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1. Introduction 

A lot of changes happened in the nineteenth century, varying from economic to 

fashionable social changes. These changes affected people in society and their societal roles; 

furthermore, these changes created different spheres for men and women. Middle-class men 

started respectable jobs outside the home while women of the same class were expected to 

stay at home and manage household affairs. Often, when the man’s income was not good 

enough to take care of the whole family, women were forced to work outside the home, 

preferably in respectable positions. One of the few respectable working positions for a 

woman in the nineteenth century was as a governess. The position of the governess could be 

a trying one: on the one hand, it resembled the role of a mother as well as an educator; on the 

other hand, she was still a payed employee. Governesses frequently came from the same class 

as their employers, the middle-class, and yet, since they were paid help, they also occupied 

the same class as the servants in the house. There is not a lot of information to be had on real 

governesses at the time. Both Anne and Charlotte Bronte used to be governesses before they 

became public writers, and therefore, they write from their own experience. Mary 

Wollstonecraft also used to be a governess. Later, she wrote a lot on education, especially on 

educating women, and women’s rights in society, and she was ahead of her time when it 

came to equality. Like Wollstonecraft, Anne Porter was a governess in the late eighteenth to 

early nineteenth centuries, when governesses were mainly working for aristocratic families. It 

was not until the nineteenth century that women became more prominent, particularly in 

literature. 

The Victorian era started women’s literature with an increase in female writers as well 

as women as the main characters of novels (Showalter). With a growing population of female 

authors, many male authors felt threatened by women venturing into the field, not ready for 

the extra competition they would provide. Female characters used to hold a very specific 

place in novels as supporting roles to the man who was the main character, however, this 

changed in the eighteenth century with novels emerging which started women at the forefront 

of the novel. Women seem to have a very specific role and characteristics in literature, and if 

they break out of this role and these characteristics, they are often marginalised and become 

the villains. Although the governess naturally strays from some of these characteristics since 

she must work outside the home, the reader can sympathise with some characteristics of 

specific governesses in literature. Furthermore, the good governesses generally conform to 

these characteristics more than the bad governesses who deviate from them further. With 
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governesses growing in numbers in the middle class, along with the conflicting position they 

held, novels emerged starring governesses; a genre of governess novels even emerged, many 

of which have been lost in modern time. These novels tried to shed light on the difficult life 

of the governess, as well as to positively influence the position and change it for the better. 

The governess can be depicted in any genre without being out of place. When comparing 

governesses in literature to reality, similarities as well as differences emerge. The more 

general facts are present, while the more specifics are different. In literature, governesses are 

often presented as either good or evil.  

The character of the governess in novels varies from being a good, “angel in the house” 

woman to a bad, “demon in the house” woman. Women were generally brought up to become 

“angels”; they were not to be too intelligent, and if they were, they were supposed to hide it. 

It even used to be considered, by many doctors, to be physically unhealthy for women to be 

too smart (Hughes “Gender Roles”). Novels such as Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronte and 

Agnes Grey by Anne Bronte starring the titular governesses are considered to be good 

governesses or “angels in the house” who do no evil. Neither Jane nor Agnes is considered, 

or consider themselves, as beautiful; instead, they rely on their intellect to get ahead in life. 

Little information can be found on “the demon” in the house, likely because no one aspires to 

become “bad”; however, there are similarities between many governesses who are considered 

“bad”. Rebecca Sharp from William Thackeray’s Vanity Fair and Lydia Gwilt from Wilkie 

Collins’s Armadale are considered bad governesses or “demons in the house” because they 

lie and scheme to get where they want to be in society, reaching higher than their original 

position allows them. Notably, “good” governesses are often written by women while “bad” 

governesses are frequently written by men. Different sexes likely had different experiences 

with governesses and therefore wrote differently about them. Governesses are rarely painted 

as neither good or bad or in a way so the readers have little to no opinion on them. This, 

however, probably does not reflect the real life of the governess. People, in general, no matter 

what position they hold in society, want to do good but sometimes do bad, for whatever 

reasons. People are not either good or evil, but a mixture of both. Often if they do bad things, 

they have reasons for them and possibly even think and believe they are doing good. The 

depiction of governesses in literature does not seem fair or realistic. Governesses, like people 

in general are not either good or evil, but a mixture of both; furthermore, the depiction of 

governesses in literature is highly romanticised, with marriages and happy endings, which the 

reality was not.   
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2. Female Roles in the Nineteenth Century 

2.1 Women in the Nineteenth Century 

Before the nineteenth century, the gap between male and female gender roles was not 

as big as it later became. Before this period, women used to contribute to the family business 

which was located in the home at the time; in the nineteenth century, however, businesses 

moved outside of the home, and men started to commute to work while women were left at 

home to take care of domestic duties. This is how the different spheres of men and women 

developed. In these spheres, women occupied what was called “the private sphere”; they 

were the weaker sex, but morally superior, and their duty was to take care of the house as 

well as make sure that the next generation kept on “this way of life” (Hughes, “Gender 

Roles”). A woman’s “God-given role” was to be a “wife and mother, keeper of the 

household, guardian of the moral purity of all who lived” inside the house (Hartman). The 

best thing a woman could possibly do was to keep a clean, warm house filled with good 

smells and good atmosphere. There were manuals which taught women how to properly take 

care of a home, the amount of work needing to be done was often too much for one person; it 

took its toll on some women while others accepted the challenge with open arms (Hartman).  

Later, fashion altered women’s role in the home, when big skirts made it impossible for the 

woman to bend over and clean properly, meaning they had to hire servants, people from the 

lower classes, to clean their house for them (Hughes, “Gender Roles”). On the whole, women 

were supposed to stay at home and take care of the family with little to no other interests or 

passions of their own.  

 Also, women were not considered sexual creatures at this time. Their interest in men 

was not thought of as a sexual interest, but an interest to have a family, to have children. 

