
The End of The Eyre Affair:
Jane Eyre, Parody, and Popular Culture

E R I C A H AT E L E Y

From this distance in time, of course, ‘‘Charlotte Brontë’’ is just as
much a textual construct as ‘‘Jane Eyre,’’ and there is no way of
preventing our knowledge of the one influencing the way we read
the other. (Stoneman 154)

‘‘The murders are tragic, obviously,’’ I replied, ‘‘but Jane Eyre is the
thing here. It is imperative that we get to see the crime scene. Jane
Eyre is bigger than me and bigger than you.’’ (Fforde 288)

C
HARLOTTE BRONTË’S BEST-KNOWN NOVEL, JANE EYRE (1847), HAS

not been out of print since initial publication, continues to sell
well, and has been the source of at least twenty-one films.

Beyond this, the novel has sustained a varied ‘‘afterlife,’’ appearing in or
as numerous sequels, prequels, simultaneous tales, stage plays, a mu-
sical, comic books, parodies, postage stamps, and, of course, literary
criticism. Jane Eyre, then, is clearly readable as one of the consistent
motifs of our culture’s self-representation. However, rather than cat-
alogue the afterlife of Jane Eyre, this article seeks to interrogate the ends
to which it is used in a very specific popular cultural example from
popular fiction: Jasper Fforde’s The Eyre Affair (2001).1 Patsy Stoneman
(1996) and Lucasta Miller (2001) have contributed greatly to our un-
derstanding of the Brontës in the popular cultural imagination, and
while their approaches to the cultural histories of Brontë discourses
differ, they each nonetheless emphasize the following traits of popular
enactments and deployments of the Brontës and their works: the con-
flation of Charlotte Brontë and Jane Eyre (i.e., lives and works), the
continuing cultural capital of the Brontës, the competition between
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discourses of feminism and romance, the continued deployment of
masculine voices of authority, and the afterlife of Jane Eyre. This article
asserts that these aspects of popular discourses of the Brontës manifest
in Fforde’s novel to enforce highly conservative ‘‘norms’’ under the
guise of parodic humor.

Of primary interest here are the ‘‘doubled’’ discourses of novel and
author that seem to plague the text’s afterlife: those of genre and
authorship. Do we privilege the narratives of gender/feminism or love/
romance within the novel (and indeed, which do we use to ‘‘market’’
the novel to a contemporary audience?). Similarly, when considering
Brontë herself, do we construct her as studious, pious rural woman or
highly intelligent, strong-willed, and forthright, politically minded
author? These doubled discourses have evolved side by side over the
last 150 years, and this article suggests that it is both Charlotte Brontë
and Jane Eyre’s ability to occupy the spaces between these dichotomies
and to appear amenable to each that may contribute to their continued
presence in popular culture. The ultimate purpose of this article,
however, is to consider how placatory the marking of these tensions
might be in The Eyre Affair, wherein it seems that these tensions are
reproduced only to be safely contained within a conservative model
of romantic closure, highlighting an ongoing anxiety about the place
that Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre can or should hold in any sort
of hierarchical or canonical construction of literary culture. These anx-
ieties can be mapped throughout Fforde’s novel, which I am reading
here not just as a postmodern parody of Brontë’s novel, but also as an
exemplar of popular culture’s engagement with both Charlotte Brontë
and Jane Eyre.

Linda Hutcheon argues of postmodern parody that ‘‘in transforming
or remodelling previous texts, it points to the differential but mutual
dependence of parody and parodied texts. Its two voices neither merge
nor cancel each other out; they work together, while remaining distinct
in their defining differences’’ (A Theory xiv). Hutcheon’s emphasis on
expanding understanding of parodic literary functions hinges signif-
icantly on an understanding of the critical functions of postmodern
parody: that such parodies critically respond to their source. Her own
most succinct definition of postmodern parody is that it enacts
‘‘repetition with critical difference’’ (6). Postmodern parody can po-
tentially be seen as a ‘‘testing ground’’ for academic principles because
it bears with it the possibility of reifying and critiquing what remains
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symbolic or implicit in traditional realist narratives and their circu-
lation by the critical community.

