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Note on the Authors and Editor

CHARLOTTE, PATRICK BRANWELL, EMILY JANE and ANNE, the four surviving BRONTË children, began at a very early age to write intricate narratives of political struggle, heroism, love and betrayal which revolved around the inhabitants of the imaginary kingdoms that they invented: first the Glasstown sagas, and then Charlotte and Branwell’s chronicles of Angria, and Emily and Anne’s Gondal stories. All four made attempts to earn their livings outside the small Yorkshire town of Haworth where they grew up, the girls working as teachers and governesses, Branwell as portrait painter, clerk with the Leeds and Manchester Railway, and as a private tutor. After the failure of their joint Poems by Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell in 1846, the three sisters began to achieve literary notoriety with the publication of their first novels in 1847, Charlotte’s Jane Eyre, Emily’s Wuthering Heights and Anne’s less sensational Agnes Grey. Anne’s second novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848), stimulated debate through its frank treatment of a woman forced to hide from her alcoholic husband. The failure of Branwell’s love affair with a married woman and the decline in his once apparently brilliant prospects led to opium and alcohol addiction, and he died in 1848 of consumption. Within eight months, both Emily and Anne had also died, leaving Charlotte to struggle on with the completion of her second novel, Shirley (1849). Her most accomplished work, Villette, was published in 1853. Charlotte married Arthur Bell Nicholls, her father’s curate, but died a few months later, in 1855.

PAMELA NORRIS is a writer and critic who specialises in women’s history and writing. Her publications include The Story of Eve, a history of the biblical Eve in myth, literature and art, an anthology of Victorian women poets, and critical editions of Jane Austen and Thomas Hardy for Everyman. She has also written Words of Love: Passionate Women from Heloise to Sylvia Plath.



Chronology of the Brontës’ Lives

AB = Anne    CB = Charlotte    EJB = Emily    PB = Patrick    PBB = Branwell



	Year
	Age
	Lives



	1816
	 
	21 Apl: Birth of CB, third daughter of Rev Patrick and Mrs Maria Brontë, at Thornton, near Bradford, Yorkshire



	1817
	 
	26 Jun: Birth of PBB, fourth child and only son



	1818
	 
	30 Jul: Birth of EJB



	1820
	 
	17 Jan: Birth of AB, sixth and last child



	 
	 
	20 Apl: Brontë family move to Haworth on PB’s appointment to the perpetual curacy



	1821
	38
	15 Sept: Death of Mrs Maria Brontë of cancer; her elder sister, Elizabeth Branwell, moves to parsonage to look after Brontë family



	1824
	10/9
	1 Jul: Maria and Elizabeth, two eldest Brontë sisters, sent to board at the Clergy Daughters’ School, Cowan Bridge



	 
	8
	10 Aug: CB to Clergy Daughters’ School



	 
	6
	25 Nov: EJB joins her sisters



	1825
	11
	6 May: Death of Maria, at Haworth, of tuberculosis contracted at school



	 
	 
	31 May: Elizabeth sent home with tuberculosis



	 
	 
	1 Jun: PB withdraws CB and EJB from the school



	 
	10
	15 Jun: Death of Elizabeth, at Haworth



	1826
	 
	5 June: PB returns from Leeds with the toy soldiers which inspire the creation of an imaginary world, Glasstown. The children begin to write plays, stories and poems in tiny hand-made books



	1831
	14
	17 Jan: CB goes to Roe Head School, Mirfield, Yorkshire



	1832
	16
	May: CB leaves Roe Head; begins to teach her sisters at home



	1834
	17/16
	Jan: CB and PBB create a new kingdom, Angria. EJB and AB found the imaginary world, Gondal



	1835
	17–18
	PBB training as a professional portrait painter with a view to entering the Royal Academy: plan eventually abandoned



	 
	19/17
	29 Jul: CB returns to Roe Head as a teacher, taking EJB with her as a pupil



	 
	 
	Mid Oct: EJB, unable to settle at Roe Head,



	 
	15
	returns to Haworth; her place is taken by AB



	1837
	17
	Dec: AB falls seriously ill at Roe Head; CB resigns her post and withdraws AB from school



	1838
	20
	May: PBB sets up as portrait painter in Bradford



	 
	 
	Sept: EJB takes up a post as teacher in a girls’ boarding school at Law Hill, Halifax



	1839
	21
	Feb: PBB abandons his career as an artist



	 
	19
	Apl: AB becomes governess to the Ingham family at Blake Hall, Mirfield



	 
	23
	May-Jul: CB acts as temporary governess to the Sidgwick family at Stonegappe, Lothersdale



	 
	19
	Dec: AB dismissed from her post at Blake Hall



	1840
	22
	Jan: PBB becomes tutor to Postlethwaite family at Broughton-in-Furness, Lake District



