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Introduction

New readers are advised that this Introduction makes details of the plot explicit.

The first novel of the youngest Brontë emerges from a collective welter of novel-writing activity whose extraordinary character has no parallel in literary history. While Anne wrote Agnes Grey, Charlotte toiled at The Professor and Emily, Wuthering Heights. The novels followed earlier, shifting literary alliances among the siblings, but were not collaborations: each sister produced a book as remarkable for its differences as for identifiable connections. Mrs Gaskell described the literary apprenticeship which informed the production of the sister’s first novels: in the evening, the girls put away their needlework and, pacing up and down the parsonage sitting room, they talked through what each was writing. Once or twice a week, each read aloud from the work she had finished.

Long after her sisters were dead, Charlotte remembered that the ‘readings were of great and stirring interest to all’.1 The sisterly collaboration that Charlotte looked back upon so fondly was not without an element of discord, however. In a preface to the posthumous edition of her sisters’ work, Charlotte complained that Emily was not ‘amenable’ to the ‘influence of other intellects’. Anne, though ‘milder and more subdued’, was equally capable of ‘taciturnity’.2

By the summer of 1846, Agnes Grey, Wuthering Heights and The Professor were ready to be sent out into the world, their authors rather ambiguously disguised under the pseudonyms Acton, Ellis and Currer Bell. Charlotte obtained a list of publishers and ‘perseveringly obtruded’ the manuscripts upon various editors. When the trio failed to meet with a sympathetic reading at half a dozen houses, Charlotte adopted the practice of neatly crossing out the name of the latest source of rejection – with what motive one can only imagine – and sending on what must have been an increasingly dog-eared specimen to the next address, bearing its history of failure on the wrapper.

Finally, a Mr Newby, of Messrs Thomas Cautley Newby, 72 Mortimer Street, Cavendish Square, sent a letter offering to publish the novels of Acton and Ellis Bell, but declining Currer Bell’s The Professor. He requested, however, that the authors of Agnes Grey and Wuthering Heights contribute £50 toward the expenses of publication, to be returned once the sales had reimbursed the publisher for his outlays. The niggardly terms were not what Emily and Anne had hoped for, but as the authors of first novels rejected by a number of publishers, they were hardly in a position to argue for better.

Separated from its companions, The Professor had few chances of ever seeing the light of publication, since the prevailing fashion among publishers and circulating libraries was the triple-decker novel. By that standard, Charlotte’s narrative was too short to be published on its own. She nevertheless continued unflaggingly to submit her manuscript for inspection and, what is more, started another novel. The first had met with several more gruff returns when a letter came from W. S. Williams, the reader at Messrs Smith, Elder & Co., extending the first word of encouragement the author had had.

Smith, Elder & Co. did not volunteer to publish The Professor, but their reader evidently saw some spark of talent in Currer Bell, because he sent an invitation to submit more work. In a matter of weeks, Jane Eyre arrived on his desk. Williams enthusiastically accepted the manuscript and Smith, Elder & Co. brought it out within two months. Jane Eyre was at once declared ‘the best novel of the season’.3 Thackeray, having read the first few pages, was unable to put the tale down until he had come to the end and wrote to George Smith to ask who the author of this remarkable book might be.

While the laudatory reviews of Jane Eyre rained down on their elder sister, Anne and Emily were still waiting to hear that their novels had been published. They had finished correcting proofs even before Jane Eyre had been sent to Smith, Elder & Co., but had had no further news from Mr Newby. On 10 November, Charlotte wrote to Mr Williams to ask whether Newby was a man whose word might be relied upon, or whether he ‘often acts as he has done to my relations’.4

In the meantime, the dilatory Newby awakened to the fact that he was in possession of a manuscript whose authors might well be connected with the author of the season’s literary sensation, Jane Eyre. He sped into publication and by mid-December Emily and Anne had their first copies. Wuthering Heights occupied two volumes of a claret-coloured set, and Agnes Grey the third. The girls were horrified to find that the multitude of printers’ errors they had corrected in proof had returned in the finished copies. ‘The orthography and punctuation of the books,’ Charlotte remarked to her publisher, ‘are mortifying to a degree.’5

The critical reception afforded Acton and Ellis Bell was no less humiliating. Neither novel could escape the effects of Currer Bell’s success. Several reviewers expressed disappointment that the new publication was not as ‘pleasing’ as the first ‘Bell’ novel. One even made a point of noting that the ‘extraordinary popularity of Jane Eyre will give this book a reputation which it would not, perhaps, have otherwise acquired for itself’. Few readers who admired the earlier work, he warned ‘will find in this a worthy successor’.6

Agnes Grey and Wuthering Heights were generally reviewed together, but Emily’s novel engrossed the larger share of critical attention – in the form of astonishment, perplexity, outrage, even disgust. A number of critics acknowledged the ‘extraordinary power’ of Wuthering Heights, but most thought it a power misspent. The critic from New Monthly Magazine could not resist remarking that ‘it should have been called Withering Heights, for any thing from which the mind and body would more instinctively shrink, than the mansion and its tenants, cannot be easily imagined.’ Graham’s Magazine characterized the novel as a ‘compound of vulgar depravity and unnatural horrors’, while the reviewer from Douglas Jerrold’s Weekly recorded that ‘in Wuthering Heights the reader is shocked, disgusted, almost sickened by details of cruelty, inhumanity, and the most diabolical hate and vengeance… ’6

Since the transgressions of Wuthering Heights required such a large expense of wrath on the part of critics, they had little energy left over to address Agnes Grey. For the most part, reviewers were satisfied to observe that it was ‘less ambitious and less repulsive’ than its sister volume. When critics did accord Anne’s novel serious attention, they usually compared it unfavourably to Jane Eyre: ‘Agnes Grey is the tale of a governess who undergoes much that is the real bond of a governess’s endurance,’ the Athenaeum opined, but ‘the new victim’s trials are of a more ignoble quality than those which awaited Jane Eyre.’7