Douglas Lanier’s discussion of popular reproductions of high literary
culture offers an additional opportunity for critique and circulation:

Cultures maintain themselves by constantly rehearsing and affirm-
ing shared ideas and symbols, and pop culture is an important social
institution through which contemporary society produces a shared
network of knowledge and reference . . . At the same time, [high
literary] adaptations are a potential source of innovation and cre-
ativity because they transform—reproduce—the [object] they trans-
mit in light of contemporary assumptions, circumstances, and
ideologies. (88)

The Eyre Affair participates in these categories, but its assumptions,
circumstances, and ideologies produce a conservative rather than a
progressive or evolutionary understanding of feminine subjectivity in
relation to cultural capital.2 Specifically, under the guise of offering a
discourse of female knowledge and empowerment, the novel carefully
contains any impulses potentially legible as feminist via an emphasis
on feminine subordination to masculine knowledge and via romance
plots whereby conservative gender roles are legitimized under the guise
of comedy.

Fforde’s novel deploys a realist narration that is inflected through
the fantastic. This is a world related to, but separate from, our own.
Animal cloning is a hobby, dodos abound, pagers exist, computers also
exist but are still vacuum-valve based, the only aeroplane we see is an
old biplane, commuter air travel is taken by airships, time travel is
possible, and werewolves and vampires are actual criminal problems.
Physically, the novel is missing ‘‘The Church at Capel-y-ffin,’’ the
thirteenth chapter promised by the contents page. Political history is
also defamiliarized; the Crimean War is still being fought, Wales is
now an independent Socialist Republic, and England is no longer a
monarchy and was occupied by Germany during the Second World
War.3 These anachronistic conjunctions represent a postmodern dehis-
toricized aesthetic and establish a primary world divorced from the
constraints of realist narrative in keeping with the novel’s pastiche of
generic modes, including science fiction, romance, police-procedural,
and most significantly, fantasy. In the postmodern parodic deployment
of these generic codes, Fforde shares a broad aesthetic with the
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Discworld novels of Terry Pratchett. Of this long series, Pratchett has
commented that

what Discworld is, more than anything else, is . . . logical. Relent-
lessly, solidly logical. The reason it is fantasy is that it is logical
about the wrong things, about those parts of human experience
where, by tacit agreement, we don’t use logic because it
doesn’t work properly. On Discworld all metaphors are potentially
real, all figures of speech have a way of becoming more than
words. (160)

Bearing in mind Pratchett’s model of the reificatory possibilities of
fantasy fiction, we can read Fforde’s novel not just as postmodern
parody of Jane Eyre, but also as parody of the postmodern novel itself.
Fforde’s text not only reifies the central elements of the intersections
between Jane Eyre and popular culture, but also some of the qualities of
the postmodern novel. Flieger defines these as

(1) iterative, driven by the compulsion to repeat, obsessed with
citation and recursive narrative; (2) it is preoccupied with aftermath,
remainder, excess, fragment: indeed, it often seems to bear witness
to a global catastrophe, psychological, historical or aesthetic, in-
cluding the splintering of the Cartesian rational subject; (3) it re-
flects a profound crisis of legitimation, including the authority of
language as referent, questioning its capacity to apprehend and ac-
count for the world it both creates and confronts; visually, it also
questions the organizing viewpoint of one sovereign perspective; (4)
the post-text often gravitates toward the comic mode, its slippery
linguistic antics serving to undermine authority. (89)

The central conceit of Fforde’s novel effectively stands in the space
between text and reality and is a literal form of intertextuality:

Over the last hundred years there has been an inexplicable cross-
fertilisation between works of fiction and reality. We know that Mr
Analogy has been investigating the phenomenon for some time, and
we know about Mr Glubb and several other characters who have
crossed into books. We knew of no one to have returned so we
considered it a one-way journey. Christopher Sly changed all that for
us. (Fforde 211)

The iterative nature of the postmodern novel, the repetition crucial to
Hutcheon’s formation of parody, manifests in The Eyre Affair in at least
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two distinct modes with reference to Jane Eyre. For clarity, I am iden-
tifying them here as simple and postmodern parody. The simple
parodies of Brontë’s novel appear as the primary narrative of Fforde’s
text, which rewrites and refers to Jane Eyre in obvious plot-based and
linguistic ways. In addition, Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre is deployed
specifically as a literary artefact capable of being read—and physically
entered—in this alternate 1985. There is further simple parody
in the use of symbolic names for the central characters; St. John Rivers
is, for example, transformed into Acheron Hades. Similarly, we en-
counter characters called Braxton Hicks, Jack Schitt, and Landen
Parke-Laine.

