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Abstract

Written in the aftermath of the Great Exhibition of 1851, Villette represents Charlotte Brontë’s

literary exploration of nineteenth-century glass culture and its significant impact on urban identity

and perception. This essay examines how glass in urban spaces and consumer culture reshapes

characters’ self-perception and their experience of city life. After briefly discussing Brontë’s lasting

interest in urban themes and her visit to the Great Exhibition, I focus on scenes in Villette involving

mirrors and windows. These scenes reveal Lucy’s fragmented sense of identity through her

reflections and her desire to control and frame her visual experiences. Finally, I analyze the exotic

scene in Chapter 38, “Cloud,” where a spectacle is imaginatively presented behind a pane of glass,

reflecting the display principles of the Great Exhibition.[1]

Keywords: Villette, Charlotte Brontë, glass, mirrors, windows, the Great Exhibition, urban identity,

spectacles

1. Introduction

Since its emergence as a ubiquitous industrial material in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, glass

has profoundly transformed urban landscapes, reshaped our perceptions of space, and altered our

interactions with the material world. Glass is not merely a technological innovation with its own

industrial history; it also serves as a rich source of metaphor, encapsulating the complexities of

modern urban life. As both a medium and a barrier, glass functions as a threshold or intersection

where narrative contradictions and paradoxes arise. It invites critical exploration of the
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relationships between subjects and objects, the material and the immaterial, urbanites and urban

space, spectators and spectacles, consumers and commodities, exterior and interior, the visible

and the invisible. In this regard, glass operates as a crucial frame or screen through which we

perceive the world, construct knowledge, and cultivate aesthetic sensibilities.

While glass was initially designed to enhance the functionality and perspectives of modern living, it

often generates unsettling visual and spatial experiences that challenge the identity and

perceptions of urban dwellers. The mass production of glass since the nineteenth century, as Paul

Scheerbart suggests, has given rise to a new ‘culture of glass.’[2] In this essay, the term ‘culture of

glass’ refers both to the emerging societal culture shaped by the widespread use of glass and to

the cultural representations—such as novels—that reflect and critically engage with this new,

transparent environment.

Glass, far from being merely an industrial material, plays a pivotal role in reshaping how urban

dwellers perceive both the world around them and their own identities. This essay examines

Charlotte Brontë’s use of glass in her novel Villette (1853) to explore how nineteenth-century urban

spaces and consumer culture shape characters’ self-perceptions and experiences of city life. After

briefly considering Brontë’s ongoing engagement with urban themes and her personal visit to the

Great Exhibition, I focus on key scenes in Villette involving mirrors and windows. These moments

highlight Lucy Snowe’s fragmented sense of identity as she grapples with her reflections and seeks

to control her visual experiences. Finally, I analyze the exotic spectacle in Chapter 38, “Cloud,”

where a spectacle is imaginatively presented behind a pane of glass, echoing the display principles

of the Great Exhibition. This essay argues that the pervasive presence of glass in urban spaces,

coupled with the rise of consumer culture, significantly reshapes characters’ perceptions of

themselves and their interactions with the city.

2. Charlotte Brontë and the Culture of Glass

As a Victorian writer, Charlotte Brontë (1816-1855) was deeply fascinated by cities and glass

cultures. The Crystal Palace of 1851, an innovative glass structure that transformed exhibitions

and fundamentally altered spatial and visual experiences, had a significant impact on Brontë’s life

and work. Before the Great Exhibition, Brontë, along with her siblings, created a fictional city called
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“Glass Town” in 1827. Scholars like Isobel Armstrong and Anita Levy have examined the intriguing

connection between Brontë’s imaginative vision of a crystal world in Glass Town and her real-life

encounters with the spectacular displays at Crystal Palace. Armstrong even proposes that Glass

Town might be seen as a “proleptic” vision of the Crystal Palace (Charlotte Brontë’s City 1). Brontë

visited the Great Exhibition in London at least five times, and on these occasions, she was

fortunate to have the Scottish scientist and inventor David Brewster (1781-1868) as her personal

guide. Known as the “father of modern experimental optics,” Brewster was the inventor of the

kaleidoscope and a leading figure in optical research. His expert guidance greatly influenced and

inspired Brontë’s exploration and reflection on the new world revealed through glass.