Women would usually marry in their early-to-mid-twenties, and the husband would typically 

be around five years older. The reason for this was “natural hierarchy” as well as the fact that 

in their early-to-mid-twenties men were not financially stable; they had to make a career for 

themselves before getting married and having a family. Women would typically remain 

virgins until marriage. The rules were so strict that most of the time they could not even talk 

to men without a married woman present. Many women resented this and would try to get 

around this rule by lying. This rebellion is presented in Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre, when 

Jane Eyre claims that women are too stagnant; they need space to move, just like men do, so 

their role should not be to simply play a piano and knit. This view, presented in Jane Eyre, 
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was considered highly controversial by reviewers at the time (Hughes, “Gender Roles”). 

Although it was normal for men to marry around the age of thirty, if women were unmarried 

around the age of thirty-five, they were thought of as having “failed at life” (Hughes “The 

Victorian” 117) and would likely become spinsters. Spinsters would often become a liability 

for their family since they would have to live off them. Although spinsterhood was generally 

thought of as bad, the youngest daughter in a family was often expected to remain single in 

order to take care of her aging parents (Hughes The Victorian Governess). Because women 

typically remained virgins until marriage, men would often turn to prostitutes to satisfy their 

sexual need.  

Prostitution was a big issue for women and men in the Victorian era. Prostitutes would 

sexually service middle-class men, most often unmarried, but sometimes married men too. 

Working class women would turn to prostitution in order to take care of themselves and their 

children. Although prostitution was not illegal, it did make people concerned because of 

diseases being widely spread. Men who, because of financial instability, could not marry 

before their late twenties, would often turn to prostitutes to satisfy their sexual desires. 

Because of this, many men would have a sexual disease before marriage and then infect their 

wives later. This caused a big problem which lead to the Contagious Diseases Act in 1860, 

which allowed (in certain towns) forced examinations of women suspected of being sex 

workers; if they were infected, they would be sent to, what was called, a “Lock Hospital” 

until they were cured (Hughes, “Gender Roles”). A “Lock Hospital” was an institution 

specifically for prostitutes and “fallen women”. Prostitutes would be kept in the “Lock 

Hospital” for about two months where they were taught submissiveness and patriarchal 

values. After the two months, they could go to the Lock Asylum, if they had potential and 

were willing to change their ways, where they would stay for two years. At the Lock Asylum, 

the women would be taught “a decent occupation” so they could go work instead of going 

back to prostitution (Ruiz). 

2.2 Women As Governesses 

The position of the governess, among the middle class, came into existence because of 

an economic crisis at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Bank failures after the 

Napoleonic wars left many middle-class families in financial distress (Hughes “The Figure”). 

No family was safe from possible financial failure. Whether the family’s income relied on the 

men’s professional skills or investments, everyone could face a sudden financial failure 
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(Hughes The Victorian Governess 28). While young men, teenagers, could go out to work 

without shame, it would have been very shameful to see young women working outside the 

house. The answer for young, middle-class, women was to go work for another family, 

teaching the children of the house, since these women would have had a good education 

(Hughes “The Figure”). No woman became a governess unless she absolutely had to due to 

familial financial distress (Ayres 27). Although a woman in the middle-class was supposed to 

be taking care of the house, and not out in the public working, a governess position was 

thought of as middle-class since her job resembled the middle-class mother (Ayres 27). Since 

governesses came from middle class families but were now working for middle class 

families, their status was often unclear. 

The position of the governess was a confusing one: they were middle class, like their 

employers, meaning employer and employee were equals in class; on the other hand, 

governesses were more or less on par with other servants as well since both were paid by the 

employer (Ayres 28). There is a modern sociological term for this called “status incongruity.” 

The governess is not a member of the employer’s class, and neither is she in the same class as 

the servants (Bell 265). In the eighteenth century, governesses used to be exclusively for the 

aristocratic families; by the nineteenth century, however, middle class families wanted to 

resemble the aristocrats more, so they would hire governesses to teach their children 

(Brandon 1). By doing this, middle class families also distinguished themselves further from 

the lower classes; they hired laborers, so they, themselves, would not be mistaken for laborers 

(Ayres 28). While hiring a governess did boost the family status, it also reminded the parents 

of the possible fate of their own daughters; if anything happened to the family, such as the 

father suddenly passing away or sudden financial distress, their own daughters would most 

likely end up as governesses (Brandon 15). As mentioned earlier, the governess’s position 

would often resemble the mother; for this reason, the mother would often feel threatened by 

the governess, fearing that the children would grow more affectionate towards her, the 

governess, than their own mother (Brandon 12-13).  Even though the mother feared the 

governess’s imposition on her children, Dara Rossman Regaignon claims that the perfect 

governess was “a perfect extension of [the children’s] parents” (qtd. in Ayres 28). 

Governesses were supposed to be able to find a perfect balance between being a stern teacher 

and an affectionate parent, doing what the parent would do themselves, without threatening 

their place as parents. While governesses were closer to the family in class, they had more to 

worry about in old age than the servants of the house.  
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Negligence in taking care of retired governesses paved the way to the foundation of 

proper institutions, both for governesses as well as women in general. The governess was in 

more danger of neglect in later age than the servants since servants were often taken care off 

by the family, while the governess was not. This position of the unemployed governess 

started the problem of the “distressed gentle-woman” when gentlemen, fathers, suffered an 

economic fall and could not support their unmarried daughters (Bell 265). At this time 

institutions for women, and governesses especially, were founded. The Governesses’ Mutual 

Assurance Society was founded in 1829, and The Governesses’ Benevolent Institution (GBI) 

was founded in 1841 (Bell 165). Both helped governesses out, for instance, if they needed 

money temporarily or housing and residence for governesses in between positions (Hughes 

The Victorian Governess 173) as well as older governesses (Ayres 28). The GBI helped 

governesses financially as well as educationally, supporting them with lectures on pedagogy 

which they could attend in the evenings for free (Hughes The Victorian Governess 187). 

