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Bertha 
 

Read through the following quotations which are all to do with Bertha, Rochester’s first wife, 
at and after Jane and Rochester’s first marriage ceremony.  Consider these questions as 
you read: 
 

1. What are your impressions of: Bertha; Jane Eyre; Mr Rochester from these quotations? 

2. To what extent do you feel sympathy for any of the three characters above? 

3. Can you spot any recurring images or themes in these extracts?  Explain your ideas 

fully. 

4. To what extent do you think the modern day context in which we read the novel affects 

our understanding of Bertha’s character, her treatment by Mr Rochester and Jane’s 

understanding? 

5. How might a Victorian audience have viewed Bertha and Mr Rochester differently? 

6. Do you think there are any similarities, whether literal or metaphorical, between Jane 

and Bertha? 

7. What does the character of Bertha tell us about Victorian society, the position of women 

and colonialism? 

8. How central to the novel do you find the character of Bertha? 

9. Consider how much of what we learn about Bertha comes from Jane’s narrative, how 

much from Mr Rochester (and then through Jane) and how much from the publican 

(reported through Jane); what difference does this make to how we view the character 

of Bertha? 

10. Why do you think Charlotte Brontë chose to have Bertha set fire to the house and then 

jump to her death?  What effect does this act have on what else happens in the novel? 
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I saw a grim smile contort Mr Rochester’s lips, and he muttered –  
 ‘No, by God!  I took care that none should hear of it – or of her under that name.’ 
… 
 Mr Rochester continued, hardily and recklessly, ‘Bigamy is an ugly word! – I meant, 
however, to be a bigamist; but fate has out-manoevred me, or Providence has checked me – 
perhaps the last.  I am little better than a devil at this moment; and, as my pastor thre would 
tell me, deserve no doubt the sternest judgements of God, even to the quenchless fire and 
deathless worm.  Gentlemen, my plan is broken up! – what this lawyer and his client say is 
true: I have been married, and the woman to whom I was married lives!  You say you have 
never heard of a Mrs Rochester at the house up yonder, Wood; but I daresay you have 
many a time inclined your ear to gossip about the mysterious lunatic kept there under watch 
and ward.  Some have whispered to you that she is my bastard half-sister: some, my cast-off 
mistress.  I now inform you that she is my wife whom I married fifteen years ago – Bertha 
Mason by name; sister of this resolute personage, who is now, with his quivering limbs and 
white cheeks, showing you what a stout heart men may bear.  Cheer up, Dick – never fear 
me! – I’d almost as soon strike a woman as you.  Bertha Mason is mad; and she came of a 
mad family; idiots and maniacs through three generations!  Her mother, the Creole, was both 
a madwoman and a drunkard! – as I found out after I had wed the daughter: for they were 
silent on family secrets before.  Bertha, like a dutiful child, copied her parent in both points.  I 
had a charming partner – pure, wise, modest: you can fancy I was a happy man.  I went 
through rich scene!  Oh!  My experience has been heavenly, if you only knew it!  But I owe 
you no further explanation.  Briggs, Wood, Mason, I invite you all to come up to the house 
and visit Mrs Poole’s patient, and my wife!  You shall see what sort of a being I was cheated 
into espousing, and judge whether or not I had a right to break the compact, and seek 
sympathy with something at least human.  This girl,’ he continued, looking at me, ‘knew no 
more than you, Wood, of the disgusting secret: she thought all was fair and legal, and never 
dreamt she was going to be entrapped into a feigned union with a defrauded wretch, already 
bound to a bad, mad, and embruted partner!  Come all of you – follow!’ 
p.320 
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In the deep shade, at the farther end of the room, a figure ran backwards and forwards.  
What it was, whether beast or human being, one could not, at first sight tell: it grovelled, 
seemingly, on all fours; it snatched and growled like some strange wild animal: but it was 
covered with clothing, and a quantity of dark, grizzled hair, wild as a mane, hid its head and 
face. 
 ‘Good-morrow, Mrs Poole!’ said Mr Rochester.  ‘How are you?  And how is your charge 
to-day?’ 
 ‘We’re tolerable, sir, I thank you,’ replied Grace, lifting the boiling mess carefully on to the 
hob: ‘rather snappish, but not ‘rageous.’ 