Brontë’s response to the new glass world was notably ambivalent. She appeared both fascinated

and unsettled by the overwhelming transparency and the phantasmagoric juxtaposition of exotic

displays at the Great Exhibition, as reflected in a letter to her father:

Yesterday we went to the Crystal Palace—the exterior had a strange and elegant but somewhat

unsubstantial effect. The interior is like a mighty Vanity Fair—bright colors blaze on all sides, and

wares of all kinds—from diamonds to spinning jennies and printing presses—are on display. It was

very fine—gorgeous, animated, bewildering—but I preferred Thackeray’s lecture. (Letters 265).

For Brontë, the Crystal Palace represented a shrine to commodity fetishism, a “mighty Vanity Fair.”

In another letter to her friend Miss Wooler, dated July 14, 1851, she expresses her growing

reluctance to visit the exhibition, describing it as a feast for the eyes but lacking in deeper appeal:

I went there [to Crystal Palace] five times, and certainly saw some interesting things. The ‘coup

d’oeil’ is striking and bewildering enough, but I never was able to get up any raptures on the

subject. Each visit was made more out of obligation than of my own free will. It is an excessively

bustling place; after all, its wonders appeal too exclusively to the eye and rarely touch the heart or

head. (qtd. in Gaskell 337-38)

Gradually, Brontë found the display less enchanting due to its overwhelming emphasis on the

visual. It became an empire of commodities that lavishly presented more than one could fully

appreciate at once. Her experiences with the glass structures of London profoundly influenced her

perception of the material world and her approach to character and city creation in her novels.
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Heather Glen references Matthew Arnold’s lecture “On the Modern Element in Literature” (1857) to

illustrate how the Crystal Palace, as a grand glass structure, reflects the mindset of Brontë’s

contemporaries in 1851:

An intellectual deliverance ... is perfect when we have acquired that harmonious acquiescence of

mind which we feel in contemplating a grand spectacle that is intelligible to us; when we have lost

that impatient irritation of mind which we feel in presence of an immense, moving, confused

spectacle which, while it permanently excites our curiosity, perpetually baffles our comprehension.

(261)

Arnold’s imagery vividly captures the experience of visitors to Crystal Palace. Overwhelmed by a

multitude of spectacles, they often felt baffled and disoriented, struggling to make sense of what

lay beyond their grasp. This struggle to control the gaze and the resulting frustration are key

themes in Brontë’s works.

3. Villette as a Response to Glassworld and Visual Culture

Charlotte Brontë’s firsthand experiences with the Great Exhibition and the Crystal Palace inspired

her to envision a world of glass and modernity in her final novel, Villette. Written in the late spring

and summer of 1851, the same year the Crystal Palace opened, Villette can be seen as Brontë’s

literary reflection on and critique of the emerging glass culture and its impact on visual perception

and urban life. Published in 1853, the novel follows Lucy Snowe, a young orphan who, after a

family disaster, travels from London to the fictional city of Villette to teach at a girls’ boarding

school. Brontë meticulously portrays Lucy’s ongoing struggle to carve out a personal space

between the public and private spheres, as well as her experiences of looking and being looked at.

Although Villette is not typically categorized as an urban novel—since much of the story takes

place in domestic settings like classrooms, dormitories, and attics—the role of urban space

remains crucial. The title “Villette,” derived from the French word “ville” (city), reflects the city’s

ambiguous nature through its diminutive form. As Kate E. Brown notes, “[Villette] names and

derides a city characterized by its lack of particularity; it names any city and no city” (367-8). This
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naming suggests that Villette embodies a city that is both universal and indeterminate, symbolizing

urban anonymity.

Moreover, Villette depicts the protagonist Lucy’s journey through various cities—from the idyllic

Bretton to London and finally to the alienating Villette. Brontë’s portrayal of Villette draws heavily

from her own experiences in Brussels, where she worked as a teacher in the early 1840s, and from

her subsequent visits to London. Her fascination with urban culture is evident throughout her

writing. The urban environment in Villette provides Lucy with opportunities to engage in public

events such as concerts, galleries, and theaters, where her experiences of the gaze are

problematized.

