the juvenilia
represented a private narrative that allowed her to
register and satirize the injustices of an aesthetic
regime that, while it expanded the parameters of the

Lockean "closet" to include the subjective force of the
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imagination, refused to accommodate an authoritatively
creative female subject. In the context of a society and
culture that valued the "sincerity" and "authenticity" of
women, the recourse to irony and satire in exposing the
structures of male culture was, of itself, a prohibited
activity for females. This was a fact which Bronté herself
acknowledged in her own postures vis-a-vis her
relationships with men. When, for instance, she refused a
proposal from Henry Nussey, "Ellen’s dull brother," she
"felt obliged to reveal" that the "grave image," she had
enacted for him "was not her real character." If he saw
her in her home character he would find her "eccentric,
romantic, satirical" (Gordon 74). She realized that Henry
desired an ideal wife with a character "not too marked,
ardent and original" (Bronté gtd. in
Gordon 75). As she later told Ellen Nussey in explanation
of her refusal to marry him, "I could not sit all day
making a grave face before my husband" (Bronté gtd. in
Gordon 75). Thus, although she repudiated the mask of the
dutiful, sincere and "grave" woman, Bronté acknowledged
the necessity to appear in this guise, a doubled self-
representation which Lyndall Gordon admirably summarizes:
Throughout . . . her life, the ambivalence
remained. Charlotte practised the manners of a
well-bred lady--the modesty, the decorum, the

reserve--and at the same time exploded the
artifice of tameness. (83)
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It was this "artifice of tameness" which excluded the use
of satire from the repertoire of female performance.
Because it relies on wit--that is to say, on perspicuity
and quickness of mind--satire is identified as a masculine
mode appropriate to the masculine "overseer" who has the
scope to apprehend and then ironically comment on a
subject. In the hands of a female, whose proper posture is
blind obedience, such deployment of wit would be
unbecoming, inappropriate and dangerous. This attitude is
evident in a popular pamphlet concerning female character
and deportment (A Father’s Legacy to His Daughters) in
which the author encourages women to preserve at all times
"modest reserve" or "retiring delicacy." According to the
same writer, to display "extreme sensibility" is
"peculiarly engaging" in women whereas wit is "the most
dangerous talent" (Bjork 36-7). Particularly dangerous to
the strategies of male self-empowerment, the capacity for
wit and satire in a woman threatened the construction of
females as "naturally" sincere, delicate and reserved
creatures uncritically dependent upon masculine structures
of selfhood. To exercise this "dangerous talent" was a
prohibitive business for a woman writer who also wished to
maintain her credibility as an "authentic" female.

Nevertheless, as Bronté’s response to Henry Nussey

suggests, humour was an important element of her character
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and she did not let her talent for satire go undeveloped
even though it was hedged about with such prohibitions.
Satire was, in fact, a distinguishing characteristic of
Bronté’s juvenilia, a feature Mary Taylor recognized in
her response to Jane Eyre. Here Taylor implies that Jane
Eyre represents a falling-off of Bronté’s satirical voice
because it is too straight-faced and uncritical in its
treatment of female life for Taylor’s feminist tastes:

You are very different from me in having no
doctrine to preach. It is impossible to squeeze
a moral out of your production. Has the world
gone so well with you that you have no protest
to make against its absurdities? Did you never
sneer or declaim in your first sketches? I will
scold you well when I see you (SHLL 2:236).

As Taylor suggests, Bronté’s ability to "sneer"
represented a subversive talent by means of which she
could register her resistance to the "absurdities" of
female life. In "The Green Dwarf," for instance, the
posture of male transcendence is mocked in the stuffy
outrage of Gifford, tutor of young Verdopolitan royalty,
who complains about the incorrigibility of Lady Emily who
refuses to have her mind "improved" under his guidance.

I would have her cultivate the faculties with
which Nature hath endowed her by diligent
perusal of abridged treatises on the subjects
you mention, carefully digested by some able and
judicious man. I, myself have . . . composed a
small work of ten quarto volumes on the
antiquities of England interspersed with
explanatory notes. . . . If I could have got her
to read this little work carefully and

attentively through, it might have given her
some insight into the noble science of which I
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am an unworthy eulogist. But while by a strange
perversion of intellect she listened openly and
followed obediently, the instructions of the
trivial beings who taught her the empty
accomplishments of music, dancing, drawing,
modern languages, etc., etc., while she even
gave some occasional odd moments to the
formation of flowers and other cunning devices
on the borders of silken or fine linen raiment,
I alone vainly attempted to lure her on in the
honourable paths of wisdom, sometimes by honeyed
words of enticement, sometimes by thorny threats
of correction. At one time she laughed, at
another wept, and occasionally (to my shame be
it spoken) bribed me by delusive blandishments
to criminal acquiescence in her shameful neglect
of all that is profitable to be understood by
either man or woman. (EEW 2.1:136-7)