The heroine of the novel, Thursday Next, superficially resembles
Jane Eyre; she is independent, opinionated, and appears determined to
decide for herself how her life will progress. Like Jane, she willfully
changes jobs when she feels that she can progress no further where she
is. However, hers is a telescoped revisioning of Jane’s life. Like Jane, she
is ultimately convinced to return home by a seemingly supernatural
intervention; as she lies in a hospital bed, she sees herself arrive in the
room and tell her to accept a job in Swindon, her hometown (60). This
has obvious corollaries with the ‘‘clairvoyant’’ episode in Jane Eyre when
Jane hears her name being called across the moors. Ultimately, Thurs-
day is reunited with her crippled lover after years of separation, and
they are married.4

Prior to this ‘‘happy ending,’’ Thursday, like Jane, faces the doubled
challenge of defining self and other in a dialectic of identity between
the poles of personal ideology and interpersonal relationships. Maria
Lamonaca (2002) has persuasively argued the combined discourses of
gender and spirituality in Brontë’s novel, and a similar conjunction
of the ‘‘professional’’ and personal can be tracked in The Eyre Affair.
Like Jane, Thursday receives a proposal from a possibly suitable,
but ultimately unsatisfactory, partner. Bowden Cable, her professional
partner and one of the manifestations of St. John Rivers, says of her
that ‘‘she’s everything a woman should be. Strong and resourceful, loyal
and intelligent’’ (169).5 His proposal, like St. John’s to Jane, couples
helpmeet with career, displacing the religious discourse of Rivers with
the police work of Thursday’s job:

‘‘Have you ever—um—been to Ohio?’’ he asked in an innocent tone
of voice . . . ‘‘they said I could bring someone with me.’’
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‘‘Who do you have in mind?’’

‘‘You.’’

I looked at him, and his urgent and hopeful expression said it all.
I hadn’t thought of him as a permanent boss or partner. I supposed
that working with him might be like working under Boswell again.
(226 – 27)

The postmodern iteration of Brontë’s novel comes not just in the form
of structural resonance. Beyond obvious plot parallels, the intertextual
relationships between the character of Jane Eyre and Thursday Next
also necessarily affect the reader’s understanding of the novel as a
whole. Thursday first enters Jane Eyre as a child visiting Haworth
House. Once inside the novel, she is able to literally look on Jane as a
role model:

I stared at her intently with a mixture of feelings. I had realised not
long ago that I myself was no beauty, and even at the age of nine had
seen how the more attractive children gained favour more easily. But
here in that young woman I could see how those principles could be
inverted. I felt myself stand more upright and clench my jaw in
subconscious mimicry of her pose. (66)

This modeling enacts the often-ascribed ‘‘feminist’’ discourse of Jane
Eyre—namely, that Jane’s actions and beliefs offer a female reader a
potential point of identification and inspiration, while Brontë as wom-
an writer offers a parallel inspirational model springing from an un-
derstanding ‘‘that Victorian women novelists like the Brontës are not so
much unconsciously ‘written by’ gender codes as they are actively
engaged in rewriting them’’ (Warhol 858). Indeed, Brontë’s novel has
been interpolated into landmark feminist critical ‘‘manifestos’’ by fig-
ures such as Virginia Woolf and Gilbert and Gubar.6 The extent to
which Jane’s progress can be read as feminist, however, has been equally
challenged by the idyllic domestic conclusion, a conclusion that ap-
parently ultimately privileges the romantic over the political. The
generic uncertainty of Brontë’s novel is transformed into pastiche in
Fforde’s but nonetheless manifests in terms of the direct narrative of
Thursday’s relationship with Landen. Ultimately, Jane and Thursday
each willingly enter into a domestic scenario informed by patriarchal
models of feminine identity.7 In this sense, these novels, while poten-
tially readable as feminist, also adhere to a traditional model of comedy
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narrative as outlined by Northrop Frye: ‘‘Domestic comedy is usually
based on the Cinderella archetype . . . the incorporation of an individ-
ual very like the reader into the society aspired to by both, a society
ushered in with a happy rustle of bridal gowns and banknotes’’ (44).

Despite the possibility opened in The Eyre Affair of both Jane and
Thursday achieving an implicitly feminist level of autonomy, the
‘‘standard’’ comedic resolution of marriage and money is restored to
each by the novel’s end. Both the text and its heroine are ‘‘saved’’ from
the postmodern aesthetic and reintegrated into a coherent patriarchal
order that was signaled throughout the novel by an ongoing trope of
cultural conservatism.

