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FILM GENRE, NARRATIVE AND DIRECTORSHIP: REPRESENTATIONS OF FEMINISM IN JANE EYRE

Reading Charlotte Brontë’s classic Victorian novel Jane Eyre (1847) elicits an array of thoughts about gender equality and feminism. Brontë published Jane Eyre just as the First Wave Feminism was beginning to develop with writers like Mary Wollstonecraft, Elizabeth Gaskell, Jane Austen and Louisa May Alcott incorporating feminist ideas into their work.1 Because of its great power, Jane Eyre has been retold many times in literature and on the screen. According to Sarah Mead-Willis, Jane Eyre “possesses a long tradition of cinematic adaptation of which there have been, on average, more than two per decade since 1910.”2 But despite its enduring status as a classic text, Jane Eyre poses several problems for modern adaptations because filmmakers must reconcile the desire to remain faithful to Charlotte Brontë’s narrative and characters with the need to make the plot palatable for a modern audience.3 

The novel is primarily a strange one. Imagine a novel with a little swarthy, pale governess for a heroine and a middle-aged, rowdy and domineering master for a hero. But this strangeness is what allows the novel to infuse the theme of feminism because of the heroine’s explicit manifestations of independence and struggle for equality despite her physical and social standing. The critical and cultural success of the novel is also attributed to its treatment of feminism as a political agenda in raising gender awareness among its readers. The synopsis of the novel, briefly, is as follows. Jane, after obtaining a good education from an orphan school is employed as a governess in Thornfield Hall, a large country house inhabited by a young French girl Adele and an old housekeeper, Mrs. Fairfax. She learns that the young girl is the ward of the master of the house, Mr. Edward Rochester, with whom she falls in love and agrees to marry. On the day of their marriage, she discovers that Rochester was married earlier to a woman named Bertha, a madwoman who is imprisoned in the attic. She escapes Thornfield Hall and finds herself rescued by St. John Rivers and his sisters. After having inherited a good fortune from her uncle and established herself as Rochester’s equal, Jane goes back to Thornfield Hall and discovers that the mansion has burned down and Bertha was killed in the fire. She looks for Rochester and finds out that he is now living in a small house beside the mansion and learns that he was blinded in the fire. They get married and bear a child while Rochester regains his eyesight.

One outstanding characteristic that the novel possesses is its empowering feminist agenda. According to two feminist critics, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Jane Eyre can be commended as a work of “rebellious feminism”4 while Gayatri Spivak acknowledges the novel as a “cult text of feminism.”5 Brontë’s presentation of Jane and how she is able to evade male authority makes her novel a constructive instrument of ideal femininity, and her heroine becomes a significant symbol of feminism. In other words, Brontë used her novel to challenge established conceptions of femininity by deconstructing normative masculinity. Also, she gives the female reading community a specific purpose through her novel - to empower them while remaining aware of the restrictions that a patriarchal society places upon them. Within these communities, Brontë locates the possibility for social change. 

Although the novel has been read within different contexts, the heroine has always been contextualized as a strong feminist character who manifests independence and strong-will in many situations that confront her. Sandro Jung writes, “critics have read Jane Eyre as a plea for gender equality and independent femininity… how the heroine Jane succeeds in questioning patriarchal authority and fashioning herself as a woman whose rationalizing of life …puts into perspective man’s supposed prerogative to control truth” (21). David Bolt reinforces Jung’s argument when he refers to the novel as “a text that has come to be considered one of the first major examples of a woman overcoming patriarchal and class domination in modern times” (269). The ideas of Jung and Bolt are linked with Spivak’s thesis of feminism in her text. Their related theories are also useful in supporting the discourse that Jane’s self-construction has been considered revolutionary and heretical by her desire for equality among men that transcends differences in material possession and social rank. Jane can also be read as an inquisitive character who often exercises her intellectual faculties by often drawing a connection between her gender and her status as a governess. In one of her remarks in Chapter 12, she exhibits her desire for equality and articulates her radical feminist philosophy when she says:

Women are supposed to be very calm generally: but women feel just as 

men feel; they need exercise for their faculties, and a field for their efforts

as much as their brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a restraint, too

absolute a stagnation, precisely as men would suffer; and it is narrow-minded

in their more privileged fellow-creatures to say that they ought to confine

themselves to making puddings and knitting stockings, to playing on the

piano and embroidering bags… (JE, 129-130)


The novel’s inherent feminist ideas and how they are represented in modern film adaptations thus becomes an important point of investigation because of the increasing relevance of feminism not only in the academic sector but also within the society in general. Definitely, a film is a marker of culture. It has the power to mirror real aspects of life like gender equality, women’s emancipation and male dominance. Therefore, it has also the potential of becoming an instrument for the dissemination of certain political views, and in the case of the Jane Eyre films, the sustainment of the idea of feminism and its proper representation become sources of critical inquiry.


This paper shall evaluate two recent adaptations of the novel: Susanna White’s 2006 film and Cary Fukunaga’s 2011 version. The criticism shall primarily investigate how the films sustain the novel’s feminist ideology and how they represent feminism. The paper posits that both versions succeed at transforming Charlotte Brontë’s classic work into different yet effective films that are equal with their source novel. However, their differences in representing feminism are clearly marked by their disparate approaches to film genre, directorial discretion and narrative and textual interpretation. 

The first section shall contextualize the idea of classic adaptations, both as long-existing endeavors and as performances of transformation. Moreover, the notion of fidelity as an inherent and complex component of adaptation shall be explored within four theoretical paradigms that are at work in contemporary academic criticism. Through these lenses, this criticism shall offer an alternative language in addressing classic adaptations. The second section shall explore the major differences between the two films that influence their disparate reproduction of meanings of feminism. At the forefront shall be a critical inquiry into how feminism and the various discourses around it are created, reproduced and transmitted by mainstream media like film and television. 

The extensive analysis that the project entails shall be done in two ways, namely, (1) a comparative analysis between the literary source and the two film versions in which specific scenes and episodes shall be analyzed within the discourse of fidelity; (2) a comparative analysis between the two film versions that shall involve discourses on female directorship, narrative interpretation and film genre. This analysis shall be anchored in the context of feminism.

I argue that the strength of Fukunaga’s 2011 version lies in its cinematic superiority and freshness but its weakness is found in its political agenda of downplaying feminism, which could enrage feminist viewers. Meanwhile, White’s 2006 version highlights the feminist aspect of the novel that could satisfy a feminist audience but lacks cinematic appeal and excitement. 

A bigger question that is paradoxical in nature thus emanates from my thesis: Why is it that the more recent version and probably the ‘more successful’ one ironically fails in sustaining the novel’s feminist ideas? If it does so, what is its cultural implication to the popular belief that in this time and age, feminism has now carved its own space in contemporary society? Isn’t it ironic that while feminism has been significantly infused into academic discourses and has gradually been incorporated into mainstream media and popular culture, a 2011 film upholds resistance to such a popular discourse by devaluing its meaning and significance?


In this apparent absurdity, I believe that the filmmaker’s political viewpoint must be considered. Fukunaga may have given more attention to the aesthetic value of his film over his concern for feminism. His own concept of authenticity in his film is not the reproduction of an ideal feminist symbol through his heroine Jane but an artistic digression from her feminist character in order for him to produce a ‘work of art’. White, on the other hand, has preserved the feminist theme of the novel in her film by sustaining allegiance to the novel’s narrative. Her main political agenda was the reproduction of meanings of feminism seen through resistance to domination and the forces of patriarchy. Her desire to make an ‘artistic film’ was secondary.


In the light of my main argument which I stated earlier, I would like to offer a personal, speculative observation that may further provoke a critical inquiry and open a broader approach to feminist issues in the films. While I perceive White’s 2006 film as the more feminist version as evidenced by succeeding textual analyses, I consider the 2011 film of Fukunaga the more interesting and exciting version based on a personal judgment. Nevertheless, this argument should not situate me in an anti-feminist position. Rather, it should uphold the idea that a critic’s judgment on a film adaptation is affected by subjectivity. It also reinforces the idea that a filmmaker’s political agenda need not necessarily conform to a critic’s political view because in the end, the filmmaker is focused more on the over-all impact of his/her work over her political views. Furthermore, with consideration of other essential elements like cinematography, artistry and rational digression from the original text, I stick to my conviction that the more recent version possesses more points of interest and curiosity. One such interesting point of debate is Fukunaga’s bleak yet ingenious shifts in tone, atmosphere and even genre, but it was obvious that his film was more of a horror, melancholic atmosphere. However, despite these shifts, the fluidity of narrative is still intact and the cast seems to come more into focus and remains unwaveringly riveting. 