 A fierce cry seemed to give the lie to her favourable report: the clothed hyena rose up, 
and stood tall on its hind-feet. 
 ‘Ah! sir, she sees you!’ exclaimed Grace: ‘you’d better not stay.’ 
 ‘Only a few moments, Grace: you must allow me a few moments.’ 
 ‘Take care, then, sir! – for God’s sake, take care!’ 
 The maniac bellowed: she parted her shaggy locks from her visage, and gazed wildly at 
her visitors.  I recognised well that purple face – those bloated features.  Mrs Poole 
advanced. 
 ‘Keep out of the way,’ said Mr Rochester, thrusting her aside: ‘she has no knife now, I 
suppose? and I’m on my guard.’ 
 ‘One never knows what she has, sir: she is so cunning: it is not in mortal discretion to 
fathom her craft.’ 
 ‘We had better leave her,’ whispered Mason. 
 ‘Go to the devil!’ was his brother-in-law’s recommendation. 
 ‘’Ware! cried Grace.  The three gentlemen retreated simultaneously.  Mr Rochester flung 
me behind him: the lunatic sprang and grappled his throat viciously, and laid her teeth to his 
cheek: they struggled.  She was a big woman, in stature almost equalling her husband, and 
corpulent besides: she showed virile force in the contest – more than once she almost 
throttled him, athletic as he was.  He could have settled her with a well-planted blow; but he 
would not strike: he would only wrestle.  At last he mastered her arms; Grace Poole gave 
him a cord, and he pinioned them behind her: with more rope, which was at hand, he bound 
her to a chair.  The operation was performed amidst the fiercest yells and the most 
convulsive plunges.  Mr Rochester then turned to the spectators: he looked at them with a 
smile both acrid and desolate. 
 ‘That is my wife,’ said he.  ‘Such is the sole conjugal embrace I am ever to know – such 
are the endearments which are to solace my leisure hours!  And this is what I wished to 
have’ (laying his hand on my shoulder) ‘this young girl, who stands so grave and quiet at the 
mouth of hell, looking collectedly at the gambols of a demon.  I wanted her just as a change 
after that fierce ragout.  Wood and Briggs, look at the difference!  Compare these clear eyes 
with the red balls yonder – this face with that mask – this form with that bulk; then judge me, 
priest of the gospel and man of the law, and remember with what judgement ye judge ye 
shall be judged!  Off with you now.  I must shut up my prize.’ 
p.321-322 
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 ‘Oh, Adele will go to school – I have settled that already; nor do I mean to torment you 
with the hideous associations and recollections of Thornfield Hall – this accursed place – this 
tent of Achan – this insolent vault, offering the ghastliness of living death to the light of the 
open sky – this narrow stone hell, with its one real fiend, worse than a legion of such as we 
imagine.  Jane, you shall not stay here, nor will I.  I was wrong ever to bring you to Thornfield 
Hall, knowing as I did how it was haunted.  I charged them to conceal from you, before I ever 
saw you, all knowledge of the curse of the place; merely because I feared Adele never would 
have a governess to stay if she knew with what inmate she was housed, and my plans would 
not permit me to remove the maniac elsewhere – though I possess an old house, Ferndean 
Manor, even more retired and hidden than this, where I could have lodged her safely 
enough, had not scruple about the unhealthiness of the situation, in the heart of a wood, 
made my conscience recoil from the arrangement.  Probably those damp walls would soon 
have eased me of her charge; but to each villain his own vice; and mine is not a tendency to 
indirect assassination, even of what I most hate. 
‘Concealing the madwoman’s neighbourhood from you, however, was something like 
covering a child with a cloak, and laying it down near a upas-tree: that demon’s vicinage is 
poisoned, and always was.  But I’ll shut up Thornfield Hall: I’ll nail up the front door, and 
board the lower windows: I’ll give Mrs Poole two hundred a year to live here with my wife, as 
you term that fearful hag: Grace will do much for money, and she shall have her son, the 
keeper at Grimsby Retreat, to bear her company and be at hand to give her aid in the 
paroxysms, when my wife is prompted by her familiar to burn people in their beds at night, to 
stab them, to bite their flesh from their bones, and so on –‘ 
 ‘Sir,’ I interrupted him, ‘you are inexorable for that unfortunate lady: you speak of her with 
hate – with vindictive antipathy.  It is cruel – she cannot help being mad.’ 
 ‘Jane, my little darling (so I will call you, for so you are), you don’t know what you are 
talking about; you misjudge me again: it is not because she is mad I hate her.’ 
p.328 
 
