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What does Jane Eyre look like? That is: her face, her expressions. In the character’s own 

assessment, she’s “plain.” Rather than providing a detailed description, Charlotte Brontë offers a 

subjective judgment, prompting readers to consider the use of first-person narration, and its 

effect on their feelings for, and identification with, a fictional person. Widely, continuously, and 

deeply read across generations in numerous editions, versions, and translations, Brontë’s 

immensely popular novel is, as one critic puts it, a “classic classic” (Hopkins 54). The 

eponymous heroine and Rochester have been reimagined many times in the mind’s eye from the 

page.1 The pair have also been depicted visually, proliferating over decades in illustrations, book 

covers, theatrical and operatic productions, and on millions of screens.2 

Jane Eyre has been adapted for film and television repeatedly, beginning in the era of 

silent cinema in the 1910s.3 Adaptations typically feature events from the first and second parts 

of the novel, including Jane’s childhood spent under the harsh Mrs. Reed, her initial encounter 

with Rochester, and the botched wedding. Twists and turns of the narrative, especially towards 

 

1 And re-read and re-interpreted profusely by literary critics. 
2 See Margarete Rubik and Elke Mettinger-Schartmann, A Breath of Fresh Eyre: Intertextual and 
Intermedial Reworkings of Jane Eyre. 
3 See Donna Marie Nudd, “Bibliography of Film, Television and Stage Adaptations of Jane 
Eyre,” Brontë Society Transactions, 20/3 (1991), 169-172, for a partial list. 
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the end of the story, such as Jane visiting the dying Mrs. Reed or her time at Moor House with 

the Rivers family, are often simplified or cut entirely. Yet, at the dénouements of these 

adaptations, satisfyingly, Jane and Rochester are always together, again and again. 

Ending too with their reunion, my adaptation of Jane Eyre is a twelve-minute digital 

transliteration composed of five screen versions4: Jane Eyre (Cabanne 1934); Jane Eyre 

(Stevenson 1943); Jane Eyre (Schaffner 1949); Jane Eyre (Johnson 1957), and Jane Eyre (Mann 

1970).5 It foregrounds the selective practice of adaptation by elliptically condensing the story 

through montage, juxtaposing filmmakers’ depictions of key characters, settings, and scenes. It 

highlights iconographic, stylistic, and formal variations in mise en scène, cinematography, 

editing, narrative structure, and the medium-specific characteristics of media technologies, all of 

which in turn reflect mutable generic, discursive, cultural, ideological, and industrial norms. 

As the result of experimental art-based research, Jane Eyre does not, however, directly or 

obviously explicate, nor does it argue. It instead recovers and puts together—through the old 

practice of montage via new digital technologies—moving images to retell a familiar story. At 

the interstices of media archaeology, avant-garde cinema, and videographic criticism, Jane Eyre 

is a visual narrative that re-materializes past narrativizations; an adaptation made up of 

adaptations. Methodologically, Jane Eyre reflects a combinatory engagement—conceptually, 

affectively, and creatively—with videographic criticism, Wolfgang Ernst’s theorization of 

“media archaeography” (Ernst), and Catherine Russell’s conception of “cinephilia” (Baer). This 

engagement is not a static synthesis, but an evolving set of interlacing adaptations that are, at 

once, aesthetic, cultural, and technological. Brontë’s work is the true beginning and ending point, 

 

4 https://vimeo.com/914243660 
5 All subsequent references to my Jane Eyre use only its title; references to other adaptations cite 
the director’s last name and year of theatrical release or television broadcast. 
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so none of these three inspirations take precedence in providing a context for Jane Eyre, 

something that can be seen, for example, with videographic criticism. 

Like traditional written film criticism, its videographic variant is itself an adaptive form 

of intellectual inquiry; a primarily essayistic form, it explores and develops meaning within and 

through moving images themselves. Although there are a range of approaches, scholars often 

work in an expository mode, with text and voiceover explicating the significance of specific 

aspects of the media material they’re re-editing. Christian Keathley has identified videographic 

criticism that, alternatively, is “composed in a poetical register.” Jane Eyre could be placed 

within this category. Keathley argues that with this approach “the withholding, subordination or 

elimination of the explanatory register means we are asked first to experience the arrangement of 

images and sounds before we understand them.” With Paul Malcolm’s Notes Toward a Project 

on “Citizen Kane” as an illustrative example, Keathley warns, however, that it “risks an opacity 

that means potentially going unrecognized as criticism.” (183) 

Such concerns date back to the silent era of the 1920s when avant-garde filmmakers 

produced various forms of cine-textuality, even if the films weren’t primarily categorized as 

“criticism.” Dadaist, Surrealist, and Soviet Montage cineastes explored questions of medium-

specificity and signification, produced provocative visual rhetoric, and generated new insights, 

both in their writings and films, about the language-like qualities of the cinema. Within postwar 