Another point of interest that a critic might want to investigate is the film’s large use of flashback to tell the story of Jane, beginning with her yearlong stay with the sanctimonious missionary Rivers and his sisters, an interval that comes quite late in the book and that most films either compress or leave out altogether. I believe that uniqueness in the film reflects Fukunaga’s vision of creating a film that stands out from the previous versions by working on creative imagination and not merely a faithful adaptation.


 In the following section, I will be discussing the relationship of literature and cinema in order to contextualize the idea that classic adaptations are equally important to their source novels in terms of their inherent power to espouse themes and ideas. The films’ abilities to remain faithful to their source may determine their success as adaptations. In this, I will argue that a criticism on film adaptations should treat the novel and the film in a non-hierarchical relationship that allows for a more dynamic correlation between them.

Classic Adaptations as Performances: Highlighting the Relationship of Literature and 

Cinema

The study on classic adaptations is a complex process that involves various elements like fidelity, intertextuality, subjectivity in criticism and of course, literary interpretation. Defined by Webster as: “the act or process of adapting, fitting or modifying” as well as “the state or condition of being adapted or adjusted” (2006, 23), adaptation is viewed both as a state and a process of transformation. However, in the context of this essay, the concept of adaptation will be viewed as an endeavor that draws an inherent link between literature and film/cinema. This relationship is encapsulated within Thomas Leitch’s adaptation theory which states, “the systematic study of films based on literary sources and it is one of the oldest areas in film studies…..and its prehistory goes back even further” (1). Adaptation is thus considered a long existing endeavor as literature, and it is equally considered a respectable form of art. The great number of literary works adapted to the screen by many film directors affirms the age-old existence of adaptation as an endeavor. This also serves as a testimony to the obvious mingling of literature and cinema as well as the influence of literary works on narrative strategies of motion pictures.

However, some film theorists and scholars do not only focus on the old-age relationship of these two art forms. More importantly, they also address the quality of film adaptations and their effectiveness as audio-visual media. Therefore, an attempt to compare a film adaptation with its source novel inevitably produces the expectation that adaptations should endeavor to preserve and sustain the prestige inherent in their literary sources. It should be an undertaking that does not desecrate its source, an attempt of which is perceived by Robert Stam as a “disservice to literature”6. Seeming to create further tension, Kamilla Elliot points out that “adaptations are perceived as doubly ‘less;’ they are less as novels because they are only copies of the original, but they are also less as films because they do not represent “pure film;” they lack representational fluency on their own grounds” (23). Too often, adaptation studies have merely compared films to their literary sources, a “tiresome endeavor”7, as Dudley Andrew points out, “that inevitably privileges the literary work over what comes to be seen as its inferior film derivation” (237). These theorists agree on one common point: cinematic adaptations are inherently inferior to their literary counterparts and they will always be evaluated in relation to their source novels. 

In response to these debates, I want to offer an alternative language for addressing adaptations by abolishing the hierarchy between the novel and the film and attempting to re-configure the critical discourse about this endeavor. I argue that a criticism on film adaptations should not privilege one medium over the other but should view these equally as performances, one verbal and the other visual, verbal and acoustic. This argument is supported by Robert Stam’s performativity theory in which the novel creates the literary verbal utterance from which the film creates a different state of affairs via its audio-visual medium.8 As performances, the novel and the film would naturally possess differing elements which should not be compared and treated separately but should be analyzed vis-à-vis their elemental roles in producing distinct yet closely related media forms. Correlating these elements invoked by the novel and the film would subsequently give rise to the idea of intertextuality that is vital in the criticism of film adaptations. 

The performativity theory further states that a film adaptation is said to create a new audiovisual-verbal state of affairs from a pre-existing literary source.9 Its effectiveness as a medium should be measured both by how it executes allegiance to its literary source and by how it involves a high degree of creative imagination and artistic digression in order to give justice to its source novel. Ultimately, what is at stake here is that a criticism that borders on these criteria could reconcile the opposing views of various critics on the importance of fidelity and digression. This would provide a foundation for a non-hierarchical relationship between the two. In other words, fidelity is equally important to digression in that both provide a more dynamic and flexible way of treating the effectiveness of film adaptations in relation to their literary sources. 

In the succeeding sections, I shall explore the non-hierarchical relationship between fidelity and digression which are underscored in Karen Kline’s four prominent paradigms concerning film adaptations. These are at work in contemporary academic criticism which are: translation, pluralist, transformation and materialist paradigms. I will explore the limits and possibilities that each paradigm permits vis-à-vis the discourses produced by the examination of fidelity and digression as criteria in evaluating film adaptations.

Fidelity and Cultural Reproduction in White’s 2006 Jane Eyre Film
As pointed out in the previous section, Dudley Andrew and some other film theorists agree that utilizing fidelity as a criterion in evaluating adaptations is tiresome and invalid. However, James Welsh recognizes this as an important factor and posits, “fidelity, accuracy and truth are all important measuring devices that should not be utterly ignored or neglected in evaluating a film adapted from a literary or dramatic source” (2). Brian McFarlane also acknowledges the significance of fidelity in film adaptations and argues that “being faithful to the written texts allows for the capturing of the novel’s thematic essence” (12). In other words, when an adaptation has been labeled “unfaithful” to the original, it does not only mean that it failed to enlarge the thematic concerns of the novel but it also failed to capture the fundamental narrative, thematic, or aesthetic features of its literary source. Therefore, fidelity as a primary criterion in exploring adaptations gains its persuasive power from the notion that (a) some adaptations are indeed better than others, and (b) some adaptations fail to “realize” or substantiate what readers most appreciated in the source novels. Pauline Kael’s view of fidelity conforms with the views of these other theorists as she suggests that “the key to an adaptation’s success lies in dealing with the ‘characters and situations’ in terms of the greatest honesty possible and a respect for the literary source, and even more importantly, an understanding of it are required” (32). 

The idea of fidelity in the study of film adaptations as the primary yardstick in evaluating the film’s effectiveness is central to Karen Kline’s ‘translation’ and ‘materialist’ paradigms. Moreover, it becomes the basis of a filmmaker in infusing the important cultural-historical elements inherent in the source novel. In the case of Jane Eyre, these elements are important because they are the determinants in the production of culture in the Victorian era. Using these ideas, I would posit that the 2006 Jane Eyre film is a successful adaptation because it captures and retains the novel’s feminist themes and also interprets its cultural-historical processes. The film becomes a significant medium in replicating a primary text and as Walter Benjamin aptly puts it, “a classic adaptation should also ensure the afterlife of the original and the propagation of cultural elements involved in it” (84). Benjamin implies that the ‘original’ or the source novel must be respected and that its components must be preserved and sustained because of their cultural and historical significance.

The success of White’s 2006 adaptation can be attributed to a number of reasons. First, the film clearly presents the ‘feminist and moralist culture’ created by Brontë’s novel. This culture, which advocates proper, prudent and appropriate behavior especially among women has been interpreted in the film through its creation of a heroine who complies to these qualities. The Victorian woman’s image characterized by a high standard of decency and moral conduct as espoused by the novel was highlighted through the films portrayal of Jane who is morally-conforming, decent and upright. This portrayal has allowed the reproduction of ideal femininity which is not only anchored on moral and spiritual attributes but also in intellect and ability. As Rebecca White argues in her 2006 film review, “Welch (the film’s screenwriter) does attempt to maintain the complexity of Charlotte Brontë’s novel, from the crucial early scenes of Jane’s childhood onwards.” (138) These scenes are important in establishing the character of Jane as a woman who was able to transgress the limits of her gender and status.

Second, the 2006 film provides experiential truth to an audience that has read the novel because it has crafted a visual representation of the Victorian era’s culture that contemporary viewers could appreciate. At the same time, it also provides a new form of gainful experience to viewers who have not read the novel. White has captured the important details, dialogues and sub-plots that are put together to produce a good film that can be easily identified as a movie version of the novel. It vividly portrays the kind of culture that existed during the Victorian era and the way that women have struggled to attain an ideal status in the society. Thus, the audience is not only entertained by the delightful experience of viewing the film but can also learn about the historical and political culture during the era of Jane Eyre. 