When I left college, I was sent out to Jamaica, to espouse a bride already courted for me.  
My father said nothing about her money; but he told me Miss Mason was the boast of 
Spanish Town for her beauty: and this was no lie.  I found her a fine woman, in the style of 
Blanche Ingram: tall, dark, and majestic.  Her family wished to secure me, because I was of 
a good race; and so did she.  They showed her to me in parties splendidly dressed.  I 
seldom saw her alone, and had very little private conversation with her.  She flattered me, 
and lavishly displayed for my pleasure her charms and accomplishments.  All the men in her 
circle seemed to admire her and envy me.  I was dazzled, stimulated: my senses were 
excited; and being ignorant, raw, and inexperienced, I thought I loved her.  There is no folly 
so besotted that the idiotic rivalries of society, the prurience, the rashness, the blindness of 
youth, will not hurry a man to its commission.  Her relatives encouraged me: competitors 
piqued me: she allured me: a marriage was achieved almost before I knew where I was.  Oh, 
I have no respect for myself when I think of that act! – an agony of inward contempt masters 
me.  I never loved, I never esteemed, I did not even know her.  I was not sure of the 
existence of one virtue in her nature: I had marked neither modesty nor benevolence, nor 
candour, nor refinement in her mind or manners – and, I married her: gross, grovelling, 
mole-eyed blockhead that I was! 
p.332-333 
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 ‘My bride’s mother I had never seen: I understood she was dead.  The honeymoon over, I 
learned my mistake; she was only mad, and shut up in a lunatic asylum.  There was a 
younger brother, too – a complete dumb idiot.  The elder one, whom you have seen … will 
probably be in the same state one day.  My father and my brother Rowland knew all this; but 
they thought only of the thirty thousand pounds, and joined in the plot against me. 
 ‘These were vile discoveries; but except for the treachery of concealment, I should have 
made them no subject of reproach to my wife, even when I found her nature wholly alien to 
mine, her tastes obnoxious to me, her cast of mind common, low, narrow, and singularly 
incapable of being led to anything higher, expanded to anything larger – when I found that I 
could not pass a single evening, nor even a single hour of the day with her in comfort; that 
kindly conversation could not be sustained between us, because whatever topic I started, 
immediately received from her a turn at once coarse and trite, perverse and imbecile – when 
I perceived that I should never have a quiet or settled household, because no servant would 
bear the continued outbreaks of her violent and unreasonable temper, or the vexations of 
her absurd, contradictory, exacting orders – even then I restrained myself: I eschewed 
upbraiding, I curtailed remonstrance; I tried to devour my repentence and disgust in secret; I 
repressed the deep antipathy I felt. 
 ‘Jane, I will not trouble you with abominable details; some strong words shall express 
what I have to say.  I lived with that woman upstairs four years, and before that time she had 
tried me indeed: her character ripened and developed with frightful rapidity; her vices sprang 
up fast and rank: they were so strong, only cruelty could check them, and I would not use 
cruelty.  What a pigmy intellect she had, and what giant propensities!  How fearful were the 
curses those propensities entailed on me!  Bertha Mason, the true daughter of an infamous 
mother, dragged me through all the hideous and degrading agonies which must attend a 
man bound to a wife at once intemperate and unchaste. 
 ‘My brother in the interval was dead, and at the end of the four years my father died, too.  
I was rich enough now – yet poor to hideous indigence: a nature the most gross, impure, 
depraved I ever saw, was associated with mine, and called by the law and by society a part 
of me.  And I could not rid myself of it by any legal proceedings: for the doctors now 
discovered that my wife was mad – her excesses had prematurely developed the germs of 
insanity.’ 
p.334 
 