	 
	20
	May: AB appointed governess to the Robinson family at Thorp Green, near York



	 
	22
	Jun: PBB dismissed by the Postlethwaites



	 
	23
	Oct: PBB begins work as assistant Clerk-in-Charge on the Leeds-Manchester railway at Sowerby Bridge station near Halifax



	1841
	24
	Mar: CB appointed governess to the White family at Upperwood House, Rawdon, near Leeds



	 
	23
	Apl: PBB promoted to Clerk-in-Charge at Luddenden Foot station near Sowerby Bridge



	 
	23
	5 Jun: The Halifax Guardian publishes the first of twelve poems by PBB



	 
	25
	Dec: CB resigns her post at Upperwood House



	1842
	64/25/23
	8 Feb: PB escorts CB and EJB to Brussels where they enter the Pensionnat Heger as pupils



	 
	24
	31 Mar: PBB dismissed from railway for failing to keep proper accounts



	 
	66
	29 Oct: Death of ‘Aunt’ Elizabeth Branwell



	 
	26/24
	5 Nov: CB and EJB leave Brussels for home on hearing of Aunt Branwell’s illness and death



	1843
	26
	27 Jan: CB returns alone to Brussels



	1844
	27
	1 Jan: CB leaves Brussels with a diploma from Monsieur Heger with whom she has fallen in love



	 
	25
	July-Oct: sisters’ plans for boarding school at the parsonage fail for lack of pupils



	1845
	26
	25 May: Rev Arthur Bell Nicholls comes to Haworth as curate to PB



	 
	 
	11 Jun: AB resigns her post at Thorp Green



	 
	28
	Jul: PBB dismissed from Thorp Green when his liaison with Mrs Robinson is discovered



	 
	29
	Oct: CB discovers EJB’s poems and persuades her sisters to publish a joint collection; they each begin to write a novel



	1846
	 
	May: Publication of Poems by Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell by Aylott & Jones: despite some good reviews only two copies are sold



	 
	30
	25 Aug: CB begins second novel, Jane Eyre, while nursing her father after a cataract operation



	1847
	27
	Jun: AB completes second novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall; PBB last poem in Halifax Guardian



	 
	28/27
	Jul: T. C. Newby accepts EJB’s Wuthering Heights and AB’s Agnes Grey for publication but rejects CB’s first novel, The Professor



	 
	31
	Aug: Smith, Elder & Co accept Jane Eyre



	 
	31
	16 Oct: Publication of Jane Eyre to instant success; three editions printed in six months



	 
	29/27
	Dec: Publication of Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey; Newby suggests they are by Currer Bell



	1848
	28/32
	Jul: Publication, by Newby, of AB’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. CB and AB go to London to prove their separate identities



	 
	31
	24 Sept: Death of PBB from tuberculosis



	 
	 
	Nov: Re-issue of Poems by Currer, Ellis & Acton Bell by Smith, Elder & Co



	 
	30
	19 Dec: Death of EJB from tuberculosis



	1849
	29
	28 May: Death of AB from tuberculosis at Scarborough



	 
	33
	28 Aug: CB completes her third novel, Shirley



	 
	 
	26 Oct: Publication of Shirley



	 
	 
	Dec: CB stays with George Smith in London; meets W. M. Thackeray and Harriet Martineau



	1850
	34
	May-Jul: CB in London; sits for her portrait to George Richmond, then travels to Edinburgh with the Smiths



	 
	 
	Aug: CB meets Mrs Gaskell



	 
	 
	10 Dec: Smith, Elder & Co publish a single volume edition of Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey with a biographical preface by CB



	1851
	 
	Apl: James Taylor of Smith, Elder & Co, proposes to CB, but is refused and goes to India



	 
	35
	May-Jun: CB stays with Smiths in London, going to Thackeray’s lectures, the theatre and the Great Exhibition; visits Mrs Gaskell in Manchester



	 
	 
	Nov: CB begins her fourth novel, Villette



	1852
	36
	Nov: CB completes Villette



	 
	33
	13 Dec: Rev Arthur Bell Nicholls proposes to Charlotte, but is refused at PB’s insistence



	1853
	36
	Jan-Feb: CB stays with Smiths in London for a month for publication of Villette



	 
	37
	Apl: CB visits Mrs Gaskell in Manchester



	 
	34
	May: Arthur Bell Nicholls leaves Haworth



	 
	 
	Sept: Mrs Gaskell stays with Charlotte



	1854
	37/35
	Apl: CB officially engaged to Arthur Bell Nicholls



	 
	 