Only one critic came close to understanding Anne Brontë’s intention in writing Agnes Grey when he remarked on the relentless accuracy of her portrayal of the ‘torments’ that make up a governess’s life. Acton Bell, the critic speculated, ‘must have bribed some governess very largely… to reveal to him the secrets of her prison-house, or, he must have devoted extraordinary powers of observation and discovery to the elucidation of the subject.’ The critic concluded that ‘Agnes Grey is a tale well worth the writing and the reading,’ but having paid Anne that compliment, he felt compelled to add immediately: ‘The heroine is a sort of younger sister to Jane Eyre; but inferior to her in every way.’8

All through the unhappy publication of Agnes Grey, Anne Brontë continued to work at her second novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. Charlotte had assumed that after their shoddy treatment at the hands of Mr Newby, her sisters would be grateful for the chance to transfer their allegiance to her own publisher. But Anne and Emily resisted. On 5 February 1848, Charlotte huffily reported to W. S Williams that Newby was ‘getting into marvulously good tune with his authors.’9

As agreed, Anne Brontë sent Mr Newby the completed manuscript of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, and he published it in early summer, 1848, just two years after her first novel had begun its frustrating tour of editors. The new novel represented a startling departure from the style and subject matter of Agnes Grey. Its heroine, against the advice of her family, marries Arthur Huntingdon, a young man whose character might have given pause to a young woman less befuddled by romantic illusion. The young man fulfills his dark promise and subjects the heroine to an array of humiliations she could have scarcely imagined in her former (unmarried) life.

A good Victorian wife, Helen Huntingdon endures all stoically for a time, but finally rebels and slams the bedroom door in her husband’s face. Arthur Huntingdon has thus far shown little regard for conventional morality, but in this case he knows his duty – he locks up his wife. She nevertheless escapes with her son and, under another name, supports both of them by painting landscapes. In the end, Anne Brontë liberates Helen and punishes Arthur Huntingdon by killing him off at a suitably early age.

It is hardly surprising that contemporary critics found The Tenant of Wildfell Hall shocking. Sharpe’s London Magazine deemed the book ‘unfit for perusal’:


… so revolting are many of the scenes, so coarse and disgusting the language put into the mouths of some of the characters, that the reviewer to whom we entrusted it returned it to us, saying it was unfit to be noticed in the pages of Sharpe; and we are so far of the same opinion, that our object in the present paper is to warn our readers, and more especially our lady-readers, against being induced to peruse it, either by the powerful interest of the story, or the talent with which it is written.10



The reviewer went on to speculate on the sex of the author. No one but a man, he thought, could write with such ‘bold coarseness’, such ‘reckless freedom of language;’ no one but a man could ‘make so daring an exhibition as this book presents to us’. On the other hand, no man would have written a work in which all women ‘are so far superior in every quality, moral and intellectual, to all the men’. Could it be that The Tenant of Wildfell Hall was written by ‘an authoress assisted by her husband’?

There were few reviewers who disputed the general verdict that Acton Bell’s new novel was wilfully ‘coarse’ but, with this caveat, a surprising number of critics also echoed the Athenaeum’s ‘honest recommendation of Wildfell Hall as the most interesting novel which we have read for a month past’. The Literary World condemned Acton Bell’s ‘vulgarity’ but praised his ‘vigor of thought, freshness and naturalness of expression, and remarkable reality of description’. The North American Review deplored the ‘tendency of the author to degrade passion into appetite’, but nevertheless concluded that ‘All the characters are drawn with great power and precision of outline, and the scenes are as vivid as life itself.’11

Despite the divided reaction of reviewers, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall proved an immediate success with the reading public. The books were snapped up with such eagerness that within a month of publication Newby was bringing out a second edition. Anne Brontë, stunned by the degree to which her work had been misunderstood by critics, asked to add a preface. She thanked the critics for their praise and acknowledged that the success of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall was ‘greater than I anticipated’, but nevertheless admitted that ‘it has been censured with an asperity which I was as little prepared to expect, and which my judgement, as well as my feelings, assures me is more bitter than just.’12

While she did not deem it the province of the author to vindicate her own work, Anne continued, she felt it necessary in this case to correct some of the critics’ ‘misapprehensions’ and clear herself of the charge of prurient motive. Her object in writing The Tenant of Wildfell Hall was not simply to amuse the reader, nor to indulge ‘a morbid love of the coarse’ (as the Spectator had charged). ‘I wished to tell the truth, for truth always conveys its own moral… but as the priceless treasure too frequently hides at the bottom of a well, it needs some courage to dive for it.’ She did not, Anne Brontë modestly told her readers, consider herself ‘competent to reform the errors and abuses of society’ alone, but would ‘fain contribute my humble quota towards so good an aim.’

Finally, Acton Bell wished to resolve the question of his identity once and for all. Responsibility for The Tenant of Wildfell Hall lay with him alone; its fault sought not to be laid at the feet either of Currer or Ellis Bell. To the ‘discovery’ by one or two critics that the author was in fact a woman, Acton Bell answered: ‘I take the imputation in good part, as a compliment to the just delineation of my female characters; and though I am bound to attribute much of the severity of my censors to this suspicion, I make no effort to refute it… ’

Anne Brontë ended her preface with one of the most forceful protests against the critical double-standard that had yet been made by a woman writer of her time:


I am satisfied that if a book is a good one, it is so whatever the sex of the author may be. All novels are or should be written for both men and women to read, and I am at a loss to conceive how a man should permit himself to write anything that would be really disgraceful to a woman, or why a woman should be censured for writing anything that would be proper and becoming for a man.



II

Less than a year after the publication of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall Anne Brontë was dead – at the age of twenty-nine. Anne’s death followed that of her beloved Emily by only a few months: Emily died in December, Anne in May. Of the three writing sisters, only Charlotte was left to address posterity.

Most of what we know about Anne comes from Charlotte – from her ‘memoir’, from her letters or from what she told Mrs Gaskell, who wrote the biography that brought the Brontë myth into the world. Aside from Anne’s two novels and her poems, the only extant first-hand testimony to a life always busily occupied with writing is five letters and two diary papers. A famously perplexing remark Charlotte made led many scholars to believe that she had destroyed her sisters’ papers after they died, but this has never been definitively proven.

