
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The musical begins with Jane Eyre remembering her life as an 
unhappy orphan child.  Her aunt Mrs. Reed and stepbrother John 
are cruel to her; eventually they send her off to Lowood 
Institution, a charity school for orphans.  Life there isn't much 
better:  the owner Mr. Brocklehurst keeps the girls dirty and 
starving.  Jane makes a good friend in Helen Burns, but Helen dies 
in an outbreak of typhus.  Jane grows up and becomes a teacher at 
the school.  
 
Not content with life as a teacher, Jane gets a job as a governess of 
a young girl, Adele, and meets the house's caretaker, Mrs. Fairfax, 
and owner, Mr. Rochester.  The house where they live, Thornfield 
Hall, appears to have some secrets:  Jane eventually learns that 

Adele is Rochester's love child.  Even stranger, one night a bizarre-looking figure sets fire to Rochester's bed; Jane saves his life by putting out the 
fire. 
 
Jane begins to fall in love with Rochester, even though he appears to be getting ready to propose to Blanche Ingram, a beautiful local aristocrat, who 
arrives at the house with her family and other visitors.  Eventually we learn that Rochester does in fact love Jane. 
 
The second act begins with Mason, one of Rochester's visitors, seeking out the bizarre-looking figure and getting attacked in the process.  Rochester 
tells Jane that he will be getting married, and she, disappointed, says that she will have to leave as a result.  After even more games aimed at teasing 
both Jane and Blanche, Rochester proposes to Jane.  On the wedding day, however, we learn that the bizarre figure lurking  
around the house is Rochester's insane confined wife.  Jane leaves; both she and Rochester are devastated; and the mad Bertha Rochester burns 
Thornfield Hall to the ground. 
 
Jane is alone and desperate, and—in a major departure from the novel—heads back to her childhood home.  There she meets the clergyman St. John 
Rivers caring for her dying aunt, whose death makes Jane wealthy.  Rivers proposes to her, and she is tempted to accept but believes she hears 
Rochester's voice calling to her.  She returns to Rochester, who, she learns, is blind and crippled from having tried to save Bertha in  
the fire.  Happy together, they finally marry. 
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TIMELINE of Charlotte Brontë's life

1815  Battle of Waterloo

1816  Charlotte Brontë is born.

1821  Mrs. Brontë dies.

1824  Charlotte and Emily Brontë attend Cowan Bridge school.

1825  Charlotte's oldest sisters Maria and Elizabeth die of tuberculosis.

1825-1830  Charlotte is at home with her remaining siblings, studying
with a governess.  The siblings begin writing.

1831-2  Charlotte enters Roe Head school.

1835  Charlotte returns to Roe Head as a governess.

1837  Victoria becomes Queen of England.

1838  Charlotte suffers a near-mental breakdown.

1839  Charlotte leaves the school and refuses two marriage proposals.

1839-1841  Charlotte does two unhappy spells as a governess in two 
different houses.

1842  Charlotte attends school in Brussels.

1843-44 Charlotte returns to the school as a teacher and falls in love 
with the headmaster.

1845  Irish potato famine begins.

1846  Charlotte offers The Professorto publishers and begins Jane 
Eyre.

1847 Jane Eyrepublished and is an immediate hit.

1848  Charlotte's brother Branwell dies of alcoholism and opium 
addiction.

1849  Charlotte finishes Shirley, her second novel.

1851  Charlotte considers but is unhappy with the idea of marriage to 
another suitor.

1852  Charlotte rejects marriage proposal from Rev. Arthur B. Nicholls.

1853  Crimean war begins.

1854  Charlotte marries Nicholls.

1855  Pregnant, Charlotte dies of pneumonia.

1857  Charlotte's The Professorand Elizabeth Gaskell'sLife of Charlotte
Brontëare published.

DID YOU KNOW?

Many children make up imaginary worlds; 
Charlotte Brontë and her siblings created the 
kingdom of Angria together.  Charlotte 
continued working on Angria and its stories 
until she was 23.  You can read some of these 
stories in the book Tales from Angriaby 
Charlotte Brontë, edited by Heather Glen.



GENRE

What kind of novel is Jane Eyre?  The novel's original readers 
would have recognized at least three different types of literary
story-telling at work in the book.  A romance novelwould have 
chronicled the courtship and marriage of the main character.  A 
gothic novelwas a horror story focusing on the supernatural.  A
bildungsroman was a book that focused on the intellectual, 
psychological, or moral/spiritual journey of the main character. It 
can also be seen as a tale of revenge– look at what happens to 
anyone who gets in Jane's way!  Can you find all of these different 
genres in the musical adaptation of the story?

