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"SURROUNDED BY A GILT FRAME"

MIRRORS AND REFLECTION OF SELF IN JANE EYRE, MILL ON TBE FLOSS, AND
WIDE SARGASSO SÈA

Jamie Thomas Dessart

It was then that I saw “ the ghost. The woman with
streaming hair. She was surrounded by a gilt frame but I knew 
her. (Rhys 189)

When Jane gazes Into the mirror In the red-room. Is what she sees the "sign 
and preparation for a collapse of self-ldentlty" (La Belle 138) or Is It a 
narcissistic view of self-love (Splvak 250)? Why, when she gazes at her 
reflection, does she see a stranger, a fairy child that does not belong to this 
world? Is it because the mirror only reflects the "image the patriarchy has of 
women" (Leigh 271)? What is. she seeing and what does this ,image fr£uned by gold 
mean? ‘

M.M. Bakhtin suggests that our view of ourselves Includes our Inner 
imaginings and the perceptions of others. We can never see behind us, nor can we 
ever see ourselves from outside of our own bodies; Instead, we are dependent upon 
the "other" to see for us, to help us construct our own Image of our outer 
selves. "Only the other is embodied for me aslologlcally and aesthetically. In 
this respect, the body is not something self-sufficient: it needs the other, 
needs his recognition and his form-giving activity" (51). The "other" supplies 
an emotional and volitional dimension to our self-conception that we could 
otherwise never have and never experience, even though we can gaze into mirrors 
and see reflections of our outer selves.

Althbugh it would appear that we could see ourselves directly in ä mirror, 
Bakhtin argues that this is not the case. We merely see the reflection of the 
exterior - a reflection which in no way encompasses all of our inner selves. A 
mirror is two-dimensional. We see a static frozen moment in time that can never 
reflect our emotions or actions at any other, given moment. We are in front of 
the mirror and not in it. We still need the input of the other to complete the 
picture of who we are. What we see in the mirror is "distinct and unnatural" and 
an expression we "never had in our lived life" (33). It is made up of three 
facets: the one we are feeling and can justify at the static moment of 
reflection, how we perceive others will see us at that moment, and our perception 
of the response of the other - good or bad, pleased or displeased (33). The 
.other, although not reflected physically in the mirror, is there nonetheless and 
makes his presence known through our own expressions.

If then our concept of self is constructed by others, what becomes of the 
unique view that only we can have of. ourselves? The other can never view the 
world the way we do, from behind our eyes, and so the construct of the other will 
always be lacking in its description of self. Bakhtin recognizes this problem 
and suggests that, when we try to reconcile the two views of self, we end up
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"slightly doubled." It takes a great effort to see onéself from the outside, and̂  
if a person does succeed in doing so, what they see is not what they expect..

And when we succeed in .doing this, we shall be struck iby the 
peculiar ec^tiness, ghostliness, and an eerie, frightening 
solipariness of this outward image of ourselves ... My own inner 
I - that wills, loves, feels, sees, and knows - I ..structure from 
within myself in terms of entirely different value-categories, and 
these are not directly applicable to the outward expressedness of 
myself. However, my inner sensation of myself and my life for 
myself remain present in me as the one who is imagining and 
seeing: they are not present in me as the one who is imagined and
seen. (30)

When Jane Eyre is punished by being locked in the red-room, she is receiving 
a lesson in the construction of her self. John Reed says, "You have no business 
to take our books; you are a dependent, mamma says; you have no money; your 
father left you none" (42), moments after he has named her a rat. He orders her 
to stand by the door "out of the way of the mirror, and the windows," then 
strikes her with a book. The book is not 'only not her possession, it becomes the 
object of her lesson on her station in life. Even the mirrors and windows are 
more valuable than she is, for John worries about breaking them enough to move 
her out of the way.