 ‘Jane, I approached verge of despair; a remnant of self-respect was all that intervened 
between me and the gulf.  In the eyes of the world, I was doubtless covered with grimy 
dishonour; but I resolved to be clean in my own sight – and to the last I repudiated the 
contamination of her crimes, and wrenched myself from connexion with her mental defects.  
Still, society associated my name and person with hers; I yet saw her and heard her daily: 
something of her breath (faugh!) mixed with the air I breathed; and besides, I remembered I 
had once been her husband – that recollection was then, and is now, inexpressibly odious to 
me; moreover, I knew that while she lived I could never be the husband of another and 
better wife; and, though five years my senior (her family and her father had lied to me even 
in the particular of her ages), she was likely to live as long as I, being as robust in frame as 
she was infirm in mind.  Thus, at the age of twenty-six, I was hopeless. 
 ‘One night I had been awakened by her yells – (since the medical men had pronounced 
her mad, she had, of course, been shut up) – it was a fiery West Indian night; one of the 
description that frequently precede the hurricances of those climates.  …  I was physically 
influenced by the atmosphere and scene, and my ears were filled with the curses the maniac 
still shrieked out: wherein she momentarily mingled my name with such a tone of demon-
hate, with such language!  - no professed harlot ever had a fouler vocabulary than she: 
though two rooms off, I heard every word – the thin partitions of the West Indian house 
opposing but slight obstruction to her wolfish cries.’ 
p.334-335 
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 ‘”Go”, said Hope, “and live again in Europe: there it is not known what a sullied name you 
bear, nor what a filthy burden is bound to you.  You may take the maniac with you to 
England; confine her with due attendance and precautions at Thornfield: then travel yourself 
to what clime you will, and form what new tie you like.  That woman, who has so abused 
your long-suffering, so sullied your name, so outraged your honour, so blighted your youth, 
is not your wife, nor are you her husband.  See that she is cared for as her condition 
demands, and you have done all that God and humanity require of you.  Let her identity, her 
connexion with yourself, be buried in oblivion: you are bound to impart them to no living 
being.  Place her in safety and comfort: shelter her degradation with secrecy, and leave her.” 
 ‘I acted precisely on this suggestion.  My father and brother had not made my marriage 
known to their acquaintance; because, in the very first letter I wrote to apprise them of the 
union – having already begun to experience extreme disgust of its consequences, and, from 
the family character and constitution, seeing a hideous future opening to me – I added an 
urgent charge to keep it secret: and very soon the infamous conduct of the wife my father 
had selected for me was such as to make him blush to own her as his daughter-in-law.  Far 
from desiring to publish the connexion, he became as anxious to conceal it as myself. 
 ‘To England, then, I conveyed her; a fearful voyage I had with such a monster in the 
vessel.  Glad was I when I at last got her to Thornfield, and saw her safely lodged in that 
third-story room, of whose secret inner cabinet she has now for ten years made a wild 
beast’s den – a goblin’s cell.  I had some trouble in finding an attendant for her, as it was 
necessary to select one on who fidelity dependence could be placed; for her ravings would 
inevitably betray my secret: besides, she had lucid intervals of days – sometimes weeks – 
which she filled up with abuse of me.  At last I hired Grace Poole from the Grimsby Retreat.  
She and the surgeon, Carter (who dressed Mason’s wounds that night he was stabbed and 
worried), are the only two I have ever admitted to my confidence.  Mrs Fairfax may indeed 
have suspected something, but she could have gained no precise knowledge as to facts.  
Grace has, on the whole, proved a good keeper; though, owing partly to a fault of her own, 
of which it appears nothing can cure her, and which is incident to her harassing profession, 
her vigilance has been more than once lulled and baffled.  The lunatic is both cunning and 
malignant; she has never failed to take advantage of her guardian’s temporary lapses; once 
to secrete the knife with which she stabbed her brother, and twice to possess herself of the 
key of her cell, and issue therefrom in the night-time.  On the first of these occasions, she 
perpetrated the attempt to burn me in my bed; on the second, she paid that ghastly visit to 
you.  I thank Providence, who watched over you, that she then spent her fury on your 
wedding apparel, which perhaps brought back vague reminiscences of her own bridal days: 
but on what might have happened, I cannot endure to reflect.  When I think of the thing 
which flew at my throat this morning, hanging its black and scarlet visage over the nest of my 
dove, my blood curdles –‘ 
p.336-337 
 