Although the GBI helped many governesses, they did not stand up to the promise of 

educating them to the point of them getting a better salary, the school fee was too high for the 

average governess to pay and only governesses with fathers in good positions were able to 

get a scholarship (188), they arguably did not need the scholarship since their father held a 

good position anyway. The GBI held many records of governesses around the country and of 

their specific situation (Hughes “The Governess”). Governesses were one of the reasons why 

the first college for women was founded in England in 1848 (Ayres 28). At first, it aimed at 

further education for governesses as well as educating women in general for further financial 

stability with better qualifications in the profession (Bell 165). 

2.3 Known Governesses 

Agnes Porter, born 1750, worked her whole adult life as a private governess. When she 

was thirty years old, she started working for the Earl of Ilchester’s family and remained there 

for twenty years, overseeing two generations and became an ideal governess in an ideal 

situation. Her father was a clergyman; clergymen did not have a lot of money, so their 

daughters would often have to go and work for themselves, often as governesses. Even if they 

got married, they might still have to work to earn more money for the home; Agnes’s sister, 

Fanny, who got married, had to take live-in pupils into her home. In 1791, the mother of the 

Ilchester family passed away. Agnes and the mother had been good friends, a bond that rarely 

occurred between a governess and a mother of the house, Brandon claims that this connection 

was only possible when the mother was secure enough both emotionally as well as in her 
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status not to be threatened by the governess (Brandon 11). After the mother’s death, Agnes 

stepped into the role of the mother to love and care for the seven children she had in her care. 

Agnes cared deeply for her pupils. In her diary, she would call them her children, her darlings 

and her loves. She seemed to have a very good and loving connection with them: they would 

listen to her and do what she asked, and they would play and study together (Brandon). The 

Ilchester family took good care of Porter in her old age, since she had become a part of the 

family after her service to them (2). Despite seeming happy, she did describe long lonely 

days; she would work “from 7 a.m. until 8 or 9 p.m. seven days a week” (15) mainly in the 

company of the children. Porter’s happy position was not the typical position a governess 

had. 

Mary Wollstonecraft was an incredible woman who fought for women’s rights most of 

her life. Wollstonecraft was born in 1759 in London. Her father was rich from inheritance; 

however, he had a difficulty retaining the money, forcing Mary to be independent and work 

for herself (Wollstonecraft 10-11). In her twenties Mary founded a school for girls in 

Islington in London; for financial reasons, the school had to be closed only two years later. At 

this time, Mary was hired as a governess for a family in Ireland. This position ended a year 

later over disputes (12). Wollstonecraft was passionate about educating women; in fact, her 

first published work was on that topic (15). In her most famous book, A Vindication on the 

Rights of Women, published in the late eighteenth century, Wollstonecraft puts forth ideas on 

women’s education, which were very radical at the time. Wollstonecraft wanted girls to be 

educated alongside boys, in the same classrooms, which, in her opinion, would better the 

communication between the sexes (15-16). She wanted women to have a bigger role in 

politics, as well as simply in the working world itself. According to her, women needed to 

have opportunities to work for themselves and be independent. She talked of the human soul 

as sexless, and therefore, in her eyes, men and women were equals (19-20). Like 

Wollstonecraft, Charlotte Bronte’s time as a governess was not as good as Agnes Porter’s.  

Charlotte Bronte, author of Jane Eyre, was a governess herself. Charlotte was born in 

1816 and went to school as a child and had a good education. At twenty-two, Charlotte left 

school to teach her sisters at home but returned to her former school a year later as a 

governess to a family residing there. In the following years, Charlotte had two positions as a 

governess but left after only a few months (Cody). Charlotte’s positions as a governess could 

not be called ideal. The children behaved badly, and their parents seemed not to like or care 

much for her. One of her pupils once threw a stone at her, leaving a mark; she only told the 
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mother that “an accident” occurred. She seemed to gain the pupil’s respect after that, since 

shortly after, the pupil tells her he loves her, to the mother’s great distress (Brandon 12). Like 

Agnes Porter, Charlotte felt that life as a governess was a lonely and tiring one. After 

working all day with the children, Charlotte was often expected to sew for the family 

(Brandon 15).  After her time as a governess, she studied abroad and attempted to fund a 

school but failed. Following this attempt, she became a published writer, along with her 

sisters, under male pseudonyms. The first book they published was a compilation of poems 

the three of them had written. A year later, each of them published her own novel: Charlotte 

published Jane Eyre; Emily published Wuthering Heights; and Ann published Agnes Grey. 

All are very known novels today and two are considered in this essay. At thirty-three years 

old, after revealing her true identity, Charlotte was in the literary circles and became 

acquainted with Thackery (Cody), another author discussed in this essay.  

3. Governesses in Nineteenth-Century Literature 

3.1 Women in Literature 

Women’s literature did not start until in the Victorian era, the 1800s. Elaine Showalter 

goes through all the stages women’s literature has taken and categorizes them into three 

stages: The Feminine, The Feminist, and The Female. The Feminine covers the years around 

1840s until 1880s, which is mostly when governess literature was at its best and where 

women often used pseudonyms, like the Bronte sisters. The Feminist stage spreads over 

1880s until 1920s closing with the new law giving women the right to vote. Finally, The 

Feminine goes from the 1920s until today, including a special stage of self-awareness in the 

1960s (Showalter). Carolyn Heilburn mentions that most of “the great women writers” were 

unmarried and childless (qtd. in Showalter), Charlotte and Anne Bronte, the two female 

authors of the novels discussed in this essay, were both childless. Although Charlotte did get 

married, she died a year later aged thirty-nine (Bollmann 63), as a result of pregnancy 

(Tompkins) (Cody), while Anne passed away at age twenty-nine (Bollmann 63). Female 

authors in the Victorian era were expected to write about what was publicly thought good and 

well valued in women or what was stereotypically feminine; this, however, was not what was 

happening, as Charlotte Bronte herself writes to a friend “I cannot, when I write, think always 

of myself and what is elegant and charming in femininity” (qtd. in Showalter 7). Showalter 

also writes about how men felt threatened by women coming into the working position of a 

writer. Wilkie Collins, author of Armadale, among other male writers, feared that women 
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were taking over the position of the novelist/writer/author. Some men were afraid of the 

additional competition women presented; this, however, was a big overestimation on their 

part, since women were still only a small part of authors (Showalter 39-40). For their part, 

women have also always held a very specific role as characters in literature.    

