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    At once a collective portrait and a study in singularities, May Sinclair’s The Three Brontës follows how three related imaginations—Charlotte, Emily, and Anne—are tempered by place, pressure, and purpose, showing how art wrests freedom from circumstance and how criticism returns to weigh that freedom, tracing the tensions between kinship and solitude, discipline and wildness, inheritance and self-invention, provincial quiet and imaginative tumult, the demands of daily duty and the stubborn vocation of making, and, above all, the ways a shared origin can generate voices that diverge, contend, and unexpectedly converge across the moorland distances of character, style, and moral vision.

First published in 1912, The Three Brontës is a work of literary biography and criticism by the British novelist and critic May Sinclair, written in the early twentieth century amid renewed attention to Victorian achievement and women’s authorship. Rather than a novelistic retelling, it offers a reflective, evaluative account of Charlotte, Emily, and Anne Brontë and the conditions that shaped their art. Sinclair situates her study within the intellectual climate of her time, bringing a modern sensibility to nineteenth-century lives and books. The result is neither archival compilation nor hagiography, but a sustained critical engagement that seeks to clarify reputation, influence, and artistic aim.

The premise is straightforward: Sinclair considers the three sisters together and apart, reading their works against temperament, upbringing, and the pressures of their milieu. Readers encounter a prose voice that is poised, exacting, and deeply attentive to the textures of craft and the habits of mind behind the page. The mood is serious yet vivid, animated by a conviction that criticism should illuminate rather than eclipse the writer. Without dwelling on plot summary, the book privileges patterns of imagination, moral emphasis, and stylistic distinction. It offers the experience of guided companionship—a critic thinking aloud with rigor and sympathy about how great writing comes to be.

Key themes include the interplay between individuality and sisterhood, the shaping force of environment, and the stubbornness of artistic vocation under constraint. Sinclair explores how questions of gender and authority bear on a writer’s choices, and how literary form emerges from temperament as much as from technique. The Brontës’ shared world recedes and advances across her pages as a testing ground for vision: the ordinary contested by the extraordinary, the intimate charged with the elemental. She is alert to the making of literary myth and to the subtler work of demystification, weighing fervor against discipline and measuring passion by its artistic consequences.

Stylistically, the book blends critical acuity with psychological tact. Sinclair’s sentences carry a clear argumentative line, yet they leave space for shades of feeling and the opacity of creative process. She brings comparative method to bear, setting one sister’s decisions beside another’s to illuminate divergence without forcing uniformity. Attention to structure, voice, and ethical emphasis anchors her readings, and her judgments are framed by an awareness of what any critic can and cannot know. The effect is an atmosphere of concentrated inquiry—confident, candid, and humane—through which the reader is invited to test inherited opinions and to attend closely to the evidence of the works themselves.

For contemporary readers, The Three Brontës matters as an early twentieth-century vantage on canonical writers and as a meditation on the conditions of making literature. It raises questions that remain urgent: how talent negotiates social limits, how place imprints vision, how reception shapes and sometimes distorts legacy, and how criticism can honor difference within a shared tradition. Sinclair’s perspective reflects her moment, and engaging it offers a chance to examine the assumptions that organize taste and judgment. The book thus becomes a double lens—onto the Brontës and onto the evolving discourse about women, genius, labor, and the responsibilities of readers and critics.

Approached as a companion rather than a pronouncement, Sinclair’s study invites both first-time and seasoned readers of the Brontës to recalibrate attention—to see parallels without erasing particularity, to weigh fervor alongside form, and to consider how criticism participates in the life of a work. Without promising final answers, it equips the reader with distinctions that clarify admiration and sharpen debate. To read The Three Brontës is to enter a conversation across time: early twentieth-century insight encountering nineteenth-century creation, with twenty-first-century questions in mind. The result is an introduction that steadies judgment while renewing the wonder that first draws us to these writers.
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    May Sinclair’s The Three Brontës presents a combined biography and critical study of Charlotte, Emily, and Anne Brontë. It traces their lives alongside analyses of their poems and novels, setting the sisters within nineteenth-century English society and publishing culture. Sinclair draws on letters, memoirs, and earlier accounts to describe their circumstances while evaluating their artistic methods. She sketches the book’s purpose as clarifying each writer’s distinct power and correcting persistent misconceptions. The narrative proceeds chronologically—from family origins and childhood to publication, public reception, and final years—while interleaving literary judgments that illustrate how environment, temperament, and experience shaped each sister’s work.