Branded a "picture of passion," she is locked in the room where her uncle 
breathed his last. While her blood is "still warm," she tries the door, only to 
pass the mirror on her way back to her seat.  ̂ v -

Returning, I had to cross before the looking-glass; my fascinated 
glance involuntarily explored the depth it revealed. All looked 
colder and darker in that visionary liollow than in reality: and 
the strange little figure there gazing at me with 'a white face and _ 
arms specking the gloora, and glittering eyes of ,fear moving where 
all else was still, had the effect of a real spirit; I thought it 
like one of the tiny phantoms, half fairy, half imp, Bessie's 
evening stories represented as coming out of lone ferny dells in 
moors, and appearing before the eyes of belated travellers. (46)

* ’’i

What she sees reflected in the mirror is strangely disconnected 'from the view of 
herself from the inside.~ Unable to reconcile her own imaginings with those of 
the others, she is reduced to a fairy image that holds no substance, .that could 
easily disappear in the .next moment. *

But whose imagined Jane is it that'ls reflected in the mirror? Is it Mrs. 
Reed's or John's or Bessie's? Or is it Jane's herself? Still in her mood of 
rebellion, Jane thinks about the others who have trapped her and name4 her as 
they want her to be. Eliza was "headstrong and selfish" yet respected.
Georgiana had "a very acrid spite, â  captious and insolent carriage" but was 
indulged. John killed pigeons and pea-chicks, called his mother "old girl" but 
was her "own darling." Yet all of these attributes had also been given to Jane 
and she was trapped in this room while the others were laughing at her. She 
says: r ' - '  ̂  ̂ '•% ^

I was a discord in Gateshead Hall; I was like nobody there;- I had 
nothing in harmony with Mrs. Reed or her children ... ‘a useless 
thing, incapable of serving their interest or adding to their 
pleasure... I know that had,I.been a sanguine, brilliant, 
careless, exacting, handsome, romping child - though equally 
dependent and friendless - Mrs. Reed would have endured my \ 
presence more complacently. (47)

\\\

J ^ ____________________________________ É
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When she-sees herself in the mirror, Jane sees a "half fairy, half imp," a 
being many adjectives could describe, including sanguine, brilliant, careless, 
exacting, handsome, and romping. Had she been that child she saw in the mirror, 
Jane decides, her life at Gateshead would have been much better. Yet this 
portrayal does not fit with the Reeds' own demands of Jane and what she should be 
- for even if she were the fairy child in the mirror, she would still not have a 
mother and father of -sufficient money and class to deserve the same treatment as 
the Reed children.

This fairy child in the mirror follows Jane throughout the novel, continually 
promising that she will find her place of "harmony" in the world, yet always 
remaining outside of the Jane constructed by others. Rochester calls her a 
"fairy child" 'who appeared upon the moors to free his soul; during their four- 
week engagement he does not call her "honeyed terms" but rather "provoking 
puppet, malicious elf, sprite, changeling."

Rochester recognizes this fairy reflection of Jane, yet he attempts to 
construct her in his own way, all the while aware that a part of her will always 
slip away from him. Disguised as a gypsy, he professes that her brow says "I can 
live alone, if self-respect and circumstances require me so to do. I need not 
sell my soul to buy bliss. I have an inward treasure born with me, which can 
keep me alive if all extraneous delights should be withheld" (230). Yet he 
begins to call her Jane Rochester the morning after she accepts his proposal, and 
he talks of necklaces and bracelets of gems around her throat despite Jane's 
protestations that jewels for 4ier are "unnatural and strange" (287). In her own 
words, Jane calls his construct of her "a border of gold lace round that plain 
pocket-handkerchief" (290).

Despite these attempts to rename Jane, Rochester at some level realizes that 
he is destroying her at the same time, destroying that which he finds appealing
about her. As she listens to his story after the aborted wedding, he says " 
it is you, spirit - with will and energy, and virtue and purity - that I want: 
not alone your brittle frame ... seized against your will, you will elude the 
grasp like an essence - you will vanish ere I inhale your fragrance" (345).

This constructed Mrs. Rochester stifles that inner essence, the construct 
that only Jane controls. It does not exist in Jane's view; neither does the 
bridal regalia in her closet that she calls "strange, wraith-like apparel" (303). 
Rochester has seen the fairy side of Jane, yet,he wants her to become something 
entirely different, something that is not Jane Eyjre, something that will require 
that she face a stranger in the mirror every day, even her own wedding day.
Dressed for her nuptials, she sees only a "robed and veiled figure, so unlike my 
usual self that it seemed almost the image of a stranger" (315). Unable to 
reconcile the inner imagined self with the self Rochester has painted for her, 
she sees only a reflection totally devoid of her own inner view.