What is certain is that, from the first, Anne’s posthumous reputation was very much under Charlotte’s governorship. In 1850, W. S. Williams wrote to Charlotte to propose that Smith, Elder & Co. publish a definitive edition of Anne and Emily’s work – including any unpublished compositions that might be among their literary remains. There was indeed a good deal of unpublished work – mainly poetry – but Charlotte declined to supply Mr Williams with any ‘additional compositions’, on the grounds that she believed her sisters would have objected. She agreed to a new edition of Agnes Grey and Wuthering Heights, but opposed in no uncertain terms a reprint of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. ‘“Wildfell Hall” it hardly appears to me desireable to preserve,’ she wrote to W. S. Williams. ‘The choice of subject in that work is a mistake: it was too little consonant with the character, tastes, and ideas, of the gentle, retiring, inexperienced writer.’13

In her ‘Biographical Notice’ prefacing the posthumous edition of Agnes Grey and Wuthering Heights, Charlotte made public her conviction that Anne’s final work was an ‘entire mistake’, once again explaining that ‘nothing less congrous with the writer’s nature could be conceived’.14 The nature that Charlotte went on to describe was indeed incongruous with the boldly daring character contemporary critics had observed in the author of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. According to Charlotte, ‘a constitutional reserve and taciturnity placed and kept Anne in the shade, covered her mind, and especially her feelings, with a sort of nun-like veil, which was rarely lifted.’ Anne was ‘well-endowed with quiet virtues’, wrote Charlotte; even when attacked by critics, she ‘bore it, as it was her custom to bear whatever was unpleasant, with mild, steady patience’. This last information must have come as something of a surprise to readers familiar with Anne Brontë’s spirited defence of her motives in writing The Tenant of Wildfell Hall.

Mrs Gaskell echoed Charlotte’s view of Anne, describing her as ‘docile, pensive Anne’, who from childhood was ‘always patient and tractable’. Subsequent biographers and critics also followed Charlotte’s lead in writing about Anne, and eventually ‘gentle Anne’ was incorporated into the standard equipment of Brontë legend as the dull partner of an otherwise passionate clan. Charlotte’s reading of her sister has since been challenged by critics who have taken up Anne’s defence, but the full complexity of feeling that lay behind Charlotte’s attitude and its determining effect on Anne’s life and work has not perhaps been sufficiently explored.

To a certain degree, Anne’s image was fixed for her eldest sister from birth. When Anne was still a baby, the children’s nurse used to tell, Charlotte rushed into her father’s study to announce that there was an angel standing beside Anne’s cradle. When Patrick Brontë entered the room, he could discover no trace of the angel, but Charlotte nevertheless held to her story. Charlotte hardly ever referred to Anne in later years without mentioning her ‘goodness’, but the angel by her cradle may have also had another association for Charlotte – the death of her mother. Mrs Brontë’s sixth child in seven years, Anne was born asthmatic. It may have been that her mother never really recovered her strength after Anne’s birth; just two weeks after the baby’s first birthday, the family already knew Mrs Brontë was dying. She lay in that condition for eight long months, suffering unspeakably. When Aunt Branwell took charge of the household after Mrs Brontë’s death, she took the sickly baby into her own room and Anne slept there for the next twenty years.

The overprotectiveness that Anne’s difficulty in breathing inspired in the rest of the family was no doubt considerably increased by the deaths of Maria and Elizabeth in 1825, when Anne was only five. Charlotte, now the eldest, did her best to adopt Maria’s motherly attitude toward the younger siblings, but she was by nature less suited to the role. What came most naturally to Charlotte was taking command. With the imperious Branwell for ally, Charlotte orchestrated the imaginative lives of the Brontë children. The ‘Plays’ which would later develop into the obsessive spinning of tales so central to the Brontë’s literary evolution, were Charlotte’s inspiration – according to her. In her ‘History of the Year 1829’, twelve-year-old Charlotte looked back to the creation of the ‘Young Men’s Plays’ three years earlier:


Papa bought Branwell some wooden soldiers at Leeds… I snatched one up and exclaimed: ‘This is the Duke of Wellington! This shall be the Duke!’ When I had said this Emily likewise took one up and said it should be hers; when Anne came down, she said one should be hers. Mine was the prettiest of the whole, and the tallest, and the most perfect in every part. Emily’s was a grave-looking fellow, and we called him ‘Gravey’. Anne’s was a queer little thing, much like herself, and we called him ‘Waiting-boy’. Branwell chose his, and called him Buonaparte.15



Of Charlotte’s importance there could be no doubt: her soldier was necessarily the ‘prettiest’, the ‘tallest’, the ‘most perfect in every part’. Branwell was allowed to name his own soldier, while ‘we’ named Emily’s and Anne’s.

That Anne chafed under the condescension that went along with being the baby of the family is made clear by a story Mr Brontë told Mrs Gaskell. When Charlotte was ‘about ten’ and Anne ‘about four’, he attempted to learn more about his children’s characters by placing each behind a mask in order to allow them to speak more freely. ‘I told them all to stand and speak boldly from under the mask,’ he recalled. ‘I began with the youngest (Anne, afterwards Acton Bell) and asked what a child like her most wanted; she answered, “Age and experience.”’16

When Anne was eleven, Charlotte was sent away to Miss Wooler’s school at Roe Head. Without her, Branwell was unable to keep his younger sisters effectively under his command. Anne and Emily formed the habit of escaping by themselves to the moors. They declared their independence by inventing a dramatic cycle of their own. From this time on, Charlotte and Branwell continued to elaborate the Angrian tales (often through correspondence), while Anne and Emily shared their private world of Gondal. When Charlotte’s school-friend Ellen Nussey visited the parsonage in 1833, she noted that Emily and Anne were ‘like twins – inseparable companions, and in the very closest sympathy, which never had any interruption.’17