The study begins at Haworth Parsonage, emphasizing the moorland setting and the Brontë family’s conditions under their father, the Reverend Patrick Brontë, after the early death of their mother. Sinclair recounts the formative impact of isolation, self-education, and shared imaginative play. The sisters’ childhood reading, toy soldiers, and elaborate juvenilia—particularly the Angria and Gondal chronicles—are presented as training grounds for narrative structure and voice. The Cowan Bridge school episode and the deaths of the elder sisters establish a backdrop of hardship. Sinclair stresses Aunt Branwell’s steadying presence and domestic economy, linking these pressures to the discipline and intensity later visible in the sisters’ writing.

Sinclair follows the sisters through adolescence into early employments, noting their intermittent schooling and experiences as pupils, teachers, and governesses. Charlotte’s years at Roe Head and her observational acuity, Emily’s resistance to institutional life and preference for home, and Anne’s steadiness and perseverance are summarized. The book shows how duties outside Haworth sharpened their sense of class, gender constraints, and moral responsibility. Meanwhile, the private continuation of the juvenilia kept imaginative faculties active. Sinclair frames this interplay of outward constraint and inward freedom as a key to the later novels’ tension between social realism and an uncompromising inner vision.

Professional ambitions next come to the fore. Sinclair recounts the plan to open a school, the practical obstacles to attracting pupils, and the sisters’ attempt to strengthen credentials abroad. Charlotte and Emily’s stay in Brussels and the influence of their teacher, Constantin Héger, are treated as significant for technique and introspection, especially for Charlotte. Returning to Haworth after Aunt Branwell’s death, they found domestic burdens increased. Sinclair outlines Branwell Brontë’s frustrated talents and decline, noting the strain his instability placed on the household. Against this backdrop, the sisters consolidated their resolve to publish, refining manuscripts while managing home and parish duties.

The pivot to publication arrives with Poems by Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell. Sinclair summarizes the motives for masculine pseudonyms, the modest sales, and the encouragement the book provided. She then follows the swift appearance of the novels: Charlotte’s Jane Eyre, Emily’s Wuthering Heights, and Anne’s Agnes Grey. Sinclair describes the immediate success and controversy surrounding Jane Eyre, the perplexed and sometimes hostile early reception of Wuthering Heights, and the quieter appreciation for Agnes Grey. A chapter clarifies each writer’s distinct register: Charlotte’s dramatic conscience and narrative drive, Emily’s elemental imagination and structural daring, and Anne’s ethical clarity and restrained realism.

Emily’s section emphasizes the poetry and the singular construction of Wuthering Heights without recounting its decisive turns. Sinclair highlights its layered narration, austere setting, and the concentrated portrayal of passion as a metaphysical force. She portrays Emily as self-contained, practical in household labor yet fiercely independent in art, with lyrics that compress intensity into spare forms. The analysis rejects myths that attribute Emily’s work to external models or to Branwell’s influence, arguing for her autonomous genius. Sinclair treats Emily’s achievement as complete within one novel and a body of poems, unified by an imagination oriented toward absolutes rather than social accommodation.

Charlotte’s development is traced from the juvenilia through Jane Eyre, Shirley, and Villette. Sinclair connects Brussels experiences to Charlotte’s interior analysis and to recurring figures of reserve and authority. She outlines Charlotte’s blend of moral inquiry, keen social observation, and dramatic narrative propulsion, noting both strengths in characterization and occasional discursiveness. The study records the public recognition following Jane Eyre, the burdens of authorship, and the continuing care for family. Subsequent novels are presented as increasingly complex in psychology and form. Sinclair positions Charlotte as a deliberate artist, balancing emotional candor with craftsmanship and an insistence on ethical meaning.