But at this point in the novel, another figure has appeared in the same 
**>irror in a wedding veil, a figure that is so ghostly and supernatural that Jane 
cannot view its face outside of the gilt frame of reflection. Days before the 
wedding, a monstrous"visitor enters Jane's room, taking from her closet the 
expensive veil that Rochester had given her and placing it on its head. Unable 
to see the face at first, Jane is astonished by the reflection ih the mirror.

Presently she took my veil from its place; she held it up, gazed 
it long, and then, she threw it over her own head, and turned 

to the mirror. At that ̂ moment I saw the reflection of the visage 
and features quite distinctly in that dark oblong glass ...' 
fearful .and ghastly to me - oh, sir, I never saw a face like it !
It was a discoloured face - it was a savage face." (311)

The woman, as Jane describes her, is like a vampire, that which is alive and yet 
dead. It rends the veil in two and tramples on it, glaring at Jane in her bed
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4,41 she passes out - only the second time she has lost consciousness, the first 
red-room at the time of her earlier vision of the fairy child.

■rbia monster who so terrifies the soon-to-be-married Jane is Rochester's bane 
^  downfall; his first wife Bertha whom he keeps 'locked up in the attic of 

As Rochester relates the story, she is the daughter of an insane 
- born in the West Indies; their marriage was a sham perpetrated bymoth**'/"*”^v¿gter's father and Bertha's family. This madwoman is a stone around

neck, denying him the love and happiness he desires with Jane.

But this is not the first construct of Bertha that Rochester builds. When 
ho first comes to Thornfield, Jane hears strange noises, laughter and screams, 

from the upper levels. One night, someone sets fire to Rochester's 
and Jane must wake him to save him. After these incidents, and the rending 
veil, Rochester fabricates an image of a demented Grace Poole, a servant 

® has hired to attend Bertha, that he gives to Jane. He calls her visitation 
^ o m  Bertha a "half-dream, half-reality" (312) in which Jane must have 
ŷp̂ j.j_,npo3ed the vampiric, monstrous image upon the frame of Grace Poole.

In this explanation, Rochester denies Bertha a physical body, making her the 
•half-dream" element where Grace is the "half-reality." Not only does Rochester 
totally deny her existence to Jane, he also denies their past, determining to 
lock her away and consider their marriage ended. It is no wonder that Jane could 
not view Bertha's face until she looked into the mirror; Bertha, as constructed 
Jbv Rochester, does not exist except in a dreamlike world of insane laughter and 

*"^ghted candles. Bertha herself speaks only in savage grunts and screams, 
leaving only a reflection of her as spoken by Rochester.

In Wide Sargasso Sea, Jean Rhys gives Bertha the voice that Charlotte Bronte 
denies her. More than just a reflection in a mirror, Bertha becomes Antoinette, 
a woman rejected by her mother, „turned on by her friends, and married to a man 
irtio labels her insane and locks her away. In her early days at Coulibri, 
Antoinette stares at a painting called "The Miller's Daughter," a "lovely English 
g±j;l with brown curls and blue eyes and a dress slipping off her shoulders" (36), 
and identifies English with being sure of oneself, whereas to be non-English was 
to be open to construction by others. After her mother's, remarriage to Mr.
Mason, the blacks of the community rise up in anger against them, and despite her 
mother'8 warnings, their home is burned and her brother dies. In the crowd that 

• «surrounds them, she sees a childhood playmate, Tia, and she turns to her for help 
’’stas her mother ignores her, and all that had validated her existence goes up in 
?,fc£lames.