It was probably about this time that Anne and Emily began writing a common ‘diary paper’ – a tiny square of paper folded into four parts – that was to be sealed and opened four years later. On 24 November 1834, they recorded the ordinary comings-and-goings of the household thus: ‘Anne and I have been peeling Apples for Charlotte to make an apple pudding… Taby said just now Come Anne pilloputate (i.e., peel a potato) Aunt has come into the kitchen just now and said where are your feet Anne Anne answered On the floor Aunt… ’18

Such a saucy reply suggests a very different Anne from the ‘always good’ girl Charlotte portrayed. The diary paper shows the two youngest Brontës commonly allied in a faintly rebellious attitude toward their elders (Charlotte, Taby, Aunt) who wish to enlist them for chores or correct their behaviour: ‘Anne and I have not tidied ourselves, done our bed work or done our lessons and we want to go out to play.’ The diary casually – almost unconsciously – opposes the world of the elder Brontës to the private domain of Emily and Anne in an interesting sequence: ‘Papa opened the parlour door and gave Branwell a letter saying here Branwell read this and show it to your Aunt and Charlotte – The Gondals are discovering the interior of Gaaldine.’ Papa, Aunt, Charlotte and Branwell may share their letter among themselves, but Emily and Anne have Gondal.

Less than a year after writing the diary paper, Emily and Anne were separated. Charlotte’s former teacher, Miss Wooler, had written to offer her a post as governess at her old school, Roe Head. The salary Miss Wooler named was small indeed, but she included free tuition for one of Miss Brontë’s sisters. As the elder of the two, Emily was the natural choice. She and Charlotte left for Roe Head in July 1835. Writing to a friend to announce their departure, Mr Brontë remarked: ‘my dear little Anne I intend to keep at home for another year under her Aunt’s tuition and my own.’19

Charlotte explained the circumstances surrounding her decision to take up Miss Wooler’s offer in a letter she wrote not long after to the poet Southey: ‘My father is a clergyman of limited… income, and I am the eldest of his children. He expended quite as much in my education as he could afford in justice to the rest. I thought it therefore my duty, when I left school, to become a governess.’20 To her friend Ellen Nussey Charlotte confided a further consideration – Branwell was to be sent to London, at great expense to his father and aunt, to train for a career as artist. ‘Papa [will] have enough to do with his limited income,’ Charlotte wrote, ‘should Branwell be placed at the Royal Academy.’21

Emily’s decision to accompany Charlotte to Roe Head was almost certainly influenced by painful consciousness of the ‘burden’ she represented to her father as a dependent young woman with few prospects of marriage. However much she felt it her duty to fit herself for a career as teacher, though, Emily was unable to adjust simultaneously to the loss of moors, home and freedom. The school routine that Charlotte had earlier flourished under as a pupil Emily found unbearable. After only three months, she fled. Interpreting her sudden departure years later, Charlotte wrote: ‘Liberty was the breath of Emily’s nostrils; without it, she perished… Her nature proved here too strong for her fortitude. Every morning when she woke the vision of home and the moors rushed on her, and darkened and saddened the day that lay before her. Nobody knew what ailed her but me… ’22 In arranging for Emily’s education at Roe Head, Charlotte had clearly underestimated the exigencies of her sister’s nature. The contradiction between Charlotte’s certainty that she alone knew Emily’s heart and her failure to foresee that Emily could not survive school-life would inform their relations for years to come.

Anne and Emily were reunited for only a matter of days. The precious free tuition at Roe Head was now offered to the youngest Miss Brontë and she accepted. Her motivation was very probably dual: she wished to lighten the burden of failure for Emily by taking her place at school, but she was also very much determined to equip herself to make a living. In the three years she and Emily had been under Charlotte’s tuition at home, Anne had studied at secondhand most of the subjects Miss Wooler taught, but she would need formal training if she were to offer her services as a governess. An alteration in circumstances at home also provided Anne with a third pressing motive: Branwell had returned home penniless and with no prospect of employment. He had indeed gone up to London to enrol at the Royal Academy as planned, but squandered the ample funds his father and aunt had supplied on ‘little squibs of rum’ without ever even presenting the letters of introduction he carried to the Secretary of the Academy.

Anne was no less unhappy at school than Emily had been, but she was resolved to persist and lasted a little more than a year before collapsing. The circumstances she had to endure placed her in an emotional bind of increasing complexity: Anne thought of her separation from home and Emily as a sacrifice she was making for the future happiness of all, but at the same time she was well aware of the sacrifice Charlotte was making on her behalf. That she had not asked for such a sacrifice did not alter matters. Furthermore, as weeks passed, the cost to Charlotte – both emotional and material – was more and more evident. Charlotte had hoped to be able to save something out of her small salary but according to her friend Mary Taylor, ‘she owned that, after clothing herself and Anne, there was nothing left… She confessed it was not brilliant, but what could she do?’23

The private journal Charlotte kept during her tenure at Roe Head records her passionate resentment: she saw herself ‘encompassed by bulls (query calves of Bashan)… A C[ook] on one side of me, E L[ister] on the other and Miss W[ooler] in the background, stupidity the atmosphere, school-books the employment, asses the society.’ Never good at hiding her feelings, Charlotte further resented having to do so: ‘… am I to spend all the best part of my life,’ she wrote in her journal, ‘in this wretched bondage forcibly suppressing my rage at the idleness the apathy the hyperbolical and most asinine stupidity of those flat-headed oafs and on compulsion assuming an air of kindness patience and assiduity?’24

Anne’s presence is never mentioned as a mitigating factor in her sister’s bleak situation. Charlotte confided her innermost thoughts to her journal and to her friend Ellen Nussey in a rain of letters, but apparently held Anne at a distance. The full measure of that distance is indicated by a mention Charlotte made of a letter from Branwell: ‘I lived on its contents for days… it came… bringing with it agreeable thoughts such as I had for many months been a stranger to.’25

Charlotte hated her employment, her students and eventually her formerly beloved Miss Wooler. Did her resentment also spill over onto her sister Anne? Given Charlotte’s character, she would have almost certainly repressed such a feeling, but may well have unconsciously expressed it, as she would habitually do later on.