	May: CB visits Mrs Gaskell in Manchester



	 
	38/35
	29 Jun: CB marries Arthur Bell Nicholls in Haworth church: they honeymoon in Ireland then live with PB at Haworth Parsonage



	1855
	39
	31 Mar: CB dies in the early stages of pregnancy



	 
	 
	Jul: PB asks Mrs Gaskell to write CB’s biography



	1857
	 
	25 Mar: Publication of Mrs Gaskell’s Life of CB



	 
	 
	6 Jun: First publication of The Professor



	1860
	 
	Apl: CB’s fragment, Emma, published in The Cornhill Magazine with preface by Thackeray



	1861
	84/42
	7 Jun: Death of PB; Arthur Bell Nicholls retires from church and returns to Ireland






Chronology of their Times



	Year
	Literary Context
	Historical Events



	1816
	Walter Scott Old Mortality, Lord Byron Canto 1 Childe Harold
	[Regency in Britain during madness of George III 1809–20]



	1817
	Death of Jane Austen
	 



	1818
	John Keats Endymion
	 Peterloo massacre (1819)



	1820
	Percy Pysshe Shelley Prometheus Unbound
	Death of George III; accession George IV; Cato Street conspiracy



	1821
	Death of John Keats
	Greek war of independence



	 
	Death of Percy Bysshe Shelley (1822)
	Monroe doctrine enunciated in US (1823)



	1824
	Death of Lord Byron
	 



	1825
	 
	Opening of first passenger steam railway in England, leading to railway building boom



	1826
	 
	Roman Catholic Relief Act (1829); accession of William IV (1830); revolutions in Europe (1830)



	1832
	Deaths of Walter Scott and J. W. Goethe
	Reform Act (1832) Abolition of slavery in British Empire (1833)



	1834
	Deaths of Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Charles Lamb
	Factory Act limiting employment of children (1833); Poor Law Amendment Act and trial of ‘Tolpuddle Martyrs’ (1834)



	1837
	Charles Dickens Oliver Twist
	Accession of Queen Victoria; rebellion in Canada



	1838
	 
	‘People’s Charter’ demands universal male suffrage and parliamentary reform



	1839
	Harriet Martineau Deerbrook
	Series of bad harvests and severe depression of trade lead to the ‘hungry forties’ (1839–43); Chartist National Convention leads to riots and strikes



	1840
	 
	Britain annexes New Zealand; first postage stamps issued; Union of Upper and Lower Canada



	1841
	Robert Browning Beils and Pomegranates; H. W. Longfellow Ballads and Other Poems
	Robert Peel Prime Minister (1841–6)



	1843
	Death of Robert Southey
	 



	1844
	 
	Second railway boom (1844–7)



	1845
	 
	Irish famine; US annexes Texas; J. H. Newman, founder of Oxford movement, becomes a Roman Catholic



	1846
	 
	Britain repeals corn laws; Mexican war begins



	1847
	W. M. Thackeray Vanity Fair (1847–8)
	Factory Act limits children and women to ten-hour working day



	1848
	Mrs Gaskell Mary Barton; Marx and Engels Communist Manifesto
	‘Year of Revolution’ in Europe; proclamation of Third Republic in France



	1849
	Charles Dickens David Copperfield; death of Hartley Coleridge
	 



	1850
	Death of William Wordsworth; Elizabeth Barrett Browning Sonnets from the Portuguese
	Death of Robert Peel



	1851
	John Ruskin The Stones of Venice (1851–3)
	Great Exhibition in London



	1852
	Harriet Beecher Stowe Uncle Tom’s Cabin
	Fall of French Republic, Napoleon III becomes emperor



	1853
	Mrs Gaskell Ruth
	Livingstone begins African explorations; Factory Act extends ten-hour working day to men



	1854
	Charles Dickens Hard Times
	Crimean War begins; Florence Nightingale goes to nurse in the Crimea; Oxford and Cambridge opened up to dissenters from Church of England



	1855
	 
	Treaty of Paris ends Crimean War (1856)