Turning to Anne, Sinclair assesses Agnes Grey and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall as works of principled realism. She underscores Anne’s clear style, focus on everyday moral tests, and forthright depiction of vice and its consequences, addressing the contemporary controversy over frank subject matter. Sinclair defends Anne’s seriousness of purpose and technical economy. Biographical chapters recount Branwell’s deterioration, followed by the deaths of Emily and Anne, and then Charlotte’s later years, brief marriage to Arthur Nicholls, and death. These events are presented factually, with attention to their impact on Charlotte’s final work and on the preservation of the sisters’ manuscripts and reputation.

In conclusion, Sinclair offers a comparative appraisal. She assigns Charlotte the role of the conscious artist and social analyst, Emily the poet of absolute vision whose single novel stands unique, and Anne the moral realist whose courage broadened the English novel’s scope. The Haworth environment, family discipline, and shared apprenticeship are treated as common ground, yet the book stresses the irreducible individuality of each sister’s art. Sinclair addresses misreadings, including doubts about authorship and charges of unseemliness, and argues for the Brontës’ permanent place in literature. The study’s overarching message is clarity: three distinct achievements born from one demanding, enabling milieu.
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    May Sinclair’s The Three Brontës examines lives unfolding between the late Georgian and early Victorian decades, centered chiefly in Haworth, a bleak upland village in the West Riding of Yorkshire. There, from 1820 in the parsonage overlooking a crowded churchyard, the Brontë family experienced the pressures of rapid industrialization, poor sanitation, and rigid social hierarchies. The moorland environment—open, windswept, and sparsely settled—contrasted with nearby booming mill towns such as Bradford and Leeds. The sisters’ formative years also included schooling and work beyond Haworth, notably at Roe Head (Mirfield) and in Brussels (1842–1843). Sinclair, writing in 1912, reads their choices and sufferings against this precisely situated social and regional landscape.

The West Riding’s Industrial Revolution transformed wool and worsted manufacture, drawing labor into mills at Bradford, Halifax, and Keighley. Bradford’s population rose from around 26,000 (1821) to about 103,000 (1851), with long hours, child labor, and disease accompanying growth. Earlier unrest foreshadowed the period: the Luddite attack on William Cartwright’s Rawfolds Mill at Liversedge (11–12 April 1812) was repelled; subsequent trials at York in 1813 brought executions and transportation. Factory reform campaigns culminated in the Ten Hours Act (1847). Sinclair links this industrial matrix to Charlotte Brontë’s Shirley (1849), set amid the 1811–1812 frame-breaking crisis, and shows how the family’s proximity to mills shaped their observations of capital, labor, and communal peril.

Chartism, the mass working-class movement for political rights, dominated 1838–1848. The People’s Charter called for universal male suffrage, the secret ballot, equal constituencies, payment of MPs, no property qualifications, and annual parliaments. Petitions in 1839, 1842, and 1848 mobilized millions; the Plug Plot Riots (1842) spread through Lancashire and Yorkshire; the Kennington Common demonstration occurred on 10 April 1848. The Northern Star, founded in Leeds in 1837 by Feargus O’Connor, became Chartism’s organ. Sinclair reads the Brontës against this agitation: although Shirley depicts an earlier crisis, the sisters and their clergyman father witnessed similar tensions in the West Riding, informing their grasp of class grievance, civic order, and reform.

Public health crises decisively framed the Brontë experience. Haworth’s churchyard was overcrowded and poorly drained; a sanitary inquiry in 1850 reported graveyard effluent contaminating wells, with appallingly high mortality—over 40 percent of deaths among children under six, and life expectancy measured in the twenties. Cholera struck the north in 1832 and again in 1848–1849; tuberculosis (consumption) was endemic. Within the family, the mother died in 1821; Maria and Elizabeth died in 1825 after the Cowan Bridge school outbreak; Branwell died in September 1848; Emily in December 1848; Anne in May 1849; Charlotte in March 1855. Sinclair details how Jane Eyre’s Lowood typhus mirrors Cowan Bridge conditions, and how illness, sanitation, and grief permeate the sisters’ themes.

