
‘I thought how unpleasant it is to be locked out; and I thought how it is worse perhaps to be locked 

in.’ Discuss the use of images of entrapment in the work of two female novelists of the nineteenth or 

twentieth centuries. 

 

 

For Virginia Woolf, freedom was central to writing, but this did not, despite the title of her seminal 

essay A Room of One’s Own, necessarily mean physical possession of space. She required freedom of 

mind, that indomitable mind on which “no gate, no lock, no bolt”1 could be set. Finding such 

freedom has been difficult for women writers both before and after Woolf. Many therefore use 

images of entrapment to explore the predicament of women. Charlotte Bronte, in Jane Eyre 

especially, deals with the forces trapping Victorian women: gender, money, class, and religion.  

Muriel Spark’s The Girls of Slender Means reveals some remarkable parallels. Published 34 years 

after A Room of One’s Own and 116 years after Jane Eyre, it demonstrates that, although feminism 

in the 1960s focused on access, women were struggling still to escape. 

Rooms in which the central characters are trapped feature prominently in Jane Eyre. There are 

various critical understandings of this, perhaps the commonest of which is the feminist suggestion of 

sexual entrapment. For Woolf, a room was a practical necessity in the act of writing, somewhere to 

retreat into self-imposed enclosure, freed from the world’s expectations. However, Bronte uses 

rooms and buildings metaphorically to express how her characters are trapped by their gender and 

these expectations. Jane, before the end of Chapter One, displays “such a picture of passion” that 

Mrs Reed orders: “‘Take her away to the red room and lock her in there.’”2 Once there, the servants 

consider chaining Jane with their garters, a peculiarly feminine and intimate kind of bondage which 

signals the significance of the room as a place of imprisonment for female rage. Red is the colour of 

anger, and of the hell Jane will fall into if she cannot contain her passion. For feminist critics, the 

room’s “festoons and falls” of “deep red damask”3 and “a certain secret drawer”4 represent the 

female body, hidden and mysterious. Indeed, Elaine Showalter called the room “a Freudian wealth 

of secret compartments”5, suggesting that Jane’s imprisonment here is an initiation into 

womanhood, but one to be hidden. Although “oppressed; suffocated”, she will only be released 

upon “perfect submission and stillness”6 having accepted social convention. From this initiation, 

gender returns within others of Bronte’s images of entrapment. Bertha Mason, the Gothic 

madwoman locked in the attic, is to Showalter “the incarceration of the flesh”7: a character whose 

purpose is to “symbolise the passionate and sexual side of Jane’s personality.”8 There is entrapment 

in both directions here. Jane is locked out of the attic, prevented from meeting and understanding 

Bertha (or that part of herself, if we take Showalter’s argument); Bertha is locked in, a victim of 

speculation and repression. If Thornfield Hall is a prison, it is one from which only one part of Jane 

emerges alive: Bertha burns with the house, making way for Jane to rise from its ashes. Bertha’s 

demise is presented as a consequence of her incarceration, her passionate nature driven wild by fury 

eventually becoming self-destructive, for it is she who starts the fire. The feminist critic would 
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therefore argue that the fully passionate female sexual nature is sacrificed, even self-sacrificed, in 

order for Jane to take on the reserve and restraint of conventional womanhood.  

Muriel Spark goes further: gender is not only the reason for entrapment, but it defines women’s 

hopes of escape too. The similarities to Bronte’s images are clear in the crisis point in The Girls of 

Slender Means in which ten women, trapped in the attic bathroom of a collapsing, blazing house, 

attempt to escape. The two routes open to them represent two ways in which 1940s women could 

take their place in society. There is a skylight, which “had been bricked up [by previous occupants] 

when a man had penetrated the attic floor”9, an image of enforced self-entrapment in the face of an 

intruding world. When firemen attempt a rescue (“the men were evidently trying to find a means of 

opening the skylight to release the girls”10) Spark evokes the humiliation of women who have tried 

to make not only rooms of their own but a house of their own in the suggestion that they require the 

assistance of men to escape it. The girls’ second option is a slit window through which they might 

escape unaided - but only if their bodies conform. It is “known all through the club that thirty-six-

and-a-quarter inches was the maximum for hips that could squeeze themselves through”11 and as 

such the girls’ fate is decided by a tape measure. One, who “had an undernourished body” has no 

difficulty in slipping out “naked as a fish”12, her body dehumanised and unpleasant. Another 

becomes a figure of ridicule, reduced to “unidentifiable kicking legs and wriggling bottom” stripped 

and greased in an attempt to force her through, while Joanna is pulled clear by a man “breaking one 

of her hip bones in the process”13, suggesting that escape can maim, even that pain is an inevitable 

component of it. The women in Spark’s novel suffer for their gender. Their world - the May of Teck 