Lastly, White’s adaptation is largely faithful to the novel because the narrative is structured like that of the source novel. As the New York Times aptly puts it, Jane Eyre film is “not an inspired reinterpretation; it’s another respectful, faithful telling of a well-known tale. And that is in itself a tribute to Brontë, who wrote a novel so powerful and absorbing that no filmmaker dares tamper with it.” By being faithful, it gains the advantage of reflecting cultural practices like marriage that is important both in the Victorian era and in the contemporary times. The essence of social institutions like the family is equally mirrored in how White creatively constitutes the ending of her film that manifests her regard for marriage and family. The film’s ending portrays the heroine’s very famous line in the novel’s last chapter - “Reader, I married him” (JE, 517), and has given importance to the concept of marriage as a significant cultural practice of the Victorian era. The family portrait, which serves as the ultimate frame in the movie’s final score possesses a grain of cultural truth. In essence, though it appears to be a more fairytale-like ending, the portrait that depicts a rich Victorian family highlights the essence of the family in the production of culture during the era when the novel was written. Social gatherings in Thornfield Hall were also appropriately interpreted in the film. The guests at the gathering consistently discuss matters that were topical in the mid-nineteenth century and which hold an allegiance to the novel: the supernatural, the social position of governesses and their relationship to their wards and the highly technical ideas about the migratory habits of wild birds. These ideas imbedded in the film’s narrative are all illustrative of the Victorians’ interest in social issues, natural history and scientific discovery. 

Digression and Cinematic Artistry in Fukunaga’s 2011 Film
Film adaptations that digress from their literary sources underscore what Mikhail Bakhtin calls the “hybrid construction” in which the film “can be seen as an orchestration of discourses, talents, and tracks; a ‘hybrid’ construction mingling different media and discourses and collaborations.” (110) This affirms the idea that a film adaptation should be studied as a hybrid product that results from the blending of two or more authors, cultures and audiences, since it is, by definition, a dynamic and interactive process. As Millicent Marcus claims, “the successful adaptation performs the process of its transit, makes explicit the way in which the literary work is passed through the filmmaker‘s imagination, the new cultural context, and the technology of the medium, to emerge as a full-fledged, autonomous retelling of the tale” (xx). In essence, these theories espouse the idea that the filmmaker should utilize of his/her authoritative discretion to produce a new output in a different media that underscores creativity, audience appeal and cinema aesthetics. 

While these paradigms imply that there are essential differences between the two sign systems- the source novel and the film, these also magnify the idea of Kline that the “film exists as an artistic work in its own rights yet somehow still has to be understood as a ‘film version’ of the book” (72). Kline’s argument implies the idea of digression which is central to her ‘transformation’ and ‘pluralist’ paradigms. A film that branches off from its 19th century source novel is configured into an artistic, audio-visual material that could captivate a contemporary audience. The experience of watching the film as a transformed material compounds the pleasure that an individual derives from reading the novel. A filmmaker’s attempt to conform to its source and at the same time to deviate from its narrative could yield a film that addresses both the demand for fidelity and the necessity for creativity. Situating Fukunaga’s 2011 Jane Eyre film within these frameworks renders it as an effective adaptation. It can be considered as a transformed configuration that possesses aesthetic and cinematic superiority yet can still be easily interpreted as a film version of the Victorian novel. In other words, the film has spawned an autonomous work of art whose purpose is to communicate a message in a code understandable by the targeted audience. 

Fukunaga’s creative components have worked to the film’s advantage. It has offered an alternative language for addressing adaptation. The film’s use of flashback is an example of this. This technique, which is an overt departure from the written text’s linear narrative becomes an advantage in terms of the adaptation’s aesthetic and cinematic value.  The flashback reinforces a creative screenplay that gives life to a 19th century iconic novel and yet becomes appealing to a modern audience. In his review of the film, Richard Alleva describes this technique as “Buffini’s intelligent screenplay that possesses emotional and physical excitement that hooks us and raises our hopes that the director will put a bloom on a too-oft told tale” (18). Claire Monk praises Fukunaga’s  use of the flashback technique and writes,

Adopting a flashback structure that reverts to the linearity of Jane’s 

subjective story only in the closing quarter of its two-hour running 

time, the film’s opening image presents the adult Jane, close-framed

in silhouette against natural light, poised to flee Thornfield Hall; then

as a tiny distant figure at the crossroads of two tracks across a rocky

High Peaks landscape, filmed aerially provides extraordinary beauty

in terms of visual references. (23)

Moreover, Geoffrey Macnab acknowledges the importance of this technique in giving life to an adaptation by ‘avoiding the straitjacket of chronology’10 and Shirley Law commends this as “working superbly to structure the different phases of the novel for the screen and economically covers large chunks of information and time.” (33) 

Generally, Fukunaga’s departure from the literary source’s narrative enriches his film and so it becomes a creative and effective visual representation of the novel. A significant modification does occur in another compelling moment in both the novel and the film – Jane’s first encounter with Rochester on the moors. Set in a cold and misty afternoon when the weather closes in and the atmosphere becomes increasingly eerie, the meeting begins on an inauspicious note. Frightened by the sudden appearance of a horseman, Jane tries to get out of the way only to cause the horseman to fall. When in the novel, Rochester’s horse fall on the ice, it is nature herself bringing him down; in the film, Jane causes the fall, foreshadowing her impact upon him. In a sense, Alleva acknowledges this as a suggestion of the ‘fateful’ significance of the meeting that interests the viewer and goes on to anticipate how this will affect the subsequent narrative in the film.11 When Jane returns to Thornfield, she learns that her ‘chance encounter’ while out walking was with her employer and master, Edward Rochester.

Utilizing Kline’s four paradigms, namely, translation, materialist, transformation and pluralist would ensure a more critical evaluation of film adaptations that acknowledges the inherent complexity in the relationship of literature with film and cinema. This relationship has often seemed to be an uneasy relationship because critical writings on adaptations have always come from a literary standpoint focusing on fidelity. But on the other hand, some theorists would also argue that using fidelity as a criterion would devalue the film since it has its own visual language and medium. It is therefore important to emphasize that a criticism of any classic adaptation should not be limited to the opposing binaries of fidelity and digression but must involve a consideration on how the film synthesizes various components of both the text and the visual medium. An excellent synthesis could thus result in the creation and production of meanings around discourses and debates that the film encourages among film critics and viewers, and in this project, the politics of feminism.
The Politics of Feminist Representation: Female Directorship, Narrative & Textual Interpretation and Genre
Generally, both films can be considered as successful adaptations in terms of how they transform the novel into new, independent forms of art. Specifically, their approaches in addressing basic problems concerning the status and rights of women through a historical perspective are marked. This second major section of the paper will primarily explore the outstanding differences between the two films which lie in their disparate interpretation of feminism and their production of discourses on gender and class. These contrasting interpretations shall be viewed in three different facets: the politics of female directorship, film narrative and textual interpretation and the politics of film genre. 

The Politics of Female Directorship


The way in which the films reproduce divergent cultural meanings of feminism are largely influenced by the difference in their directors’ genders – the 2006 version with a female director and the 2011 film with a male director.  I argue that the filmmaker’s gender  is politically and theoretically important. Thus it makes a difference in the representation of the female subject in the film adaptation. Anneke Smelik argues that “one reason for acknowledging differentiation by gender lies in the need to hold a filmmaker accountable for her or his sexual politics, that is, for the representation of sex and gender in a given film” (28). Smelik makes an important correlation between representation and responsibility, and the corresponding question of objectivity versus subjectivity of the filmmaker and his or her own political views come in. In an historical perspective, the emergence of women directors or filmmakers has created an enormous impact on the film industry especially in terms of how the female subject becomes an agency of transformation in the representation of women in the film.12 As Smelik aptly puts it, “the factual existence of female directors and their corpus of films demand a reconsideration of female subjectivity in cinema” (29). In other words, female directorship is not only a useful political strategy but it is also a crucial factor in the reinvention of cinema that has been undertaken by women filmmakers through the recent years. It becomes a significant avenue of reshaping the notion of the women’s cinema as simply the re-staging of feminine ideals in a patriarchal society or in a male dominated industry. This emergence of women filmmakers and this reinvention of cinema create an opportunity to challenge the domination of male filmmakers and question the implicit norm of masculinity behind the idea of a creative individual in media art.

However, female directors and women’s cinema still become objects of criticism by male scholarship. Because of this, while feminist critics have began to look at the ways in which women were represented in film, they also start to expose the neglect of female directors in male scholarship. Seemingly, this neglect is further complicated by the notion of double standards that women filmmakers experience due to the culturally induced bias that equates genius with men and acts accordingly in the realm of canon formation. Judith Mayne’s observation that “little attention has been paid…to the function and position of the woman director” (98) is also extremely useful in emphasizing the neglect of female authorship and it is, in part, attributed to a critical determination to avoid essentialism. 