Here Gifford trivializes Emily’s typical female
accomplishments by emphasizing his own superior wisdom and
erudition. He professes a desire to initiate her into the
mysteries of intellect, but intends to do so by dosing her
with some "carefully digested" material. When she shows
signs of spurning his dry-as-dust intellectual medicine,

he condemns her as a femme fatale whose infectious, erotic

lassitude lures him from the straight and narrow path of
male wisdom. In this parodic treatment of professorial
posturing, Bronté pokes fun at a male society that first
marginalizes women by training them as desirable pets and
then victimizes and blames them for the eroticized
triviality that masculine culture demands to see in them.
While he condescendingly deplores the intellectual
"perversion" that spurns predigested wisdom in favour of

feminine accomplishment, Gifford also exalts the status of
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his own intellect. For Emily, whose greatest ambition
should be to absorb male learning at second hand in
"abridged" form, intellectual endeavour must always be
derivative and dependent upon the offices of more
substantial and wide ranging male minds. Certainly, by
mentioning his ten quarto volumes on English antiquity,
Gifford wishes to represent his as the higher-ranking,
non-derivative intellect that produces the treatises which
are digested for female consumption. In presenting
himself as a fount of authoritative scholarship, Gifford
also registers a desire to appear as an originary
intellect with the power and scope to shape and control
the circumscribed, second-hand workings of the female
mind--an undertaking that would certainly succeed were it
not for Emily’s "depraved" resistance to his well-meaning
authority.

Gifford’s dissertation on Emily’s feminine perversity
is thus meant to inscribe the unbridgeable gap between the
authoritative cultural productions of the male mind and
the derivative trivialities of a female mind which has not
even enough wisdom to recognize "profitable" intellectual
pursuits when they are offered. Throughout, he wishes to
assert the strength and purpose of his own mind against
the seductive, wandering lassitude of hers in a display of

superiority that is meant to set off more absolutely the
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limited, vacillating nature of Emily’s female intellect.
Gifford’'s strategy is one which reinscribes a position
already well-entrenched in the sexual contestation of
cultural discourse. His assumption of intellectual scope
and authority over against Emily’s trivial accomplishments
and eroticized mental operations rests on denigrating
distinctions implicit in constructions of genius and the
sublime.

While the female characters of Bronté’s juvenilia
obviously operate within this restrictive cultural and
aesthetic structure, their cultural performances are not
inscribed without ironic resistance to these male-centred
constructions of the female self. Because she has so
often been cast as the sombre and sincere protagonist of
her own exemplary life, it is not easy to see Bronté as an
ironist and satirist whose wit challenged conventionalized
modes of female performance. Yet passages such as
Gifford’s description of Emily’s talents, display how
effectively Bronté could satirize the framework in which
the trivialization and containment of female artistry was
embedded. Ironically revealing his own inadequate posture
through his self-sublimating rhetoric, Gifford is revealed
as a would-be savant who unwittingly displays the

pretensions of the system in which he operates.
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In these early works, Bronté develops the ironic

manoeuvres by means of which she exposes the absurdities
of a masculine culture which denies genius in women and
requires them to perform as artistic objects--realizations
of male power and desire rather than self-realized beings
in their own right. 1In "High Life in Verdopolis," for
instance, we see how Howard Warner, a rising bourgeois
entrepreneur who is looking over the "goods" at a high-
society marriage market, is confounded by the unladylike
treatment he receives from one of his prospects. Wishing
to select a wife from the upper echelons of society,
Warner has been advised by his sister to go to the "grand
party at Wellesley House" where "all the principle ladies
in Verdopolis will be assembled" (EEW 2.2:7). After he
has locked over some possible candidates, Howard sees
Ellen Grenville, a "youthful blue[stockingl]" and protegée
of Zenobia. Although he is, at first, put off by Ellen’s
"manner of conversing" (which "evinced great knowledge and
that too of the recondite order which we do not expect to
find in ladies, more especially young ladies"), Warner
forgets "all terror of learning" when he sees that the
"whole spirit of her words and sentiments was so careless,
unconscious, good-humoured, so divested of pretension and
so filled with girlish simplicity . . . " (EEW 2.2:21).

Believing that her learning is adequately mitigated by her
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feminine charm, Warner approaches her with confidence.
But Ellen does not behave with the feminine self-
deprecation that Warner expects. When he is introduced,
she speaks about him "not as if he had been a living man
who could hear every word she uttered, but rather as if he
were an unconscious picture or a statue." Unused to being
treated like statuary (a role usually reserved for women),
Howard does not know "what to make of this satirical mode
of addressing him" and is thrown into confusion. In fact,
just as Bronté turns the tables on her patronizing
critics, Ellen turns the tables on Warner by gorgonizing
him and denying him the satisfaction of perceiving her as
one of the female items on display (EEW 2.2:22-3).