Villette is also notable for its pervasive use of glass. In Isobel Armstrong’s Victorian Glassworlds, 

Villette is highlighted as one of the two key “Glassworld Fictions,” alongside Charles Dickens’s 

Bleak House (1852-53). Glass appears throughout the novel in various forms, including mirrors

and windows. Mirrors play a complex role in Lucy’s self-perception and spectatorship, sometimes

aiding and other times obstructing her view of herself and others. Windows frame her visual

experiences and reveal her desire to control and shape what she sees. Additionally, Lucy’s name

itself evokes glass imagery—her first name, Lucy/Luce, alludes to the term “light” used for windows

in the nineteenth century, while her last name, Snow/e, suggests the frozen nature of glass

(Armstrong, Victorian Glassworlds 240).

As a literary response to the new visual culture emerging after the Great Exhibition, Villette is

characterized by an intense focus on visual experiences: observation, surveillance, casual gazes,

voyeurism, and self-display are central to the novel. The narrative is notably rich with verbs related

to vision, such as “to eye,” “to observe,” “to notice,” and “to gaze.” Lucy and other characters often

grapple with questions of visibility and self-perception. Lucy’s frequent concerns about how she is

seen and her constant anxieties about being an object of the male gaze reflect broader issues of

female spectatorship. Brontë mainly uses Lucy’s interactions with glass—mirrors and windows—to

explore themes of identity and control. Furthermore, the park in Villette is depicted as a grand

exhibition without glass, further illustrating Brontë’s contemplation of the dominant role of glass in

shaping visual culture.
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4. Reflections and Fragmentation: The Role of Mirrors in
Shaping Identity

In Villette, mirrors transcend their role as mere reflective surfaces to become pivotal elements in

both the narrative and thematic structure. They function as active participants in the exploration of

self-perception and identity rather than passive objects. The novel intricately examines the

interplay between reflection and reality, highlighting how mirrors influence and complicate Lucy

Snowe’s understanding of herself and her place within the world. Mirrors frame and often distort

Lucy’s sense of self, becoming particularly significant during her periods of self-doubt and

existential questioning. The recurring imagery of mirrors and glass suggests that nearly every

crucial moment in the novel is mediated through these reflective surfaces. As Lucy grapples with

her internal conflicts and external perceptions, the mirrors serve as a lens through which her

struggles with identity and self-worth are both revealed and intensified. This pervasive presence of

mirrors underscores their symbolic role in shaping and challenging Lucy’s evolving sense of self.

One of the most striking encounters with glass occurs in Chapter 16, “Auld Lang Syne.” Following

a dramatic incident where Lucy, having confessed to a Catholic priest and fainted in the street, is

rescued by the Brettons, she awakens in an unfamiliar setting. Rather than being greeted by

ordinary room furnishings, she confronts a space dominated by reflections: “A gilded mirror filled

up the space between two windows (…) In this mirror I saw myself laid, not in a bed, but on a sofa.

I looked spectral; my eyes larger and more hollow, my hair darker than was natural, by contrast

with my thin and ashen face. It was obvious (…) that this was an unknown room in an unknown

house” (Brontë, Villette 186). This encounter with the mirror amplifies Lucy’s disorientation,

presenting her as spectral and alien, which intensifies her sense of estrangement from her own

identity. Throughout Villette, mirrors frequently depict Lucy as a mediated image rather than a

direct representation, further highlighting her internal fragmentation.

In the context of Victorian boudoir mirrors, Armstrong’s discussion of the “Toilet Glass” designed

for the Duchess of Sutherland further illuminates this theme. This mirror, detailed in the Official

Catalogue of the Exhibition, features two porcelain nymphs flanking a dark bronze frame, each
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engaged in an intricate act of reflection. Armstrong explains that the act of looking into this mirror

involves multiple layers: “Our gaze is mediated by the nymphs, theirs by us, as we intervene

between body and reflection (…) There is a fusion of reflected and reflecting body that produces

Grotesque double bodies” (Victorian Glassworlds 236). This notion of layered reflections parallels

the reading experience of Lucy’s mirror scenes in Villette. The narrative forces readers to engage

with Lucy’s reflections, experiencing the multiple acts of looking—both Lucy observing herself and

the readers observing her observation. This fusion of reflected and reflecting bodies creates a

sense of the uncanny, especially when the reflections diverge from the self-image one holds. The

mirror, rather than simply reflecting Lucy’s true self, often obstructs or distorts her self-recognition,

turning her reflections into grotesque encounters that exacerbate her already unstable identity.