Grounding the two film versions within the context of film directorship and representational categories, I suggest that the overt differences in the films’ representation of female identity and their reproduction of feminism is affected by the directors’ genders. White’s motivation and experiences become crucial factors in how she has made her film. Also, her main motivation in making the film is to situate feminist ideology in the foreground. Her subtle goal is to raise feminist consciousness in her contemporary audience. To put it another way, White utilizes her feminist sensibility and directorial acumen to address the viewpoints of her contemporary audience by inducing feminist elements in her film in order to evoke in them a response equivalent to that of the novel’s Victorian readers. By feminist elements, I am referring to the balance of power between the hero and the heroine and the creation of a more rational female identity which are inherent in the novel’s narrative. White succeeds in incorporating the feminist ideology in the novel with the historical aspect of the film. She has emphasized her desire to empower the presence of strong-willed and assertive women in history, particularly in the Victorian era which is dominated by the institution of patriarchy. Her film gives space to gender equality, female identity and female struggle. Through this, she suggests as much as portrays the efforts of women groping to understand their position in society and eventually attaining a certain status that is neither controlled by patriarchy nor dictated by society. 

White’s version also portrays Jane as a female subject who becomes a social agent for change and an instrument of disseminating feminist consciousness. The essence of the 2006 film lies in how it captures the experiences of women in the early stages of the First Wave of feminism when Brontë’s novel was published. The film presents the spectators with a strong representation of the making of feminist consciousness through the various depictions of Jane’s relationship with Rochester, her society and her self. By integrating the personal into the political, White establishes a successful form of feminist rhetoric. I am not arguing that White has asserted her authorial feminist voice but through her feminist political views, her film has simultaneously sought to represent and to perform the empowerment of women and their struggle. Through the process, Jane has become an embodiment of feminism.


The film’s way of structuring the relation among the director, film text and spectator shows the significant relation between the filmmaker’s gender and the representation of feminist ideals in the film. In exploring White’s film, I suggest that female directorship could possibly yield an output that can be interpreted as a feminist film adaptation or an adaptation that is intended for a female or feminist audience. 

Conversely, this particular finding could be useful to my assumption that Fukunaga’s 2011 version downplays the feminist ideals of the novel. With consideration on the director’s male gender, I assume that his own political views and ideology are somewhat translated into his own work manifested through his neglect to portray feminist consciousness in his version. I do not subscribe to the monolithic view or myth that men, by nature, have misogynist attitudes, nor do I suggest that men are anti-feminists. What I am saying is that Fukunaga’s political agenda of downplaying feminism in his film is clearly exhibited in his representation of Jane as the signifier of his idea of feminism. The representation of Jane in Brontë’s  female-centered text and the way in which other women characters were “screened” in Fukunaga’s film becomes problematic. For contemporary feminist scholars, they could perceive representational injustices that affect the concept of feminism. The 2011 film’s screening of the notion of feminism also becomes a means of reinforcing culturally produced ideas of feminism, woman identity and femininity. The film foregrounds the extent to which these concepts create an influential nexus of activity within the popular and visual culture. 

Some recent reviews like that of Monk posit that the latest version is more in the feminist line though with some feverish gothic touches.13 However, I disagree with this and still insist that this film is the lesser “feminist” version. Monk’s assessment itself presents a contradiction based on the idea that a Gothic genre is usually accompanied by melancholia, and both of which have shaped Jane’s character in Fukunaga’s melodrama. This combination has weakened Jane’s character because it has underscored the essentialist view on the vulnerability of women to frustrations. When Monk further concludes in her article that Fukunaga’s production has fire enough and that it captures the elemental Brontë passions,14  I find this argument too general because in most scenes in the film, the emotions of Jane were generally portrayed vis-à-vis her spirited sadness, frustrations and disappointments. The film also abounds in references to patriarchal structures from the very first formal introduction of Jane to Rochester to the succeeding scenes that bear tensions that relate to male dominance. 

The intersections of class, gender and race are highlighted by Fukunaga’s portrayal of a too-violent Bertha Mason and her colonial Carribean context and background. Seemingly, these factors highlighted in the film play a vital role in shaping contemporary images of femininity based on historical cultural productions like the Victorian novel. The film becomes an instrument of creating ambiguities about a feminine image that relates to violence, unruliness and madness. The cultural meaning that is created by the film’s downplaying of feminism thus leads to a representation of feminism in popular culture that is laced with negative, stereotypical and persistent characteristics alluded to women as viewed within the essentialist view of the sexes. In a more radical view, this cultural meaning also pertains to an ironical assumption that the modern culture’s deep engagement and inherent link with feminism is not captured by the various forms of media in visual culture like the film. Rather, the contemporary film engages more with visual texts on feminist anxieties consumed by the viewing public. This engagement thus suppresses feminist ideals and reproduces cultural meanings that become subjects of criticism among feminist film scholars.

Narrative and Textual Interpretation


In the previous section, the discussion of the political and theoretical importance of the director’s gender in filmmaking reveals the extent to which gender influences the film’s political vision. Such influence is exhibited by how the director represents the female subject in his/her film, and how such representation produces cultural meanings of feminism. Apart from gender, the director’s own political views and convictions equally play an important role. These views could work upon two aspects: (1) the director’s discretion on the film’s screenplay formed from the narrative and plotlines; (2) his/her discernment in choosing which important scenes of the source novel must be interpreted in the film. In other words, the film’s narrative and the means by which it interprets the source novel become crucial elements in the creation of the film and the subsequent production of cultural meanings of feminism.


At the outset, I want to contextualize within an historical perspective the relationship between cinema and feminism. Classic pieces of literature, despite their historic and ‘antiquated’ qualities are still being transformed into contemporary movies or the so-called classic adaptations. In the study of classic adaptations, it is compelling to undertake an analysis of the relationship of the novel with the film because there exists a subtle, yet significant link between them. One element that establishes this link is the quality of transformation that defines, among others, the success of the film in terms of its ability to espouse the novel’s feminist ideologies. The works of Jane Austen and Elizabeth Browning have been constant sources of motion pictures that have consciously included not only literary narratives but also feminine images and narratives. One speculative observation that I would offer is that ever since the advent of cinema, there have been conscious attempts by filmmakers to touch and work on issues of women and sexuality. These attempts have strengthened the relationship of cinema with literature, film and feminism. The ascent of women screenwriters, film producers and directors is in tangent with the rise of a feminist audience. Thus, the cultural reproduction and representation of the images of women in various contemporary art and media has become a primary concern among them. Meanwhile, feminist theory of popular culture like the film has concentrated on the processes that produce the image of woman as ‘signifier of sexuality’. Also, these popular media forms have striven to create a sexual politics around representation that displaces and alters the previous discourses bound by the persistent binaries of man/woman.

In her book, Anneke Smelik writes, “cinema is a cultural practice where myths about women and feminism, men and masculinity, in short, myths about sexual difference are produced, reproduced and represented.” (7) Reproduction in this sense may refer to the power of the film to reinforce hegemonic concepts and notions relative to women that are prevalent in the society and are cemented within the bounds of ideology. Furthermore, it could also refer to the creation of new images that discard these previous notions and the stereotypical images of an ideologically laden ‘femininity’ as seen in cinema. The former definition is apparently more alienating while the latter becomes more liberating. For most women then, cinema should serve as a revolutionary strategy for egalitarianism and be an instrument in paving a way for the radical break with conventions and forms that repress women. 

The two film versions have obvious narrative differences that a close comparison between them reveals a major plot difference that dictates different portrayals of the complexity of Jane’s character. Their differing plotlines also determine the ways in which they express the various themes of the novel, especially on how they represent feminism and reproduce feminist cultural meanings. 


 White’s film works upon a narrative that is largely adopted from the novel’s main plotline which allows it to highlight scenes that have feminist narratives. One integral element of the novel is the ‘equality of spirit’ that connects Jane and Rochester, and which subtly challenges the patriarchal system in a Victorian society. Another element is the importance of marriage that exhibits Jane’s strong will and independence and her valuing of a woman’s worth through marriage. The dynamics of power between her and Rochester is also an essential component of the novel that influences her active role in the master-governess relationship. White’s film did not alter any of these elements but sustained them with her motivation of addressing a contemporary feminist audience through her feminist reading and interpretation of the novel.


Jane’s influential line manifests the equality that she feels towards Rochester: “I feel akin to him, - I understand the language of his countenance and movements; though rank and wealth sever us widely, I have something in my brain and heart, in my blood and nerves, that assimilates me mentally to him.” (JE, 243) White’s film has transformed this dialogue by featuring tangible scenes that highlight the shared interests and intimate moments of Jane and Rochester. The humorous exchanges and serious confrontations between them have been captured in the film. This has provided an opportunity for Jane to reassert herself in the hierarchy of her relationship with Rochester.