It is, however, in her use of the voyeuristic Charles
Wellesley, her preferred narrator, that Bronté achieves
some of her most interesting ironic effects. Although he
is a male narrator, Bronté deploys Charles in a way that
allows for the subversive emergence of female
perspectives. A liminal figure himself, Charles often
gains access to female spaces where he can witness and
report on female self-performances that do not entirely
conform to the idea of submissive womanhood. Through
Charles, Bronté makes room for the appearance of a

satirizing female presence who laughs, from within the
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camera of her imprisoning enclosures, at the pretensions
of tyrannically self-aggrandizing male culture.

By addressing the issue of female self-
representation through the framework of this male narrator
and observer, Bronté develops strategies for ironizing the
context of his commentary and exposing the postures he
assumes as well as the expectations and desires he
projects upon the women he describes. Charles’s
engagements with Mary are particularly interesting as
examples of this double exposure of Wellesley’'s self-
interested manipulations and the subversive self-
enactments of a woman who does not entirely conform to his
construction of her. For instance, Wellesely’s highly
affected discourse on Mary’s beauty is, like Zamorna’s
sublime description of DeLisle’s painting and Young
Soult’s description of his sublime transport, a
buttressing of his own rhetorical powers. Here he
describes her moving like an angel among the rude
peasantry of Verdopolis:

She would descend from her carriage and advance
unattended into a throng of bold and hardy
peasantry, gliding through their stern rough
ranks like a sunbeam, and answering their hoarse
thunders of congratulation, that shook the very
welkin, in tones so sweet, so soft, in words so
prompt and appropriate and in a manner so
totally unembarrassed, so queenly yet so
feminine and gentle, that her rude auditors,
unable to resist the charm of her speech and
appearance, would frequently burst into

simultaneous prayer for all the blessings of
heaven above and of the deep that lie under to



215

be showered on the lovely angel who was
imparadised in such sweet flesh. (EEW 2.2:35)

The sheer banality which informs this clichéd passage
should warn us that Bronté is satirizing a rhetorical tour
de force that casts Mary as an eroticized angel whose
charming performance serves as an occasion to display
Wellesley'’s talents. It is not Mary we see here, but
Wellesley’'s self-aggrandizing view of her.

Other incidents further suggest that the "angel
imparadised in sweet flesh" is not so much the "real" Mary
as a reflection of Wellesley’s own voyeuristic desires.

In one episode, Mary plays with Wellesley by inviting him
into her "sanctum sanctorum" as if she were suggesting an
illicit rendezvous. When he finds her "sitting at her
glass in loose and graceful undress," he revels (like a
would-be rake) in anticipation of the erotic pleasures she
seems to be allowing him. But his assumption that his
entry into her most intimate space will lead to sexual
intimacy is exploded as soon as he catches the look on her
face. " I am sorry to say that there was an expression
about her beautiful mouth as if she were trying to
suppress a laugh" (EEW 2.2:9-10). Instead of the compliant
femininity he expects to embrace, he finds himself
outmanoeuvred by a laughing female subject whose humour

belies his posture of erotic conquest and suggests that,
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perhaps, the "angel imparadised in sweet flesh" is a
construction of his desire for voyeuristic ascendency.
This encroachment on the authority of a male
narrator by a satirical female presence is repeated later
when Wellesley, an unregenerate voyeur, follows the ladies
who retire from the dinner table to the drawing room. In
the sanctuary of this female retreat, the women indulge in
the unfeminine delights of parody and satire:
Even Mary, whose fine mind and exquisite
delicacy of taste might, one would suppose, have
induced her to reject such conversation as not
sufficiently refined, kindled into interest
while she listened and her bright hazel eyes
absolutely gleamed with the light of satire as
at one time, with a few sharply severe words,
she herself touched off the character of Lady
Sydney, glanced at the Princess Maria, and with
the lightness and keenness of a frost wind in
winter, even skimmed over the foibles of her
present stepmother." (EEW 2.2:30)
Here Bronté, through the spying eyes of Wellesley, reveals
the freedoms that women allow themselves in the privacy of
the spaces where they are not under the codified
strictures of the male gaze. In camera, women achieve a
paradoxical liberty by preserving themselves unseen in the
recesses of the female spaces they have been allotted by
masculine culture. Although constrained by the paradigms
that construct them, women still find the means to enact