Later in Chapter 16, the same mirror that once presented an unsettling image also serves as a

medium for recalling the past. As Lucy looks into the mirror once more, it evokes memories of

bygone years, transforming Bretton’s bedroom into a surreal, reverie-like space: “Bretton! Bretton!

and ten years ago shone reflected in that mirror” (Brontë, Villette 189). Armstrong interprets this

second mirror episode as “a magical encounter with plenitude and experience remade” (Victorian

Glassworlds 239), suggesting that glass possesses a mystical power to conjure and reshape

memories.

Lucy’s struggles with her self-image continue even when the mirror offers an honest reflection. In

contrast to the more attractive and socially prominent figures around her, such as Paulina and her

student Ginevra, Lucy often feels overshadowed and overlooked. She prefers to observe from a

“quiet nook” (Brontë, Villette 142) rather than seek attention, and Dr. John, her godmother’s son,

views her as “a being inoffensive as a shadow” (351).

In Chapter 20, “The Concert,” Lucy’s encounter with a large mirror in the concert hall provides

another moment of self-realization. Initially mistaking her reflection for another figure, she is struck

by the disparity between her own appearance and that of her companions. When she finally

recognizes her reflection, she is distressed: “Thus for the first, and perhaps only time in my life, I

enjoyed the ‘giftie’ of seeing myself as others see me. No need to dwell on the result. It brought a

jar of discord, a pang of regret; it was not flattering, yet, after all, I ought to be thankful: it might
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have been worse” (Brontë, Villette 234). This painful revelation reinforces Lucy’s sense of being a

stranger to herself, experiencing a profound sense of self-split.

As the story unfolds, Lucy’s reliance on mirrors to explore and affirm her identity is frequently

challenged. In Chapter 24, “M. De Bassompierre,” a spectral figure obstructs her view of her own

reflection: “Repairing to my own little sea-green room, there also I found a bright fire, and candles

too were lit: a tall waxlight stood on each side of the great looking glass; but between the candles,

and before the glass, appeared something dressing itself—an airy, fairy thing—small, slight,

white—a winter spirit” (Brontë, Villette 304). This apparition, later revealed to be Paulina, a

beautiful and captivating woman, displaces Lucy’s vision and acts as both a visual and symbolic

barrier to her self-discovery. Paulina, who embodies qualities that Lucy lacks and becomes the

object of Dr. John’s affection, persistently disrupts Lucy’s quest for self-understanding.

In Villette, mirrors transcend their role as mere reflective surfaces, serving instead as intricate

instruments that expose the deep fissures in Lucy Snowe’s self-identity. Through these significant

encounters with glass, Brontë masterfully highlights the tension between Lucy’s self-perception

and how she is perceived by others. Each mirrored reflection—whether presenting a spectral,

distorted image or being obscured by the presence of others—intensifies her internal struggles and

uncertainties. The pervasive use of mirrors throughout the novel emphasizes their symbolic

function as both barriers and illuminators in Lucy’s quest for self-recognition, ultimately revealing

the complex and often fragmented nature of her identity.

5. Framing the Gaze: Windows and Lucy’s Spectatorship

In Villette, space is portrayed as a confined area where surveillance, voyeurism, glimpsing, spying,

and counter-spying are omnipresent. The frequent use of mirrors and windows significantly

enhances these acts of observation. Consequently, gazes in Villette are often mediated by glass. A

notable example occurs when Dr. John notices Lucy’s reflection in a mirror: “[A]nd I only recovered

wonted consciousness when I saw that his notice was arrested, and that it had caught my

movement in a clear little oval mirror fixed in the side of the window recess—by the aid of which

reflector Madame often secretly spied persons walking in the garden below” (Brontë, Villette 108).