■
«

•¡c
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When I .was close I saw the jagged atone in her hand but I did not 
see her throw it, I did not ;feel it either, only something wet, 
running down my face. I looked at her and I saw her face crumple 
up as she began to cry. We stared at each other, blood on my 
face, tears on hers. It was as if I saw myself. Like in a 
looking-glass. (45)

fbis repudiation by the mirror is a hard blow to Antoinette, much more 
y  devastating Jane's experience in the red-room. Jane saw in her mirror a

figure that was to promise and tantalize but never fulfill; Antoinette saw in her 
:\’'y%'«lrror, in the painting and in Tia, all her ideas of self burst into flames and 

,turo on her in repudiation and anger. She becomes like Tia, and accepts Tia's 
'Construction of herself, as she sees herself as if "in a looking-glass."

This is the last mirror that Antoinette looks in until her marriage with 
^,l^bester. At the convent, there are no mirrors, so she cannot tell what she 
-̂ looks like. It lis Rochester who constructs her as a woman, teaching her the ways 

love, and giving every indication that she is beautiful and alluring - at 
first. Their relationship soon is soon soured by images of Antoinette that 
Rochester receives from others. In a letter, Rochester learns that Antoinette's
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mother is considered mad, and from that moment on he begins, to construct an image- 
for Antoinette that will drive her into such alienation from her own imagined 
self that she will soon follow in her mother's footsteps. He even renames her.
Bertha, attempting to erase all traces of her past and to make of her something 
different, someone that-he can live with. When Antoinette asks why he calls her 
Bertha, he replies "it is a name I'm particularly fond of. 1 think of you as 
Bertha" (135).

But Rhys continually presents the conflicting views of other characters that 
illuminate how his construction of Antoinette is merely one of his own creation.
When Christophine is asked directly whether Antoinette's mother is mad, she 
answers "They drive her to it. When she lose her son she lose herself for a 
while and they shut her away. They tell her she is mad, they act like she is 
mad. Question, question" (157). This is exactly what Rochester is doing to the 
daughter as she searches to find herself in the mirror, but all she can see is 
the imagining of Rochester. She becomes Bertha, the madwoman in the attic, who 
will haunt Thornfield as a ghost of Antoinette, the soul that has been crushed 
from its mortal frame and left to roam Rochester’s mirrors and imaginings as a 
vampire - a living constructed husk without an inner view of self.

Gayatri Spivak suggests that Rhys ends her novel with Bertha totally consume^ 
into the constructed figure that appears in Jane Eyre, that the "cardboard house" 
she lives in are book covers that house only a fictive England. On these pages, 
she must "act out the transformation of her 'self,' set fire to the house and 
kill herself" (251) so that Jane is free to become the heroine she is to readers.
All that was Antoinette is gone; all that remains is the role given to Bertha in 
Jane's life. Yet, there are too many references to Antoinette in the ending to 
dismiss her into incorporeal death so easily. She has come to realize that 
"[n]ames matter, like when he wouldn't call'-me Antoinette" (180) and that it 
"isn't like it seems to be" (181). With no looking-glass, she doesn't know who 
she is or where she is, but she substitutes memories for reflections.

I remember watching myself brush my hair and how my eyes looked 
back at me. The girl I saw was-myself yet not quite myself. Long 
ago when I was a child and very lonely I tried to kiss her. But 
the glass was between us - hard, 'cold and misted over with my 

1 breath. Now they have taken everything away. (180) ^
In moments of lucidity, she remembers that there are two images of herself; those 
she creates and those that others construct, the girl that is herself and yet not 
herself. Something still manages to escape from the constructed Bertha and float 
through the hallway. Antoinette is the "ghost of the woman who haunts these 
hallways," the figure with the streaming hair that Bertha sees "surrounded by a 
gilt frame" (189) and recognizes. Standing on the battlements, with the house 
ablaze beneath her, it is Antoinette who looks down and sees the picture of "The 
Miller's Daugl^ter," the parrot calling "Qui est là?," and Tia waiting by the 
pool. Rochester's cries of "Bertha” go unheeded because "names matter" and it is 
Antoinette who stands on the edge. Her own imagined and seen self su^ives and 
ends the construction that is imprisoning her.

Sirice names matter in Rhys's novel, the inclusion of an unnamed'female who 
influences Antoinette's perception of herself seems unusual. Framed by gilt and 
painted onto a flat image, the Miller's Daughter teaches Antoinette that she must ^
accept the construction of others; rather than look at the black servant Mary, ^
Antoinette turns to look at the painting of the lovely English girl.