The bind that Charlotte’s palpable anger and frustration put Anne in must have added immeasurably to the emotional hardship school represented for her. Like Emily, Anne felt severely the loss of her freedom and the moors they were accustomed to roam. The poems she wrote during this period centre on the themes of bereavement and imprisonment. ‘A Voice from the Dungeon’, composed in October 1837, begins:


I’m buried now; I’ve done with life;

I’ve done with hate, revenge and strife;

I’ve done with joy, and hope and love

And all the bustling world above.


Long have I dwelt forgotten here

In pining woe and dull despair;

This place of solitude and gloom

Must be my dungeon and tomb.


No hope, no pleasure can I find;

I am grown weary of my mind… 26



‘The Captive’s Dream’ and ‘The North Wind’ also speak in the voice of a prisoner ‘pining in a dungeon’. The protagonist of the latter poem hears the north wind say:


I have passed over thy own mountains dear,

Thy northern mountains – and they still are free,

Still lonely, wild, majestic, bleak and drear,

And stern and lovely, as they used to be


When thou, a young enthusiast,

As wild and free as they,

O’er rocks and glens and snowy heights

Didst often love to stray.



The poem ends with the plea:


Confined and hopeless as I am,

O speak of liberty,

O tell me of my mountain home,

And I will welcome thee.27



The loss of home was inseparably tied to the loss of Emily’s companionship for Anne. The diary paper they wrote together on 26 June 1837, while Anne and Charlotte were briefly at the parsonage during school holidays, testifies to the perfectly easy accord between the two: ‘Anne and I writing in the drawing-room – Anne a poem beginning “Fair was the evening and brightly the sun” – I August Almeda’s life… ’28 The diary ends with Aunt Branwell interrupting Anne and Emily, prompting the following exchange:


Anne: ‘Well, do you intend to write in the evening.’

Emily: ‘Well, what think you.’

(We agreed to go out[side] to make sure if we got into the humour. We may stay in –)



The separate alliances within the family still hold: while Anne and Emily are writing together, Charlotte is sewing in Aunt’s room while Branwell reads a new novel to her.

The poem Anne was working on in the drawing-room deals with grief over parting. ‘Can I be happy when I know/ Tomorrow we must part?’ Anne’s Gondalian heroine asks. ‘Must we be torn away?’ her partner replies. ‘Shall I be left to mourn alone? Must hearts that have grown together,’ he pleads, ‘be rent away and kept apart for ever?’29

Anne’s brief reunion with Emily may have made it even more difficult for her to return to isolation and loneliness at school. Excluded from Charlotte’s confidence, she could hope for little sisterly sympathy from that quarter, nor could she offer any herself under the circumstances. Powerless to act, Anne could only hide her feelings. The penalty she paid was a physical collapse not unlike Emily’s. Charlotte was so self-absorbed and Anne so adept at disguise that no notice was taken of the younger sister’s deteriorating condition until it had reached an advanced stage. Suddenly awakened, Charlotte transferred her own guilt to Miss Wooler and in a rage accused her of neglecting Anne. This ‘eclaircissement’, as Charlotte called it, was the means of making a break she had no doubt intensely wished for: ‘I told Miss Wooler one or two plain truths, which set her a-crying,’ Charlotte wrote to Ellen Nussey, ‘and the next day, she wrote to papa, telling him that I had reproached her bitterly… Papa sent for us the day after he received the letter.’30

Characteristically, Charlotte was unable to admit the possibility that she might have contributed to Anne’s decline, or even to recognize her own blindness in the matter. On the contrary, she claimed special insight into the true nature of her sister’s condition: ‘I looked upon her case in a different light to what I could wish or expect any uninterested person to view it in,’ she told her friend Ellen. As she had been in Emily’s case, Charlotte was firmly convinced – and never lost that conviction – that ‘no one knew what ailed her but me’.

The complicated pattern of feeling that evolved between the two sisters during their stay at Roe Head would increasingly mark their relationship. They remained bound by strong family affection and loyalty, but Anne had developed a strategy of hiding her feelings from Charlotte who was, in any case, slow to recognize them and unable to accommodate any change in the fixed image she held of her youngest sister.

Anne, on recovering her health after returning home from Roe Head, was determined to prove that she was not the helpless child Charlotte thought her and to shoulder her fair share of the burden of making a living. To this end she applied for a post as governess. She was engaged by the Ingham family at Blake Hall and left home on 8 April 1839. Charlotte reported her departure to Ellen Nussey with affectionate condescension: ‘Poor child! she left us last Monday… We have had one letter from her since she went. She expresses herself very well satisfied, and says that Mrs Ingham is extremely kind… You would be astonished what a sensible, clever letter she writes; it is only the talking part that I fear.’31

Anne was evidently covering up her real circumstances again: as we know from the autobiographical account in Agnes Grey of her arrival at her first post, Anne’s reception was anything but ‘kind’. The truth necessarily emerged, however, when Anne returned home once again after only two terms, unjustly dismissed by Mrs Ingham for incompetence.

By the time Anne left to take up her second post, at Thorp Green Hall in the spring of 1841, Charlotte was dimly aware that her sister might be concealing things from her. She wrote to Emily from her own post as governess in the White family: ‘I had a letter from Anne yesterday; she says she is well. I hope she speaks absolute truth.’32 At the beginning of summer, Charlotte wrote to Ellen Nussey, mentioning that she hoped her employers wouldn’t put off her holiday, or ‘I shall miss the chance of seeing Anne this vacation… I should like to see her to judge for myself of the state of her health. I cannot trust any other person’s report no one seems minute enough in their observations.’33 This presumably included Emily, who was then at home with Anne.