This scene exposes Lucy’s role as a covert observer, putting her under scrutiny and highlighting



Gaze in Flux
No. 1 - Year 15
12/2024 - LC.2

eISSN 1847-7755; doi: 10.15291/sic/1.15.lc.2 9

the way mirrors and windows allow one to observe without directly confronting the object of the

gaze. At the same time, they also increase the risk of becoming the subject of others’ watchful

eyes.

Characters in Villette frequently position themselves at windows, which serve as platforms for their

discreet observations. For instance, a male teacher at Madame Beck’s school, Paul, reveals to

Lucy that he uses a window overlooking the garden as his clandestine “post of observation”: “That

(…) is a room I have hired, nominally for a study—virtually for a post of observation. There I sit and

read for hours together (…) My book is this garden: its contents are human nature—female human

nature. I know you by heart. Ah! I know you well” (Brontë, Villette 403). Similarly, Madame Beck

often uses a small mirror in the window recess to covertly watch people in the garden below (108).

Anita Levy notes the spatial significance of this window recess at the Rue Fossette, explaining that

while the garden provides Lucy with a solitary retreat, it is visible only from a specific vantage point,

which “weds interior and exterior scenes but only through a stationary, single vantage point” (185).

Thus, windows in Villette represent a liminal space where the interior and exterior merge, reflecting

a Victorian desire for an all-seeing, panoptical gaze.

In Villette, windows serve not only as physical openings to the outside world but also as frames for

viewing. After the Great Exhibition, Victorians began to approach the world through a lens of visual

anxiety, feeling a heightened need to make sense of the images before them. Lucy’s approach to

spectatorship reflects this anxiety, marked by a desire for control and clarity. Her first utterance in

the novel, “Of what are these things the signs and tokens?” (Brontë, Villette 8), underscores her

urgency to interpret and decode her surroundings. She expresses a lifelong urge to uncover the

truth, to lift veils of mystery, and to make the obscure transparent: “I always, through my whole life,

liked to penetrate to the real truth; I like seeking the goddess in her temple, and handling the veil,

and daring the dread glance” (514). Concurrently, Lucy is apprehensive about her reliance on

vision, fearing the loss of sight: “I value vision, and dread being struck stone blind” (470).

Jessica Brent links Brontë’s own severe myopia to the novel’s visual preoccupations. In an 1844

letter to Constantin Héger, Brontë confides her concern that her deteriorating eyesight might impair

her writing abilities:
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I would not experience this lethargy if I could write … but at present my sight is too weak for

writing—if I wrote a lot I would become blind. This weakness of sight is a terrible privation for

me—without it, do you know what I would do Monsieur?—I would write a book and I would

dedicate it to my literature master—to the only master that I have ever had—to you Monsieur. (qtd.

in Brent 91)

Brent interprets this letter as revealing that Brontë’s preoccupation with vision is both a hindrance

and an inspiration. It blocks her narrative efforts but also symbolically represents a passion that

she cannot fully express (92). This personal anxiety about vision is mirrored in Villette, especially in

Lucy’s struggle to articulate her perceptions of Dr. John’s true identity. The narrative of Villette can

be seen as driven by Lucy’s intense need to see and understand, reflecting Brontë’s own struggle

with the limitations and possibilities of vision.

Motivated by her preoccupation with vision, Lucy frequently “frames” the images she encounters.

The edge of a frame serves to confine the view, creating a space between the object and the

observer, which allows for a detached and speculative form of observation. This framing

establishes a boundary that separates the image from its surroundings, making the viewing

experience more speculative and imaginative (Piehler 60). Lucy revels in this process, particularly

evident when she immerses herself in the paintings at the gallery, where she can “sink supine into

a luxury of calm before ninety-nine out of a hundred of the exhibited frames” (Brontë, Villette 222).

In the gallery, framed paintings provide a temporary haven where Lucy can securely indulge her

role as a spectator.

Interestingly, Lucy applies the concept of framing even when she is outside the gallery. For

instance, while observing Paulina’s final meeting with her father through a window, Lucy describes

the scene as if it were a framed picture: “It was a picture, in its way, to see her, with her tiny stature

and trim, neat shape, standing at his knee” (Brontë, Villette 18). Here, the window frame

transforms into a visual boundary in Lucy’s mind, framing the scene as though it were a work of art.