Education and women’s work situate the Brontës within Victorian gendered economies. The Clergy Daughters’ School at Cowan Bridge (founded 1823 by Rev. William Carus Wilson) imposed harsh discipline; disease there shaped Charlotte’s later condemnation of charity-school abuses. Charlotte attended Roe Head, Mirfield (1831), taught there (1835–1838), and worked as a governess at Stonegappe, Lothersdale (1839), and at Upperwood House, Rawdon (1841), earning roughly £20–£40 a year amid insecurity. In 1842–1843 Charlotte and Emily studied and taught at the Pensionnat Heger in Brussels; Belgium, newly independent since 1830 under King Leopold I, embodied a modern, Catholic, bilingual polity. Sinclair shows how these institutions and cross-Channel contacts, aided by the 1840 Penny Post, informed the sisters’ views on women’s labor, education, and autonomy.

Religious and moral reform currents shaped local life. Patrick Brontë, an Anglican clergyman installed at Haworth from 1820, ministered amid fierce denominational competition: the Oxford Movement (from 1833) stirred High Church revival, while Evangelicals and strong Nonconformist congregations spread across the West Riding. Concurrently, temperance organizing accelerated after the Beerhouse Act (1830) liberalized alcohol sales; the British and Foreign Temperance Society formed in 1831, and the Band of Hope was founded in Leeds in 1847. Sinclair highlights how Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848) engages the social damage of drunkenness and the constraints of coverture, placing the family’s experience within broader controversies about religion, morality, and domestic order.

Economic policy and infrastructure changes remade the sisters’ world. The Anti–Corn Law League (founded 1838 by Richard Cobden and John Bright) pressed for free trade, leading to repeal on 25 June 1846 under Sir Robert Peel, amid the Irish Famine (1845–1852). Mill-owners in the West Riding largely favored repeal to lower food costs and stabilize labor. Railways accelerated change: the Leeds and Bradford Railway opened in 1846; the extension reached Keighley in 1847, near Haworth, easing travel to London. Postal reform via the Uniform Penny Post (1840) transformed correspondence and publishing logistics. Sinclair notes how these networks enabled Charlotte and Anne to visit George Smith in London in July 1848, assert their authorship, and navigate a national print economy.

Sinclair’s book functions as a precise social and political critique by grounding the Brontës’ lives in structural inequities: industrial exploitation, public-health negligence, class antagonism, and the legal containment of women under coverture and limited custody rights (modestly altered by the 1839 Custody of Infants Act). By tracing conditions at Cowan Bridge, Haworth’s sanitation failures, Chartist unrest, and temperance debates, she exposes systemic failures rather than private misfortune. Writing in 1912, amid Edwardian reform and suffrage agitation she supported, Sinclair reads the sisters as diagnosticians of their era’s injustices. The biography thereby indicts institutional complacency and economic policy, while illuminating how constrained opportunities and pervasive risk shaped women’s labor, mobility, and voice.
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When six months ago Mr. Thomas Seccombe[1] suggested that I should write a
short essay on "The Three Brontës" I agreed with some misgiving.

Yet that deed was innocent compared with what I have done now; and, in
any case, the series afforded the offender a certain shelter and
protection. But to come out like this, into the open, with another
Brontë book, seems not only a dangerous, but a futile and a fatuous
adventure. All I can say is that I did not mean to do it. I certainly
never meant to write so long a book.

It grew, insidiously, out of the little one. Things happened. New
criticisms opened up old questions. When I came to look carefully into
Mr. Clement Shorter[2]'s collection of the Complete Poems of Emily
Brontë, I found a mass of material (its existence I, at any rate, had
not suspected) that could not be dealt with in the limits of the
original essay.

The book is, and can only be, the slightest of all slight appreciations.
None the less it has been hard and terrible for me to write it. Not only
had I said nearly all that I had to say already, but I was depressed at
the very start by that conviction of the absurdity of trying to say
anything at all, after all that has been said, about Anne, or Emily, or
Charlotte Brontë.