Emily was far more privy to Anne’s confidence than Charlotte realized. In a diary paper written on 30 July, destined for Anne’s eyes alone, Emily sent ‘from afar an exhortation of courage, boys, courage, to exiled and harrassed [sic] Anne, wishing she was here.’34 In the corresponding diary paper that Anne wrote at the same moment from Thorp Green, she confessed: ‘I dislike my situation and wish to change it.’35 She had some hope of doing so at that point: Aunt Branwell had offered to put up the capital that would allow her three nieces to set up a school of their own. Emily’s diary paper eagerly projects a happy outcome to this plan: ‘We, i.e. Charlotte, Anne, and I – shall be all merrily seated in our sitting-room in some pleasant and flourishing seminary… Our debts will be paid off and we shall have cash in hand to a considerable amount. Papa, Aunt Branwell will either have been, or be coming – to visit us… Anne and I will perchance slip out into the garden for a few minutes to piruse [sic] our papers.’

Miss Wooler suggested that the Brontë girls take over her school and Charlotte had begun negotiating the terms when a letter came from Mary Taylor in Brussels, urging Charlotte to join her there. A stint at school on the Continent, Mary argued, would enhance the accomplishments Charlotte could advertise for the proposed school. Charlotte dropped the negotiations with Miss Wooler and wrote to Aunt Branwell to persuade her to use her capital to send herself and Emily to Brussels. In view of Emily’s unhappy experience at Roe Head and her indelible attachment to home, it seems unlikely that she welcomed Charlotte’s idea. She also evidently objected to Anne’s exclusion, because on 7 November Charlotte wrote to reassure her: ‘Anne seems omitted in the present plan, but if all goes right I trust she will derive her full share of benefit from it in the end. I exhort all to hope. I believe in my heart this is acting for the best; my only fear is lest others should doubt and be dismayed.’36 Charlotte was by this time aware of Anne’s deep unhappiness at Thorp Green, but nevertheless chose to pursue her determined course of action: ‘I burn to go somewhere else,’ she confided to Ellen Nussey.37 She persuaded Aunt Branwell to accept her plan by assuring her that ‘Anne might take her turn at some future period, if our school answered.’38

If Anne doubted that ‘this is acting for the best’, she hid her dismay from Charlotte. She was also masking her feelings on another subject. Just before the departure for Brussels, Charlotte observed to Ellen Nussey that her father’s handsome curate, William Weightman, ‘sits opposite to Anne at church sighing softly and looking out of the corners of his eyes to win her attention – and Anne is so quiet, her look so downcast – they are a picture – He would be the better of a comfortable wife like you to settle him, you would settle him I believe – nobody else would.’39

As Anne’s poetry amply documents, she was hardly indifferent to Willy Weightman. He was very probably the love of her life. Charlotte had earlier carried on a mild flirtation with him herself and then had promoted a romance between the curate and Ellen Nussey, which had come to nothing. Her remarks to Ellen on the subject of Anne and Willy Weightman are open to two interpretations. It may be that Anne had once again succeeded in hiding her real feelings from Charlotte; it also seems possible, however, that Charlotte had partly divined them, but was scornful about her ‘gentle’ sister’s capacity to take on the ‘fickle’ Mr Weightman and was still pushing her friend Ellen as an appropriate wife for him. Whether or not Charlotte had any inkling of Anne’s passionate attachment was soon a moot point. Willy Weightman died of cholera that autumn while Anne was at Thorp Green and Charlotte and Emily at the Pensionnat Heger in Brussels. From her lonely exile, Anne wrote:


I will not mourn thee. lovely one,

Though thou art torn away

… if thy life as transient proved,

It hath been full as bright,

For thou wert hopeful and beloved;

Thy spirit knew no blight.


If few and short the joys of life

That thou on earth couldst know,

Little thou knew’st of sin and strife

Nor much of pain and woe.40



She is determined to remember that ‘thy brightest hopes were fixed above’, but still,


… I cannot check my sighs,

Thou wert so young and fair,

More bright than summer morning skies,

But stern death would not spare…


That angel smile that late so much

Could my fond heart rejoice;

And he had silenced by his touch

The music of thy voice.


I’ll weep no more thine early doom

But O! I still must mourn

The pleasures buried in thy tomb,

For they will not return.



As it turned out, Anne quite rightly felt that with Willy Weight-man’s death, her only chance for love had vanished.

It may have been of some comfort to Anne that in November, Emily returned home. Charlotte had originally asked for six months at school on the Continent, but even before she and Emily left home had resolved to spend a year abroad. After they had been gone nine months, Aunt Branwell’s death recalled them. Emily was no doubt glad of the opportunity to return home, but Charlotte was eager to regain Brussels and her beloved professor, Monsieur Heger. She left in January of 1843 and did not return for another year. Anne, in the meantime, had returned to Thorp Green, accompanied by Branwell. Her brother’s own attempts at finding himself employment having ended the previous summer with a humiliating dismissal by the Railway Company from his post as clerk at Luddenfoot Station, Anne had taken it upon herself to persuade her own employers, the Robinsons, to hire Branwell as tutor to their son.

The school that Anne and Emily had looked forward to with such hope had been delayed for more than two years by Charlotte’s desire to go abroad. When she finally came home in January, 1844, it was clear that the project as originally conceived was out of the question. Aunt Branwell’s death and Mr Brontë’s increasing blindness made it imperative that someone remain at home to look after him. It was not until mid-summer that the possibility of setting up their school at the parsonage occurred to the girls. Oddly enough, when Charlotte wrote to Monsieur Heger to outline her plan and ask his advice, she did not mention Anne at all. Of Emily she said: ‘[she] does not care much for teaching but she would look after the housekeeping and, although something of a recluse, she is too good-hearted not to do all she could for the well-being of the children.’41

Anne and Emily, probably unaware of the terms in which Charlotte had described their project to Monsieur Heger, certainly regarded themselves as equal parties to the plan and eagerly supported the efforts to find students for their parsonage school. After a year’s trying, however, they recruited no pupils and the hoped-for liberation from governess-ship came to an end when Branwell returned home in disgrace after Mr Robinson learnt of his tutor’s affair with Mrs Robinson. Branwell’s subsequent collapse and descent into the hell of opium addiction definitively excluded any possibility of a school or pupils at the parsonage.