Even in situations where there is no physical frame, Lucy continues to mentally impose one. During

a party, she withdraws to a quiet nook, becoming a non-participating observer: “Withdrawing to a

quiet nook, whence unobserved I could observe—the ball, its splendours and its pleasures passed
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before me as a spectacle” (156). The term “spectacle” here implies that the scene is for her visual

consumption, with the framed images turning the objects of her gaze into artful displays distinct

from her own space. This imaginary framing provides Lucy with a comfortable detachment from

what she observes.

However, the real world is far from a static picture; it is dynamic, shifting, and fraught with

uncertainties. For example, as Lucy tries to approach the “picture” of Paulina and her father, she

struggles to interpret their emotions, finding the lack of overt expression stifling:

[I]t was a scene of feeling too brimful, and which, because the cup did not foam up high or furiously

overflow, only oppressed one the more. On all occasions of vehement, unrestrained expansion, a

sense of disdain or ridicule comes to the weary spectator’s relief; whereas I have ever felt most

burdensome that sort of sensibility which bends of its own will, a giant slave under the sway of

good sense (…) I wished she would utter some hysterical cry, so that I might get relief and be at

ease. (Brontë, Villette 17)

Paulina’s eventual request for her father’s kiss allows Lucy to maintain her observational stance

but also highlights her lack of complete control over what she sees. This struggle with framing a

constantly shifting reality underscores Lucy’s obsession with controlling her vision. Her ongoing

search for a secure observational point, frequently interrupted or left unresolved, reflects her

deeper anxiety about grasping and making sense of the ever-changing world around her.

Ultimately, Lucy’s constant engagement with framing and observation in Villette underscores a

deeper existential struggle with identity and self-perception. Her habitual use of visual

frames—whether literal or imagined—serves both as a means of detachment and a tool for

introspection. As Lucy navigates her fragmented sense of self and intricate relationships, her

dependence on visual framing highlights her struggle to find stability and coherence in a world that

remains persistently opaque and shifting. In this way, Brontë’s portrayal of Lucy’s visual practices

not only illuminates the character’s internal conflicts but also mirrors the broader Victorian anxieties

about perception, identity, and the search for truth in an increasingly complex and image-saturated

society.
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6. Framing Reality: Glass and Gaze in Villette’s Exhibitions

Published in the aftermath of the Great Exhibition, Villette is embedded in the culture of exhibition

and commodity. The pervasive use of glass in the novel offers a fresh perspective on perceiving

and interpreting space and visual imagery. This influence is strikingly evident in how urban scenes

are presented as if they were curated exhibitions under glass. An intriguing example of this occurs

in Chapter 38, “Cloud,” where Lucy’s perception of a scene outside the Crystal Palace is akin to

viewing an exhibition behind a glass pane. After taking a sedative from Madame Beck, the

proprietress of the school, Lucy finds herself in a dreamlike, hallucinatory state. As she wanders

through the park at night, the scene transforms into a fantastical tableau reminiscent of the exotic

displays in the Crystal Palace:

In a land of enchantment, a garden most gorgeous, a plain sprinkled with coloured meteors, a

forest with sparks of purple and ruby and golden fire gemming the foliage; a region, not of trees

and shadow, but of strangest architectural wealth—of altar and of temple, of pyramid, obelisk, and

sphinx; incredible to say, the wonders and the symbols of Egypt teemed throughout the park of

Villette. (Brontë, Villette 500)

This portrayal creates a metropolitan festival, an illusion crafted from wood, paint, and pasteboard.