Anne's case, perhaps, was not so difficult. For obvious reasons, Anne
Brontë will always be comparatively virgin soil. But it was impossible
to write of Charlotte after Mrs. Gaskell[3]; impossible to say more of
Emily than Madame Duclaux has said; impossible to add one single little
fact to the vast material, so patiently amassed, so admirably arranged
by Mr. Clement Shorter. And when it came to appreciation there were Mr.
Theodore Watts-Dunton, Sir William Robertson Nicoll, Mr. Birrell, and
Mrs. Humphry Ward, lying along the ground. When it came to eulogy, after
Mr. Swinburne's Note on Charlotte Brontë, neither Charlotte nor Emily
have any need of praise.

And on Emily Brontë, M. Maeterlinck has spoken the one essential, the
one perfect and final and sufficient word. I have "lifted" it
unblushingly; for no other word comes near to rendering the unique, the
haunting, the indestructible impression that she makes.

So, because all the best things about the Brontës have been said
already, I have had to fall back on the humble day-labour of clearing
away some of the rubbish that has gathered round them.

Round Charlotte it has gathered to such an extent that it is difficult
to see her plainly through the mass of it. Much has been cleared away;
much remains. Mrs. Oliphant's dreadful theories are still on record. The
excellence of Madame Duclaux's monograph perpetuates her one serious
error. Mr. Swinburne's Note immortalizes his. M. Héger[4] was dug up
again the other day.

It may be said that I have been calling up ghosts for the mere fun of
laying them; and there might be something in it, but that really these
ghosts still walk. At any rate many people believe in them, even at this
time of day. M. Dimnet believes firmly that poor Mrs. Robinson was in
love with Branwell Brontë. Some of us still think that Charlotte was in
love with M. Héger. They cannot give him up any more than M. Dimnet can
give up Mrs. Robinson.

Such things would be utterly unimportant but that they tend to obscure
the essential quality and greatness of Charlotte Brontë's genius.
Because of them she has passed for a woman of one experience and of one
book. There is still room for a clean sweep of the rubbish that has been
shot here.

In all this, controversy was unavoidable, much as I dislike its
ungracious and ungraceful air. If I have been inclined to undervalue
certain things—"the sojourn in Brussels[6]", for instance—which others
have considered of the first importance, it is because I believe that it
is always the inner life that counts, and that with the Brontës it
supremely counted.

If I have passed over the London period too lightly, it is because I
judge it extraneous and external. If I have tried, cruelly, to take from
Charlotte the little beige gown that she wore at Mr. Thackeray's
dinner-party, it is because her home-made garments seem to suit her
better. She is more herself in skirts that have brushed the moors and
kept some of the soil of Haworth in their hem.

I may seem to have exaggerated her homesickness for Haworth. It may be
said that Haworth was by no means Charlotte's home as it was Emily's. I
am aware that there were moments—hours—when she longed to get away
from it. I have not forgotten how Mary Taylor found her in such an hour,
not long after her return from Brussels, when her very flesh shrank from
the thought of her youth gone and "nothing done"; nothing before her but
long, empty years in Haworth. The fact remains that she was never happy
away from it, and that in Haworth her genius most certainly found itself
at home. And this particular tone of misery and unrest disappeared from
the moment when her genius declared itself, so that I am inclined to see
in it a little personal dissatisfaction, if you will, but chiefly the
unspeakable restlessness and misery of power unrecognized and
suppressed. "Nothing done!" That was her reiterated cry.

Again, if I have overlooked the complexities of Charlotte's character,
it is that the great lines that underlie it may be seen. In my heart I
agree with M. Dimnet that the Brontës were not simple. All the same, I
think that his admirable portrait of Charlotte is spoiled by his
attitude of pity for "la pauvre fille", as he persists in calling her.
I think he dwells a shade too much on her small asperities and
acidities, and on that "ton de critique mesquine", which he puts down
to her provincialism. No doubt there were moments of suffering and of
irritation, as well as moments of uncontrollable merriment, when
Charlotte lacked urbanity, but M. Dimnet has almost too keen an eye for
them.

