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For almost two centuries, Charlotte Brontë’s novel Jane Eyre has never ceased to be 

enjoyed by successive generations of readers, studied by scholars, published, and translated to 

many languages. The modernity and universality of the social issues it deals with make this 

work a cornerstone of the World Literature canon. Beyond the romantic and gothic appeals of 

its plot, the powerful grip of Brontë’s novel on its readers can be explained by the intimacy and 

the easy identification with the heroine. Millions of people, who struggle in their own lives, feel 

close to Jane Eyre when they read her “story that tells how a ‘nobody’ from nowhere becomes 

‘somebody’1.” I chose to study this novel through the lens of feminism, thus focusing on gender 

and class issues. To illustrate my arguments, I selected a short extract from chapter 12, which—

after Mary Wollstonecraft’s work A Vindication for the Rights of Woman (1792)—has also been 

regarded as a feminist manifesto. I will then study three different translations of this passage in 

French, all representative of various periods, cultures, and techniques. 

 

 Part of the modernity of Jane Eyre stems from the fact that social issues in Victorian 

Britain, such as the “male/female relationships (…) and the sizeable gap between the rich and 

the poor”, continue to exist in the 21st century2. Published in 1847, one year before social 

revolutions stormed throughout Europe, Jane Eyre echoed the “millions who are in silent revolt 

against their lot (…) besides political rebellions [which] ferment in the masses of life which 

people earth”3. All along her story, not only does Jane Eyre crave love and affection, but she 

also fights to be recognized as a full human being, because “all people, however humble their 

origins, have rights”4:  

 
1 Brian Wilks, “Jane Eyre revisited” 
2 Teachman, Debra. “Jane Eyre: Issues in the Twenty-first Century”, p. 185 
3 Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre, chapter 12, Penguin Popular Classics, p. 111 
4 Brian Wilks, “Jane Eyre revisited” 
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Do you think I (…) can bear to have my morsel of bread snatched from my lips, and my drop 

of living water dashed from my cup? Do you think, because I am poor, obscure, plain and little, 

I am soulless and heartless? (…) I have as much soul as you – and full as much heart! (…) equal 

– as we are!”5 

Middle-class women were then confined to the private sphere, being seen as “The Angel[s] in 

the House”, but like Jane Eyre, many longed “to reach the busy world, town, regions full of life 

[they] had heard of but never seen6”. Jane’s plea for equality, chapter 12, echoes what 

Wollstonecraft had written fifty years before: though they only asked that women have access 

to the same type of education and activities that men had, this opinion was controversial enough 

for Brontë to publish her novel under a male pseudonym, as did most female writers at that 

time. Today, women are still struggling to obtain equal jobs or salaries with men, and to break 

through the glass-ceiling, despite many anti-discrimination laws passed in the 1970s.  

When Jane flees Thornfield rather than becoming Rochester’s mistress after their failed 

marriage, the tension created between femininity and “femaleness” in the story -- by keeping 

her morality and dignity while checking her own desire – is characteristic of Victorian fiction. 

According to Nancy Armstrong, “Victorian heroines can, like Jane Eyre, gratify their 

reproductive instincts only by triumphing over the female who lurks within.7” No wonder that 

Bertha Mason, Jane’s mad and exotic antagonist, embodies the female desire in its most 

distorted form, in opposition to the pure and young Englishwoman. 

 

 The novel’s reception in Britain in 1847 revolved around the gender of its author (“no 

woman could have penned the Autobiography of Jane Eyre8”, “masculine hardness, coarseness 

and freedom of expression9”) and critics sometimes deplored the extensive use of French 

 
5 Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre, chapter 23, Penguin Popular Classics, p. 251 
6 Ibid. Chapter 12, p. 110 
7 Armstrong, Nancy. “Gender and the Victorian novel”, p. 110. 
8 Era (14 November 1847) 
9 Anne Mosley, Christian Remembrance, January 1848 
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language in the dialogues. A few months later, its reception in France by a bourgeois public 

was favourable, while “Jane’s revolt as a child [was] couched in political terms and set against 

the backdrop of the 1848 revolution in France”10.  

One of its first translations was written by Mme Lesbazeilles and published in 1854. In her 

introduction to the 1883 edition11, she conveys her admiration for the author: « Aujourd’hui 

(…) que l’on sait que cette plume si virile est tenue par la main d’une jeune fille, l’étonnement 

vient se mêler à l’admiration ». However, despite her claim of fidelity to the original text, I 

agree with Rachel Williams’ criticism, that Jane Eyre’s character is “significantly altered in the 

translation, in ways that brings her more in line with conventional feminine values.12” Indeed, 

in the fourth paragraph of the chosen extract, not only does the translation of “human beings” 

by “hommes” bring about a confusion, but Mme Lesbazeilles also cut the last sentence, thus 

weakening the strength and the meaning of the original feminist argument13.  

