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To my dear mother

Sandy Gay Lutz

1942–2022





This dark night has won me
To wander far away—

—OCTOBER 29, 1839




Contents


	Preface

	Chapter One: Redbreast Early in the Morning, 1777–1820

	Chapter Two: Beneath the Church-Aisle Stone, 1820–1825

	Chapter Three: Night Sky, 1825–1830

	Chapter Four: Feeding the Animals, 1830–1833

	Chapter Five: Paper Crafts, 1834–1836

	Chapter Six: Queen Moon, 1837–1838

	Chapter Seven: Desperate Dunces, 1838–1839

	Chapter Eight: Sacred Whacher, 1839–1840

	Chapter Nine: Regive, 1840–1841

	Chapter Ten: A Chainless Soul, 1841–1842

	Chapter Eleven: The Great Navigator, 1842

	Chapter Twelve: Half-Inhabited House, 1842–1843

	Chapter Thirteen: Undergloom, 1844

	Chapter Fourteen: Fifteen Wild Decembers, 1845

	Chapter Fifteen: Like Wine Through Water, 1846

	Chapter Sixteen: The Eternal Rocks Beneath, 1846

	Chapter Seventeen: A Strange Book, 1847

	Chapter Eighteen: East Wind, 1848

	Chapter Nineteen: Wild and Keen, 1848

	Epilogue: 1848–1860s

	Acknowledgments

	Notes

	Select Bibliography

	Plates






Preface

After all, anybody is as their land and air is. Anybody is as the sky is low or high, the air heavy or clear, and anybody is as there is wind or no wind there. It is that which makes them and the art they make and the work they do and the way they eat and the way they drink and the way they learn, and everything.

—Gertrude Stein1

For a long time Emily Jane Brontë stayed up late. She wrote while the stars and the moon, close allies she believed, shone down on her. The busy household slept; she created her own cosmos. She scribbled in bed, but also in daylight while baking, in front of a peat fire perched on a little stool, or while walking out on the hilly moors behind her house. A little room above the staircase was another cherished spot for composing, with her large dog stretched out sleeping next to her. Keeping slips of paper and a pencil nub nearby, Brontë mastered a peripatetic kind of creativity, interwoven with household work, daydreaming, and exploring her native landscape.2

Emily Brontë was twenty-seven when she started work on one of the most important novels in the English language. It took her about two years, and much revising, to complete Wuthering Heights. It took the world almost a hundred years to catch up to the novel, to recognize in its weird, witchy, and ghostly passions a masterpiece. Women authors who were themselves wayward and odd were some of the first to realize its genius. The novel struck Emily Dickinson as “electric,” and she called Emily Brontë “gigantic.”3 Feminists at the end of the nineteenth century recognized in Brontë some sort of fellow traveler.4 Virginia Woolf marveled at Brontë’s ability to “tear up all that we know human beings by, and fill these unrecognizable transparences with such a gust of life that they transcend reality. Hers, then, is the rarest of all powers. She could free life from its dependence on facts . . . by speaking of the moor make the wind blow and the thunder roar.”5

Out of step with her own time, Brontë and her novel could have easily disappeared into the past, as did so many talented Victorian novelists and their work. It was her sister Charlotte’s novel Jane Eyre (influenced by Wuthering Heights) that put, and kept, the family on the map.6 Popular from its first publication, Charlotte’s book made her a celebrity and brought the attention of admirers to the parsonage where the family lived, in Haworth, West Yorkshire. Soon after Charlotte died, her friend and fellow novelist Elizabeth Gaskell wrote a widely read biography of Charlotte that gave a portrait of Emily as an enigmatic and mostly unpleasant misanthrope. At some point, almost all of Emily’s papers went missing and were probably destroyed—letters to and from her and thousands of pages of prose and poetry.7

The little that remains makes for a life story full of gaps. All biography is, at best, “a collection of holes tied together with string,” the writer Julian Barnes remarks, and with Emily Brontë this is doubly true.8 The string, for me, has mainly been Brontë’s passions. She brought the open sky, birdsong, and the peat bogs to life on the page. The night, the stars, the moon—these were her poetic muses. The beautifully desolate landscape of her home appears in some guise in most of her works, as a character in its own right.9 More darkly, imprisonment in dungeons, caves, tombs, graves, houses, and even the mortal body runs through most of her writing, in a kind of refrain and lament.