In making war on theories I cannot hope to escape a countercharge of
theorizing. Exception may be taken to my own suggestion as to the effect
of Wuthering Heights on Charlotte Brontë's genius. If anybody likes to
fling it on the rubbish heap they may. I may have theorized a little too
much in laying stress on the supernatural element in Wuthering
Heights. It is because M. Dimnet has insisted too much on its
brutality. I may have exaggerated Emily Brontë's "mysticism". It is
because her "paganism" has been too much in evidence. It may be said
that I have no more authority for my belief that Emily Brontë was in
love with the Absolute than other people have for theirs, that
Charlotte was in love with M. Héger.

Finally, much that I have said about Emily Brontë's hitherto unpublished
poems is pure theory. But it is theory, I think, that careful
examination of the poems will make good. I may have here and there given
as a "Gondal[5]" poem what is not a "Gondal" poem at all. Still, I believe,
it will be admitted that it is in the cycle of these poems, and not
elsewhere, that we should look for the first germs of Wuthering
Heights. The evidence only demonstrates in detail—what has never been
seriously contested—that the genius of Emily Brontë found its sources
in itself.

10th October, 1911.

The Three Brontës

It is impossible to write of the three Brontës and forget the place they
lived in, the black-grey, naked village, bristling like a rampart on the
clean edge of the moor; the street, dark and steep as a gully, climbing
the hill to the Parsonage at the top; the small oblong house, naked and
grey, hemmed in on two sides by the graveyard, its five windows flush
with the wall, staring at the graveyard where the tombstones, grey and
naked, are set so close that the grass hardly grows between. The church
itself is a burying ground; its walls are tombstones, and its floor
roofs the forgotten and the unforgotten dead.

A low wall and a few feet of barren garden divide the Parsonage from the
graveyard, a few feet between the door of the house and the door in the
wall where its dead were carried through. But a path leads beyond the
graveyard to "a little and a lone green lane", Emily Brontë's lane that
leads to the open moors.

It is the genius of the Brontës that made their place immortal; but it
is the soul of the place that made their genius what it is. You cannot
exaggerate its importance. They drank and were saturated with Haworth.[1q]
When they left it they hungered and thirsted for it; they sickened till
the hour of their return. They gave themselves to it with passion, and
their works ring with the shock and interchange of two immortalities.
Haworth is saturated with them. Their souls are henceforth no more to be
disentangled from its soul than their bodies from its earth. All their
poetry, their passion and their joy is there, in this place of their
tragedy, visible, palpable, narrow as the grave and boundless.

In the year eighteen-twenty the Reverend Patrick Brontë and his wife
Maria brought their six children, Maria, Elizabeth, Charlotte, Patrick
Branwell, Emily, and Anne, from Thornton, where they were born, to
Haworth. Mr. Brontë was an Irishman, a village schoolmaster who won,
marvellously, a scholarship that admitted him to Cambridge and the
Church of England. Tales have been told of his fathers and his
forefathers, peasants and peasant farmers of Ballynaskeagh in County
Down. They seem to have been notorious for their energy, eccentricity,
imagination, and a certain tendency to turbulence and excess. Tales have
been told of Mr. Brontë himself, of his temper, his egotism, his
selfishness, his fits of morose or savage temper. The Brontës'
biographers, from Mrs. Gaskell and Madame Duclaux[A] to Mr. Birrell,
have all been hard on this poor and unhappy and innocent old man. It is
not easy to see him very clearly through the multitude of tales they
tell: how he cut up his wife's silk gown in a fit of passion; how he
fired off pistols in a series of fits of passion; how, in still gloomier
and more malignant fits, he used to go for long solitary walks. And when
you look into the matter you find that the silk gown was, after all, a
cotton one, and that he only cut the sleeves out, and then walked into
Keighley and brought a silk gown back with him instead; that when he
was a young man at Drumballyroney he practised pistol firing, not as a
safety valve for temper but as a manly sport, and that as a manly sport
he kept it up. As for solitary walks, there is really no reason why a
father should not take them; and if Mr. Brontë had insisted on
accompanying Charlotte and Emily in their walks, his conduct would have
been censured just the same, and, I think, with considerably more
reason. As it happened, Mr. Brontë, rather more than most fathers, made
companions of his children when they were little. This is not quite the
same thing as making himself a companion for them, and the result was a
terrific outburst of infant precocity; but this hardly justifies Mrs.
Gaskell and Madame Duclaux. They seem to have thought that they were
somehow appeasing the outraged spirits of Emily and Charlotte by
blackening their father and their brother; whereas, if anything could
give pain to Charlotte and Emily and innocent Anne in heaven, it would
be the knowledge of what Mrs. Gaskell and Madame Duclaux have done for
them.

