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An Extended Abstract/Excerpt in Two Parts

Part 1: Presentation Thesis

In the fourth chapter of Brontë Transformations (1996), Patsy Stoneman reveals the extent to which Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) has been recycled and reconfigured in a wide array of plays, novels, and films since its initial publication.  Two of the more interesting progeny examined by Stoneman are Daphne du Maurier’s novel Rebecca (1938) and Alfred Hitchcock’s film of the same name (1940).  Among the many elements shared by these three works are an orphaned heroine whose initial occupation is serving the wealthy in some capacity, a brooding male protagonist with an “absent-present” wife, and a housekeeper whose disposition colors the atmosphere of the country house where the heroine temporarily resides.  Another thread binding the three works, one sometimes harder to see because more tightly woven into their fabric, is the visual motif of the woman configured as a caged bird, an authorial trope so implicit at points as to be almost invisible, yet so significant as to be integral to our understanding of all three.  This strong motif ties these works together, but it also serves in its varying manifestations to differentiate them from one another.  While in Jane Eyre the avian element of the metaphor gains ascendancy as Jane manages to escape her successive confinements, in both Rebeccas the cage proves the dominant component, firmly and finally restricting the heroines it encloses.

Though often used to describe a woman’s limited mobility, as under the restricting attentions of one who prefers that his wife act more like a caged canary than a wild and free eagle, the implications of the woman-as-bird metaphor need not always prove limiting.  While at first glance Jane’s well-known story might be cast as that of a bird trapped by one cage after another, matters are not that simple.  Brontë does not follow the assumptions and dictates of her society, leaving her heroine trapped in the prescribed social and domestic roles thrust upon her.  Brontë subtly weaves an avian garb for Jane and then prompts her flight.  The unnamed heroine of du Maurier's Rebecca finds herself in what is, ultimately, a much more frustrating predicament.  Oddly enough, this modern incarnation of the Victorian Jane Eyre plot further restricts instead of freeing or empowering its heroine in any lasting way.  This difference between the two stories proves the more stark given the many similarities between the two heroines, including the nature of the avian associations assigned them by their authors.  While Jane is connected with birds more explicitly (by Rochester and her own, unconscious, metaphors) than is the unnamed heroine of Rebecca, both are intimately, implicitly linked with the avian through an affinity for and augmented awareness of the birds about them.  They also share a critical, heightened sensitivity to the wind, that phenomenon which alternately buoys and tumbles the soaring bird, enabling and restricting its progress. 

For both heroines, ties to birds and the wind are part of a larger connection to Mother Nature in general; much as the Romantic poets felt intimately connected to Nature and her works as expressions of the universal harmony encompassing all life, so do Jane and Du Maurier’s unnamed heroine welcome the personal, comforting presence of Nature as manifest in her creatures, landscapes, and weather patterns.  Only Brontë’s heroine, however, benefits fully from such empowering associations, taking flight on the wind and escaping her cage.  Hitchcock, on the other hand, barely offers these associations with Nature or the avian to his heroine.  Joan Fontaine’s unnamed character encounters only brief, initial associations with birds and the wind, just enough to make her later imprisonment in Hitchcock’s entrapping shadows and Maxim’s condescension readily recognizable as that of a bird in a cage.

Historically, the imaginative pairing of human with bird realizes a distinct gender difference, the actual forms resulting from such metaphorical associations more often favoring men than women, especially in Victorian literature.  Writers more readily associate males with powerful birds like the eagle or hawk, linking women instead to weaker and less imposing birds, those known more for their attractive appearance and delicate music than their strength.4 Notably, the kinds of small songbirds most often linked with women make apt indoor pets, and are accordingly placed in cages.  The discerning sensibility stirs uncomfortably when encountering the recurrent pairing of women with birds and cages in western literature, whether isolated tropes or more extended metaphors accomplish the linking in question.  True, the woman as caged bird may be an accurate metaphor for the repression women have often faced in patriarchal societies, but its use as common verbal currency is insidious: such constricting word pictures not only describe reality, they can shape it.  

Part II: Critical and Socio-historical Context

As Elaine Shefer points out in Birds, Cages and Women in Victorian and Pre-Raphaelite Art (1990), this particular metaphor was all the easier to draw given the omnipresence of birds throughout Victorian culture, especially in the home.  During the period in which Charlotte Brontë wrote Jane Eyre, birds not only lent their image to greeting cards, wall plaques, and furniture designs, but also graced many a domicile as living pets.  Mid-century England saw an exponential increase in the number of exotic cages and aviaries (17).  Birds were everywhere, in the domestic and social spaces of both men and women.  Victorians instinctively applied empowering feral symbolism to men, as evidenced by the continued use of lions and various predatory birds in their heraldic and martial iconography.  An interesting thing happened, however, when Victorian artists invested women with avian garb: a cage materialized along with the feathers, turning a potentially empowering symbolic identification into an actively delimiting one.  The Victorian artisan, already well attuned to the female form as the most salient of visible artifacts, apparently was nervous about endowing such visions with too mobile a metaphor.  As we will see, if females were to evoke images of winged birds, they were likely to be images of caged birds, protected and controlled.