Anne had evidently kept secret from Charlotte the bad news about Branwell’s activities at Thorp Green. Charlotte, for her part, had failed to observe any change in Branwell’s behaviour until recognition of what was going on was forced upon her. When Anne apprised her of the truth behind Branwell’s collapse, Charlotte reacted with shock and disapproval: ‘My hopes ebb low indeed about Branwell,’ she wrote to Ellen Nussey. ‘I sometimes fear he will never be fit for much. His bad habits seem more deeply rooted than I thought… One ought, indeed to hope to the very last; I try to do so, but occasionally, hope, in his case, seems a fallacy… ’42 Anne, who had much more to complain of, resisted condemning Branwell or letting him feel her disapproval. In her diary paper of 31 July, she simply noted: ‘Branwell had left Ludden Foot, and been a tutor at Thorp Green, and had much tribulation and ill health… We hope he will be better and do better in the future.’43 In her own corresponding diary paper, Emily echoed Anne’s generous sentiments toward Branwell almost exactly. ‘We are all in decent health,’ she wrote, ‘with the exception of Branwell who I hope will be better and do better, hereafter.’ While Emily and Anne continued to extend to Branwell their sympathy, Charlotte was hardening her rejection of him: ‘I wish I could say one word in his favour,’ she told Ellen Nussey in November, ‘but I cannot, therefore I will hold my tongue.’44

Anne refused to denounce Branwell, but the disaster at Thorp Green that she was forced to witness took an enormous toll emotionally. In her diary paper, she recorded opening the paper she had written in 1841, thinking, ‘How many things have happened since… I was then at Thorp Green, and now I am only just escaped from it. I was wishing to leave it then, and if I had known that I had four years longer to stay how wretched I should have been; but during my stay I have had some very unpleasant and undreamt-of experiences of human nature.’45

Anne’s relation to Branwell at Thorp Green repeated in certain respects her unhappy experience with Charlotte at Roe Head. Branwell’s presence, which ought to have mitigated her loneliness, in the end only served to reinforce Anne’s isolation. And, though in this case she had taken Charlotte’s former role of self-sacrifice for the benefit of a sibling, Anne no doubt experienced once again a sense of powerlessness no less great than it had been at Roe Head. Her physical collapse was not repeated, but she acknowledged in her diary paper that ‘I… [could not] well be flatter or older in mind than I am now.’

The single pleasure in Anne’s life was reunion with Emily. They were still writing the Gondal saga and had taken their first long journey together, to York. They had wanted to go to Scarborough, but Charlotte asked them to give up the idea because she wanted to take a trip to see Ellen Nussey. Emily reported in her diary that the trip was a great success, nevertheless – ‘though the weather was broken we enjoyed ourselves very much… ’46 Emily was clearly making a large effort to cheer up Anne – against rather overwhelming odds. Of the entire household, only Emily was ‘undesponding’: Mr Brontë was sinking further into blindness, Branwell was stunning his sorrows with drink, and Charlotte had for the last year been suffering unspeakable anguish over her unrequited feelings for Monsieur Heger.

It was at this juncture that Charlotte discovered Emily’s poems. According to the famous account in Charlotte’s ‘Biographical Notice of Ellis and Acton Bell’, she ‘accidentally lighted’ on a manuscript in Emily’s handwriting and read it – though, by her own admission, ‘unlicensed’ to do so. Emily was outraged by this intrusion into the ‘recesses of [her] mind and feelings’, as Charlotte put it, so much so that ‘it took hours to reconcile her to the discovery I had made, and days to persuade her that such poems merited publication. I knew, however, that a mind like hers could not be without some latent spark of honourable ambition, and refused to be discouraged in my attempts to fan that spark to flame.’47 Anne attempted to distract Charlotte’s attention by ‘quietly’ producing some poems of her own, but Charlotte was not to be diverted from her campaign. As she later told W. S. Williams, ‘by dint of entreaty and reason I at last wrung out a reluctant consent to have the “rhymes” as they were contemptuously termed, published.’48

Charlotte’s discovery of Emily’s poems radically revised and complicated the relationship among the three sisters. From the beginning, Charlotte’s writing life had been shared with Branwell. Even when she was away at Roe Head as a teacher, they continued to spin out the Angrian saga by letter. Their partnership gradually dwindled, however, and had already come to an end some time before the revelation of Branwell’s moral perfidy caused Charlotte to reject him. She had, moreover, under Southey’s discouragement and M. Heger’s advice, definitively renounced their common dream of pursuing a career of letters. Writing to M. Heger in the summer of 1844, Charlotte complained of ‘désoeuvrement’ and consequent ‘léthargie des facultés’, remarking that, ‘I would not know this lethargy if I could write. Formerly I passed whole days and weeks and months in writing… ’49

Charlotte was apparently unaware that Anne and Emily’s writing partnership had continued unabated. Her account in the ‘Biographical Notice’ of the way matters stood in the autumn of 1845 states that ‘formerly we used to show each other what we wrote, but of late years this habit of communication and consultation had been discontinued; hence it ensued, that we were mutually ignorant of the progress we might respectively have made.’50

The corresponding diary papers that Emily and Anne wrote the summer before Charlotte’s discovery tell a different story: both casually refer to the literary exchange that was a matter of habit with them. Emily records that ‘the Gondals still flourish bright as ever’, and notes both her own and Anne’s contributions to the Chronicles, happily adding: ‘We intend sticking firm by the rascals as long as they delight us which I am glad to say they do at present.’ Anne notes that Emily is writing the Emperor Julius’s life and remarks that ‘she has read some of it, and I want her very much to hear the rest’. Anne also mentions that Emily is writing some poetry. Evidently Emily had not yet shown it to her, since she remarked: ‘I wonder what it is about.’ Anne’s attitude could not be more different from Charlotte’s; she tacitly assumes that when Emily is ready to show her work she will do so of her own accord. It may well have been this willingness to allow each other autonomy within twinship that accounted for Anne and Emily’s perfect ease with each other.