Her works seethe with storm and strife. The archaic term “wuthering,” meaning harsh weather and powerful winds that strike buildings and people, describes much about her art and interests. Her characters find their raw desires in these tempests. “Wilder,” as in to be “wildered”—straying, lost, wandering (also “bewildered”)—was another term she favored, in her poetry and as a state to strive for. “Sad he stood a wildered stranger / On his own unbounded moor,” she says in a poem, emphasizing the term’s sorrowful side.10 It also brought an unsettling elation, as when clouds “wilder me” and a blast “whirls the wildering drifts.”11 To be wildered sets one down in the unknown and scatters a fixed self. The longing that suffuses most of Brontë’s writing—for a lost self or land, the dead, or the liberty found in leaving the body behind—grew out of her own searching nature.

Yet much also can be known about Brontë’s time and her place in it. I have been able to ponder what she wore, saw, heard, smelled, and felt along her skin using weather reports, the diaries of her neighbors, the local newspapers she read, the work of historians, and other sources. This is also true for what it was like for her to take a train, a ship, and to go by foot. Utilizing the whole Brontë family’s surviving personal possessions, manuscripts, and the rooms and buildings they dwelled in, or merely passed through, I attempt to reconstruct the texture of her days. As much as possible, I have followed Henry James’s notion that “To live over other people’s lives is nothing unless we live over their perceptions, live over their growth, the varying intensity of the same—since it is by these they themselves lived.”12

The openness of Brontë’s life to interpretation and speculation, and the great love many have for her writing, has led, naturally, to a wish to see oneself reflected in her. Some have asked if she was: autistic, dyslexic, asexual, queer, transgender, anti-racist, a feminist, an environmentalist, and more.13 These twentieth- and twenty-first-century ideas and identities don’t import easily into the past. The Victorians saw through different eyes, had other notions about what it meant to be a body among bodies, to live on the land with other creatures. That said, with this biography I work to place Emily Brontë in the history of more modern ways of thinking. 

Above all, I treat Emily Brontë as a masterful writer. I present a portrait of a consummate artist who developed her genius quickly and with great confidence and with hardly any formal schooling. Fugitive, at odds with conventions, Brontë emerges in the following pages as a mythic figure—almost impossible to grasp—but also as a woman tending to the household: sewing, peeling potatoes, sitting at an open window, and picking up her pencil. The line between the domestic and the cosmic was, for Emily Brontë, permeable.
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Chapter One Redbreast Early in the Morning

1777-1820

Redbreast early in the morning

Dark and cold and cloudy grey

Wildly tender is thy music

Chasing merry thoughts away

—early poem1

A strange storm moved in one day when Emily Jane Brontë was a child. The gloomy sky turned copper-colored, the air electrified and sultry. Thunder rumbled and lightning split the sky. The earth shook for miles around as what felt like an earthquake set the land a-kilter.2 Emily, just six years old, was outside, witnessing it. On an hours-long walk with her elder brother Branwell, her younger sister Anne, and their servant Nancy Garrs, she watched as a large section of the moor above them came crashing down. Many days of rain had made a centuries-old bog suddenly break open, pushing inky mud, large rocks, and uprooted trees six or seven miles down into the Worth valley. The torrent swept away stone bridges. It stopped mills, polluted the waterways, and seeped into houses.3 It was a terrifying experience for the young girl, but also exhilarating, especially for the future writer who would be obsessed with the drama of dark weather. The scar left on the moors—the deep fissures and massive displaced boulders—would remain for Emily’s lifetime, a daily reminder of unsparing nature and its indifference to human concerns.4 The past, whether geological or ancestral, is never laid to rest. In a poem twelve years later, Emily rendered this cataclysm as destructive, but also bright-flashing and joyous:

All down the mountain sides wild forests lending

One mighty voice to the life-giving wind

Rivers their banks in the jubilee rending

Fast through the valleys a reckless course wending

Wider and deeper their waters extending.5

The terrible beauty—the wuthering—of nature’s wrath became a hallmark of Emily’s creative work.