For instance in Chapter 22 in the novel, when Rochester asked Jane whether the new bridal carriage would suit Mrs. Rochester (referring to Blanche Ingram) exactly and if such could also make him a handsome man, she replies with defiance and strong emotion and asserts, “it would be past the power of magic, sir” (JE, 283). In this scene, Jane is thus reasserted, mirroring the emotional flux and the hierarchical tensions in class and gender that are apparent in the novel. When the new bridal carriage arrives in Thornfield, Rochester proudly asserts to Jane, “Beauty, isn’t it? Do you think this will do for Mrs. Rochester? Would she look like Queen Boadicea leaning against those purple cushions?” He continues and says, “Tell me, magician that you are, are you absolutely sure that you have a potion that could make me more handsome?” Jane strongly responds, “I have told you before, that would be past the power of magic, sir.” This particular scene was interpreted in the film and it highlighted Rochester’s facial expression in response to Jane’s unsurprising assertiveness. His expression has manifested disappointment in his scheming plan to intimidate Jane. Jane’s actions may have defied conventions expected of a governess to be more submissive to and ‘respectful’ of her master but White’s meticulous handling of this scene vindicates the action of Jane. With the dialogues revolving around issues of physical exteriority, Jane’s lack of it but her excess in confidence deconstructs ideals of femininity, thus providing an escape for Jane from the power of cultural standards of beauty.

White’s film spends a moment to interpret the prelude to the marriage scene which was strongly articulated in the novel. In the morning after accepting Rochester’s proposal, a more vibrant Jane is presented in the film. Rochester has planned to bring her to Milcote to do some shopping for the wedding day in four weeks and Adele was not deliberately part of the trip. The young girl insists but Rochester says “No, you will not be coming.” Jane intervenes and says “….Adele will come, too.” The power dynamics at this point is apparently adjusted between Jane and Rochester. At the dress and jewelry store, ‘woman power’ is persistently evident by how Jane strongly rejects extravagance and by how Rochester succumbs to Jane’s persistence of frugality and simplicity. In the scene, Rochester manifests his generosity and says “We need at least six day dresses…and this (holding an expensive, glittering white piece of cloth) for the veil.” Jane retorts, “We’ll just be needing three sets…and no, this one (holding a plainer, simpler white piece of cloth) is much more suitable” and Rochester readily gave in to Jane’s desire. In another significant scene, Rochester chooses a piece of necklace for Jane and tries it with Adele while saying “For Mademoiselle, what do you think?” Adele shakes her head, says “No” and immediately proceeds to pick up a fine piece of pearl necklace and confidently remarks, “This is for Mademoiselle”, then hands the necklace to Rochester who replies, “child knows better than I do.” White’s treatment of this scene espouses equality in gender relations by portraying a less imposing but a more conforming Rochester and allowing Jane to display her assertiveness and some ‘power’ that she draws from her inner self- confidence. Ironically, Adele who symbolizes a young Creole girl from the West Indies also becomes empowered in this scene, thus class and race are also transgressed by these power dynamics.

The 2006 film further underscores the theme of equality by putting into screen another feminist narrative - Jane’s conversation with Mrs. Fairfax which was immediately followed with her subsequent talk with Rochester. In this particular scene, the dialogues bear the implied meanings of equality between Jane and Rochester. Surprised with the news that Jane has accepted Rochester’s proposal of marriage the night before, Mrs. Fairfax confronts Jane and expresses her disbelief on and disappointment of Jane for her very abrupt and precipitous decision. Before the end of the conversation, Mrs. Fairfax strongly concludes, “I thought of you to be level-headed, too sensibly young woman to be overwhelmed.” Her words caused too much pain in Jane and so she decides to confront Rochester about this. Without pondering much on the words of Mrs. Fairfax, Rochester passionately addresses Jane and says, “Last night, you stood before the heavens and pronounced yourself my equal. That’s the Jane I want to marry, to share my life.”

On the other hand, Fukunaga’s 2011 version has emphasized scenes that have robbed off Jane of independence and strong will that may render the film a sort of ‘desecration’ as it abandons the novel’s theme on feminism. In the novel, while Jane is not seemingly intimidated with the arrival of his master’s guests at Thornfield, in the film, she appears to be subdued by their presence and she is rendered “invisible”. Jane skulks around with Adele, shot often behind the guests, at the rear of the room or glimpsed behind the door. During the party, again she was always shot from behind and never had the chance to talk or join the conversation. These scenes fail to show the thoughts of Jane or her contempt on the situation which were strongly worded in the novel. In Alleva’s film review, he neither accepts nor rejects the film as a feminist portrayal but nonetheless describes how the film portrays the heroine and states, “the camera stays behind Jane, stiff and resentful in her chair and frozen out of the conversation while the guests’ brittle pleasantries seem to be echoing in some paranoid chamber of her skull” (19). Thus, aside from rendering Jane “invisible”, this visual representation constructs a space that exhibits a power relationship between the female-dominated living room and Jane’s minimal space in her chair. This power relationship reinforces the notion that social status is a strong determinant of an individual’s place in the hierarchy of Victorian society. Also, the ironical idea that middle-class, working women can be easily subjugated by other women in the upper class is strongly exhibited in this scene.

While the discourse on the director’s gender and discretion brings to light an assumption that he/she has the ‘power’ to create a film on his/her own terms, there lies also a more significant element to consider in this debate. The director’s deliberate use of genre in his/her film produces a more conducive space to articulate his/her own political agenda and personal views that highly influence the creation of the film. The film’s genre now becomes the ultimate means of expressing one’s political views. In this project, it is considered as the most important entry point in exploring the disparate meanings and representations of feminism produced by the two film versions under study. In other words, a film’s genre has an enormous, powerful political intent of either downplaying or building up a certain discourse or idea.

The Politics of Film Genre


As a film genre, melodrama is primarily concerned with the conveyance of emotions that appeal to the audience and produce an emotional experience in them. Linda Williams and Christine Gledhill argue that “melodrama is primarily concerned with morality, generally features women and uses a heightened emotional, visual and stylistic language to convey and articulate moral dilemmas of their heroes or heroines” (152). The essence of their argument lies in the genre’s association with women who are persistently labeled as ‘emotional individuals’ and plotted within the man/woman binary. It also implies the genre’s incorporation of visual aesthetics to give color and physical substance to its portrayal of dilemmas and emotions. To some extent, its subscription to stylized aesthetics sacrifices much of a realistic representation of its characters, plot and setting.


Elaine Roth defines melodrama as “a genre commonly characterized by clear delineations between good and bad that employs sweeping musical scores, high emotion, domestic settings and suffering protagonists to make its affective appeals” (51). Roth’s definition embraces all the essential elements that set the conventions of melodrama which is basically anchored on the conveyance of emotions as earlier acknowledged by Williams and Gledhill. But more importantly, it is implied in Roth’s article that melodrama as a genre has also the potential of  having a political agenda which is incorporated in the film’s narrative, visual effects and character portrayals. In essence, this assumption validates the idea that a filmmaker’s political intentions and objectives can be articulated and achieved by his use of genre.


Using the preceding contextualization of melodrama as a film genre, I argue that Fukunaga’s use of melodrama as his film’s genre reflects his political agenda of downplaying a feminist narrative and subordinating it to plotlines that highlight Jane as a subdued, melodramatic heroine. He subscribes to the traditional conventions of melodrama not to reinforce feminist ideologies inherent in its source novel but to reproduce dominant ideologies of patriarchy and female subversion. 
The conventions of melodrama come into play immediately in Fukunaga’s Jane Eyre. In the film’s opening scenes, the audience is introduced to a dark static shot and the slow, melancholic music is broken by the noise of the door being unlatched. Clearly, a note of sadness is introduced immediately. Afterwards, as the door opens, the light reveals the back of a woman tightly framed in medium close up and silhouetted against the black spiny branches of a tree. Then, the audience is subsequently brought to a fast-moving shot with the close-up of a woman’s face who is crying and running away from a large manor house whose clear, imposing façade is set in the background. Shortly after, the camera captures her in a debilitated, confused state standing in a vast, desolate moor. This opening scene is also predominated by a pensive, downbeat musical score and no other sounds are heard if not the sobs of Jane, the reverberating rumble of thunder and lightning and the sound of profusely falling rain that complements the abundance of tears running from her eyes. Within the first three minutes of the film, Jane is portrayed as an isolated, abandoned victim. This quick sequence apparently reveals the melodramatic heroine that is central to the film’s narrative, as well as the film’s goal to align itself with a disenfranchised, female individual who signifies the idea of female subversion. Also, the excessive drama of the opening scene foreshadows a narrative that is pervaded by the heroine’s heavy emotion and frequent frustrations. 