Women are usually kept in the background in literature, as secondary characters, there 

to help the male leading role, not as “the hero” (Savitt). Although this is not the case in many 

governess novels, their roles and characteristics are often similar. It is interesting that women 

occupy either one side of the spectrum or the other, they are either virgins or whores, saints 

or devils, mothers or old maids, there is no space for women in between these ends of the 

spectrum (Savitt). In her book Thinking About Women¸ Mary Ellman sets forth stereotypical 

female characteristics in literature. The characteristics are, among others, formless, passive, 

instability, spirituality, confinement, compliancy. These categories are stereotypical for 

women in literature, and if they break away or deviate from any of these stereotypes, they are 

often viewed as bad, evil, or too masculine (qtd. in Savitt). The next paragraph gives 

examples of governesses in literature either breaking away from or setting into these 

characteristics.   

Breaking away or setting into these characteristics can often be defining for 

governesses in literature. Governesses break away from confinement while being kept 

confined as well. On one hand, governesses leave their own home to go work somewhere 

else; on the other hand, they are still much confined to the domestic sphere since they work in 

another family’s home. Agnes Grey from Anne Bronte’s novel does not conform to all of the 

stereotypical characteristics mentioned above, yet she still holds the sympathy of the reader. 

She is aggressive, as opposed to passive, with the children (at least what modern time readers 

would call aggressive), for she would “shake her [Mary Ann] by the shoulder, or pull her 

long hair” (Anne Bronte 17). Although Agnes acts aggressively towards the children, the 

reader feels sympathetic towards her position since she is under pressure from the parents to 

teach the children, but the children do not want to study and do everything in their power to 

avoid it. In Agnes Grey, it is clear that Agnes’s parents do not approve of her going to work 

as a governess. In the first chapter, she asserts that she would “like it so much” (8), yet her 

parents refuse to let her apply for a position as a governess because, in their opinion, they 

were “not brought to that pass yet” (8). Agnes herself wants to go and try being a governess; 

her parents, however, want to keep her confined to their home and not let her venture out into 

the working world. Both Agnes and Jane are spiritual and religious. The novels have many 
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instances of them going to church and praying or referencing the Christian religion. Neither 

Rebecca Sharp nor Lydia Gwilt is passive since they are reaching for something: they know 

what they want, and they make plans to get it. Furthermore, they are not compliant, but quite 

the opposite as they have other people, specifically men, wrapped around their fingers. 

Rawdon, Rebecca’s husband, does everything for her, and Mr. Bashwood does everything 

Lydia asks him to do, with Lydia even calling him her “obedient humble servant” (Collins 

348).  

3.2 Governesses in Literature 

During the nineteenth century, more specifically around the 1840s (Hughes, “The 

Figure”), a new genre of books emerged which focused specifically on the governess, the 

genre of the governess novel (Ayres 29). Around the same time, a number of governess 

manuals were published, which explained how governesses, and sometimes their employers, 

were supposed to behave. These manuals were written for an ideal environment, which was 

not always the case (Ayres 28). Before this, there were novels which had a governess 

character; however, the differences between the two lies in the governess’s station in the 

household, her relationship to the lady of the house, and the “changing attituded to payed 

work” (Ayres 30). The intention of the genre was to shed light on the conditions in which 

governesses lived, to show the problems they faced and to try to improve their position and 

status. Common themes in these novels included “loss of social status, intermediate social 

position, and moral worth” (Ayres 29), and these themes bear a striking resemblance to what 

the status of the governess really was. Furthermore, the genre outlines the possibilities as well 

as the impossibilities of governesses (Ayres 30). Not many governess novels are known in 

modern time, and only the most famous ones are discussed in this essay; however, in the 

nineteenth century, they were widely read and very popular. These forgotten works of 

governess novels are often referred to as “forgotten Victorian […] minor fiction” (Ayres 29). 

Governesses in literature were sometimes portrayed as heroines, as in Charlotte Bronte’s 

Jane Eyre, and sometimes as villains, as in William Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (Hughes, “The 

Figure”). Katheryn Hughes claims in her article “Gender Roles in the 19th Century” that the 

figure of the governess used to be “unsettling, especially in literature”. In literature, 

governesses were often sexual beings, and governess figures such as Jane Eyre and Rebecca 

Sharp were criticised for being too sexual and ambitious.  
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Mimi Mathews, a USA Today best-selling author, sums up the figure of the governess 

in literature very neatly:  

Whether the novel is a Gothic, a romance, a mystery, or a comedy of manners, the 

character of governess is perfectly at home. At her wise, intellectual best, she is a 

creditable heroine. At her narrow-minded, tyrannical worst, she is a formidable 

villain. And when combined with the various misdemeanors and mishaps of her 

young charges, she provides the perfect comic foil. 

Jane Eyre and Agnes Grey are the “wise, intellectual best […] creditable heroine[s]”. They do 

the best they can with their situation without having someone else pay for their success. 