ADAPTATION

Any writer trying to adapt a novel into a play faces the challenge of 
length:  a play needs to be much shorter than a novel in order to be 
performed in an appropriate amount of time.  In a musical that 
challenge is even more difficult, as the songs take up more time
than regular dialogue.  Which portions of the novel would you cut 
or adapt if you were staging it?  Think also about the role of music 
and art in the novel.  How much does the work focus on art and 
music?  Does that change the way you would think about 
incorporating music into an adaptation?

VICTORIAN ENGLAND

Life was very different in Charlotte Brontë's day than it is in ours 
today.  Some of the major social issues that occupied Brontë—the 
right of women to do useful and important work; the right of men
and women to marry for love; the right of all people not to be 
enslaved—are no longer the major social issues we face today.  
What other kinds of differences do you spot in 19th century life?  
Do you think this changes the way you react to the novel or the 
musical?

ACTIVITIES

Pick a moment from the novel and write music to accompany it, 
either as a song or as background music.  Think carefully about the 
kind of music you are writing:  how does it match the portion of the 
plot that you have picked?

Another way to think about adapting a novel into a musical is to
select pre-existing songs as a soundtrack.  Pick a chapter of the 
novel and identify the places where the mood or tone changes.  For 
each section, pick a piece of music that you would play as 
background music. What kinds of music match the mood of your 
selection?

To think about the ways that the non-musical parts of the 
performance get adapted, try selecting a moment from the novel 
and improvising it as two or more characters speaking dialogue on 
stage. Before you start, select the goal for each character in the 
scene.  Then, find a partner or two and, sticking as closely as you 
can to the way you feel the characters will act, try creating a 
dramatic scene. If you come up with something great, email it to us 
at Jeremy @ seattlemusicaltheatre . org and we'll put it on our 
website!

Pick one of the main ideas in the novel—women's rights, class 
conflict, the search for true love, the role of religion in our lives, 
the role of art in our lives, the role of the supernatural in our lives 
or art, the search for emotional maturity, colonialism, ice and fire 
imagery, red imagery, or pick some other element—and see if you 
can trace it through the novel.  At the theater, see if you can pick 
out the ways in which that element has made it into the adaptation.  
See also if you can describe how it is used differently in the novel 
and the musical.

After seeing the musical, get ahold of one of the songs that you 
remember liking (they are available on iTunes) and listen to it a 
few more times.  What is it about the song that you like?  How 
does it help to tell the story of Jane Eyre?



PRE-PERFORMANCE QUESTIONS:

1.  Think about the kind of music you would write if you were going to 
adapt a musical version of Jane Eyre.  You might want to think about it by 
thinking about the different kinds of story going on in the novel.  What 
kind of music would accompany a romance?  A supernatural horror story?  
A story about someone coming of age?  A story about religion?  A story 
about revenge?  How would you mix those different kinds of music at 
moments when the plot does several of those things at once?

2.  Think about the kinds of cuts you would have to make if you were 
adapting Jane Eyrefor the stage.  Are there portions that you think you 
might want to cut?  Why?  Are there portions that you definitely would 
want to show onstage?  Why?

3.  At one point in her life, Brontë was told to give up writing because 
writing was not a “proper” occupation for a woman.  How does hearing 
about the differences between Brontë's time and ours change your view of 
the novel and its heroine?  Are there other elements of Brontë's life story 
that help you understand the novel better?

POST-PERFORMANCE QUESTIONS

1.  How similar was the music to what you had anticipated?  What
surprised you about the choice of music?

2.  Why did each character choose to start singing instead of speaking in 
dialogue?  Did the characters have a specific purpose in breaking into 
song?

3.  How similar were the cuts to those you had anticipated?  Was there 
some part of the novel that you particularly missed seeing onstage?  Why 
do you think the authors made the significant changes that they did?  What 
kinds of new imagery did you see and hear?

RESOURCES

For information on Victorian social history and culture, visit 
http://www.victorianweb.org/history/sochistov.html

For a complete lesson plan on the novel, visit 
http://edsitement.neh.gov/view_lesson_plan.asp?id=673

For a list of multiple useful links for teaching or studying the
novel, visit 
http://www.davis.k12.ut.us/curric/languagearts/grade12.html#h
k

TICKET OFFERS

Teachers, get two free tickets to see Jane Eyre!  Students, buy 
one/get one free!  Just mention this offer at the box office or 
when ordering.

EALRs

This study guide incorporates the following Washington State
EALRs:

Reading:  2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 3.1, 3.2, 3.4, 4.2

Arts:  This guide incorporates all of the Arts EALRs.

Communications:  1.1, 1.2, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 3.1, 3.3, 4.1

Social Studies:  4.2, 4.3

For help using the EALRs, please contact Seattle Musical 
Theatre's Director of Education at Jeremy @
Seattlemusicaltheatre . org