For locals who believed in ghosts, fairies, and pagan sites, this event resonated supernaturally. The bog had emerged from Crow Hill, close to spots thought to be haunted or magical, such as the Alcomden Stones, believed to be constructed by Druids for religious rites.6 Some of these massive stones have round dints, as if a giant had sunk his fingertips into them. A huge slab balancing on another boulder looks like an altar. Tales of a chest of silver buried here by Jacobites during the Scottish Rebellion, as well as reports of spirit visitors, lent the spot a mystical atmosphere that would appear in Emily’s later fiction.7 Ponden Kirk, also near the eruption, isn’t a church but a crag with a little cave. Thought also to have druidical magic, it is carried by Emily into Wuthering Heights as Peniston Crag, with its dreamy fairy cave and “goblin hunter rising in the marsh.”8 Perhaps the bog boiling up from underground expressed the anger of an earth god at human bungling, especially the reshaping of the land for human use—mills and factories polluting rivers and skies and people demolishing bushes, trees, and other plants that lock together soil and bog through their root systems.9

As for the Christian explanation, Emily’s father, the curate of St. Michael’s church of Haworth handled that. Patrick Brontë, tall and red-haired, watched the eruption from the window inside the parsonage house. He worried about his children, of course, but he also found in the spectacle rich writing material. Newspapers published his eyewitness account, and he worked it into a sermon he gave at St. Michael’s ten days later, using the 97th Psalm, verses 4 and 5: “His lightnings enlightened the world; the earth saw, and trembled. The hills melted like wax at the presence of the Lord of the whole earth.”10 His rather dismal speech, later published in a magazine, argued that God produces disasters like this one as “awful monitors to turn sinners from the error of their ways, and as solemn forerunners of that last and greatest day, when the earth shall be burnt up—and the heavens shall pass away with a great noise—and the universal frame of nature shall tremble, and break, and dissolve.”11 In yet another piece about the event, this time a poem, Patrick has God saving the humans by speaking directly to the flood, ordering it, “restrain thy foaming fury—peace, be still.”12 The animals, however, weren’t saved, and Patrick lamented the devastation among the nonhuman world—the trees, fish, geese, ducks, cows, and sheep overwhelmed by the black tide.

From early on, Emily’s father had wanted to be a writer. Born March 17, 1777, in a two-room, thatched cottage in Emdale, in County Down, Ireland, he would be one of ten children. By dint of hard work and an obsession with reading and learning he would pass on to his children, Patrick became a sizar’s student (a type of fellowship position) at St. John’s College, Cambridge, where he was forced to live so close to the bone he often went hungry. In the preface to his 1811 book Cottage Poems, he admitted that, when released from his clerical duties, he wrote all day long and into the night. He found “real, indescribable pleasure” of the sort he “could wish to taste as long as life lasts.”13 He went on to publish more poetry and fiction along with essays, articles, and pamphlets. But by the time his six children were born, he was forced by troubles, grief, and work to mostly turn away from writing, except for occasional pieces like his accounts of the eruption. Instead, he chose to nurture in his children this habit of disappearing into art, giving them a wide-ranging freedom to read, write, construct little booklets, and while away their days on the moors.

Emily’s mother, Maria Branwell, was also a writer. Or, she would have been if she hadn’t turned all her energies toward the customary life for women at the time—marriage, children, and religion. Within the span of eight years, she met Patrick, married him, and had six children. Yet, for a time, Maria wrote poetry and magazine articles.14 Only one of her manuscripts survives: a religious essay she planned on publishing.15 In it she cries out against the injustice of the rich having so much more than the poor. “Is it not an evil to be deprived of the necessaries of life? . . . And, as an aggravation of this distress, to know that some are surfeited by abundance at the same time that you and yours are perishing for want?”16 A small collection of letters to her then-fiancé Patrick remain. They show literary skill and an independent streak, interspersed with ordinary sentiments:

For some years I have been perfectly my own mistress, subject to no control whatever—so far from it, that my sisters who are many years older than myself and even my dear mother, used to consult me in every case of importance, and scarcely ever doubted the propriety of my opinions and actions. Perhaps you will be ready to accuse me of vanity in mentioning this, but you must consider that I do not boast of it, I have many times felt it a disadvantage; and although, I thank God, it never led me into error, yet, in circumstances of perplexity and doubt, I have deeply felt the want of a guide and instructor.17

Patrick will be this guide, she goes on to explain, although she continued after marriage to be the clever one, consulted by her children, friends, and townsfolk. (Her daughters later read and reread their mother’s letters. The above passage feels somewhat like Jane Eyre—a character Charlotte Brontë, Emily’s elder sister, created—but also with a flavor of both Agnes Grey and Helen Huntingdon, heroes of Anne Brontë’s two novels.) Maria never published her essay. Pregnancy and childcare filled up hours that might have been put aside to write.