Rebecca Sharp and Miss Gwilt are the “narrow-minded, tyrannical [at] worst […] formidable 

villain[s]” who do whatever they can to get their own way, no matter who they must turn 

against to get there. Jane Eyre and Agnes Grey are both romance novels, while Armadale 

(featuring Miss Gwilt) is a mystery and Vanity Fair (featuring Rebecca Sharp) is historical 

fiction; as Mathews states, the character of the governess has her place in each of these 

genres. Although governesses in literature can be depicted both as heroines and villains, 

women seem to become governesses out of sheer necessity, instead of out of a desire to 

educate young children.  

It is clear in literature that being a governess was a negative thing; instead of being 

praised for taking their lives into their own hands, becoming financially independent and 

possibly even being able to retire because a better situation presented itself (marriage), 

governesses were often reminded and criticised for the position they held, or used to hold. As 

stated earlier, Agnes Grey’s family did not want her to venture out and become a governess 

(Anne Bronte 8); furthermore, when employed at the Murray family, she felt how little 

respect she received from the family, and from the servants as well, and she felt herself 

“degraded by the life [she] led” (38). Rebecca Sharp states that, no matter what, she will 

never become a governess again (Thackeray). For her part, Jane Eyre served as a teacher at 

Lowood, where she had been a pupil, and it can be argued that she choice to become a private 

governess, since she could have stayed at Lowood but had gotten tired of it and wanted to try 

something new. At first Jane seems to like her position well. She is treated better than she 

expected; later, however, she does not like how the governess works for others in their homes 

(Charlotte Bronte). Once a woman became a governess, she would not forget about it. As a 

governess, people frequently talked down to Rebecca Sharp when they thought she was 
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trying to marry someone above her station. They thought her not good enough because she 

was merely “a little upstart governess” (Thackeray 52). When Rebecca Sharp has gotten 

married and is running in upper class circles, she is often reminded of the fact that she used to 

be a governess, and many do not accept her as upper class because she used to be a working 

woman (Thackeray).  

3.3 Comparing Reality to Literature 

As in literature, in reality, women often did not have the main role. They were usually 

behind the scenes. The man worked outside the home while the woman worked inside it and 

was therefore not as visible as the man. In reality, this did not change much with women 

venturing into the working world and becoming governesses since they were still inside the 

home working, although it was for a wage. This did change the role of the woman in 

literature by bringing the woman, the governess, to the forefront. Having the woman as the 

main character, the readers are getting her story instead of the story of the man in the house. 

Bringing women to the forefront of literature did take time. There were women working as 

governesses in the eighteenth century. Agnes Porter, for instance, worked as a governess 

from 1784-1806 (Brandon 25), while, as stated earlier, women’s literature did not start until 

the early nineteenth century. In the nineteenth century, governesses became more common 

among the middle class while, before that, they had traditionally only been employed by 

aristocratic families (Brandon 1). One of the reasons for women becoming more visible in 

literature in the nineteenth century could be that governesses became more common, or more 

visible, in society. With increased interaction with governesses among other classes, not just 

the aristocracy, they became a more interesting subject to write about. Brandon chimes in on 

this topic, asking what happened between Porter’s time as a governess, which she seemed to 

like, and Austen’s and the Bronte’s sisters’ time as governesses, which they kept a short 

while before quitting. Her answer is that, in Porter’s time, having a governess was a luxury 

for aristocratic families (Brandon 26), while in Austen’s and the Bronte’s’ time, they were 

hired by middle-class families.    

On a larger scale, it is possible to compare governesses from literature to governesses in 

reality. They are well educated and go on to other households to educate the children. 

Women would not become governesses because they wanted to reach out on their own and 

become independent; they became governesses because of dire financial need. This is evident 

in the four novels discussed. In literature, they are portrayed either as heroines or villains, 
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while, in reality, the difference was perhaps not as sharp: they were not good or bad, but 

simply normal people with good and bad qualities. It is interesting to note that, in the novels 

taken into consideration in this essay, the authors of the “good” governesses are female while 

the authors of the “bad” governesses are male. It is possible to imagine that the female 

authors have more sympathy for the governesses than the male authors. Perhaps, the male 

authors have a different experience of governesses than the females. Charlotte and Anne 

Bronte both worked as governesses before writing their novels, and it can be assumed that 

they used their own experiences from their positions in writing the character of the governess 

(Ayres 29). Thackeray and Collins, on the other hand, may only have had experience being 

around them or heard of them. They went to school institutions, and neither one liked the 

experience very much (Fletcher) (Hurst), which could paint a bad picture of governesses. 

Having different experiences of governesses may lead authors to write differently about 

them.  

It seems that, aside from the specific character of the governess, she is portrayed 

realistically, especially in terms of her situation. When it comes to the character of the 

governess, however, it seems often the case that it comes down to the author whether the 

governess is considered good or bad. The novels taken into consideration in this essay are not 

the only ones which fall under this theory: Miss Taylor, from Emma by Jane Austen, is very 

relatable, although her actions may be controversial at times while Miss Wade, from Charles 

Dickens’s Little Dorrit, is a snarky, disliked character. This demonstrates that the authors’ 

views on the subject makes a difference in their writing. Furthermore, it reflects the wide 

opinion on governesses through society. Women, who know the situation of the governess 

first-hand, are more sympathetic to their situation while men, who see the position of the 

governess differently, perhaps in a more sexualised manner than was considered appropriate 

in those times, write about the governess in a more sinister manner. Whether good or bad, the 

outcome for the governess in literature does not seem to match up with reality. Mimi 

Mathews mentions that, in literature, governesses are often highly romanticised. In literature, 

well to-do rich gentlemen fall in love with the governesses: the latter get married and live 

happily ever after (Mathews), as is the case with Agnes Grey and Jane Eyre, the “good” 

governesses. This is also partially true for the “bad” governesses, Lydia Gwilt and Rebecca 

Sharp, who do get married but do not live happily ever after. This, however, was not the 

reality of governesses; it was quite the opposite as “she was very much a genteel prisoner of 

her respectable position” (Mathews).  
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4. The Governess: Angel or Demon in the House? 

