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    Anne Brontë, who wrote under the male pseudonym of Acton Bell, is perhaps the least known of the three Brontë sisters. She grew up and remained for much of her life in her home parish of Haworth in Yorkshire. The setting of her second novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848), reflects this moorland upbringing. Like her sisters, Charlotte Brontë (English novelist and poet, 1816-55) and Emily Brontë (English novelist and poet, 1818-48), Anne worked variously as a governess throughout her life, and her experience working at Blake House when she was19 was the main inspiration behind her first novel, Agnes Grey. Another such post was at Thorp Green, where she worked for three years and also secured a position for her brother Branwell. Her motivation for leaving the post is not documented, but is likely to be related to her discovery of her brother’s affair with their employer’s wife. Branwell’s behaviour and alcoholism were sources of strife for all the sisters throughout their life. Anne Brontë’s novels were well-received and both met with commercial success. Indeed, her second novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, was sold out by its sixth week. However, it was also viewed as a scandalous book. Its unvarnished portrayal of alcoholism and promiscuity and their effects was shocking to its Victorian audience. This was so much the case that, despite its commercial success, Anne’s sister Charlotte refused to republish the book after Anne’s death. Anne contracted tuberculosis soon after the publication of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, and died in 1849 at the age of29.

  


  
    THE TENANT OF WILDFELL HALL


    A DEPICTION OF DEBAUCHERY EMBEDDED WITHIN A STORY OF ROMANCE


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Brontë, A. (1996) The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. Hertfordshire: Wordsworth.


      	1st edition: 1848


      	Themes: realism, alcoholism, marriage, love, loyalty, duty, slander, reputation

    


    Nestled between the romance-leaning letters of the capricious Gilbert Markham, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall depicts the disastrous consequences of alcoholism and debauchery. The novel depicts, with brutal honesty, the cruelty and strife experienced by Helen Graham and her son Arthur at the hands of her alcoholic and unfaithful husband Arthur Huntingdon. Her misfortune, first because she is trapped in her marriage, and then at the hand of slander, presents an image of women’s lack of agency in Victorian society.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE ARRIVAL OF A MYSTERIOUS WIDOW


    The first section of the novel is narrated by the farmer Gilbert Markham. Gilbert relates, in a series of letters to his friend Jack Halford, the arrival of the widow Helen Graham and her young son Arthur to live in the long empty Wildfell Hall. There is much talk around town of this strange widow, who does not appear to seek friends or welcome company. Gilbert make eye contact with Mrs Graham in church and is provoked by the combination of her beauty and her “no very soft or amiable temper” (p.7), remarking proudly that “I would rather admire you from this distance, fair lady, than be the partner of your home” (ibid.). The two cross paths again when Gilbert helps little Arthur down after he gets caught on a branch trying to greet Gilbert’s dog. Helen (still Mrs Graham to Gilbert) is initially frosty but softens briefly when she learns that Gilbert was helping and not hurting her son. Gilbert is further intrigued when Helen comes to Linden-Car Farm for dinner. Gilbert and Helen bicker about Arthur’s schooling, with Gilbert arguing that Helen ought to send the boy away to school.


    Gilbert’s interest in Helen continues to grow, much to the dismay of his admirer Eliza Millward. He discovers that she is earning a living by making and selling paintings. Upon noticing fictitious place names and initials on a painting of local scenery, Gilbert’s interest is piqued. Meanwhile, Eliza grows increasingly jealous, and joins with her friend Jane Wilson in encouraging rumours about Helen. Talk spreads that there is some romance between Helen and the owner of Wildfell Hall, Frederick Lawrence (who is, by no coincidence, the love interest of the rumour-monger Jane). Despite her rejection of his advances, Gilbert continues to have faith in Helen’s innocence and proposes marriage between the two. Helen again says that she must refuse, but promises him that she will explain the following day. However, before this meeting, Gilbert spots her walking arm-in-arm in her garden with Frederick Lawrence and concludes that the rumours must be true. He distances himself from the widow, and whips Frederick off his horse the next time the two men meet. Finally, learning how unhappy Helen is, Gilbert goes to Wildfell Hall and confronts her. In explanation, she gives him her diaries.


    HELEN’S DIARIES: A HORRIBLE MARRIAGE


    The next part of the novel is made up of Helen’s diary entries. The entries begin in 1821, seven years earlier, when Helen is only18. She describes meeting the handsome and charismatic but decadent Arthur Huntingdon. Throughout their courtship, Arthur exhibits increasingly childish behaviour, rummaging through her drawings without her consent to find one of himself, and flirting with Annabella Wilmot when she is consequently upset and cold. Despite this and her aunt’s severe warnings, she agrees to marry Arthur, believing that she might be his salvation and telling her aunt that “his wife shall undo what his mother did!” (p.128).