themselves as subjects capable of wit and judgement and

laughter.
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In the same narrative, Bronté also pokes fun at
Romantic constructions of the self which continue to
exclude women from the regions of empowered selfhood. In
an exchange between Zamorna and Mary, for instance, the
posture of the Byronic male is exposed as yet another
means of preserving the space of masculine hegemony. Here
Zamorna, who has joined Mary in the window-seat where she
is sitting after the dinner party with Charles Wellesley,
proceeds to establish his proprietary rights by ousting
Wellesley (a persistent would-be seducer) from the seat
where he "establishes his own sublime person" next to his
wife. After appropriating and dominating the space she
occupies, he is further set up in his sublime position by
the exchange that follows. Mary, who performs in a manner
appropriate to a suitably awed wife, sighs and tells
Zamorna that she "fear([s] there will be nothing like [him]
in heaven." Taking this as a compliment to his Byronic
posture, Zamorna replies: "Dearest . . . if the angels
that meet you after death are like me, be on your guard
lest they should prove fallen angels." Zamorna, who
insists he is "no inhabitant of heaven" is assuming a
Byronic egocentricity that, in Romantic convention, is a
potent means of masculine self-empowerment (EEW 2.2.
31)." It is Mary, the "angel imparadised in sweet

flesh," who is cast in the role of a subservient, self-
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denying purity that must stand in awe of the prideful
power of her satanic lord, Zamorna.

But after witnessing Mary possessed by the demon of
satire, we cannot be so sure that she is the sanctified
being she seems in this exchange. In fact, the "frosty"
keenness of her wit implies that the angelic Mary, like
the seduced and seductive Mary, are merely postures
assumed to satisfy the male need for an embodied and
integrated female "self" which will reinscribe and amplify
masculine power. The satirical female invasions of the
male scopic field introduce an ironizing framework that
subverts the strategies of male self aggrandizement. Such
subversions expose the fact that the angelic integrity of
the "male engendered" female is only a performance assumed
by a metamorphosing selfhood that will not be caught
within the self-structures imposed by male desire.

Commentators tend to see in Bronté’s juvenilia a
"progression" from her dependence on a male narrative
voice to the authorial self-confidence indicated by her
adoption of female narrators in Jane Eyre and Villette
(see Christine Alexander, "The Authorial Voice," Early
Works 225-33). However, the fact that the narrators of
the juvenilia are predominantly male does not necessarily
indicate a weak appropriation of male constructions of

women. Even Bronté’s male narrators contribute to the
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exposure and deflation of the masculine power that shapes
women as blind vehicles who cannot inhabit, except as
projected images of the masculine mind, the space of the
creative I/eye. The intrusions of an ironic female I/eye
that emerges from concealment in Wellesley’s stories,
suggests that even a male narration invested in the
disempowerment of women, can be undone by the subversions
of the female self.

As her early work demonstrates, Bronté was always
aware of the sexist underpinnings of aesthetic expression,
and whoever insists on a naive collusion with a masculine
Romantic egotism must overlook her consistent satirizing
and parodying of a male regime that belittled women in
order to maintain masculine cultural and intellectual
sovereignty. While she does not use a female narrator
until Jane Eyre and Villette, this is not an indication
that her narratives are in collusion in the "aesthetics of
domination" which she investigates. In shifting from the
world of Angria to the more public-oriented text of The
Professor, Bronté continues with the use of a male
narrator; however, as in the juvenilia, the adoption of a
masculine perspective, far from being collusive, is
ironically investigative in its exposures of the
strategies of masculine self-empowerment. Although female

consciousness remains on the margins of The Professor, it
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functions, as it does in the early work, as a subversive
presence that operates from within the confines of female
enclosure. Like the juvenilia, The Professor is an
investigation of the "dynamics of male struggles for
power" from the viewpoint of a male narrator;but it is a
viewpoint that is interrogated and subverted, as are the
sublime self-structures of Angria‘’s masculine elite, by
the disruptive intrusions of non-magisterial perspectives
which emerge from the hidden, marginalized enclosures of

female selfhood.



Chapter IV
Lockean Enclosures: Perception, Profession

and Gender in The Professor

Typically considered an "awkward piece of prentice-
work" and dismissed as an immature "abortive draft" of
Bronté’s later masterpiece, Villette, The Professor has
been condemned as a "clumsy fictionalization of
autobiographical concerns" (Glen 8, 12). Robert Martin
finds Bronté’s use of a male narrator particularly
unfortunate since her "true strength" was to "carry out
the detailed investigation of the female psyche . . . "
(39). Yet, despite a disheartening series of rejections,
Bronté defended The Professor as the legitimate work of a
mature author, not the immature effort of an over-
confident neophyte.1 In the "Author’'s Preface" to The
Professor, she insists that "no indulgence can be
solicited for it on the plea of a first attempt" (3).
Nevertheless, the novel was doomed to remain unpublished
until after her death.? After The Professor’s final
rejection, she wrote to her publisher, George Smith,
explaining her intention to make an end of her "hero" by
burying him in a "cupboard by himself.

"The Professor" has now had the honour of being
rejected nine times by the "Tr--de." . .

Few--1I flatter myself--have earned an equal
distinction, and of course my feelings towards

it can only be parallelled by those of a doting
parent towards an idiot child. Its merit--I

221
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plainly perceive--will never by owned by anybody
but Mr. Williams® and me; very particular and
unique must be our penetration, and I think
highly of us both accordingly. .