Fukunaga’s film uses melodrama to demonstrate the genre’s inherent characteristic of featuring opposing binaries in the discourse of gender and feminism. As Roth further posits, “melodrama has the ability not only to reflect and reveal ideological contradictions, but also to challenge dominant institutions” (51). This discourse seems to resonate what Laura Mulvey underscores in her critique of Sirk that “melodrama can be seen as having an ideological function in working certain contradictions through to the surface and re-presenting them in an aesthetic form” (41). Mulvey further asserts that in tragedy, the conflict is within man; in melodrama, it is between men or between men and things15. Essentially, Mulvey and Roth imply that melodrama is a genre filled with ideological inconsistencies and pervaded by over-determined irreconcilables that are realized via potential conflicts in the narrative. These conflicts may be viewed as those concerning the habits of men and things in their struggle for a potentially good life. And as part of its methodology, this genre subdues or highlights these conflicts through highly aesthetic means of representation like cinematic effects and visual emphasis.

Fukunaga’s film uses melodrama to engage directly with ideological conflicts. The film raises various thoughts about genre and female spectatorship, tensions in the man/woman binary and the heroine’s moral dilemmas.  The characteristics of melodrama allow the film to tackle these ideas of ideological conflicts as seen in the 2011 version. 

First, Fukunaga’s film itself reveals a paradox in terms of its perceived audience and the genre that it uses. Technically, a melodrama is intended to address a female audience because for some reasons, the term melodrama is synonymous with ‘woman’s film’. Fukunaga’s use of the melodrama thus implies his intention to cater to a feminist audience. However, this intention obviously does not conform to his political objective of downplaying feminism because his intended audience will be expecting a film geared more towards sustaining feminist ideologies rather than subverting them. The role that this paradox then plays in this idea lies in its potential to produce a cultural meaning of feminism anchored within the conventions of melodrama. This contradictory situation also implies that Fukunaga is more pre-occupied with the aesthetics of his film rather than with feminism. His focus is targeted more to an emotionally-laden and aesthetically-filled form of cinematic representation. 

Second, the melodrama becomes an instrument in portraying the essentialist view of the sexes as seen in the opposing binaries of man/woman. This view is naturally pervaded with tensions and debates that are rooted in the persistent belief that men dominate women in various aspects. Fukunaga’s adaptation utilizes a narrative to present the tensions and conflicts encountered by the heroine via the exploration of the male protagonist, Rochester. His portrayal of an overly ‘dramatic’, arrogant and dominating Rochester, who blames all his circumstances on his unpleasant past, validates the movie’s excessive concern towards patriarchy as a dominant cultural ideology in the Victorian era. This concern, in turn compromises the incorporation of feminist ideology into the narrative thus leaving the heroine Jane metaphorically ‘voiceless’. While Jane does not allow herself to become a mistress to the mysterious Rochester, she, however was made to suffer further by the melodramatic portrayal of her escape from Thornfield which was seen in the film’s opening scene. When Jane  sought refuge in the hands of another man, St. John Rivers, who could be deemed as a symbol of patriarchy, he was the same as Rochester. He possesses the qualities of a dominating man and a ‘misogynist’ as Jane perceives him because of the way that Rivers treats women around him. 


Lastly, as melodrama deals with heightened emotions, so does Fukunaga’s film in magnifying its heroine’s moral dilemmas which render her a weak character. The dramatic configuration, cinematography and the pattern of the plot in Fukunaga’s film can be interpreted as strong metaphors of the heroine’s inner dilemmas that hugely affect her character. Though produced by the BBC in the United Kingdom, the film also shares with Hollywood cinema’s aesthetic dimension of what Thomas Elsaesser called the ‘cinema of domestic interior’ which acts as a space that confines rather than providing a wide terrain for escape and realized conflict.16 In other words, this ‘interiority’ may be perceived as a space that represents human innermost content, emotions and the so-called unconscious. In most of the film’s narrative plot, the heroine Jane is almost always confined to a space that restricts her ability to express herself and renders her muted. The scenes in this narrative showcase the broader domain of melodrama via the examination of Jane in relation to the space where she moves. 

The idea of Jane being more silenced puts more emphasis on dramatic action and expression throughout the film which is very characteristic of the melodrama. In Thornfield, many of Jane’s scenes with Rochester are shot within the confines of her master’s study or living room. Within these scenes, her expressions and actions reveal Jane’s struggle to be freed from the physical and psychological constraints she is experiencing. The overpowering restraint of the space disables her self-determination and portrays her as being ‘imprisoned’. Thus, Jane’s efforts to rise above these limitations are rendered futile. 

When Jane left Thornfield, the home of the Rivers in the Moors provided her with a new refuge. Ironically, this becomes a new domestic space in which her actions become limited again. This validates the idea that melodrama as a genre treats domestic, private spaces as perfect venues for sustaining and portraying private, female suffering.  Jane’s confusion and anxiety, compounded by paranoia, have further made her lonely and abandoned. While hallucinating, Jane imagines Rochester’s voice calling for her and when she gets back to reality, she outbursts. Through these scenes, her inner dilemmas are highlighted through the self-annihilation that she experiences. 

As part of the film’s embrace of melodrama as a genre, it maintains the Gothic aspects of the novel and incorporates a strong sense of melancholy. Shirley Law’s recent review of Fukunaga’s film reveals her acknowledgment on the incorporation of melancholy and Gothicism as the driving forces of the film’s narrative. She posits, “Fukunaga’s film is permeated with bleak and desolate atmosphere where the suffering heroine is set against a landscape of loneliness; it clearly engages with the theme of melancholy” (36). There is in theoretical approach a significant relationship of the Gothic and melancholy. This relationship can have implications to the concept of feminism in general and ‘beauty’ in particular, and this is evidenced by Jacky Bowring’s notion of ‘spirited sadness’17 as perfectly exhibited in Jane’s portrayal. From the outset, Fukunaga’s film is suffused with Gothic elements: the dark and gloomy atmosphere, the glimpse of the isolated mansion, the solitary figure set against the melancholy landscape and the emotionally-stimulating musical background that sets the over-all mood and tone of the film. Meanwhile, the melancholic aspect is largely visualized in the depiction of the individual, Jane in particular, as isolated, abandoned, restrained and repressed, set against an atmosphere of loneliness. Combining these elements of the Gothic and the melancholy results to an ultimate state of melodrama in this filmed version that renders Jane as a melodramatic heroine. While she struggles with her frustrations in life, her orphanhood and her active hallucinations and hauntings in Thornfield Hall, she also contends with reality and her fate. In most instances, she finds herself lost and dismantled. 

Her spirited melancholy is bluntly exhibited by how she spent her first few days in Thornfield Hall in which she fears her limits and says, “I’ve never seen a city, I’ve never spoken with men and I fear my whole life will pass.” Apparently, Jane at this point also concedes to the limitations that her class and gender are imposing upon her and continues, “It agitates me to pain that the skyline over there is ever our limit.” Mrs. Fairfax understands the note of sadness in Jane’s pensive state and simply comforts her and suggests, “Now exercise and fresh air....great cures for anything they say. I’ve some letters to post, will you take them?” This particular scene is so remarkable of Jane’s internalization of uncertainty that it provokes her to feel weak and faint towards herself despite having earned the status of governess in Thornfield Hall. It speaks very well of the boundlessness of melancholy that influences an individual’s perceptions in life and tends to lean more towards the depths of isolation and solitude. The element of Gothic melodrama also applies in this particular scene by how it, according to Brenda Walker becomes a limiting factor to the individual since, it all its flagrancy, it has something to say about emotional as well as physical death.18 In the context of this thought, melodrama, as a genre tends to produce a heroine that is confronted more with frustrations brought about by her limitations and feelings of oppression.

Jane’s conversations with Rochester also evidence her frequent manifestations of despondence that positions her in an ambivalent state of individualism. In her first conversation in the master’s library, Rochester asks her, “What is your tale of woe?” and she simply responds, “I was brought up by my aunt…. and I have no tale of woe, Sir.” Her response speaks of her refusal to be thought of as having passed through a life of misery, but her manner of responding does not say so. Rochester seems to further observe this inconsistency in Jane’s character by the growing cheerlessness in her and frankly asks her, “Do you ever laugh, Miss Eyre?” and he likens her to a caged bird that would soar if set free – a remark that would speaks of Jane’s passion for and seriousness in life who will soon come to a ‘region of bliss’ as Helen Burns describes. Again, Rochester goes back to his interrogation on Jane’s ‘tale of woe’ but Jane does not answer this time and she simply stares at her master with spirited sadness.