Brontë seems to transpose the Great Exhibition’s imagery into the phantasmagorical park scene in

Villette. Armstrong insightfully notes that Brontë produces the essence of the Exhibition without

directly depicting glass: “What Charlotte Brontë does here is to produce the Exhibition without the

mediation of glass; she quotes it rather than literalizing its presence; here is not the actual

spectacle behind glass as much as its epiphenomena—images of exotic display” (Victorian

Glassworlds 241). In describing a stone basin in the park, Lucy, influenced by the drug, imagines

the water as “rippled glass” and longs to see the moon’s reflection in it: “Amidst the glare, and

hurry, and throng, and noise, I still secretly and chiefly longed to come on that circular mirror of

crystal, and surprise the moon glassing therein her pearly front” (Brontë, Villette 501). Brontë does

not replicate the conservatory glass she observed in London but evokes its essence without its

physical presence.
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By creating a crystalline, dream-like world in the park, Brontë blurs the boundaries between reality

and reverie or hallucination. This depiction suggests that visual consumption can lead to a

disorienting loss of self, akin to being under the influence of a drug. Brontë highlights how the

introduction of glass into the visual domain complicates and influences contemporary modes of

seeing, impacting one’s relationship with materials and images. To emphasize this phenomenon,

she removes the literal presence of glass but retains its evocative power within her narrative.

Moreover, Lucy’s urban adventure is imbued with a palpable sense of anxiety regarding personal

visibility. As a young female spectator, Lucy initially finds security in blending with the crowd. She

immerses herself in “a gay, living, joyous crowd” (Brontë, Villette 499), recognizing that, in her time,

a woman wandering alone at night without a chaperone would be considered both uncommon and

unsafe. This anonymity within the crowd not only provides her with a sense of safety but also

amplifies her observational power, allowing her to embrace the scenes unfolding around her: “I

fancied I should like to try, and once within, at this hour the whole park would be mine—the

moonlight, midnight park!” (497). Lucy’s desire to capture the vibrant life of the park through her

gaze reflects her longing for a distanced yet totalizing view of the world that both intrigues and

perplexes her.

Despite the park being a public space in Villette, it is depicted as an enclosed area, with gates

described as “shut,” suggesting limited access: “the place cannot be entered” (Brontë, Villette 497).

The park’s boundaries are described with terms like “confines” and “narrow irregular aperture”

(497), emphasizing its separation from the outside world. Lucy’s position at the “farthest confines”

of the park, where she can hear but see little (502), underscores her visual anxiety and desire for a

more complete view. Although this anxiety is momentarily alleviated when a gentleman recognizes

Lucy and offers her a seat with a better view, it is clear that she remains deeply preoccupied with

her perception. The enclosed park symbolizes the resistance of the object of her gaze, thwarting

her efforts to achieve a comprehensive, all-encompassing vision.

7. Conclusion
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In conclusion, Villette provides a profound and nuanced exploration of how the pervasive ‘culture of

glass’ in nineteenth-century urban spaces shapes not only the physical environment but also the

psychological terrain of its inhabitants. In this novel, glass emerges as both an alluring and

disorienting force—captivating yet unsettling—a symbol of a world fascinated by transparency but

troubled by its consequences. Through her depiction of glass as both a literal and metaphorical

construct, Charlotte Brontë captures the complexities of identity, perception, and spectacle in a

rapidly modernizing world. By focusing on Lucy Snowe’s fragmented sense of self and her struggle

to navigate a visual and spatial reality defined by glass, Brontë reveals the profound impact of this

material on how individuals perceive themselves and their surroundings. The novel’s engagement

with the ideals of the Great Exhibition—most notably in the exotic spectacle of the “Cloud”

scene—underscores the tension between transparency and concealment, inviting readers to reflect

on how glass mediates not only physical but also emotional and cultural boundaries. Ultimately, 

Villette illustrates how glass, as both material and metaphor, intersects with the evolving dynamics

of urban life and the formation of modern identities, shedding light on the complexities of modern

existence in a world increasingly defined by its transparent, yet opaque, surfaces.
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[1]This essay is a revised excerpt from a section of my doctoral dissertation, Cultures of Glass in

the Late Nineteenth-Century European Novel and Contemporary Sinophone Film.

[2]Paul Scheerbart was a German author, architect, and theorist renowned for his visionary ideas

on architecture and modernity. In his influential work Glasarchitektur (Glass Architecture), first

published in 1914, he states, “We can surely talk about a ‘culture of glass.’ The new glass

environment will completely transform mankind” (74). This statement encapsulates his belief in the

transformative power of glass, not just as a material but as a catalyst for social and architectural

change.
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