Then I looked across the white tablecloth and the vase of yellow 
roses at Mr Mason, so sure of himself, so without a doubt English.
And at my mother, so without a doubt not English, but no white 
nigger either. Not my mother. Never had been. Never could be. ^
Yes, she would have died, I thought, if she had not met him. And 
for the first time I was grateful and liked him. There are more

\
\
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ways than one of being happy, better perhaps to be .peaceful and 
contented and protected... (36)

Mason's construction of Antoinette's mother saves her from death, yet drives her 
into madness. Antoinette herself is confused about her mother, knowing what she 
is not, but not what she is. She has no such doubts about the Miller's Daughter, 
for it is her favorite picture, and one of the visions that greets her moments 
before she jumps in her dream from the roof of Thornfleld.

Who, then, is this brown-haired Miller's Daughter, the construct that is 
nameless, all inner view-of-self collapsed into the other'» perception? Is she, 
like Bertha, trapped in the gilt frame, the cardboard house that is Wide Sargasso 
Sea, playing out the role that Rhys has cast for her? If we step into that 
painting/mirror, whose reflection is it? There are several clues to her 
identity: she has brown hair and her dress is slipping off one shoulder, perhaps 
an indication that she is less concerned with appearances than she should be, 
allowing herself to be exposed. Her father owns a mill and she is English.
Th^se could all describe Maggie Tulliver, the heroine in George Eliot's The Mill 
on the Floss.

Maggie is a "clever and quick" child who learns much faster than her brother, 
Tom. To her mother's consternation, her brown hair never stays in its curls, 
always slipping into disarray, she reads stories of witches, devils, and gypsies, 
and she prattles on to anyone who will listen. Throughout her life, Maggie, like 
both Antoinette and Jane, struggles with constructions that others place upon her 
and an inner view which is continually in turmoil.

At the center.-of this conflict is her brother Tom, with whom Maggie has a 
very close and crucial relationship. Many critics have suggested that this is 
the crux of the novel, the interplay between Tom and Maggie, a dialogue that is 
both constructive and destructive, and eventually which leads to their deaths.
Tom is Maggie's other; her whole world is structured around his responses to her 
actions and thoughts. Even the mere thought of displeasing Tom affects Maggie. 
When she realizes that she has forgotten to feed his rabbits while he has been 
gone, their death becomes an "indefinable weight" that she must carry, a weight 
that changes her view of herself. Although others had also been asked to take 
care of them, it is her fault, her own failing trait of Inconstancy that caused 
it.

Tom's reaction to the incident, and others that involve Maggie, seems at 
times unduly harsh, and occasionally cruel. After calling her a "naughty girl" 
and denying her the pleasure of his company, Tom goes off, leaving her in a state 
of depression, and becomes involved with another boy, totally forgetting his 
sister. When aha cuts her hair in rebellion, it is Tom who presses her to look 
in the mirror, where she sees the image of herself she has constructed through 
his eyes.

'O, Maggie,' said Tom, jumping round her, and slapping his 
knees as he laughed, 'O, my buttons, what a queer thing you look!
Look at yourself in the glass - you look like the idiot we throw 
our nutshells to at school.'

Maggie felt an unexpected pain. She had thought beforehand 
chiefly of her own deliverance from her teasing hair and teasing 
remarks about it, and something also of the triumph she should 
have over her mother and her aunts by this very decided course of 
action: she didn't want her hair to look pretty - that was out of
the question - she only wanted people to think her a clever little 
girl, and not to find fault with her. But now, when Tom began to 
laugh at her, and say she was like the idiot, the affair had quite 
a new aspect. She looked in the glass and still Tom laughed and 
clapped his hands, and Maggie's flushed cheeks began to pâle, and 
her lips to tremble a little. (55)

\ \
\\
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Even- before she looks into the mirror as directed, Maggie has given up her own 
view of herself - the clever little girl that she wants to see in the mirror. 
Instead, she has taken Tom's view of the idiot into her own perception, so that 
when she looks up, she sees, not through her own eyes, but through his.