This compelling scene in the film attempts to reinforce patriarchal structures exhibited in the male master’s casting of power over the governess in a tensed conversation. It also reveals many discoveries of Jane’s individualism within the  context of melancholia. Her facial expressions and bodily discomfort outrightly reveal her fear, anxiety and intimidation by the imposing presence of Rochester.  While the conversation reveals her ability to converse with him with fluidity and confidence, her non-verbal expressions and gestures manifest otherwise. Jane looks towards the floor and plays with her hands uncomfortably while Rochester talks to him or asks her questions. When she is ready to answer, she looks at him, then as she talks, her bodily movements apparently exhibit her discomfort.

Fukunaga has created his Jane as a consistently melancholic character and succumbs to a sentimental structure of feelings which stresses the downside of life rather than its happy moments. Jane is almost always presented with frustration and desperation through the many things that she encounters. This becomes the core of the melodramatic heroine in the film embodied by Jane. Ultimately, what is at stake is the very apparent connection between melodrama and melancholia and the way it renders Jane as a faint heroine. Eventually, Jane’s portrayal, which is controlled by despondence enormously affects the feminist ideals that she is suppose to embody. The melodrama’s characteristics exhibited through Jane’s portrayal clearly demonstrate the movie’s overarching plunge into what Williams and Gledhill term as the ‘heightened emotional style and language.’19 This genre is adopted by filmmakers in their visual representation of their protagonists, especially for women as the center of their narrative. 
Another characteristic that distinguishes the melodrama from other film genres is its juxtaposition of opposing characters as signifiers of the ‘good’ and the ‘evil’. Steven Gale’s view of the melodrama is anchored on “the presence of virtuous characters who are pitted against clearly vicious characters in sensational situations filled with suspense” (146). While Gale does not specifically identify the gender of these ‘vicious’ characters, I would argue that he may also be implying that the presence of female vicious characters is acceptable.

Fukunaga’s approach to the film within this context is manifested by how he draws attention to the Gothic element in his film and paradoxically by how female characters pose a threat to her heroine. In a particular scene in the movie, every time Jane passes through the dark hall leading to her room, she gets halted by the creepy and gruesome painting that hangs  on the wall. This awful experience is compounded by the ominous mystery that keeps haunting her even during the day and more especially in her dreams. Even the young Adele complicates this situation by naively adding truth to the story that in the middle of the night, the creepy creatures in the painting become real and haunt the residents in their sleep. Jane is made to believe in this story and thus becomes further threatened. In her next encounter with the same painting, Jane is horrified with the sudden appearance of Grace Poole who happens to pass by the hall on her way to the tower. Poole’s appearance and weird gaze towards Jane almost scares and threatens her and causes more anxiety that affects her intrinsically. An extremely mad Bertha is another scary character who, when viewed within Gale’s view of the melodrama downplays the essence of feminism in the movie. While modern critics see Bertha within the context of a scientific understanding of mental illness, her portrayal in Fukunaga’s film is reprehensible and monstrous. Bertha spits on Jane and attacks on her when Rochester brought her and the wedding party to the attic which served as Bertha’s asylum. This attack may be perceived as jealousy, but the fact that Jane Eyre was not even aware of Rochester’s existing wife victimizes her and renders Bertha’s action as unruly. This portrayal of Bertha may be attributed to Fukunaga’s melodramatic technique that sensationalizes Bertha’s madness. He uses this as an instrument to portray Bertha through a wild appearance that makes her seem far less human than the Bertha Mason described in the novel. Again, his attenuated concern for feminism is exhibited in his desire to portray a more ‘Gothic, unruly’ Bertha than a more realistic one. 


While Fukunaga’s genre is largely melodrama, White’s 2006 version adopts what Mulvey identifies as its antithetical genre – the regulated drama or the modern costume drama.20 In her view of the modern drama, Mulvey asserts, “the modern drama may generously deal with male fantasy and women’s frustrations but it acts out an adjustment in the male ego which is sociologically and ideologically beneficial” (52). Mulvey insists on the need for balance and proportion in treating the major characters in the movie because they are expected to embody a set of characteristics that are not far-reaching and unrealistic. Furthermore, a dramatic balance in the film’s narrative, plot and cinematic effects allows for a more vivid portrayal of the relationship between the two main characters. The conventions of the modern costume drama also emphasizes that this balanced portrayal should be anchored on the concept of realism. This can be attained by the filmmaker’s adoption of more plausible narrative elements in the film that somehow would appear realistic and tangible.


I argue that White’s film places her production within the context of modern costume drama in her attempt to create a feminist reading of the source novel. She adopts the regulated, balanced genre of the modern drama to underscore the heroine’s strong feminist character that is sustained in her balanced relationship with the hero. Her obvious allegiance to the inherent ideological concerns of the novel brings to her consciousness a need to capture the essential elements that need to be interpreted and represented in her film. These elements involve notions of feminism, egalitarianism, women’s struggle and independence that have been transformed into thematic plotlines that set the film’s narrative. White’s production also realizes the great themes of human equality and spiritual maturity that sustain the legacy of feminism in Brontë’s novel.


White’s adherence to the conventions of a modern costume drama is manifested by her emphasis on the feminist romantic aspects of the novel which she successfully transforms into dramatic realism in her film. The idea of feminist romance, as it is used in this context is exhibited in how the hero is constructed in relation to the heroine and how this relationship is represented by the filmmaker. Patsy Stoneman suggests that for feminist romances, the genre of which Jane Eyre is a prototype, the point of the narrative for women readers and viewers is….the transformation of the hero into a softer, more feminized companion.21 White’s film obviously subscribes to what Stoneman is suggesting in that it not only highlights Rochester’s transformation but also underscores Rochester’s balanced trait – his ability to be both rough and romantic. In other words, White’s portrayal of Rochester is deliberately linked to feminist theory and the need for a new and more overtly sensitive kind of masculinity. As Paisley Mann posits in his review of the 2006 film, “the legacy of feminism in this version is sustained by how Toby Stephens portrayed Rochester as simultaneously macho and vulnerable, overtly masculine yet less imposing” (156). 

In a specific scene in the film, Rochester’s balanced representation is exhibited. During their first encounter at the moors, Rochester is undeniably angry about his injury and while he still yells at Jane, his demeanor subtly softens as they part and as he realizes who she is. When Rochester falls, he curses and blames Jane for the accident, calling her a ‘witch’ and later saying, “that is what happens when you bewitch a man’s horse”. Rochester’s facial expressions and comments as he rides away indicate that, though currently disgruntled, he has still the capability of being charming and goes on to say to her, “Don’t be late back” (to Thornfield) and flashes a flirtatious smile. Jane then insists that she will do her errands before returning home and Rochester’s pleasure in Jane’s ignorance of his identity demonstrate effectively their erotically-charged competition for authority. Yet, this competition is seemingly overpowered by the inextricable link that underpins a romantic, intimate and an ‘equal’ sexual relationship that Rochester’s character portrayal allows in the film.

The fact that Rochester is less imposing also provides a space for Jane to display her ability to be more conversant. When Jane was summoned by her master on the night that he just arrived in Thornfield, Jane answers him with cool demeanor. Despite the apparent arrogance that is innate in Rochester’s character as exhibited by his gaze towards her, Jane is not intimidated and is able to pursue a sensible conversation with her. In their subsequent meetings, Rochester continues to hector her, but Jane retains her composure, giving evidence of her lively intelligence which engages Rochester in taking pleasure from these encounters. By displaying her confidence in her abilities, Rochester also admits to having learned many things from Jane, not only on matters of her personal life but more importantly on respecting her as a woman by trimming down on his arrogance and gruffness. In their second conversation after Rochester’s arrival in Thornfield, she summons Jane to be seated on the chair in front of him and arrogantly says “Sit!” Jane does not immediately respond to her command. Instead, Pilot (the dog) heeds to such command and Rochester himself feels embarrassed with how he treated Jane like his dog. To vindicate himself, he remarks, “Miss Eyre, excuse me, I’m used to giving orders and having them obeyed. Sit, if you please.” So Jane takes her seat. To start the conversation, Rochester unconsciously displays arrogance again by plainly addressing Jane to talk, and after realizing that Jane has not replied, he retorts, “Talk if you please. See how I’m learning to be polite.” White attempts to portray a more ‘balanced’ Rochester with the goal of allowing her heroine to display her independence and strong will in their conversations. 