4.1 The Angel in the House 

Women were educated to become “the Angel in the House”. Women had to attract men 

to marry. The middle class did not do that through domestic abilities but through what is 

called “accomplishments”, taught at boarding schools or by governesses (Hughes “Gender 

Roles”). According to Caroline Bingley from Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, an 

accomplished woman must have “Knowledge of music, singing, drawing, dancing and the 

modern languages” (Austen 35) as well as possessing “a certain something in her air and 

manner of walking, the tone of her voice, her address and expressions” (Austen 35) (qtd. in 

Hughes, “Gender Roles”). Educated women had to dumb themselves down, so they would 

not overshadow the men as they could not seem smarter than men. Women who did show 

their intellect were called “blue-stockings” and were not considered very feminine. In fact, 

doctors claimed that too much intellect had a bad effect on women’s ovaries; furthermore, 

when universities started accepting women, many families did not let their daughters enter for 

fear of not being able to find them a husband (Hughes “Gender Roles”). Jane Eyre and Agnes 

Grey can be considered as angels of the house.  

Although Jane Eyre is considered an angel, her independence has been viewed as a 

threat to the masculine norm. She does not marry Rochester until she is financially 

independent, and furthermore not until he is physically disabled. Rochester must lean on and 

get help from Jane, and she is the strong provider of the two (Bell 263). Bronte can be seen in 

the figure of Jane Eyre owing to the fact that both came from poor backgrounds: Jane Eyre’s 

father was a “poor clergyman” while Brontë’s father was a poor reverend (Bell 263). Jane 

does not like her position as a governess; she prefers the position of a teacher. She believes 

she is more independent as a teacher since she is not living in someone else’s home, and 

furthermore, it is not as degrading, as there is no one to look down on her in doing her job. 

She calls it “mentally degrading” to work for someone else in their home (Bell 264). Jane can 

feel the class discrimination throughout her whole life. She is brought up as an orphan at her 

aunt’s house and is never truly accepted because she was poor; later, she is a governess, with 

a good education and yet at the same level as the servants in the house (Bell 265). As a child, 

Jane Eyre is very spiritual and superstitious, afraid that the ghost of Mr. Reed, her dead uncle, 

would come visit her in the red room (Charlotte Bronte 9). She prays and reads the bible 

dutifully, although not finding psalms very interesting (26). Jane looks up to her friend Helen, 
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because of Helen’s devotion to God, her ability to be humble (46), have good thoughts about 

people who treat her unkind (48) and her faith. After spending eight years at Lowood, both as 

a student and a teacher, Jane finds her character to be quiet, disciplined and subdued (72). 

Jane is never considered beautiful. Bessie states that as a child, Jane was “no beauty” (79), 

but as a grown woman of eighteen years old, she “looked like a lady” (79). Jane herself often 

wishes she was prettier than she really is, describing herself as “so little, so pale, and had 

features so irregular and so marked” (85), and wishes to have “rosy cheeks, a straight nose , 

and small cherry mouth […] to be tall, stately, and finely developed in figure” (85). Another 

example of an “angel in the house” is Agnes Grey.  

Although being disliked by her pupils as well as the parents employing her, Agnes, is 

considered an “angel in the house” due to her behaviour. Agnes Grey struggles with being the 

perfect governess in her positions. She is never able to be “the perfect extension of [the] 

parents”, as Regaignon puts it. She has difficulty keeping the children in check, getting them 

to listen and do what she asked them to do; furthermore, she also is not able to perfectly 

please the children’s parents, doing what they want her to do (Anne Bronte). Although 

sometimes being aggressive towards the younger children, Agnes is also passive, especially 

in company with her older pupils and in public. She states that “to submit and oblige was the 

governess’s part” (Anne Bronte 55); this is more the description one would think of for a 

servant than a teacher. This, however, is how Agnes, along with many others, thinks of 

governesses since they were being personally employed. As further proof of Agnes’s 

passivity she claims, after a speech from Mrs. Murray, “it was my business to hear, and not to 

speak” (Anne Bronte 79). As a governess, she is not allowed to speak back or defend herself 

to her employer. Like Jane, Agnes is religious. She is afraid that she is not behaving in a 

Christian manner because she does not like the way she is treated by the Murray family. She 

claims that true Christians should be able to “beareth all things endureth all things” (38). She 

also sometimes feels she was not serving God well enough when at church she is too 

occupied looking at Mr. Weston than listening to him. She is more fascinated with “the 

creature than the Creator” (69). Turning from Agnes’s behaviour to her looks; when looking 

at herself, Agnes “discover[s] no beauty” (Anne Bronte 71); instead, she sees “pale hollow 

cheek[s] [and] ordinary dark brown hair” (71). However, she mentions that physical beauty 

means nothing to “sensible people” (71) who do not care about beauty in themselves or 

others, as long as the heart and the mind are in the right place; the exterior does not matter.  
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4.2 The Demon in the House 

Lydia Gwilt would be considered a “demon in the house”. She even calls herself that 

and admits to being a devil; in a letter to Mrs. Oldershaw, she writes “thank your stars that 

you had a she-devil like me to deal with” (Thackeray 259). Lydia’s goal is to become rich, 

and she believes that to accomplish that goal she must marry a rich man, Armadale. When 

that scheme does not play out the way she expected, she turns to marrying his friend and 

namesake and plans to kill the real Armadale and lie, so she can get his money. In the first 

account of Lydia Gwilt, she describes herself as “in distress” (94). She is about to commit 

suicide which can be interpreted in two ways: she is in distress, a situation which she cannot 

deal with, or she is “a distressed woman”, which, as mentioned earlier, is a very bad place for 

a woman to be. Perhaps it is a combination of both. Lydia did not have a wholesome family 

growing up so it is doubtful that she could be considered “a distressed gentle-woman” as Bell 

puts it, where the father of the family cannot take care of his daughters financially. She can 

still be very poor and in a bad situation which she does not think she can handle; therefore 

suicide may seem as a way out for her. Lydia is described as beautiful throughout the novel, 

having “extreme elegance and beauty” (94) and “good looks” (327). It is these good looks 

that Lydia possesses which make Mrs. Milroy, the mother of Lydia’s pupil, extremely jealous 

of her; she is not afraid Miss Milroy, her daughter, will like Lydia more than herself, but that 

Lydia will become Mr. Milroy’s mistress (327). It can be seen clearly from the many letters 

back and forth between Lydia and Mrs. Oldershaw that Lydia is scheming and lying 

throughout the novel. Another governess whose greatest characteristics are lying and 

scheming is Rebecca Sharp.  