Club - is teetering on its foundations after an air raid, flames licking up the walls. A century after 

Bronte, our hopes for a better society for women are denied. Spark’s dark humour and lightness of 

style thinly veil something cruel and horrific: hers is a presentation of female entrapment which feels 

far less optimistic than Bronte’s, even with such feminists as Woolf to separate them. 

According to Woolf, it is not only space that women need in order to write, but money: lacking it 

traps women, the importance of which both Bronte and Spark duly note. Bronte presents poverty as 

something which locks Jane out rather than in. John Reed resents her because “you have no money; 

your father left you none”14, and wishes to ostracise her. In one of the most famous speeches of the 

novel, the adult Jane draws attention back to her pecuniary predicament, railing: “Do you think, 

because I am poor, obscure, plain and little, I am soulless and heartless?”15 In placing her poverty 

first, Bronte suggests this is what causes Jane to be obscure in the eyes of the world. The 

conversation continues with the immortal image of entrapment (and its rejection) “I am no bird; and 

no net ensnares me; I am a free human being with an independent will”16. The “net” which Jane 

casts off here is at least in part her poverty, as she asserts the power of her will, her freedom of 

mind, to overpower her other disadvantages. Although dependent on the salary her employer 

Rochester pays her, it is her will which drives her escape and “which I exert now to leave you”.17 

Having escaped Lowood School, Jane has confidence in her ability to escape again and earn her 

living. This independence shows us a liberated Jane before the point at which feminist criticism 
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would ascribe as the moment of her emancipation. On the theme of money, Bronte therefore 

concurs with Woolf that being locked out is conquerable by will, thus subverting both contemporary 

and modern expectations.  

Spark’s characters are more prosaic and are more motivated by obtaining material freedom than 

Jane. Lack of money is a persistent constraint in their lives and is the skeleton of the novel. The very 

title The Girls of Slender Means indicates that financial entrapment is most significant, at least 

initially. The May of Teck Club “exists for the pecuniary convenience and social protection of Ladies 

of Slender Means,” 18 and is the reason this collection of women are together. Bronte and Spark here 

deal with the same problem: the complex relationship between money and class where the two 

were positively correlated. The need for keeping some semblance of gentility despite slender means 

is a restraining force in the twentieth as well as the nineteenth century.  Spark writes that the girls 

discuss their plight overtly - “Love and money were the vital themes in all the bedrooms and 

dormitories,”19 - and each goes to their own particular length to find ways of surviving which revolve 

around those who do have ‘means’. Junior columnist Jane, for instance, writes begging letters to 

famous writers and Joanna Childe the rector’s daughter teaches elocution, monetising her received 

pronunciation, reinforcing the sway still held by class in her society. Spark shows little optimism in 

the prospect of the girls’ escape either from their social predicament or their home as it blazes and 

crumbles like Thornfield: Joanna, echoing the Gothic, dies in the flaming ruins of the club. She 

becomes merely a disembodied voice on a tape and with only her ‘class’ left. Whilst the men around 

her decide this is a kind of immortality, Spark’s irony is that Joanna’s escape leads only to another 

imprisonment, this time wholly impersonal and eternal, a stark contrast to the strength and 

ownership of her voice with which Bronte leaves Jane. 