‘It was because I felt and knew this, that I resolved to marry you.  To tell me that I had 
already a wife is empty mockery: you know now that I had but a hideous demon. 
p.342 
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 ‘At dead of night!’  I muttered.  Yes, that was ever the hour of fatality at Thornfield.  ‘Was it 
known how it originated?’  I demanded. 
 ‘They guessed, ma’am: they guessed.  Indeed, I should say it was ascertained beyond a 
doubt.  You are not perhaps aware,’ he continued, edging his chair a little nearer the table, 
and speaking low, ‘that there was a lady – a – a lunatic, kept in the house?’ 
 ‘I have heard something of it.’ 
 ‘She was kept in very close confinement, ma’am; people even for some years were not 
absolutely certain of her existence.  No one saw her: they only knew by rumour that such a 
person was at the hall; and who or what she was it was difficult to conjecture.  They said Mr 
Edward had brought her from abroad, and some believed she had been his mistress.’ 
p.451 
 
‘but now I have a particular reason for wishing to hear all about the fire.  Was it suspected 
that this lunatic, Mrs Rochester, had any hand in it?’ 
 ‘You’ve hit it, ma’am: it’s quite certain that it was her, and nobody but her, that set it going.  
She had a woman to take care of her called Mrs Poole – an able woman in her line, and very 
trustworthy, but for one fault – a fault common to a deal of them nurses and matrons – she 
kept a private bottle of gin by her, and now and then took a drop over-much.  It is excusable, 
for she had a hard life of it: but it still was dangerous; for when Mrs Poole was fast asleep 
after the gin and water, the mad lady, who was as cunning as a witch, would take the keys 
out of her pocket, let herself out of her chamber, and go roaming about the house, doing any 
wild mischief that came into her head.  They say she had nearly burnt her husband in his 
bed once: but I don’t know about that.  However, on this night, she set fire first to the 
hangings of the room next her own, and then she got down to a lower story, and made her 
way to the chamber that had been the governess’s – (she was like as if she knew somehow 
how matters had gone on, and had a spite at her) – and she kindled the bed there; but there 
was nobody sleeping in it, fortunately.’ 
p.452 
 
 ‘Then Mr Rochester was at home when the fire broke out?’ 
 ‘Yes, indeed was he; and he went up to the attics when all was burning above and below, 
and got the servants out of the beds and helped them down himself, and went back to get 
his mad wife out of her cell.  And then they called out to him that she was on the roof, where 
she was standing, waving her arms above the battlements, and shouting out til they could 
hear her a mile off: I saw her and heard her with my own eyes.  She was a big woman, and 
had long black hair: we could see it streaming against the flames as she stood.  I witnessed, 
and several more witnessed, Mr Rochester ascend through the skylight on to the roof; we 
heard him call “Bertha!”  We saw him approach her; and then, ma’am, she yelled and gave a 
spring, and the next minute she lay smashed on the pavement.’ 
 ‘Dead?’ 
 ‘Dead!  Ay, dead as the stones on which her brains and blood were scattered.’ 
p.453 
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