The thematized literary value of Jane Eyre is further complicated,
despite the novel’s obvious reinscription of its plot, by the fact that,
initially at least, the Jane Eyre of Thursday’s world is very different
from the one familiar in our world. While resonances between Jane and
Thursday are obvious, before considering the full narrative and sym-
bolic functions of Jane Eyre within Fforde’s novel, we must consider in a
broader sense the function of literary culture in Thursday’s world. In
terms of engaging with Jane Eyre qua novel, of greater interest than
Thursday’s personal life is her professional life, through which the
reader experiences the secondary level of parody, and that critically
activates literary value. She tells the reader, ‘‘I was what we called an
‘Operative Grade I’ for SO-27, the Literary Detective Division of the
Special Operations Network based in London’’ (2).

Why is there a division of Literary Detectives? Well, in this 1985,
there is a very fine line between literature and life. As mentioned
earlier, movement between literary and actual realities is a central trope
of the novel and is a reified form of intertextuality. Similarly, the
symbolic understanding we have of cultural capital is reified in the
world of Thursday Next. In the course of routine news reports, we hear,
for example, that ‘‘a young surrealist had been killed—stabbed to death
by a gang adhering to a radical school of impressionists’’ (9). It is not
just Charlotte Brontë’s work that functions as an intertextual reference
point in Fforde’s novel, but ‘‘high’’ culture in general.

Thursday’s is a world where high culture is taken very seriously, but
it is also treated very conservatively. ‘‘New’’ art movements are illegal
or suspect (120); it is criminal to attempt innovative staging of
Shakespeare (134, 136), consorting with Marlovians will ban you from
joining the LiteraTecs (259), the division of Special Operations that
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literally polices culture. This in turn suggests a possible parody of
institutionalized literary studies, for while Fforde’s novel shows both
university dons and ‘‘the Brontë Federation’’ as extremes of professional
and ‘‘amateur’’ appreciation such as we have in the real world, the
reader’s introduction to the Swindon LiteraTec office could easily be
mistaken for a university English department:

We have over a billion words here. Reference mainly. A good col-
lection of major works and some minor ones that you won’t even find
in the Bodleian . . . Bowden you’ve met. Fine fellow. He’s been with
us twelve years and concentrates on nineteenth-century prose . . .
Fisher. He’ll help you out with anything you want to know about
legal copyright and contemporary fiction . . . Seventeenth- and eigh-
teenth-century prose are looked after by Helmut Bright . . . Maline
and Sole look after all crimes regarding Shakespeare. (132–33)

The LiteraTecs therefore investigate forgeries, thefts, misrepresenta-
tions, and interpretations of those literary texts deemed valuable by
society. This is cultural capital made real, and this reification can per-
haps be seen most clearly when considering the deployment of three
central literary figures in the novel: Shakespeare, Dickens, and, of
course, Brontë. For, while The Eyre Affair is littered with intertextual
references to (mostly) British literary figures and texts, including Mil-
ton, Fielding, Austen, and Wordsworth, these three are marked very
early as significant, and much of the novel’s engagement with literary
culture revolves around them: ‘‘Several thousand visitors pass through
Gad’s Hill every day, making it the third-most popular area of literary
pilgrimage after Anne Hathaway’s cottage and the Brontë’s Haworth
House’’ (11 – 12).

Although figured here in terms of literary tourism, the novel rapidly
establishes these three authors as objects of the ‘‘recursive narrative’’
central to the postmodern novel. Further, these authors become sym-
bolically representative of ‘‘levels’’ of ‘‘reality’’ in Fforde’s novel, where
Shakespeare, Dickens, and Brontë function as markers of literary cul-
ture in Thursday’s ‘‘real,’’ ‘‘intermediary,’’ and ‘‘textual’’ worlds, re-
spectively.