Maria, born on April 15, 1783, came from Penzance, a seaside town in Cornwall, in the south of England. Tales from Maria’s childhood and her home would color Emily’s later fiction, in some cases atmospherically or diffusely. (Wuthering Heights would be set from 1757 to 1803, during the lifetime of Emily’s grandparents and the youth of her parents.) Maria’s family boasted writers, scientists, bankers, merchants, builders, landowners, and miners. A cousin, Elizabeth Catherine Thomas Carne, collected, studied, and classified minerals of the region, becoming the first woman member of the Royal Geological Society.18 Her brother Benjamin served as mayor in 1809. Maria grew up in a city house with a view of the sea. Some of its beams had been recycled from the timber of ships.19 In the nearby Mount’s Bay, the remains of an ancient forest, thousands of years old, emerged during low tides—massive timber lying flat as if felled by a strong wind and tree stumps of pine, oak, alder, and hazel still rooted in peaty soil in the sand.20 Family interest in the submerged forest continued into the next generation, with a cousin publishing a paper on it, not to mention Emily’s future obsession with spirits and objects reappearing from long ago.21

Anne and Thomas Branwell, Maria’s parents, had eleven children. Five of them died before they turned five years old. Such a high rate of infant mortality at the time was not unusual. (A tombstone in the graveyard next door to Emily’s home tells of the sixteen infants of the Leemings family interred there.)22 The Branwell family had a practice of naming newly born children after dead ones.23 Drawing on this family tradition for Wuthering Heights, Emily has Mr. Earnshaw name an orphan boy he finds on the streets after another son called Heathcliff, who died as a child.24

Four surviving sisters became Maria’s closest friends. She was devastated when the eldest, Anne, named after her mother, died suddenly in 1792 at twenty-three. Maria’s nineteen-year-old sister Jane decided to take the name of Anne, a haunting act of mourning and memory.25 This sister married a Methodist minister named John Kingston, who was expelled from his ministry in 1807.26 Stealing from the book fund was one reason, but he was also caught in “vile . . . improper behavior” with two young men, surely of a sexual nature.27 With their four young children, they emigrated to America to escape the scandal, settling in Baltimore. After having another child with her husband, Jane/Anne took the baby and left him, traveling back to Penzance to her family. She left behind four of her children.28 It’s curious to imagine what Emily made of this family tale; her sister Anne brought echoes of it into her novel The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. 

Maria, a reader in a family of great readers, learned about the stirring women’s rights movement. She probably read proto-feminist Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, published in 1792 and much talked about for years afterward. The book was available in the libraries Maria frequented.29 Wollstonecraft pushed for access to a more serious and rational education for women—in effect, the type that men had. The occupations and careers women could then obtain, something other than marriage and child-rearing, would benefit the whole society, she argued. In some ways, Maria’s Wesleyan Methodist sect was in the vanguard of the movement, supporting the vocations of women preachers, especially during the Yorkshire Methodist revivals, starting in 1792.30

Apart from this serious fare, Maria relished sensational, gothic tales. Before she came north to Yorkshire, she belonged to the Penzance Ladies Book Club, a lending library that charged a subscription fee.31 Their list included not only Wollstonecraft but also many popular titles about ghosts; young women pursued by dangerous, mysterious men; and avaricious monks and nuns. The club had Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto and Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho, and Maria owned issues of The Ladies Magazine, which serialized gothic stories, and The Methodist Magazine, known for accounts of melodramatic struggles with the devil, miraculous conversions, and ecstatic last words of the dying.32 Eliza Parsons’s Castle of Wolfenbach, another novel held by the book club, told of a woman imprisoned by her husband in a castle. The young hero, Matilda, investigated the place, thought to be haunted, and found that the wife inscribed verse into the windows using a diamond: “Would you be happy, fly this hated room, / For here the lost Victoria meets her doom.”33 This sounds like a novel Emily could have written.