Rebecca Sharp from William Makepeace Thackeray’s Vanity Fair is one of the anti-

heroines of governess literature. Although she becomes a governess out of financial need, her 

main goal in life is to rise in rank, to become a part of a higher class than she was as an 

orphan. Rebecca, or Becky as she is sometimes called, lies and schemes to get her way. When 

reminiscing about her time as a governess, Rebecca Sharp refers to it as when she “was little 

better than a servant” (Thackery 399). Being a servant is bad, and while being a governess is 

better, it is not much better; even Rebecca, having been a governess herself, looks down on 

the position. Earlier, on page 353, speaking to her husband, Rebecca claims that if things do 

not work out the way they planned, he can “take charge of the stable, and I can be a 

governess to Lady Jane’s children.” She, however, has no plans on going back to being a 

governess because she has many schemes in motion to make sure that will not happen, 
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making it sound as though going back to being a governess is one of the worst things that can 

happen to her. It is clear throughout the novel that Becky spends a lot of her time acting, 

acting like she cares, as when she meets Amelia again after some time and “Rebecca 

performed her part of the embrace with the most perfect briskness and energy” (125), and the 

same when they parted later where Rebecca “used her handkerchief plentifully” and yet it 

was “quite dry” (233) as Rebecca was only giving the impression of crying. Rebecca’s evil 

ways can even be related to the ways of the snake from the story of Adam and Eve.  

Throughout the novel, Rebecca is continually referenced to in ways that can be 

connected to the Snake of the biblical story of Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden. Dobbin 

“shrank from her with instinctive repulsion” (221) which is not surprising since later he 

claims, “She writhes and twists about like a snake” (263). This is an interesting simile, 

comparing Rebecca to a snake, like the snake in Eden. Rebecca lies to get her way, just like 

the snake in Eden did to Eve to get her to eat the forbidden fruit. Rebecca further resembles 

the snake in Eden when she tries to come between Amelia and her husband (287), like the 

snake did with Adam and Eve. In that scene, Amelia calls Rebecca “bad and wicked woman 

– false friend and false wife!” (287). In truth, she is both a false friend and a false wife since 

she was never sincere in either her friendship with Amelia or her union with Rawdon. 

Rebecca believes herself smart while “the rest of the world are fools” (399), like the snake 

was the smartest creature in the forest of Eden. When in London, it was “Rebecca’s wit, 

cleverness, and flippancy” (351) that made her the best of the best in the upper class publicly; 

privately however, other women would not invite her over and keep their distance from her. 

This further resembles the clever snake which Adam wanted to keep away from.  Last but not 

least, in chapter 41, Rebecca feels alright with her scheming and lying because she convinces 

herself that she is balancing out the good and the evil in the world (399), which has some 

religious effect, like Rebecca has the power of the Devil to balance out the world. 

4.3 Either or Both or Neither? 

Although governesses are often portrayed in literature as either good or evil with no in 

between, governesses in real life were probably generally neither. Generally, people are not 

either purely good or evil. Most of the time, they are good, and most of the time, if they have 

done something bad, it was for their own benefit or for the benefit of someone else. 

Generally, people do not do bad things because they want to do something bad; they do 

something bad because it is the only, or the better, option, or because they think it is the right 
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thing to do. Sometimes what is right for one person is not what is right for someone else. As 

stated earlier in the essay, the authors’ lives and experiences influence the novel they write, 

and the experience they have had with governesses can affect their portrayal of the character 

of the governess. First and foremost, governesses were people just like anyone else. There 

were probably good and bad governesses, and that does not mean the whole class has to be 

labelled either good or evil. Although there is a simple quick judgement on every character of 

the governess covered in this essay, there can always be found good and bad qualities in all of 

them 

For instance, even though Rebecca Sharp from Vanity Fair does everything she does 

for her own personal gain, she brings some good things with her as well: she gives her 

husband a son whom he loves (492), although she did not love the latter (345). The author, 

for that is what the storyteller calls himself, in Vanity Fair even makes a point out of wanting 

to make clear that he has never actually shown Rebecca do anything bad; Rebecca‘s actions 

are not bad in themselves, but what lies behind them is. He writes “has he [the author] […] 

showed the monster’s hideous tail above water? No!” (607). The other characters’ reaction to 

Becky reveal her true nature, they often sense something about her which she is not 

necessarily consciously projecting. Thackeray wants the readers to wonder whether Becky is 

good or evil. Although the reader is, directly, told that Rebecca schemes as in chapter 40, 

where “Becky instantly formed some benevolent little domestic plans” (390), he is still left to 

wonder about her true character because she behaves like a good upper class woman, which 

is why she is able to climb so high up the latter of society. Although the author claims that 

Rebecca’s actions do not reveal her as her true self, it can be argued that they do when it 

came to light that she was hiding money from her husband; however, she questions herself 

and still claims innocence (508). Although Rebecca is cunning and scheming by nature, by 

the end of the novel, she sacrifices the friendship she had rebuilt with Amelia to make Amelia 

happy again after Dobbin leaves, by telling her the truth about her, Rebecca, and George, 

Amelia’s husband. Furthermore, following Amelia and Dobbin’s reunion, Rebecca leaves 

them alone, never to be seen by them again. Lydia Gwilt too seems to redeem herself at the 

end of the novel. Although seemingly evil throughout, she saves her husband from being 

killed by her and instead kills herself (Thackeray 807).   