Charlotte Maurat translated Jane Eyre in 1964, during a decade of intense fight for women’s 

rights. She had a boundless admiration for Charlotte Brontë, whom she regarded as an advocate 

of the social emancipation of women: « La conscience de ses droits, le sentiment de son 

indépendance n’étaient que les manifestations d’un esprit clairvoyant, d’une âme fière. A cette 

époque, cela faisait scandale. » 14 

Dominique Jean created the third and most recent translation15 in my comparative study. I found 

it very close to the source text (“les plombs”, “la prison des champs”, “oeil intérieur”, “oreille 

intérieure”), and more precise: Jean is the only one who translated “pudding” as “dessert” and 

 
10 Notes from 801-World Literature class 
11 Bell, Currer. Jane Eyre ou les Mémoires d’une Institutrice. Traduit par Mme Lesbazeilles Souvestre 
12 Notes from 801-World Literature class 
13 See details in the Annex 
14 Brontë, Charlotte. Jane Eyre. Traduit par Charlotte Maurat. Préface, p. 9 
15 Brontë, Charlotte. Jane Eyre. Traduit par Dominique Jean 
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“bag” as “réticule” for example16. Despite the better technical quality of Jean’s translation, I 

am more appreciative of the faithful–though quite old-fashioned–style of Maurat’s translation. 

We do not know Jean’s personal perception of Jane Eyre because he did not introduce his 

translation in this paperback edition; the preface was written by another scholar, Dominique 

Barberis, who presents a fascinating theory about the man seen as a jailor in Brontë’s novel. 

To summarize, I find that these three translations evolved in time from a reinterpretation of 

Brontë’s text for a 19th century bourgeois public17 (Lesbazeilles’s) to a more technical and 

faithful rendering of the source text18 (Jean’s), with Maurat’s creation varying between these 

two extremes. I prefer Maurat’s translation, because I find that her work is the most balanced 

of the three, and more subjectively, because she beautifully managed to convey the passion 

present in Brontë’s writing to her French readers.  

 

 In A Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf – THE feminist writer and critic – selected 

the same extract from Jane Eyre in her criticism of Brontë’s novel: “She will write in a rage 

where she should write calmly (…) She will write of herself where she should write of her 

characters. She is at war with her lot. How could she help but die young, cramped and 

thwarted?” Woolf, coming from a highly privileged, upper-middle class background, could 

certainly not relate to Jane Eyre’s social struggles and frustrations. But the vast majority of 

Brontë’s readers have identified with her heroine for almost two centuries. Translated in more 

than twenty languages and continuously reprinted, Jane Eyre has become part of the world 

literary heritage. The ‘nobody from nowhere’ has indeed become a ‘somebody’.  

 
16 See details in the Annex 
17 Traductrice « cibliste » 
18 Traducteur « sourcier » 



6 

Bibliography 

Primary Sources: 

Bell, Currer. Jane Eyre ou les Mémoires d’une Institutrice. Traduit par Mme Lesbazeilles 

Souvestre, Paris : Librairie Hachette et Cie, 1890. 

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Jane_Eyre 

Brontë, Charlotte. Jane Eyre. St Ives (England): Penguin Popular Classics, 1994 

Brontë, Charlotte. Jane Eyre. Traduit par Charlotte Mauras (1964). Collection Classiques de 

Poche. La Flèche (Sarthe) : Librairie Générale Française, 1996. 

Brontë, Charlotte. Jane Eyre. Traduit par Dominique Jean. Collection Folio Classique. 

Trebaseleghe (Italie) : Editions Gallimard, 2020. 

Woolf, Virginia. A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas. St Ives (England): Collins 

Classics, 2014 

 

Secondary Sources : 

Armstrong, Nancy. “Gender and the Victorian novel”. The Cambridge Companion to the 

Victorian Novel, edited by Deirdre David, Cambridge University Press, 2001, pp. 97-

124. 

Teachman, Debra. “Jane Eyre: Issues in the Twenty-first Century”. Understanding Jane Eyre, 

A Student Casebook to Issues, Sources and Historical Documents, Greenwood Press 

“Literature in Context” series, 2001, pp. 185-206 

Wilks, Brian. “Jane Eyre Revisited”. Brontë studies, Volume 41, 2016 - Issue 4, pp. 283-299. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14748932.2016.1222705 

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Jane_Eyre
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14748932.2016.1222705


7 

 

ANNEX 

 

 

 

  



8 

 

 

  



9 

 

 

  



10 

 

 

 