Brontë challenged this common and firmly entrenched practice of pairing women with birds only to restrict them.  The deliberate, degrading association of women with animals, as well as with the irrational and decadently material, had (and continues to have) a long and tired history, drawn out over centuries of men’s fear of their own unmanageable sexual desire and a more generalized anxiety over losing their hegemony.  As Carol J. Adams and Josephine Donovan argue in Animals and Women (1995), the notion of feminine inferiority has long been shrewdly reinforced by repeated pairings of females with animals, especially domesticated and farm animals (Introduction: 1, 6).  In "Sexist Words, Speciesist Roots" (1995), Joan Dunayer writes that “applying images of denigrated nonhuman species to women labels women inferior and available for abuse; attaching images of the aggrandized human species to men designates them superior and entitled to exploit” (11).  Linguist Alleen Pace Nilsen recalls for us, in “Sexism as Shown through the English Vocabulary” (1977), the many exploitative and diminutive feminine tags in our society informed by the chicken alone, one of our less auspicious fowl:



A young girl is a chick. When she gets old enough she marries and 

soon begins feeling cooped up. To relieve the boredom she goes to 

hen parties and cackles with her friends. Eventually she has her 

brood, begins to henpeck her husband, and finally turns into an old 

biddy. (29)
Obviously, this penchant for debasing bestial appellations continues to infiltrate our modern day casual discourse, informing our notions of gender and social roles.5  

The Victorians found even craftier ways of restricting women by way of the bird than the cruder methods familiar to modern ears.  Just as many Victorians considered flowers, some of the more attractive progeny of Mother Nature, to connote peace and moral purity (Shefer 14-16), so were birds employed for didactic purposes.  Anthropomorphically interpreted, the bird's apparently patient and loving child-rearing practices modeled not a few of the cardinal virtues for those in the home at leisure to observe and learn, while a domestic aviary full of species-specific dispositions provided practical case studies of a wide range of personality traits (Shefer 18-22).  Making available such object lessons for purposes of shaping female character understandably necessitated a capture with sticky bird-lime and a subsequent imprisonment in cage or aviary.  It is no surprise that women came to be associated with, almost exclusively, caged birds given such creatures’ subtle didactic role and their proximity in the domestic space.  Even the presumably progressive work of the Pre-Raphaelites, produced by artists like Dante Gabriel Rossetti who boldly defied convention by painting the illicit lover in the guise of a mythical figure, unconsciously betrayed their adoption of certain traditional Victorian principles.  Elaine Shefer surveys numerous works by these artists that either directly or obliquely echo the paradigm of woman as caged bird.  Repeatedly, Pre-Raphaelite paintings pair women with birds in cages, place women next to closed doors, and seat women beside windows which open onto enticing views of life beyond the domestic sphere.  When these women do step beyond this restrictive space bounded by the window and into the raw life of Nature, theirs is usually a short step.  Outdoor scenes depict females no further removed from the home than the front entrance, thus maintaining a strong echo of the “pictorial cliché of the cottage-home—the bird in the cage” (67), even while ostensibly liberating the subject from her cage.  In such paintings, sharply delineated boundaries frequently appear to check further the female subject’s freedom within the portrait.  Besides the obvious framing corners of the work itself, nearby fences and garden walls, hedges and trees further bound the female subject.  Despite the various stylistic differences separating the painters of this movement, distinguishing William Holman Hunt from Sir John Everett Millais and so on, every artist of this school employs these same loaded symbols and images (3-4).  Such art, impregnated with subtle models of the woman's appropriate place, likely reinforced contemporary notions of femininity:



So many paintings depicted women and birds that viewers of the time 

would as a matter of course have been led to make certain associations 

because of their familiarity with both this type of aviculture and their understanding of women’s position in Victorian society: both the bird 

and the woman may have been loved and protected, but both remained 

locked in a cage. (27)

 How audacious, then, for Brontë to flip this metaphor’s most common gender assumptions upside down, to transform a commonly restricting metaphor into a liberating one!  Jane Eyre stands in opposition to the worn trend of linking women with caged birds and only men with the bird in flight.  Brontë paints a quite different picture from that of the Pre-Raphaelite artist, in effect standing her contemporaries’ symbolism on its head.