The same can be said of the governesses considered angels. Although we sympathize 

with Agnes Grey and her situation, she is not the typical woman who does whatever she is 

told to do. Her employers tell her what she is doing is wrong and that she is not 
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accomplishing anything with her pupils; Agnes, however, keeps on trying and doing what she 

believes is best and works with her pupils (Anne Bronte 16). Agnes can be seen as a caring, 

unselfish character when she goes to read for Nancy Brown. However, she can also be seen 

as very harsh to her pupils. It can be argued that she must be harsh because of their 

behaviour, but she is harsh nonetheless. Jane Eyre, for her part, has a temper which she finds 

hard to control, especially as a young girl. She fights with her cousin John (Charlotte Bronte 

7) and says what she wants to her aunt (29). Jane Eyre is a very nice and loving character in 

almost every way; however, as has been mentioned earlier, she waits until she has the upper 

hand in the relationship with Mr. Rochester to marry him. 

Final words 

The life that governesses lead in literature does not reflect the life governesses lead in 

reality. Their life is often highly romanticised, while the reality was harsh and unpredictable. 

There are not a lot of first-hand records of governesses in the nineteenth century, and those 

who are remembered often had a poor existence at their positions. Charlotte Bronte, Mary 

Wollstonecraft and Agnes Porter were all governesses in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries. They all described the position as a difficult and lonely one. The loneliness of the 

position could stem from the fact that the mother of the house often felt threatened by the 

governess, fearing that the children would grow more affectionate towards her than their own 

mother. Governesses never ventured into the working world out of their own accord; instead, 

they had to go and work because of financial crisis in the family. Governesses came from 

middle-class families, meaning they were well-educated. Women were not expected to go out 

and work; in fact, they were expected to stay inside the home, in the “private sphere”, while 

the men went out into the “public sphere” to work. Women, and young girls, were brought up 

to become “angels in the house”: they could not be too smart or else they could overshadow 

their potential husband (Hughes “Gender Roles”). The position of the governess paved the 

way for women’s education; schools were founded to educate governesses further. 

Additionally, institutions were set on foot to help governesses in need, for instance in old age 

where they did not have the ability to take care of themselves (Bell 165). Old governesses 

who were unable to take care of themselves were often referred to as “distressed gentle 

women” (Bell 265); brought up in a middle-class family but in financial distress in old age. 

Women in distress would also sometimes get into prostitution, trying to feed themselves and 

possibly their children. Prostitution was considered a big problem at the time, although not 

illegal, and were women sometimes arrested and taken into “lock hospitals” to treat their 
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potential disease as well as to teach them patriarchal values of the society (Hughes, “Gender 

Roles”). With governesses increasing position in the homes of working-class families, so did 

their position increase in novels at the time.  

In the nineteenth century, novels emerged starring governesses as main characters, 

starting a new genre, the genre of the governess novel. With governesses becoming more 

visible in society, not mainly among the aristocrats, they became a bigger part of society and 

therefore literature as well. As can be seen from the novels taken into account in this essay, a 

governess character can be a part of every genre where they either conform to or go against 

typical feminine characteristics. Feminine characteristics were set forth by Mary Ellman, who 

claims that female characters who stray from these characteristics are viewed badly. 

Governesses in literature vary between possessing these characteristics and deviating from 

them and can that have a big effect on the reader’s views of the character. There are also 

instances were governesses deviate from some of the characteristics and yet are able to hold 

the sympathy of the reader. The genre of the governess is a part of the first stage of women’s 

literature set forth by Elaine Showalter, the feminine stage, where women writers, like the 

Bronte sisters, used pseudonyms to get their work across. Before the feminine stage, women 

characters would often play a supportive role to the male lead. In the feminine stage were 

novels starring women as leading characters. This stage threatened many male writers who 

were worried women would come and take over the field, although this was never a real 

concern since they overestimated the real number of women writers at the time. In this light it 

is interesting to see that male writers often write governesses as villains, while the female 

writers write the governesses as heroines. It is possible that men have a different view on 

governesses than the women, who often had direct or real-life experience of being a 

governess. This is the case with the novels discussed in this essay, Thackery and Collins 

write about bad governesses while Anne Bronte and Charlotte Bronte write about good 

governesses.  

In literature governesses are often either heroines or villains. Jane Eyre and Agnes Grey 

are heroines who do their best to do good. Both are honest and religious. They do have a stern 

side to them, where they do not let specific people walk all over them, yet even so, they are 

able to hold the sympathy of the reader because of their specific difficult situation. Neither 

one is described as beautiful: Jane wishes to be prettier than she is while Anne claims it is the 

intellect within that matters most.  On the other hand, Lydia Gwilt and Rebecca Sharp are 

considered villains. Both of them lie and scheme to get their way. They have a very specific 
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path and a goal which they want to achieve and do whatever they have to do to get there. 

Lydia and Rebecca have no sympathy from the reader, until possibly at the end of the novels 

when they seem to gain a conscience and make the right choices. Lydia Gwilt is extremely 

strategic and sees her plans through, while Rebecca is opportunistic, having many plans 

going at once and going for what is in her best interest each time. Both villains are described 

as beautiful, and they use their beauty to get ahead. In Vanity Fair there are many references 

which link Rebecca Sharp to the snake of Eden. Both lie to get their way; people want to 

keep away from them; they are smarter than the average person; and they seem to possess a 

higher power, the power of the devil. These characters mentioned above are labelled either 

heroines or villains; however, when looked at further, they do project characteristics of both 

in the end. 
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