You kindly propose to take "The Professor"
into custody. Ah--No! His modest merit shrinks
at going alone and unbefriended to a spirited
Publisher. . . . . No--I have put him by and
locked him up--not indeed in my desk where I
could not tolerate the monotony of his demure
Quaker countenance, but in a cupboard by
himself. (SHLL 3:206-7)

Although Bronté’s reference to the distasteful
"monotony" of Crimsworth’s "demure Quakerish countenance"
should preclude simplistic assumptions concerning her
identification with her narrator, some critics have
overlooked the ironies that Bronté employs to distance
herself from Crimsworth. According to Martin, the "choice
of Crimsworth as a narrator is a serious handicap" because
Bronté is "unable to impart a believable virility to her
masculine mouthpiece" (39). Like many commentators on
Bronté’'s first-person narratives, Martin assumes that the
autobiographical voice must emphasize "a single aspect of
perception" (28). Consequently, "When the credibility of
the central consciousness is open to question, as it is
with Crimsworth, the reader is unable to accept the
validity of his perceptions" (39). In Martin’s judgement,
Bronté’s "masculine mouthpiece," far from possessing an
unimpeachable "central consciousness," is contaminated by

perceptual ambiguities that fatally affect the integrity

of his "virility." Martin certainly sees the
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epistemological instability of Bronté’s narrator as a sign
of her failure to efface the stagecraft of her text. In
his opinion, The Professor does not achieve the illusory
transparency which keeps faith with the belief that words
should act as apertures through which we may perceive and
experience a reality that is, paradoxically, independent
of the materials and conventions of representation.

However, the fact that Bronté’s narrator does not
possess a "strong central consciousness" should not
necessarily condemn the novel as an inept attempt to
represent the masculine psyche. According to Martin,
Bronté did "not intend the awareness of the narrator to be
different from that of herself or of the reader" (39); but
Bronté’s parodic entombment of her manuscript indicates
that she did, indeed, wish to demonstrate that her
narrative persona, far from replicating the awareness of
author and reader, is a complex representation that can
only be accepted as a "simple" entity by those who are
blinded by their investment in the very "certainties" that
her text is designed to subvert.

In The Professor, Bronté creates a doubly-framed
narrative where Crimsworth’s masked erasures make marginal
but telling appearances that, despite his most plausible
professions, undermine the narratorial authority he claims

by virtue of his Lockean alignments. As narrator and
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protagonist, Crimsworth is a would-be rationalist whose
self-enclosures are designed, like Locke’s camera, to
police the subject/object boundary so that the authority
of the self can be maintained against the threatening
encroachments of the other. Because of the irony
generated by his increasingly evident blind spots and
erasures, he fails to maintain the integrity of his
performance as a magisterial male subject whose
narratorial control is expressed through the relentless
objectification of the female subject. As his narrative
progresses, Crimsworth’s postures gradually reveal
themselves as the self-defensive strategies of a radically
unstable subject attempting to simulate the monolithic
stability that is the hallmark of the rationalized,
masculine self. Just as the psychic spaces defined by his
cognitive/perceptual postures are invaded by non-rational
motives and impulses, the spaces he inhabits, which he
wishes to invest with the authority of the Lockean
observer, are subverted by the presence of enclosures
where the mutability of the female self is inscribed.
Unable to maintain the magisterial comprehension that his
self-narration is meant to achieve, Crimsworth’s story
finally succumbs to a catastrophic closure that signals
his inability to authorize his masculine self. What is

revealed in Crimsworth’s failure to achieve authority is
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the spuriousness of the monolithic male narrator he wishes
to construct. Failing the policed stability of Lockean
self-construction, we are left with the paradox of a
subject whose posture invalidates the very strategies on
which his subjective authority is based.

As Bronté’'s closeting of her manuscript implies, the
epistemological and aesthetic space that defines the novel
as a whole and constitutes the setting of Crimsworth’s own
"self-performance" is enclosure. This trope, however, is a
space of multivalence where the Lockean camera does not
function as a totalizing model of cognition and perception
but is itself ironically contextualized. Embedded in the
aporic "space" of theatre, the camera’s regulated and
regulatory distinctions between self and other, subject
and object, fiction and reality can be re-presented as
characteristic of a performance that must efface its
fictiveness. It is this theatricalization of the Lockean
camera that accommodates the ironic contextualization of
Crimsworth’s self-presentation and accounts for the
objectionable incongruities in his narratorial
performance. The fact that his narrative is not
seamlessly persuasive foregrounds the performative nature
of his self-representation. These gaps in Crimsworth’s
story betray him as a poseur whose appropriation of the

Lockean eye/I is a performance intended to authorize him
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as a rational observer whose perceptions and
representations carry the guarantee of epistemological
integrity.