    However, when the two are married things only get worse. Helen grows concerned with Arthur’s stories of wild drinking and his cruelty to his friend Lord Lowborough, who is attempting to remain sober for his future wife Annabella, and Arthur seems to lose interest in his wife, telling her she is too pious. After a fight over Arthur’s taunting story of an “intrigue with Lady F—” (p.152), the two reconcile and go to London. However, Helen is soon asked to leave so that Arthur can work, and when he returns to their home at Grassdale Manor three months later, it is apparent that he has not been working but boozing and revelling.


    Helen soon gives birth to a son, named after his father, and her husband quickly grows jealous of little Arthur. The situation steadily deteriorates: Arthur’s alcoholism worsens and his interest in his wife lessens. Meanwhile, his friend Walter Hargrave’s advances towards Helen grow bolder, much to her dismay. After three years of marriage, at Hargrave’s prompting, Helen learns of Arthur’s affair with Annabella. She immediately confronts him, and demands that she be allowed to leave with her son and remaining fortune. Arthur refuses to let her go, with or without the money, for fear of being “made the talk of the country, for your fastidious caprices” (p.219). With characteristic stoicism, Helen replies, “Then I must stay here, to be hated and despised. But henceforth we are husband and wife only in the name” (ibid.). That night she locks him out of her bedroom.


    Depressed and resigned, Helen continues as she was. She agrees not to tell Annabella’s husband, and goes on with her bitter and loveless marriage. Time passes. She writes, one year later, “I am weary of this life” (p.233), but will not leave her son “in this dark and wicked world alone” (ibid.). Helen worries about her son’s doting upon his indulgent father, and about Walter Hargrave’s persistent and unwelcome advances. Another year passes and, five years after the affair began, Lord Lowborough catches wind of his wife’s infidelity. He confronts Helen about her knowledge of it, and she reveals that her present calm is due to an increasing distancing and alienation from the sorry events of her life.


    Things reach breaking point, however, when Arthur and his friends begin to teach little Arthur “to tipple wine like papa, to swear like Mr Hattersley, and to have his own way like a man, and set mamma to the devil when she tried to prevent him” (p.249). Helen resolves to leave, planning to make money by selling her paintings. Arthur discovers the plan, however, reading of her resolution in her diaries. He retaliates by cutting off her sources of money and burning her painting supplies. However, when she learns that a new lover, Miss Myers, has been given a post as little Arthur’s governess, it is the final straw. The next morning Helen flees with her son and devoted maid Rachel to an empty house belonging to her brother Frederick Lawrence, Wildfell Hall.


    A RETURN TO GRASSDALE


    Here our narration returns to the voice and letters of Gilbert Markham. After reading Helen’s diary entries, Gilbert returns to Wildfell Hall in “shame and remorse” (p.286). Helen asks that they never see each other. Despite his initially dramatic protestations, he bitterly agrees, and they part. Two months pass, and Gilbert learns that Helen has returned to her husband, who is now gravely ill. Despite her attempts to help, Arthur has dragged himself to death through his unrelenting alcoholism, and soon dies.


    Another year passes. With undisguised glee, Eliza relays the news to Gilbert that Helen is going to be married to Walter Hargrave. In shock, Gilbert travels to the wedding. To his surprise, the two that he finds marrying are Frederick Lawrence and Esther Hargrave. He is spurred on by this relief to visit Helen at Grassdale. On his way to see her, however, he is struck by the realisation of how much wealthier Helen is than him, and stops in his tracks. He resolves not to see her, convinced that with her fortune she would never marry a farmer like him. Yet, by chance he bumps into Helen on the road. Visibly joyful, Helen invites him to her estate. It becomes clear that she would rather marry for love than for money, and the two soon marry. The novel concludes with Gilbert expressing joy at Jack’s impending visit, telling his friend how “happy” and “blessed” (p.356) the couple are.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    HELEN GRAHAM


    The love interest of Gilbert Markham, and the narrator of the largest, central portion of the book, Helen Graham is the novel’s main protagonist. She arrives at Wildfell Hall as a mysterious widow, but is later revealed to be the unhappy wife of the dissolute Arthur Huntingdon. Helen is thought by Gilbert to be attractive but “unexceptional”, yet “there was something in [her face], which, once seen, invited me to look again” (p.7). Because of her fear of discovery by her husband, she is thought at first to be cold and unfriendly. However, we learn from her portion of narrative that her mistrust of others is born of years of mistreatment by her husband Arthur Huntingdon. At the beginning of her portion of narrative, when she is 18, she is naïve and hopeful. She says that despite Arthur’s misconduct, she hopes that by marrying him “his wife shall undo what his mother did” (p.128). Years with the alcoholic and adulterous Arthur, however, strip her of this hope. Her marriage makes her by degrees more and more resigned. Against her nature she learnt to be, in her own words, “calm […] by dint of hard lessons and many repeated efforts” (p.246).


    Because of her demands for a divorce, her refusal to continue sleeping with her husband, and her determination to protect herself and her son from his tyrannical father, Helen has often been viewed as a symbol of proto-feminism. While these elements are by no means inconsequential, it is important
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