The clever little girl that Maggie wants to be is called "gypsy," "demon," 
and "devil" by others, but she maintains her view until Tom finds a way to 
destroy her image permanently. He presses her to ask Mr. Stelling, his tutor, if 
girls can learn Euclid. Stelling responds that girls, although they have a 
"great deal of superficial cleverness," are merely "quick and shallow." This 
mortifies Maggie, for "she had been so proud to be called 'quick' all her little 
iife, and now it appeared that this quickness was the brand of inferiority." Tom 
cruelly tells her that she will never go far into anything (134).

Throughout the rest of the novel, Maggie becomes obsessed with tailoring 
herself to match the expectations of others and never conflicting with those who 
would construct her. Her mother, seeing the changes in her daughter, is amazed 
that she is so submissive, so "backward to assert her own will" (264). All of 
her own image is destroyed, leaving only the construct of others, an image that 
Maggie knows is not reflective of the gypsy child she once wanted to be; she 
refuses to "look at herself in the glass," and leaves the square looking-glass 
"condemned to hang with its face towards the wall" (267) lest *she be reminded.

She cannot marry Stephen because she cannot follow her own self; instead she 
must return to Phillip,because she is "the one promise of his life. He was given 
to me that I might make bis lot less hard" (433) [my emphases mine]. It is not 
that she wants to marry Phillip, but rather her. lot in life which others have 
decreed for her. She is good for him and that is what is important. For only a 
moment, before she goes to sleep, she realizes what she has given up forever, an 
"easy floating in a stream of joy, instead of a quiet resolved endurance and 
effort" (434).

Maggie sacrifices her own view of self, accepting the view of the other, just 
as Antoinette is subsumed by Rochester's Bertha. There are other similarities 
between the characters. Both have dark hair that is an important part of their 
identity. Antoinette is unable to get her dark hair to be as perfect as that of 
the other girls in the convent, while Maggie's will never hold curl, and 
continually escapes the instruments and bindings meant to keep it in place. When 
she views herself in the mirror at Thornfield, Bertha sees a ghost with 
"streaming hair," black hair. As the floods descend upon St. Ogg, Maggie stands 
"in the rain with an oar in her hand and her black hair streaming" (467). Both 
can only reunite both images - the imaginings of others and the imagined self - 
by returning to childhood through the gates of death. As Antoinette stands atop 
the fiery hall, she sees Tia, the mirror of her childhood, awaiting her by the 
pool at Coulibri. As Maggie and Tom struggle in their boat caught by the current 
of the flood, Tom calls her "Magsie," her childhood name and when their boat 
disappears, they are joined in an "embrace never to be parted, living through 
again in one supreme moment the days when they had clasped their little hands in 
love and roamed the daisied fields together" (471).

Maggie Tulliver's story offers a warning to Antoinette of the fate that 
awaits those who 4ose their inner self, who allow others to construct their 
fates. Maggie attempts to fulfill the.promise she made to Phillip Wakem:

I'm determined to read no more books where the blond-haired wpmen 
carry away all the happiness. I should begin to have a prejudice 
against them. If you could give me some story, now, where the 
dark woman triumphs, it would restore the balance. I want to 
avenge Rebecca, and Flora Macivor, and Minna, and all the rest of 
the dark unhappy ones. (299)
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But Antoinette ends up in the same gilt frame that Maggie does, reduced to a 
social' construct. It is the third dark-haired woman who learns the necessity of 
protecting the inner self, who throws off the "border of gold lace" and saves the 
plain handkerchief that is herself.

The fairy child aspect of Jane Eyre nearly disappears and, had the wedding 
proceeded, Rochester might have constructed another wife out of existence. Saved 
by the intrusion of Bertha,~Jane slips from the constructed Jane Rochester, and 
comes to value that essence that cannot be held by anyone but herself. When St. 
John Rivers proposes, she knows that she cannot accept him, not by virtue of the 
fact that she loves Rochester, but because it would spell the destruction of the 
essence of her inner imagined self.

As his curate, his comrade, all would be right .... I should 
suffer often, no doubt, attached to him only in this capacity: my
body would be under rather a stringent yoke, but my heart and mind 
would be free.