	1857
	Anthony Trollope Barchester Towers
	Indian mutiny



	1860
	George Eliot The Mill on the Floss
	 



	1861
	Death of Elizabeth Barrett Browning
	Death of Prince Albert; American Civil War begins






Introduction

The popular myth of the Brontë family – the four brilliant children feverishly scribbling in the chilly parsonage, doomed alike by the infectious vapours seeping from the graves that crowded against their living-room windows and the piercing winds of the gaunt moors that pressed against the rear of the house – is too seductive ever to be entirely quashed. But even a brief glance at their poetry and the circumstances in which it was written disturbs this cosy fantasy. The notion that the four surviving Brontë siblings were essentially the same identity variously bodied is confounded by the differences in the subject matter and style of their work; their confined existence in solitary Haworth is similarly disproved by the variety of places and situations in which the poems were written. Many of the poems deal with reality, lived out individually and in a number of locations, the harsh facts of life that Charlotte was ruefully to describe in the first pages of her novel Shirley as, ‘Something real, cool, and solid … unromantic as Monday morning’. The Brontës wrote from personal experience about loneliness and intellectual isolation, the necessity to endure uncongenial work, about unrequited desire and the death of loved ones, the pain of exile and the intense longing for home. There are lighter moments, in particular the zest of windy or stormy days, the beauty of the natural world, and the power of memory to recreate past happiness.

A sharp distinction between fantasy and reality is, however, inappropriate where the Brontës are concerned: in one of her more famous poems, ‘Retrospection’, Charlotte recalls, ‘We wove a web in childhood, / A web of sunny air’, and many of the poems seem to spring as much from an intense imaginative identification with the fictitious worlds that they devised in early childhood as from the everyday events that are their apparent inspiration: from Charlotte and Branwell’s warfaring kingdom of Angria, and Emily and Anne’s Gondal with its passionate, wilful queen, the beautiful Augusta Almeda. Branwell writes a number of poems in the persona of his favourite hero, Alexander Percy, and who can say, in these poems, whether it is Branwell speaking, using the convenient disguise of a fictitious character, or his alter ego Percy, brought alive by Branwell’s talent for mimicry and improvisation? Could Branwell himself have made the distinction? The question of what is ’real’ and what ‘made up’ is often puzzling where the Brontës are concerned, and their customary blurring of the boundary between the two was to have a direct effect on both Charlotte and Branwell’s lives. For both of them, their interior worlds seemed at times to manufacture the circumstances of their lives, rather than their work deriving from experience as is so often conjectured. It could be argued that Charlotte’s early preoccupation in her fiction with bullying men and masochistic females was the source of her real-life obsession with her Brussels teacher and colleague, Constantin Heger. Branwell’s encounter with Mrs Robinson, the wife of his employer when he was a tutor at Thorp Green, and his collapse into alcoholism after their affair was discovered, can be similarly construed as a projection of childhood fantasies. All four Brontës had long inhabited invented worlds in which men openly expressed violent emotions, and typically took to drink and debauchery to recover from adverse fortune; Branwell was simply following his own imaginary role-models. In the poems in this collection, it is often impossible to know how far the writer is speaking personally or assuming a role, and in a sense it doesn’t matter. What is important is the use that the writers made of the close interaction between their inner and outer worlds. Except for the more resolutely grounded Anne, the Brontës’ web of fantasy seems to have overlain every aspect of their lives, and Emily’s Augusta Almeda remembering her dead lover is just as emotionally persuasive as the governess Anne Brontë pining for her family life at Haworth Parsonage.

As poets, there are clear differences between the four Brontës. In his introduction to Branwell’s translation of the Odes of Horace, John Drinkwater wrote of Emily and Branwell: ‘These two had the wildness, the sense of loneliness, the ache for some indefinable thing called freedom, that mark the poet from infancy’, but Emily is consistently a better poet than Branwell, whose writing is too often vitiated by the failure of conviction that was characteristic of his behaviour in everyday life. Although impressively versatile in form and genre, many of his poems lack polish, the final push of thought that would lift style and language out of the ordinary or half-baked into art. ‘Poor, brilliant, gay, moody, moping, wildly excitable, miserable Brontë!’ as his friend Francis Grundy described him: perhaps if he had found the poetic mentor that he sought, or even a network of talented young writers outside his own family with whom to discuss his work and ideas, Branwell might have become a substantial poet. Even so, there are sufficient pleasures – and surprises – to make his poetry well worth reading. Among his most accomplished works are the fine translations of the Odes of Horace, which demonstrate a felicitous harmony of language, metre and subject matter, and indicate what, at his best, Branwell was capable of producing, represented here by ‘To Sestius’. Death – so persistent a feature of Branwell and Charlotte’s Angrian chronicles, with their bloody civil wars, assassinations and suicides – is the theme of ‘On Caroline’, in which an unidentified narrator mourns for a young girl, possibly Branwell’s own sister Maria who died of consumption when Branwell was seven. Here Branwell uses the standard features of gothic romance to establish atmosphere: the poem is set in an ancestral hall which Caroline will no longer illuminate by her smile, any more than the sun can penetrate the ‘raven-pinioned dream / Of coffin, shroud, and sepulchre’ of the sleep-entranced watcher by her deathbed, so reminiscent of the Baron
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