French film theory and criticism, for example, concepts such as la caméra-stylo, ciné-écriture, 

and the politiques des auteurs, concentrated on the relationship between prose fiction and the 

cinema. Later theorists in the 1960s and 1970s, such as Jean Mitry, Christian Metz, Pier Paolo 

Pasolini, Umberto Eco, and Peter Wollen, continued to debate the idea of “film language,” with 

some conceptualizing it as legible within and through “code.” 
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Now, in the era of networked archives, it is computer code that is used to convert, store, 

and transmit images and sounds, including moving images, such as television programs and 

movies. According to media archaeologist Wolfgang Ernst, the internet “constitutes a new type 

of transarchive...the essence of which is permanent updating,” which “takes place in digital 

space.” (84) Furthermore, Ernst stresses, these “archives are a function of their software and 

transmission protocols rather than of content, to which technology is indifferent.” So while “the 

Internet extends the classical space of the archive,” its “infrastructure...is only ever temporary, in 

response to its permanent dynamic rewriting.” (84-85) The internet is “a collection or assembly,” 

according to Ernst, and consequently, this new technology is defined by a “different kind of 

writing, an operative command script...that facilitates storage and transmission.” (88) 

Adaptation, as exemplified by Jane Eyre, is itself a form of rewriting. In the case of poetical 

videographic practice, the process of selection, arrangement, and juxtaposition is “arrangement,” 

to use Keathley’s term, which becomes a practice of re-inscription. In this process, the 

similarities and differences across screen adaptations of the novel become apparent, as well as 

the material differences between cinema and television. Jane Eyre is made up of palimpsestic 

layers of mediated sedimentations—Brontë’s initial writing, the published novel, its subsequent 

adaptations, and their exhibition and circulation are diachronically and synchronically rewritten 

as digital video, which possesses its own particular artifacts. 

Although the lens-generated images of Jane Eyre have photochemical and electronic 

origins, they were accessed via two online database-platforms: YouTube and the Internet 

Archive. Because all the material is sourced from online data, the images possess varied visual 

qualities, due to their initial generation and the numerous digitization processes. Jane Eyre 

appears as what Hito Steyerl approvingly terms “the poor image.” She writes that its “quality is 
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bad, its resolution substandard,” and that it “tends toward abstraction.” (32) The code becomes 

partially legible as imagistic ruins in Jane Eyre, where the pixelations and video dropouts 

obscure the mise en scène. Jane Eyre was dug up from that “transarchive” of the internet, so its 

videographic aesthetics are formed through information loss, foregrounding the digital code 

which makes its images accessible via computer networks. 

Jane Eyre isn’t exactly a “media-archaeological investigation of image archives” in the 

way Ernst conceptualizes his archival research into media technologies, however. For him, such 

a methodology is in “sharp contrast to hermeneutics,” as this approach “does not take images as 

carriers [of] experiences and meanings.” (133) The theoretical apparatus that Ernst and other 

scholars have developed to understand the technological dimensions of mediated historical 

memory is useful in conceptualizing the socio-technological conditions within which poetical 

videographic work such as Jane Eyre is made. Its poor images are, in part, a form of what Ernst 

terms “media archaeography”—that is, “modes of writing that are not human products but rather 

expressions of the machines themselves.” (58) 

Much of the preparation for making Jane Eyre was shaped, if not at times determined, by 

archaeographical aspects of the internet, yet its editing reflects an absorption in and expression of 

the aesthetic significances Ernst dismisses. Catherine Russell's conceptualization of cinephilia as 

“a productive and critical methodology through which film and media texts can be reframed to 

produce new meanings and sensory access to history” is suggestive of how poetical videographic 

criticism might, however, intersect with media archaeology. (Baer 96) Through a re-animation of 

past imaginings of classic texts, Jane Eyre participates in the construction of what Russell terms 

“media history,” which she stresses is “not mediated history, but history itself.” (96) History, in 

other words, as the transposition of life past that is inextricable from the crystallized “products” 
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of mechanical and chemical automations. As a digital text, Jane Eyre embodies, traverses, and 

interprets various literary and audiovisual encodings, recodings, and decodings, all of them 

referring backward to that originary, yet elusive moment of invention, which is Charlotte 

Brontë’s writing. 

Jane Eyre begins, in medias res, with a shot of Jane sitting in Thornfield Hall, from 

Mann’s 1970 adaptation. Intended to evoke the novel’s opening paragraph—in which Jane 

describes a winter day from her childhood with “clouds so sombre and a rain so penetrating” 

(Brontë 9)—this image focalizes the following linear presentation of the story through her 

perspective; the second shot, from Jane Eyre (Cabanne 1934), flashes back to John Reed’s 

torment during her traumatic childhood under the rule of his mother, Mrs. Reed. This first cut 

establishes Jane Eyre’s historical scope (Cabanne and Mann’s films are, respectively, the earliest 

and most recent of the selected adaptations) and its narrational form (montage as visual 

storytelling). Some of the subsequent events in Jane Eyre, such as Jane’s punishments at 

Lowood and her departure from Thornfield Hall, are drawn from single films. But many are a 

combination of multiple films, perhaps most notably Jane and Rochester’s first meeting, 

Rochester’s marriage proposal, and the revelation of Bertha’s imprisonment in Thornfield Hall. 