Crimsworth’s perspectives in The Professor are
informed by the idea of the Lockean mind in camera.
Abounding in enclosures and framed perspectives, The
Professor expresses its narrator’s desire for scopic
control. The windows, enclosures and rationalized
perspectives through which Crimsworth organizes the world
he inhabits are means of appropriating the authoritative
position of the Lockean observer. His reliance on Lockean
paradigms which appears most tellingly in the construction
of his own mind as a gallery of painted memory images (see
my discussion below) extends to other, related strategies
of containment. For instance, his wish to imprison the
transient images of memory in "urns" and "niches" is an
extension of the static enclosure of the Lockean camera
which also fixes and contains the transient impressions of
perceptual experience. His defensive postures of self-
containment, designed to deflect penetrative observation,
are Lockean, too, in their Panoptic strategy of
maintaining the authority and control of the unseen
observer.

Crimsworth is especially interested in protecting

himself against the subversion of his narrative by
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perspectives which threaten to disempower his own. His
attempts to invalidate the authority of his brother
Edward, and his defensive attempts to deflect the
ambiguous power of Hunsden, are structured within a
dynamics of enclosure that gestures back towards the
regulatory containment of the Lockean camera. Similarly,
his "framing" strategies--especially the framing of women
and images of women--are designed to construct female
subjects as disempowered objects within the magisterial
field of his derogatory regard. Constructing himself as a
connoisseurial observer whose aesthetic posture works in
tandem with his Lockean posture, Crimsworth emerges as a
besieged Lockean whose aesthetic and epistemological
strategies fail to resist the subversive intrusions he
wishes to control.

Penny Boumelha rightly identifies the androgynous
Hunsden as "an unusually visible plot manipulator" (45),
but Hunsden'’s overt resistances to Crimsworth’s authority
are ultimately less compelling than the cumulative
subversions of the female characters in Crimsworth’s
narratives, particularly those of Frances Henri who, in
her resistance to Crimsworth’s narrative control,
anticipates the female rebellion of Jane Eyre. While
Crimsworth attempts to construct her as the female

helpmeet who will complement his posture as a magisterial
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male, Frances gradually emerges as a disturbingly
ambiguous character whose metamorphic fluidity resists
Crimsworth’s strategies of containment. Ostensibly
contained by the masculine perspectives which frame them,
Mdlle. Reuter, Crimsworth’s female students and, most
importantly, Frances Henri, gradually appear as subversive
subjects whose seeming objectification is revealed as an
attempt, on Crimsworth’s part, to naturalize his masculine
sovereignty. As Crimsworth’s story proceeds, the seeming
cohesion of his masculine persona is increasingly
undermined by failed effacements that admit the
ambiguities and metamorphoses of a female subject who,
despite Crimsworth’s narratorial control, manages to
subvert the masculine sovereignty he so desperately wishes
to maintain.

When Crimsworth performs himself, he also performs
the negotiation of gender that the masculine posture of
cognitive mastery entails. For Crimsworth, it is the
posture of the connoisseur that most completely embraces
the authority of the masculine subject. As Bermingham
explains, the connoisseur’s knowledge encompassed
aesthetics and rationalist metaphysics, both of which
became the exclusive territory of masculine self

representation.

[Tl]he connoisseur used empirical judgement based
on visual evidence in order to classify the
objects he collected. The connoisseur trained
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his eye so that he could authenticate and judge
works of art on the basis of a visual taxonomy
of stylistic attributes. . . . . [I]n addition
to [an] appreciation of the mechanical and the
technical side of art, the connoisseur unlike
the artist was expected to have a complete grasp
of art’s philosophical character. This demanded
a familiarity with all of culture, that is to
say with history, philosophy, rhetoric,
religion, and classical literature and
languages. . . . . It almost goes without saying
that the grand intellectual over-view of the
connoisseur could not be shared by women who
were not suited by nature to reason abstractly
and thus comprehend broad philosophical
arguments. (14)
To be a male in good standing, Crimsworth is obliged to
adopt the posture of the disinterested observer who
masters his scopic field by deploying those aesthetic and
philosophic conventions that will support his
connoisseurial authority.

The enclosures that Crimsworth relies on to support
his magisterial role are designed to appear as spaces that
represent most powerfully the totalizing frame of his
connoisseurial gaze. In his opening letter to an old
schoolfriend, Charles, Crimsworth is at pains to associate
himself with the authority of the connoisseur. He calls
Charles a "sarcastic, observant, shrewd, cold-blooded
creature . . . " (5). Although he implies that he shares
the same, superciliously objective view of their
"companions" and "masters," Crimsworth considers himself

superior to Charles because he also possesses the

connoisseur’'s love of "excellent or beautiful object(s],
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whether in animate or inanimate nature." Anxious to
discount Charles’ "sardonic coldness" towards his