At the very moment Charlotte had ‘lost’ Branwell, she ‘discovered’ her sisters – with the characteristic energy and zeal that she gave to all her projects. She wrote enthusiastically to her former teacher: ‘You my dear Miss Wooler know full well as I do the value of sisters’ affection to each other; there is nothing like it in the world, I believe, when they are nearly equal in age and similar in education, tastes, and sentiments.’51

Whatever ideal of sisterhood Charlotte held in her mind, in practice she inserted herself into Anne and Emily’s partnership not as an equal, but as leader. Emily and Anne resented her uninvited eruption into their private world, but the multiple losses that Charlotte had recently undergone may have acted as powerful emotional blackmail. Nevertheless, there is a good deal of evidence of resistance on their part. In the same letter to Miss Wooler in which Charlotte extols the ‘value of sisters’ affection’, she also complains that Anne and Emily refuse to be persuaded ‘to regard the affair [of investment in railway shares] precisely from my point of view.’ Emily, Charlotte told Miss Wooler, is ‘not quite so tractable or open as I could wish [but] I must remember perfection is not the lot of humanity and as long as we can regard those we love, and to whom we are closely allied, with profound and never-shaken esteem, it is a small thing that they should vex us occasionally by, what appear to us, unreasonable and headstrong notions.’

Emily had acceeded to Charlotte’s burning desire to publish, but apparently could not control her feelings of resentment. About the same time Aylott and Jones published Poems, by Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell, Anne wrote a poem describing the painful sense of loss and domestic discord that dominated the parsonage. Under the title ‘Monday Night May 11 1846’ she questioned:


Why should such gloomy silence reign;

And why is all the house so drear,

When neither danger, sickness, pain,

Nor death, nor want have entered here?


We are as many as we were

That other night, when all were gay,

And full of hope, and free from care;

Yet, is there something gone away.52



Charlotte’s violation not only damaged her own relations with Emily and Anne, but interfered with the intimacy between the two younger sisters as well: ‘Each feels the bliss of all destroyed,’ Anne wrote, ‘And mourns the change – but each apart.’ From the beginning, when she brought out her own poems to distract Charlotte from her ‘persuasion’ of Emily, Anne had taken upon herself the role of mediator. Since Charlotte was not generally inclined to take her seriously, it is hardly surprising that her efforts were unsuccessful. Anne steps back from assigning any blame to Charlotte, however, and merely laments the absence of ‘Mirth’, ‘Love’ and ‘Peace’ (the last underlined in the manuscript), commenting:


We rudely drove thee from our hearth,

And vainly sigh for thy return.



After Anne died, Charlotte included this poem in the 1830 edition of her sister’s work, under her own title: ‘Domestic Peace’.

The account Charlotte gave Mrs Gaskell of the sisters’ working habits while writing their first novels describes a thrilling commonality of purpose, each sister reading aloud to the others. But the ‘Editor’s Preface’ Charlotte wrote for the posthumous edition of Wuthering Heights offers a darker version of the same exchange. ‘If the auditor of her work when read in manuscript,’ she wrote, ‘shuddered under the grinding influence of natures so relentless and implacable, of spirits so lost and fallen; if it was complained that the mere hearing of certain vivid and fearful scenes banished sleep by night, and disturbed mental peace by day, Ellis Bell would wonder what was meant, and suspect the complaintant of affectation.’53 Behind Charlotte’s strong reaction to hearing Wuthering Heights read aloud was the feeling that what Emily had written was morally reprehensible: ‘Whether it is right or advisable to create beings like Heathcliff I do not know: I scarcely think it is,’ she remarked.

Charlotte’s attempts to impose her point of view were clearly unsuccessful; she repeatedly complained that Emily was not ‘amenable’ to her ‘influence’. She pointed out, for example, that the qualities of constancy and tenderness ‘do not shine so well incarnate in a man as they would do in a woman… [but] Ellis Bell could never be brought to comprehend this notion.’54 Anne received the same sort of ‘advice’ from Charlotte while she was writing The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. In the ‘Biographical Notice’, Charlotte says she ‘reasoned’ with her. But like Emily, Anne chose to ignore her sister’s admonition and pursue her own course.

The summer after Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey were published – the summer before Emily died – Charlotte repeated her violation of Emily’s privacy. When she and Anne rushed to London to counter Mr Newby’s deceptive advertising of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, Charlotte revealed Ellis Bell’s true identity to her publishers. Afterward, she wrote to W. S. Williams to caution him not to mention her sisters in any letters to her. She had ‘betrayed’ Emily ‘inadvertently’, Charlotte told Mr Williams, adding that ‘I regret it bitterly now, for I find it is against every feeling and intention of Ellis Bell.’55 This latest indiscretion may well have contributed to a hardening of attitude on Emily’s part. At the end of November, Charlotte protested to Ellen Nussey that ‘[Emily] will not give an explanation of her feelings… ’Five days later, Charlotte wrote again: ‘she is too intractable. I do wish I knew her feelings more clearly.’56

Charlotte’s perplexing ambivalence is nowhere more apparent than in a letter she wrote to W. S. Williams while Emily was dying and Anne very ill. ‘To-day, as Emily appeared a little easier,’ Charlotte recounted, ‘I thought the “Review” would amuse her, so I read it aloud to her and Anne. As I sat between them at our quiet but now somewhat melancholy fireside, I studied the two ferocious authors. Ellis, the “man of uncommon talents, but dogged, brutal and morose,” sat leaning back in his easy-chair drawing her impeded breath as best he could… it is not his wont to laugh, but he smiled half-amused and half in scorn as he listened. Acton… smiled too, dropping… a single word of calm amazement to hear his character so darkly portrayed.’57

The review in question began by insulting the ‘whole firm of Bell & Co.’, but thereafter principally concentrated its attack on Acton Bell:


Acton, when left together to his own imaginations, seems to take a morose satisfaction in developing a full and complete science of human brutality
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