[Footnote A: A. Mary F. Robinson.]

There was injustice in all that zeal as well as indiscretion, for Mr.
Brontë had his good points as fathers go. Think what the fathers of the
Victorian era could be, and what its evangelical parson[7]s often were; and
remember that Mr. Brontë was an evangelical parson, and the father of
Emily and Charlotte, not of a brood of gentle, immaculate Jane Austens,
and that he was confronted suddenly and without a moment's warning with
Charlotte's fame. Why, the average evangelical parson would have been
shocked into apoplexy at the idea of any child of his producing
Wuthering Heights or Jane Eyre. Charlotte's fame would have looked
to him exceedingly like infamy. We know what Charles Kingsley, the least
evangelical of parsons, once thought of Charlotte. And we know what Mr.
Brontë thought of her. He was profoundly proud of his daughter's genius;
there is no record and no rumour of any criticism on his part, of any
remonstrance or amazement. He was loyal to Charlotte to the last days of
his life, when he gave her defence into Mrs. Gaskell's hands; for which
confidence Mrs. Gaskell repaid him shockingly.

But he was the kind of figure that is irresistible to the caustic or
humorous biographer. There was something impotently fiery in him, as if
the genius of Charlotte and Emily had flicked him in irony as it passed
him by. He wound himself in yards and yards and yards of white cravat,
and he wrote a revolutionary poem called "Vision of Hell". It is easy to
make fun of his poems, but they were no worse, or very little worse,
than his son Branwell's, so that he may be pardoned if he thought
himself more important than his children. Many fathers of the Victorian
era did.

And he was important as a temporary vehicle of the wandering creative
impulse. It struggled and strove in him and passed from him, choked in
yards and yards of white cravat, to struggle and strive again in
Branwell and in Anne. As a rule the genius of the race is hostile to the
creative impulse, and the creative impulse is lucky if it can pierce
through to one member of a family. In the Brontës it emerges at five
different levels, rising from abortive struggle to supreme
achievement—from Mr. Brontë to his son Branwell, from Branwell to Anne,
from Anne to Charlotte, and from Charlotte to Emily. And Maria, who
died, was an infant prodigy.

And Mr. Brontë is important because he was the tool used by their
destiny to keep Charlotte and Emily in Haworth.

The tragedy we are too apt to call their destiny began with their
babyhood, when the mother and six children were brought to Haworth
Parsonage and the prospect of the tombstones. They had not been there
eighteen months before the mother sickened and died horribly of cancer.

She had to be isolated as far as possible. The Parsonage house was not
large, and it was built with an extreme and straight simplicity; two
front rooms, not large, right and left of the narrow stone-flagged
passage, a bedroom above each, and between, squeezed into the small
spare space above the passage, a third room, no bigger than a closet and
without a fireplace. This third room is important in the story of the
Brontës, for, when their mother's illness declared itself, it was in
this incredibly small and insufferably unwholesome den that the five
little girls were packed, heaven knows how, and it was here that the
seeds of tuberculosis were sown in their fragile bodies. After their
mother's death the little fatal room was known as the children's study
(you can see, in a dreadful vision, the six pale little faces, pressed
together, looking out of the window on to the graves below). It was used
again as a night-nursery, and later still as the sleeping-place shared
by two, if not three, of the sisters, two of whom were tuberculous.