Bronte and Spark both deal with religion, which modern critics tend to cast as the villain in the lives 

of nineteenth century women - indeed, Showalter wrote that the passionate side of Jane is 

incarcerated because “her upbringing, her religion and her society have commanded”20 it.  However, 

it is arguable that Bronte in fact presents religion as an edifying force which is part of Jane’s 

developing self-possession. Seeing religion in this positive light provides an alternative reading of the 

scene in the red room in which the development of the character of Jane is at its heart, as this is the 

first time in which her profound sense of justice is foregrounded. Unsettled by fear of ghosts, who 

might be “troubled in their grave by the violation of their last wishes” and return to haunt the earth, 

Jane is comforted by the conviction that her kindly Uncle Reed might deliver her from his wife’s 

cruelty. Additionally, it is notable that, while she acknowledges its hardship, at no point does Jane 

condemn Lowood, where her religious education occurs. Just as Bertha is a symbolic character for 

part of Jane’s psyche, so Helen Burns at Lowood is the archetypal Victorian cherub-child, a picture of 

deference and tragically conscious of her ‘faults’. Helen, dying of tuberculosis, has such lines of 

touching pathos as “I live in calm, looking to the end,”21 which led Showalter to decide that she is a 

kind of martyr, “sacrificed to make way for Jane’s fuller freedom”22. Yet Helen also speaks wisdom 

beyond her years, telling Jane how she “can so clearly distinguish between the criminal and the 

crime”23 and thus cannot hate unjust adults, prefiguring Jane’s reconciliation with Rochester. It is 

these lessons which free Jane from her feelings of betrayal and anger, allowing her to build her later 

healthier relationships with a true self-assertion, such as those with Rochester and Adele. Where 
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many critics see religion as a constraining force for both Jane as a character and Bronte as an author, 

it in fact represents the key to understanding both, as it is through religion that Bronte’s radical 

approach to gender is articulated. Jane’s refusal to be party to Rochester’s sins, for which he pays 

with his blindness, show a religious strength. Indeed, in her most famous speech to Rochester she 

imagines they “stood at God’s feet equal - as we are.”24 Here, Bronte rejects entirely the notion that 

religion imprisons women. On the contrary, religion is what makes the sexes equal, for they are 

equal in the eyes of God, and whatever other constructs of mortal life aim to separate them, this 

fact remains. 

Once again, Spark is more conflicted in linking religion either to imprisonment or to freedom. Joanna 

Childe in The Girls of Slender Means is a rector’s daughter who, having escaped the parish, teaches 

elocution to another clergyman’s daughter in order to help her achieve the same supposed freedom. 

After Joanna’s death, her father wishes she hadn’t left, asserting that “her coming to London was a 

mistake” but that “she was restless, poor girl,” 25 believing it was her escape which killed her. In 

some sense, he may be right. Joanna “had religious strength”26 and, after falling in love with a curate 

when young, “decided to enter maimed into the Kingdom of Heaven”27. This she achieves, breaking 

her hip upon escape from the bathroom and falling into an inferno, but she dies in the service of 

others, singing psalms. Both Joanna and Jane behave laudably with moral and spiritual strength, 

however, the freedom Joanna attained left her unsafe and led to her death: Spark cannot allow her 

to achieve the same liberation through religion as Bronte does Jane.  

While it is undeniable that Victorian women were trapped in many ways, Bronte is able to present 

Jane’s escape with such optimism because she believes wholeheartedly in the power of education. 

Spark, though conscious of this, as evidenced in her earlier novel The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, is 

more pessimistic about the degree to which escape is possible. Jane leaves Lowood with the moral 

capability to face society’s expectations of her. Practically, she gains the skills to make her own way 

in the world as a governess. She is given some standing on which to exist as a woman, from which to 

have the experiences which truly lead to her freedom: Reader, she married him, not the other way 

around. Bronte’s commitment to education is signalled by Jane’s role in choosing Adele’s school, a 

recognition of what education granted her, but that care must be taken in ensuring the experience is 

shaping not breaking. Bronte’s other novels too feature the theme: Villette and The Professor being 

further explorations of the role of the teacher, and Shirley presenting two women who are liberated 

to varying degrees by their knowledge. The Girls of Slender Means, however, ends with a powerful 

image of remaining entrapment: the words “Long ago in 1945”28 both begin and end the novel. With 

her frame narrative set in the 1960s, Spark had the opportunity to present the progress made in the 

two intervening decades for the survivors – she doesn’t, encasing them in the past and suggesting 

therefore that progress has been negligible. While Jane Eyre makes life a journey toward fulfilment, 

Spark’s women have travelled nowhere. As a dialogue with such radicals as Bronte and Woolf, who 

write that freedom of the mind is sufficient, Spark’s work is a poignant reminder that for ordinary 

women constraints are perennial.  
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