While White attempts to construct a non-heirarchical relationship between Jane and Rochester, she also sustains this harmony in building Jane’s relationship with other female characters in the film. The consistency that she maintains in presenting these relationships is largely influenced by her self-conscious effort to represent women based on feminist discourses that build a rational image of women. White’s film avoided the excessive portrayal of her female villains by making Bertha and Grace Poole appear less savage and villain-like. When Bertha is first presented, she appears pleasant, charming and seductive. She is well groomed and well dressed and distinct in her foreign roots and exotic pleasures. White has also spent some time in portraying Bertha’s past life through flashbacks. As Paisley Mann emphasizes, “this version’s emphasis on Bertha’s previous life demonstrates the influence of Wild Sargasso Sea; the flashback acknowledges that the mentally ill have an identity beyond their illness”(153). This adaptation’s inclusion of Bertha’s questionable past manifests a balanced portrayal of the characters’ ‘humanistic’ aspect and presents Bertha in her own right. 

In this version, the first shot of Thornfield Hall plays on the viewers’ expectations that there is a ‘madwoman in the attic’. And during Jane’s arrival in Thornfield, she is informed that a lantern always burns in the tower, and despite the dark and stormy view of a fortress-like Thornfield, she does not grow scared at all. The sight of a red scarf flying from the same tower likewise becomes a motif throughout the film. During one of her low moments, she gains sight of the red scarf and is amazed by its presence in full vibrant color. It precludes her from indulging with her frequent frustrations and loneliness in Thornfield. The sight of the red scarf in these scenes also bears feminist discourses. First, Bertha’s passion and desire for freedom are embodied in such scenes and shots, yet they also conform to the viewer’s expectation of suspense and mystery without compromising Jane’s character. Second, it symbolizes the repression of Bertha as a Creole and a racially ‘inferior’ female and emphasizes the position of Rochester as a superior White husband thus reinforcing the power of the patriarchal system.

Mulvey’s concept of the regulated drama has a definite commonality with what other theorists see about this genre. The modern costume drama uses elaborate costumes and emphasizes the ambience of a particular era. It also favors the romantic and more adventurous aspects of the film. The 2006 film not only focuses more on the romantic aspects of the narrative but also on its ‘exterior’ aspects. This can also be seen within the film’s overall attitude and portrayal of characters. In terms of cinematography and dramatic configuration that relate to the development of the characters and of the film’s genre, White’s film plays around brighter, more cheerful scenes and imagery that influence the film’s overall mood and atmosphere. In a very literal sense, most of Jane’s active and spirited scenes with Rochester happen on ‘exterior, non-domestic spaces’ like the riverbank, the vast gardens of Thornfield and in the surrounding brighter areas of the manor house. Metaphorically, White’s dynamic and pro-active treatment of these exterior spaces creates another significant space and a terrain for escape from self-obliteration on the part of Jane. It also provides an ‘equal space’ where both Jane and Rochester are able to express themselves and not be confined within a master-governess relationship but between two individuals who regard each other with respect and equality. 

Jane’s relationship with St. John Rivers in the film can also be regarded as a balanced affiliation because instead of confining Jane inside his house, he immediately provides a job that allows her to renew her relationship with the outside society. The school that Jane & Rivers develop and improve becomes a space that allows Jane to utilize her time, skills and knowledge that takes her away from melancholy and sadness. The romantic flavor that the outdoors also cultivates could add to the development of a contemporary period drama in contrast to the melodramatic atmosphere that Fukunaga’s interior scenes create. As Elsaesser argues, “objects, color, lighting and movement add to the visual meaning that cinema transmits to its audience.” (75) White’s treatment of a little object like the dragonfly in her film bears the theme of equality between Jane and Rochester. The dragonfly, which they discover in their frequent walks along the riverbank, signifies shared interests between them. This allows the film to portray the feminist character in Jane by how she exhibits equal footing with Rochester in their conversation about the insect. The dragonfly is also a symbol of Jane’s freedom and independence and as a metaphor of shared interests that ensures a mutual relationship between them. 
                Another important evidence that supports the contention that White’s use of the modern costume drama allows her to sustain the novel’s feminist ideology lies in how the film is informed by a feminist critique of patriarchy. As a genre, the film can also be considered as a modern romance whose ideological thrust stretches beyond the affirmation of modern social achievements of women or liberated sexual mores. Ginette Vincendeau, a feminist, film critic of period dramas posits that in relation to this, there was a renewed interest in period romances ranging from literary adaptations of Austen, the Brontës, Henry James etc. to historical fantasies which have re-emerged in the 1980s to the 1990s22. As these films turn to historical past corresponding to the era prescribed by their literary sources, they also explore feminist concerns with regard to women's emotional and material lives. These films also consistently depict female heroines who pursue emotional and sexual fulfillment while struggling to gain personal independence in a strictly patriarchal social environment. White’s 2006 film is filled with many romantic scenes that bring nostalgia to the audience of the Victorian era romance. While it portrays the main characters in a passionately romantic atmosphere, highlighted with too much kissing between Jane and Rochester, it also engages in a feminist discourse. Jane’s interest towards Rochester which will eventually turn into a passionate love is consistently manifested in their various conversations. Her flirtatious smiles towards him and the comfort that she feels in his company give clues about how she feels towards him. White shows us a heroine who struggles for liberation and independence as she pursues romance, seemingly wanting to "have it all." Through displacing the desire for both gender equality and sexuality onto historical periods commonly associated with overt domination rather than with today's more complicated forms of gender relations, contemporary period romances like this 2006 version locates gender struggles in the past. This allows for a nostalgic sense of eroticism through emphasizing the sensuality of the periodic mise-en-scène and the thrill of forbidden pleasures.
Conclusion
Doing a critical study on Charlotte Brontë’s classic novel and its two most recent film adaptations requires seeing their relationship in a non-hierarchical context and looking into their performative components as two different media forms. In this paper, the intertextual approach was privileged over the judgmental approach in evaluating both films and has resulted in  disparate observations that both films have their respective political agenda. As such, the means by which their political visions are transmitted have inherently involved a critique on essential elements like film subjectivity, verbal and visual interpretation and cinematography. The films’ treatments of the idea of feminism through their representations of female identity have revealed their filmmakers’ sensibilities and consciousnesses towards feminist ideology as an indispensable element in interpreting Brontë’s classic novel. Their consciousnesses in turn have largely played a part in the creation of their films that have offered various interpretations and representations of feminism.


In the process of doing this criticism on two recent Jane Eyre versions, I came across a point when my critical judgment of a film contradicts with my personal taste for aesthetics or the principle of art. In a very subjective position, I insist that the 2011 film of Fukunaga is superior to White’s 2006 version in terms of cinematography, artistic configuration of narrative and over-all creative register. The former exhibits an overt diversion from the linear narrative of the novel, and I consider this variation as an artistic advantage. The latter’s close allegiance to the chronology of events in the novel has rendered the film predictable and tiresome for it lacks artistic variation. In a critical and cultural position, I find the 2006 film to be more on the feminist line because I could sense that Jane was treated as how she should be based on the novel. This may bring me to the assumption that the faithfulness of White to the source novel has allowed her to highlight’s Jane’s ideal feminine image anchored on strong will, independence and intelligence. In other words, the filmmaker has revered the source so intensely that the dominant feminist sensibilities inherent in the novel were visually represented in the film. The 2011 film, on the other hand, can be situated in the less feminist line probably because its departure from the novel’s narrative to give way to a more artistic creation has interrupted the filmmaker’s consciousness.


Therefore, in this academic project, the principle of art in films and the notions of feminism in cinema come together in an intersection that produces contradictory views and judgments. If I appreciated more the 2011 version because of its artistry and cinematic superiority but it is situated in the lesser feminist line, what does this say about my judgment as a film critic and as a plain, human being? As I have stated earlier, my appreciation for a film in the lesser feminist line based on my perception should not situate me in the position of an anti-feminist critic because my preference could not be dictated upon. In my attempt to reconcile these opposing views that resulted from my critical evaluations of the two films, I revert to the idea that a film criticism bordered on specific criteria may not necessarily conform with a more personal and subjective judgment. The very idea that a filmmaker’s political views may always differ from the views of his/her critics and audience allows for a criticism that always involves dynamism and flexibility from the beginning. If one’s political views would interfere with his/her own subjective or personal perceptions, this occurrence upholds the idea that humans, by nature posses a wide spectrum of preferences that largely influence their ways of perceiving certain thoughts, decisions and actions.
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