The most obvious case here is that of William Shakespeare. The real
world for Thursday is effectively a ‘‘world of Will’’; a trip to the shops
may involve an encounter with a ‘‘Will-Speak machine—officially
known as a Shakespeare Soliloquy Vending Automaton’’ (81). We learn
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that Richard III has been playing for over fifteen years in a Swindon
theater in the manner of The Rocky Horror Picture Show with audience
involvement (180). More significant, however, and in keeping with the
fantastic reification of literary concepts, this world is one in which,
while traditional religion has been modified into the church of the
Global Standard Deity (GSD; 194), ‘‘bardolatry’’ is a practical position:

bardolatry: Worship of the ‘‘Bard of Avon,’’ i.e. Shakespeare.
(Occas. used of other writers.) So bardolater [-OLATER], a wor-
shipper of the Bard, a Shakespearolater; bardolatrous a., tending to
or characterized by bardolatry. (OED)

Early in the novel, we are introduced to door-knocking Baconians (39)
whose mission, in an obvious parody of proselytizing religious can-
vassers in our world, is to ‘‘convert’’ people to the Baconian theory of
authorship. That Bacon ‘‘really’’ wrote the Shakespearean canon is, of
course, a familiar conspiracy theory from our world, but Fforde takes
on the authorship debate and translates its major camps into religious
sects. Throughout the novel, therefore, we meet fervent supporters of
not only Bacon, but also De Vere and Marlowe as the ‘‘true’’ source of
the plays. As in our own world, the inherent value of the plays them-
selves is not an issue for debate, and it could be argued that the debate
itself expands on the cultural capital of Shakespeare even as it attempts
to appropriate it.8 Further, the plays themselves are identified as a
religious tome. When Thursday checks into a hotel, she finds in the
bedside table that

apart from the Gideon’s Bible, there were the teachings of Buddha
and an English copy of the Koran. There was also a GSD volume
of prayer and a Wesleyian pamphlet, two amulets from the Society
for Christian Awareness, the thoughts of St Zvlkx and the now
mandatory Complete Works of William Shakespeare. (119– 20)

In a more intermediary fashion, Dickens’s Martin Chuzzlewit (1843–
44) is deployed as a textual space between—and linking—the ‘‘real’’
and ‘‘textual’’ worlds of Thursday Next. Acheron Hades, having stolen
technology that will allow him to enter the world of fiction, steals the
manuscript of Chuzzlewit, enters Dickens’s world, and kills off a minor
character. This results in the character disappearing from all editions of
the novel in print, and the corpse of the character is dumped in the
‘‘real’’ world, resulting in a contemporary autopsy. It could, of course,
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be argued that this too is a literalizing of critical reading, but it
reinforces for Thursday and the reader the implicit value of the
‘‘original’’ text of any creative work. Ironically, this original manu-
script’s integrity is saved via its physical destruction; Thursday’s uncle
burns Chuzzlewit in order to save it (232). Acheron must
therefore acquire another manuscript to function as collateral for
blackmail, and in one of the novel’s parodic epigraphs, Hades writes in
his memoirs, ‘‘Imagine my delight when I discovered that Charlotte
Brontë’s masterpiece Jane Eyre was on show at her old home. How can
fate be more fortuitous . . .?’’ (263) Where Dickens functioned as an
‘‘introductory mediator’’ of the mutability of the space between text
and reality in this world, Brontë’s novel becomes the nexus,
both physically and symbolically, for the mutual influence of the lit-
erary and the ‘‘real.’’

Hades apparently understands more than anyone else in the novel
the extent to which Jane Eyre is beloved in this world. For where
Shakespeare and Dickens are ‘‘valued’’ as highly as their works, Brontë
appears to be subordinate to her novel in terms of popular appreciation.
Indeed, once news of the manuscript-napping leaks to the general
public, huge vigils take place outside LiteraTec offices throughout
England and the world (297). What is particularly interesting about
this culture’s veneration of Jane Eyre is that ‘‘their’’ version ends very
differently from ‘‘ours’’:

The rather flawed climax of the book was a cause of considerable
bitterness within Brontë circles. It was generally agreed that if Jane
had returned to Thornfield Hall and married Rochester, the book
might have been a lot better than it was. (38)

. . . she agrees to go with this drippy St John Rivers guy but not to
marry him, they depart for India and that’s the end of the book?
Hello? What about a happy ending? What happens to Rochester
and his nutty wife? (65)

While Fforde’s novel presumes a certain level of reader competence, it
does offer expository passages, ostensibly for unknowing characters like
Bowden Cable, but ultimately for the unknowing reader. In one of the
more extended of these, Thursday recounts the plot of Jane Eyre to
Bowden, but of course, as every retelling is necessarily interpretive,
certain ‘‘assumptions’’ about the novel, masked as conversational
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commentary by both Bowden and Thursday, are effectively passed off as
neutral recounting where they actually represent heavily loaded as-
sumptions about both Jane Eyre and Charlotte Brontë (268 – 70). One
of the most overt examples of this effectively marks out the major
trends of popular Brontë discourse:

We try to make art perfect because we never manage it in real life
and here is Charlotte Brontë concluding her novel—presumably
something which has a sense of autobiographical wishful thinking
about it—in a manner that reflects her own love life. If I had been
Charlotte I would have made certain that Rochester and Jane were
reunited—married, if possible. (270)

The Brontëan discourse in the novel is, given Fforde’s title, central to
the reader’s consciousness of metafictionality within The Eyre Affair.
Indeed, Brontë’s text fluctuates through the various modes of
literary meaning produced in and by the novel. Beyond structuring
the plot, in ways that could be described as simplistically parodic,
Jane Eyre also becomes the focal point for much postmodern parody as
it is repeated in a variety of ways, structurally and symbolically. This
conclusive difference in Brontë’s novel exploits the tension
between gendered and romantic discourses in Jane Eyre. That Thurs-
day’s novel ends with Jane traveling to India as proselytizing
missionary with St. John effectively discounts the romantic narrative
of Brontë’s novel, which in turn potentially privileges the feminist
aspects.

It is certainly true that it challenges any possible containing of the
novel as a romance, thereby undermining its autonomous literary val-
ue—and simultaneously, in fact, valorizes Brontë’s novel as literature.
For if its popularity cannot be accounted for by its ‘‘happy ending,’’
there must be something intrinsically valuable about the writing itself
that ensures it. Or, in the words of a guide of Haworth House, ‘‘the
sheer exuberance of the writing easily outweighs any of its small
shortcomings’’ (65).

However, this repositioning of the novel in terms of genre and value
is carefully delimited by Fforde, in that by the conclusion of The Eyre
Affair, Thursday has effectively rewritten Jane Eyre to accord with the
version familiar from our own world. In fact, Thursday, already sym-
bolically associated with Jane Eyre, is effectively associated with Char-
lotte Brontë in that she ‘‘authors’’ some of the novel’s most famous
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(or infamous) episodes in a style that a Brontë Federation member
describes as ‘‘pure Charlotte Brontë’’ (345). As a child, Thursday
involuntarily enters the novel and causes Rochester’s horse to fall just as
he is due to meet Jane for the first time (68). As an adult, she pursues
Acheron Hades into the text and, as she hides under the window of
Moor House, calls ‘‘Jane, Jane, Jane,’’ ensuring Jane’s return to Thorn-
field (346). Furthermore, it is her ‘‘final showdown’’ with Hades that is
responsible for Thornfield burning down (339), causing Rochester’s
injuries and Bertha’s death. Here again, the figures of Jane Eyre and
Charlotte Brontë merge and conflate; as Thursday both writes and is
written into a conventional romantic plot resolution, both Jane and
Charlotte, via Thursday’s association with them, are effectively cultur-
ally contained.

Interestingly, the figure of Charlotte Brontë is virtually absent from
The Eyre Affair. Despite Thursday’s symbolic appropriation of her role,
Brontë is otherwise only present eponymously in the form of the
Brontë Federation. This erasure of authorial presence—beyond the
conflation of Brontë with Thursday—could be read as a fetishization of
the text in and of itself, but it seems incongruent given the veneration
accorded male authors elsewhere in the novel. It could be argued that
Fforde is reifying the exclusion of female literary voices from the canon.
However, the novel’s ultimate privileging of Jane Eyre almost without
reference to Brontë could also be read as perpetuating as much as
critiquing this tendency. It might be suggested that Fforde’s own au-
thorial presence displaces Brontë, effectively containing her as a cul-
tural presence.

Also unsurprising given the continuing conservatism of gender
ideologies in Western culture is the maintenance of feminine subjec-
tivity to masculine authority, as well as an interest in romantic ele-
ments superseding any gestures toward ‘‘feminist’’ principles. Such
masculine authority can also be heard in Jane Eyre itself—a tendency
noted by Lamonaca, who argues that where men attempt to lead
through instruction, women do so by exemplary behavior in Brontë’s
novel—and is replicated again when Rochester comes to embody a
masculine voice of paternalistic instruction for Thursday in The Eyre
Affair. In scenes that reify the claim often made for ‘‘classic literature’’
that it teaches the reader truths about the human condition, Rochester
symbolically ‘‘authors’’ Thursday’s romantic happy ending as she has
authored his:
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‘‘What is there to forgive?’’ demanded Rochester. ‘‘Ignore forgive
and concentrate on living. Life for you is short; far too short to allow
small jealousies to infringe on the happiness which can be yours only
for the briefest of times.’’ (332 – 33)