Names became surprisingly important in the Brontë story. In the eighteenth century, when only a small portion of the population knew how to write, spelling was more variable and loose. Surnames morphed strangely. Maria’s family name went through various permutations before it settled into Branwell. Her great-grandfather Martyn Bramwell was also called Bromwell and Bremble on official documents. Maria’s father was Bramwell on some records, but Branwell when Maria was born.34

Maria’s soon-to-be husband, Patrick, also had a mutable relationship to his name. His father Hugh’s last name would have been written, in Irish, Ó Pronntaigh, and when Anglicized was spelled Prunty, Brunty, Branty, Bruntee, among other ways.35 Around the time he went to college, Patrick began calling himself Bronte, perhaps touched by the idea that it was the Greek word for thunder (and also the name of one of the cyclopes in Greek myth, the Thunderer). Or, maybe he was influenced by the naval hero Lord Nelson, who had been given the dukedom of Bronte, in Sicily, a few years earlier.36 All the diacritical fun to be had in signaling that the e should be pronounced (although how, exactly, remains a slight mystery) was indulged in by Patrick. Brontè, Bronté, Brontê, and Brontē were all ways he spelled it. Brontě appears on his marriage register.37 It’s not clear how the name settled into Brontë forevermore, but the first time it appeared in print with the diaresis was in Patrick’s 1815 book The Cottage in the Wood.38 He never consistently adopted the diaresis until December 1849—after his daughters had published their great novels and Charlotte’s fame grew. The odd double dots, unusual for an English name, had been taken up and normalized by his inventive children, never strangers to playing with personas, identities, and pen names.

Before Maria took Patrick’s name, she would have been considered a spinster at twenty-nine. Her daughter Charlotte would later write about “old maids” in her novels. They had a “goblin grimness,” were the subject of jeering laughter by the young. (Indeed, all of Maria’s daughters who survived into adulthood would become “old maids”; only Charlotte married, but not until thirty-eight). Maria’s aunt Jane (another Jane, in addition to Maria’s sister Jane) had married John Fennell when she was thirty-seven and he just twenty-eight. By 1812, John had become the headmaster of a Wesleyan academy for boys near Bradford, in West Yorkshire. Aunt Jane, the head governess responsible for the large household, felt overwhelmed by the work. She wrote to Maria asking for help in running the school. Maria, willing to throw herself into adventure, embarked alone on the four-hundred-mile trip north. The railroads didn’t exist yet, so she made her way either by a series of horse-drawn stage or mail coaches or by sea in a packet ship. The difficult and exhausting journey took more than a week.39 Arriving in April or June, Maria, a skilled needlewoman, mended the boys’ clothing. Her aunt’s daughter, another Jane (!), had been Maria’s childhood playmate—a further reason Maria traveled north. This cousin and friend was engaged to be married to the clergyman William Morgan, one of Patrick Brontë’s closest friends.40

Through these friends, Patrick and Maria met. On a June afternoon in 1812, Patrick walked twelve miles from Hartshead-cum-Clifton, close to Leeds, where he was the minister of St. Peter’s Church. He had been appointed as a school examiner at John Fennell’s academy, and he came to dine with his friends there. Maria must have been impressed by the athletic and handsome thirty-five-year-old Irishman.41 In contrast to Patrick, Maria was very small of stature (four-foot-nine, by some accounts) and had light-brown hair and a pixyish face. In a surviving portrait of her, crudely painted by a relative, expressive eyes look out above a large, aquiline nose.42

Letters were posted back and forth between them, often carried by friends and relatives. Maria’s to Patrick showed a tender affection and playfulness. She addressed him as “Dear Saucy Pat” in one and went on: “I do not, cannot doubt your love, and here I freely declare I love you above all the world besides.”43 Before the year was out, they married at the church of St. Oswald, Guiseley. As if they were in a novel by Jane Austen (their contemporary), they arranged a triple marriage. On December 29, 1812, William Morgan married Patrick to Maria, and then Patrick married William to Jane Fennell, Maria’s cousin. Maria stood in as bridesmaid for Jane, Jane for Maria. Following the plan, Charlotte Branwell, Maria’s younger sister, wed her cousin Joseph at the same time in Penzance. They thus married not just into a couple, but into an extended community of care, friendship, and sociability.44 In other words, it was almost as if Patrick were uniting himself to William, his close friend for years, and Maria to her sister and her cousin.

While no one at the time objected to Patrick and Maria’s socially mismatched marriage—she was from a higher social class than he—Maria’s daughters would later contemplate (and dramatize and exaggerate) it in their fiction. Wuthering Heights tells no fewer than three stories of silk-dress-wearing girls and women from prominent families obsessed with gypsy-like orphan boys and men. In Anne’s first novel, Agnes Grey, the title character’s mother, “a squire’s daughter and a woman of spirit,” marries “against the wishes of her friends” a “poor parson” and is thus disowned by her father. Jane Eyre’s mother, in Charlotte’s novel, fares even worse when she marries a
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