I should still have my unblighted self to turn to: my
natural unenslaved feelings with which to communicate in moments
of loneliness ___ but as his wife - at his side always, and
always restrained, and always checked - forced to keep the fire of 
my nature continually low, to compel it to burn inwardly and never 
utter a cry, though the imprisoned flame consumed vital after 
vital - this would be unendurable. '(432-433)

Jane's realization of her danger is a foreshadowing of Bertha's final act at 
Thornfield. The inner fire that Antoinette represents not only consumes all of 
Bertha's vitals» but explodes outward and destroys the cardboard prison it has 
been locked inside. In the flames, Rochester loses his sight and one hand - he 
is unable to see or write, and can no longer see others. His vision is a dark 
sacrifice to Bertha, unable to construct her any longer. The Rochester that Jane 
rjeturns to is not the same one who built the bridal image in the mirror, but one 
who desires the fairy child. Positions have reversed; he needs Jane to construct 
him, to give him a frame in which to view himself. He says, "I have little life 
in myself - I must have you. The world may laugh - may call me absurd, selfish - 
but it does not signify. My very soul demands you" (460). It is up to Jane to 
"rehumanize" him, to imagine him somç way other than the deformed monster he sees 
within himself.

In the end, it is Jane Eyre who frames herself and Rochester, for she is the 
narrator of the story, the writer from whose view the reader sees the story. She 
picks not a frame of gold, as Maggie and Antoinette must bear, but one of 
cardboard in which she places the plain pocket-handkerchief of herself. Her 
story ends not in a passionate flame or a baptismal flood, but in a quiet 
contemplation of her reflection in the mirror. Jane's is the story that Maggie 
longed for, the story that ends happily and restores the balance of inner 
imagined self and the self constructed by others.'
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THE FAILURE OF THE BILDUNGSROMAN 
JEAN RHYS AND VOYAGE IN THE DARK

Judith E. Dearlove

In 1958 when the B.B.C. decided to dramatize her novel. Good Morning 
Midnight, Jean Rhys was living in obscurity, her new works were not being 
published, and her earlier novels had gone out-of-print. The B.B.C. production 
reversed all that, and the novelist who had disappeared after moderate critical 
success in the 1930's, was hailed as an artist who had been ahead of her times, 
anticipating many of the feminist issues of the 1960’a. I can recall arguing, 
for example, that Rhys exposed the conflict between characters who displayed 
traditionally "female attributes" - such as innocence, generosity, and compassion 
- and a "male-oriented" society. After having witnessed almost a decade of 
"down-sizing" in corporate America, however, I have realised that Rhys's 
significance extends beyçnd gender boundaries to the collapse of genre in the 
twentieth century. Or at least, to the failure of the Bildungsroman in a world 
where money - not knowledge - leads to power, where extrinsic attributes and 
possessions, not internal lessons and beliefs, lead to value.

A Bildungsroman is the story of an education. Typically, it is a novel about 
a young person growing up. In the process, the youth learns who he is, either 
literally (by discovering his lineage and patrimony), or figuratively (by 
choosing his value system); what the world is like, both physically and sccially; 
and how he will fit into that world in the future. Although the first two 
lessons are often emphasized in definitions of the Bildungsroman, the third 
lesson determines the success of the protagonist. The maturation process is not 
complete until the youth has discovered not simply who he is and what the world 
is like, but more importantly, how to reconcile his individual identity with the 
external world. Although .the reconciliation of internal and external realms is 
inevitably problematic, a successful protagonist must discover some viable 
relationship .between himself and his world.* The relationship need not be one of 
endorsement. ..The Vo^th may opt to become a part of the established society, or 
he may opt, like Stephen Dedalus in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, to 
undergo a self-imposed exile. Although his education is not yet complete at the 
end of the book, Stephen Dedalus is correct in rejecting the artificial 
constraints put upon him by society in favor of a value system the ̂ novel 
supports. His decision to become an exile is portrayed as a conscious, 
deliberate, and affirmative act which his experiences have prepared him to make. 
Whether the protagonist of a Bildungsroman chooses to become an ideal member of 
society or an exile from ideals, his education permits him to shape his future.