‘‘Farewell, Miss Next! You have a great heart; do not let it go to
waste. You have one who loves you and whom you love yourself.
Choose happiness!’’ (346)9

Despite the overtly comic mode of The Eyre Affair, this popular novel
engages with and thematizes cultural capital. Having considered the
intertextual formations of this capital, it is, of course, crucial to also
think about the services that this cultural capital is rendering. In other
words, if the postmodern novel activates parody in order to ‘‘carry out
particular cultural work in the present moment’’ (Dentith 175), then
what cultural work is The Eyre Affair carrying out? Ultimately, the
comedic conclusion of reintegration is privileged over the novel’s
seeming commitment to ‘‘contest[ing] that entire set of assumptions
we have seen to derive from the humanist concept of subjectivity:
originality, uniqueness, authority, universality . . . parodically re-
writ[ing] the historical events and works of art of the past, thereby
questioning the stability of the meaning of both’’ (Hutcheon, A Poetics
220). Perhaps the truly postmodern novel acknowledges that such a
commitment can only ever be carried out parodically, limited by its
own unstable frames of referents. The female protagonist of The Eyre
Affair appears to live what popular culture does to Charlotte Brontë
and Jane Eyre in conflating her with her best-known character: ges-
turing toward feminist discourse while ultimately promulgating and
reinforcing conservative romantic endings in the service of patriarchal
culture. Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre is apparently an ideal vehicle for
legitimizing containment and restriction of women outside the acad-
emy; parody in this context would seem to be patriarchy in sheep’s
clothing.

NOTES

I would like to thank Dr. Heather Scutter and Dr. Alan Dilnot for their helpful comments

during the writing of this article.

1. Fforde’s novel was first published in Great Britain and the Commonwealth in 2001. Enjoying

instant popularity, it was subsequently published in the United States in 2002.
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2. Cultural capital is taken here to refer to an understanding borrowed from Pierre Bourdieu

that cultural knowledge bears with it, like money or property, symbolic exchange value.

Simply, the richer one is in cultural knowledge, the greater one’s opportunity for social

advancement and authority. A gendered model of cultural capital considers the historical

divide between opportunities for masculine and feminine subjects to accrue such capital, and

the resulting opportunities for, or limitations of, the deployment of that capital (see Bourdieu

and Passerson; Bourdieu).

3. These points of historical difference all have their origins in the mid-nineteenth century, not

far removed from the first publication of Jane Eyre.

4. Throughout the novel, Thursday is also seemingly attracted to the figure of Rochester. This

symbolic resonance with Jane’s subjectivity is ultimately contained by a paternalistic model.

5. Bowden Cable represents the pragmatic allure of St. John, where Acheron Hades, in an

obvious inversion, represents the danger of intellectual seduction.

6. Woolf’s influential A Room of One’s Own (1929) invoked Brontë as a key figure in a lineage of

culturally engaged and challenging women’s writing, albeit tempered with criticisms of her

writing, especially in Jane Eyre. For Gilbert and Gubar, Brontë’s novel offered a trope through

which to read the feminine model of the ‘‘anxiety of authorship’’ in the nineteenth century,

indeed giving their landmark text its primary title, The Madwoman in the Attic (1979).

7. Thursday does not overtly express dissatisfaction with ‘‘woman’s place’’ in society to the

extent that Jane does. While Thursday briefly acknowledges an awareness of sexism within

her workplace, her life is, by and large, one in which gendered equality has been achieved to a

degree satisfactory to her.

8. The authorship debate is a running theme and joke throughout the novel. Ultimately, Fforde

offers a circular resolution when Thursday’s father, a ChronoGuard capable of time travel,

reveals that Shakespeare produced the plays, but only after he himself had travelled back in

time with a copy of the Complete Works and given it to William Shakespeare to copy from.

This resolution in turn literalizes Jonson’s famous assertion that the plays are ‘‘not of an age,

but for all time’’ (1 43).

9. The symbolic saving of Thursday’s emotional life here is a logical extension of an episode

early in the novel in which a copy of the novel literally saves her life by stopping a bullet from

entering her chest, and Rochester enters the real world in order to tend her wounds (55).
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