connoisseurial ambitions, Crimsworth insists (with

emphasis) that he feels "superior to that check then as I
do now" (6). The comment is not surprising when we
realize that his aesthetic "sensibility" is often a useful
face-saver. When he is expected to take up a career in
the Church and to marry one of his female cousins as an
entailment of his spiritual career, Crimsworth poses as a
man who is too discerning to condemn himself to marriage
with tawdry females whose coarse fleshiness would unfit
him for a spiritual life.
No doubt they are accomplished and pretty; but
not an accomplishment, not a charm of theirs,
touches a chord in my bosom. To think of
passing the winter evenings . . . with . . . the
large and well-modelled statue, Sarah--no; I
should be a bad husband, under such
circumstances as well as a bad clergyman. (6)
Here Crimsworth’s rationalized self-representation is
intimately connected with his aesthetic construction of
the women he encounters. When he "looks over" the girls
who have been displayed as possible candidates for
marriage, he judges and dismisses them as objects unworthy
of his connoisseurial regard. Sarah, with her full-
fleshed prettiness, becomes a "statue" whose aesthetic

value is debased by her role as an accomplished female

confined to a performance of subjectivity that frames her
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as an inert, sexualized object.

Crimsworth employs a similar strategy when he meets
the wife of his older brother, Edward, who has inherited
their father’s lucrative commercial "concern." Although
he has decided to go into trade against his patrons’
wishes, he attempts to subvert his brother’s material
success by framing Edward’s wife within the magisterially
distanced field of his connoisseurial perception. Just as
he constructs Sarah and her sisters as mere objects whose
materiality disqualifies them for any more elevated level
of cognizance, he responds to Mrs. Crimsworth as a male
connoisseur of female beauty and accomplishment. After
giving her the "once over" during the course of dinner, he
finds that she is "young, tall and well-shaped." She has
"a good complexion," and "good animal spirits" (13). But,
because she obviously prefers the regard of her husband,
Crimsworth’s construction of her as a potentially willing
object of his gaze is exposed as a self-defensive posture.
To recoup his status as the scene’s authoritative
character, like the fox who could not reach the grapes, he
is obliged to demean the female "goods" he cannot possess.
He "saw vivacity, vanity--coquetry" but "watched in vain
for a trace of soul" and saw "no clear, cheering gleam of
intellect" (13). Here Crimsworth abruptly reverses his

first perception of her in an attempt to reassert his
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superiority over the couple by dismissing his brother’s
wife as an object without aesthetic, intellectual or
sexual value.

Although he also applies his derogatory strategies to
the males in his narrative, Crimsworth tends to attack his
masculine competitors on a more intellectual level. For
instance, to make Edward appear as the complete
businessman whose intellect, like his wife’s sexuality, is
cast in the mould of materialism, Crimsworth calls on an
attitudinizing designed to display his own capacity for
rational observation and introspection--the hallmarks of
the intellectually superior male. When he first greets
Edward, he struggles to repress a "tremor" in his hand
that would have betrayed a shaming eagerness to be
accepted by his
brother (10).

Like his narratorial constructions and
reconstructions of Charles, Sarah and Mrs. Crimsworth,
which are designed to maintain or reassert his
authoritative posture of detachment, Crimsworth attempts
to deal with Edward’s cool mastery and physical
superiority by asserting his own, superior taste and
intellect: "As an animal, Edward excelled me far--should
he prove as paramount in mind as in person I must be his

slave. . . . Had I then the force of mind to cope with
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him?" (16). Professing to take a perfectly rational
approach to the situation, Crimsworth attempts to reassert
his authority by assuming the reflective posture of an
observer in camera whose paramount faculty of reason is
brought to bear on the products of perception. When he
claims to be absorbed by an "inward speculation on the
differences which exist in the constitution of men’s
minds" (12), he implies, of course, that his own mind
possesses a reasoning faculty that makes it far superior
to the aggressive materialism of Edward’s mind, concerned
with nothing but brute facts. Similarly, after he refuses
to reply to one of Edward’'s questions, Crimsworth affects
to wonder whether Edward considers his silence "a symptom
of contumacy or evidence of . . . being cowed by his
[Edward’s] peremptory manner," as if the question were
entirely a matter of intellectual speculation (12). This
self-defensive tendency to "cut" the figures who threaten
or reject him is rationalized as a philosophical stance
whereby he reconstructs himself as the man of fine
discernment whose sensitive nature will not brook the
inclusion of the second-rate: "Once convinced that my
friend’s disposition is incompatible with my own, once
assured that he is indelibly stained with certain defects
obnoxious to my principles and I dissolve the connection.

I did so with Edward . . . . " (113). As these shifts in
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Crimsworth’s self-performances accumulate, we become
increasingly aware that his posturing derives from a
masked insecurity, not from the totalizing metaphysics to
which he lays claim.