The second of these three scenes features shots from all five films and exemplifies the 

discoveries of art-based moving image research that is informed by media archaeology, avant-

garde film practice, and videographic criticism. With Rochester drawing nearer to Jane, the 

physicality of the drama provides a narrative momentum, in contrast to the spatial discontinuities 

of the two characters switching positions within the frame, depending on the shot. These 

alternations within Jane Eyre’s mise en scène are paralleled in the dissimilarities in the 

characterization of Rochester. In comparison to Charlton Heston’s domineering brutishness in 
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Schaffner’s 1949 television version for Studio One on CBS and Patrick Macnee’s sullen 

cantankerousness in Johnson’s 1957 television version for Matinee Theatre on NBC, Orson 

Welles (Stevenson 1943) and George C. Scott (Mann 1970) play Rochester as subtly dark and 

forceful. Colin Clive, in Cabanne’s 1934 theatrical film, is the true outlier. After Heston roughly 

grabs his scene partner, Mary Sinclair (as Jane), and Macnee, too, holds Joan Elan (as Jane) 

firmly by the shoulders, the proposal sequence ends with Virginia Bruce (as Jane) moving 

towards a tentative, stationary Clive for an embrace; it is she who kisses him.6 The entire 

scene—with these five Janes and Rochesters in different kinds of costumes in different kinds of 

settings—is a reminder of the remarkable consistency of classical Hollywood filmmaking, the 

grammar and logic of which was directly imported into American television of the 1940s and 

1950s; that is why the progression of this scene flows almost inexorably as the two characters 

come closer together. 

If there is one clear similarity between this digital Jane Eyre and these versions from 

1934 to 1970, it is probably the preponderant focus on Jane and Rochester’s relationship. What is 

literally unheard, however, is Jane’s voice, either as dialogue or in voice-over, a crucial absence 

given that the novel is narrated by this eponymous protagonist. Symptomatically, directly 

following the marriage proposal, Jane’s silent, double-of-sorts Bertha (in shots from Mann’s and 

Johnson’s adaptations) hauntingly enters Jane’s room and tries on her wedding veil. In the novel, 

right after the description of the lightning-split tree at the end of the twenty-third chapter, it is 

instead the newly engaged Jane in front of the mirror. “I looked at my face in the glass, and felt it 

was no longer plain,” she relates, and in choosing a “light summer dress” to wear, notes that “no 

 

6 Later in Jane Eyre, when Jane (Virginia Bruce) reunites with a blinded Rochester (Colin Clive), 
Bruce again approaches the conspicuously passive Clive, who only then lifts his hand to touch 
her face. 
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attire had ever so well become me, because none had I ever worn in so blissful a mood.” (Brontë 

297) A striking literary moment of self-regard and self-fashioning, mixed up as it is with a 

misperception of self-worth, this passage is one of many which is suffused with erotic longing, 

for it turns upon her thoughts of looking at Rochester, and his registration of her gaze in return. 

Back, then, to that question: What does Jane Eyre look like? Film and television adaptations, 

with their myriad casting decisions, do not provide an answer to what is actually a nonsensical 

question; she has no face, and no one looks like her.7 Unlike Virginia Bruce, Joan Fontaine, 

Mary Sinclair, Joan Elan, and Susannah York, actual women with unique personalities and life 

stories, “Jane Eyre” is words on a page, an idea, an imaginary site for readerly projection. Yet 

the character, as fiction, suggests—even induces—real feeling. The obvious ebullience 

articulated in the lines above is not that uncommon, even if it can be infrequent. This is why 

Brontë’s novel remains to this day a “classic classic,” and why it has been adapted for the screen 

so many times, right into the twenty-first century. Readers of the novel and spectators of the 

screen adaptations fantasize about, dream of, and remember such moments of great happiness in 

their own lives. 

Jane Eyre’s final image, of Fontaine, intimates as much in its representation of Jane’s 

rapturous ecstasy. The intensity of her pleasure is plain to see. Yet the expression and fulfillment 

of sexual passion such as this does not “look like” anything; no moving image can capture such a 

feeling, no digital code can store, transmit, or re-write it. Romantic love is instead experienced. 

Or perhaps it is, in moments like this, simply, the experience. 

 

 

 

7 Unless she looks like Brontë herself, as some historians have suggested. 
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