Crimsworth’s investment in the posture of the
rationalist/connoisseur is even more apparent in the
description of his mind as Lockean closet containing a
collection of paintings that record, in temporal sequence,
the images of his past perceptions:

Three--nay four pictures line the four-walled
cell where are stored for me the Records of the
Past. First, Eton. All in that picture is in
far perspective, receding, diminutive; but
freshly coloured, green, dewy; with a spring sky
piled with glittering yet showery clouds--for my
childhood was not all sunshine--it had its
overcast, its cold, its stormy hours. Second,
X--; huge, dingy; the canvass cracked and
smoked; a yellow sky sooty clouds; no sun, no
azure; the verdure of the suburbs blighted and
sullied--a very dreary scene.
Third--Belgium; and I will pause before
this landscape. As to the fourth, a curtain
covers it . . . . (55)
Although, as I note below, this construction departs in
significant ways from the Lockean architecture of the
mind, Crimsworth’s description of this orderly arrangement
of memory-paintings is close enough to Locke’s to create
the impression that the paintings on the walls of his
"cell" are as rationally disposed as the images in Locke’s

camera where "Pictures" come into a "dark room" and "lie

so orderly as to be found upon occasion" (Essay II.11.17).
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Moreover, he makes a point of imprinting images he wishes
to keep in the storehouse of memory: "I desired Memory to
take a clear and permanent impression of the scene and
treasure it for future years" (46).
As well as appropriating such Lockean models of mind,
Crimsworth employs aesthetic postures that will support
his claim to perceptual and cognitive mastery. His
description of the landscape in his description of the
view from his brother’'s estate, for instance, is an
attempt to display a connoisseurial familiarity with the
aesthetic conventions of the picturesque, while confirming
his command of the rationalized perspective on which the
authority of his viewpoint is based.
The autumn sun, rising over the --shire hills,
disclosed a pleasant country: woods brown and
mellow varied the fields from which the harvest
had been lately carried; a river gliding between
the woods, caught on its surface the somewhat
cold gleam of the October sun and sky; at
frequent intervals along the banks of the river,
tall cylindrical chimneys . . . indicated the
factories which the trees half concealed; here
and there mansions, similar to Crimsworth Hall,
occupied agreeable sites on the hillside.
At a distance of five miles, a valley, opening
between the low hills, held in its cup the great
town of X--. (15)

Framed by the margins of his gaze, Crimsworth’s "word

painting" mimics the orderly construction of a painting

done in rationalized perspective, with a foreground,

middle-ground and background all converging on a central

vanishing point. Like the image in the camera obscura,
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Crimsworth’s scene is the analogue of the Lockean eye that
contains and regulates the objects of its gaze. As if to
prove that such a rational eye (particularly his own) can
provide accurate and stable evidence of the external
world, Crimsworth states the exact distance between his
position and the vanishing point of X--. By means of such
rationalization, Crimsworth structures himself as a
connoisseur whose panoramic gaze affirms the masterful
subjectivity that differentiates him from the passive
objectivity of all that is encompassed by his eye.

Crimsworth’s aesthetic and epistemological

appropriations, however, do not stop at the boundaries of
such representational conventions. His description of St.
Paul’s Cathedral contains all the trappings of an observer
who has been initiated into the divine workings of the
sublime. After freeing himself from the materialistic
confines of Edward’s "concern," Crimsworth goes to London
where he sees the dome of St. Paul’s, an architectural
emblem of the sublime. Gazing from the window of his
small, dark room, he sees the Dome "looming through a
London mist" and hears the "colossal phlegm and force of
its bell" (57). Here, in sublime style, Crimsworth
emphasizes the obscurity of the object he is attempting to
see and further amplifies the ineffable experience by

registering the "colossal" force of the tolling bell. Thus
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Crimsworth asserts his alliance with the conventions of
the sublime, which grant authority to an inspired I/eye
that defies the brute hostility and confinement of the
external world by affirming the absolute superiority of
the perceiving self. By manoeuvring between the rationally
regulated subject of Locke’s camera and a sublime egotism
that fuses self and other to the advantage of the creative
self, Crimsworth struggles to substantiate an immutable
subjectivity that will guarantee his transcendence.

That Bronté was aware of the ironies inherent in
Crimsworth’s position is evident in her Preface to the
novel where she describes the paradoxical requirements of
businessmen whose professed demands are belied by
conflicting desires. Ostensibly bowing to the superior
cognitive and scopic powers of masculine authority, Bronté
sets out to expose the "feminine" weaknesses that the
performance of masculinity is designed to mask. She
declares that she "had got over any taste for ornamented
and redundant composition, and come to prefer what was
plain and homely." Therefore, she had set out to write an
unembellished novel about a "real living" man "working his
way through life." Yet the men of business, the
publishers who seemingly required an uncompromising
realism, "scarcely approved of this system" and would have

liked "something more imaginative and poetical--something
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more consonant with a highly wrought fancy, with a taste
for pathos, with sentiments more tender, elevated and
unworldly." "Indeed," she says,

until an author has tried to dispose of