The mother died and was buried in a vault under the floor of the church,
not far from the windows of her house. Her sister, Miss Branwell, came
up from Penzance to look after the children. You can see this small,
middle-aged, early Victorian spinster, exiled for ever from the sunshine
of the town she loved, dragging out her sad, fastidious life in a cold
and comparatively savage country that she unspeakably disliked. She took
possession of the room her sister died in (it was the most cheerful room
in the house), and lived in it. Her nieces had to sit there with her
for certain hours while she taught them sewing and all the early
Victorian virtues. Their father made himself responsible for the rest of
their education, which he conducted with considerable vigour and
originality. Maria, the eldest, was the child of promise. Long before
Maria was eleven he "conversed" with her on "the leading topics of the
day, with as much pleasure and freedom as with any grown-up person".

For this man, so gloomy, we are told, and so morose, found pleasure in
taking his tiny children out on to the moors, where he entertained them
alternately with politics and tales of brutality and horror. At six
years old each little Brontë had its view of the political situation;
and it was not until a plague of measles and whooping-cough found out
their tender youth that their father realized how very young and small
and delicate they were, and how very little, after all, he understood
about a nursery. In a sudden frantic distrust of the climate of Haworth,
of Miss Branwell, and his own system, he made up his mind to send Maria
and Elizabeth and Charlotte and Emily to school.

And there was only one school within his means, the Clergy Daughters'
School, established at Cowan Bridge in an unwholesome valley. It has
been immortalized in Jane Eyre, together with its founder and patron,
the Reverend Carus Wilson. There can be no doubt that the early
Victorian virtues, self-repression, humility, and patience under
affliction, were admirably taught at Cowan Bridge. And if the carnal
nature of the Clergy Daughters resisted the militant efforts of Mr.
Carus Wilson, it was ultimately subdued by low diet and primitive
drainage working together in an unwholesome valley. Mr. Carus Wilson,
indeed, was inspired by a sublime antagonism to the claims of the
perishable body; but he seems to have pushed his campaign against the
flesh a bit too far, and was surprised at his own success when, one
after another, the extremely perishable bodies of those children were
laid low by typhus.

The fever did not touch the four little Brontës. They had another
destiny. Their seed of dissolution was sown in that small stifling room
at Haworth, and was reaped now at Cowan Bridge. First Maria, then
Elizabeth, sickened, and was sent home to die. Charlotte stayed on for a
while with Emily. She ran wild, and hung about the river, watching it,
and dabbling her feet and hands in the running water. Their doom waited
for Charlotte and for Emily.

There is no record of Elizabeth except that, like Anne Brontë, she was
"gentle". But Maria lived in Charlotte's passionate memory, and will
live for ever as Helen Burns, the school-fellow of Jane Eyre. Of those
five infant prodigies, she was the most prodigious. She was the first of
the children to go down into the vault under Haworth Church; you see her
looking back on her sad way, a small, reluctant ghost, lovely,
infantile, and yet maternal. Under her name on the flat tombstone a
verse stands, premonitory, prophetic, calling to her kindred: "Be ye
also ready."

Charlotte was nine years old when her sisters died. Tragedy tells at
nine years old. It lived all her life in her fine nerves, reinforced by
shock after shock of terror and of anguish.

But for the next seven years, spent at the Parsonage without a break,
tragedy was quiescent. Day after day, year after year passed, and
nothing happened. And the children of the Parsonage, thrown on
themselves and on each other, were exuberantly happy. They had the
freedom of the moors, and of the worlds, as wild, as gorgeous, as
lonely, as immeasurable, which they themselves created. They found out
that they were not obliged to be the children of the Parsonage; they
could be, and they were, anything they chose, from the Duke of
Wellington down to citizens of Verdopolis. For a considerable number of
years they were the "Islanders". "It was in 1827" (Charlotte, at
thirteen, records the date with gravity—it was so important) "that our
plays were established: Young Men, June 1826; Our Fellows, July
1827; The Islanders, December 1827. These are our three great plays
that are not kept secret."

But there were secret plays, Emily's and Charlotte's; and these you
gather to be the shy and solitary flights of Emily's and Charlotte's
genius. They seem to have required absolutely no impulsion from without.
The difficult thing for these small children was to stop writing. Their
fire consumed them, and left their bodies ashen white, fragile as ashes.
And yet they were not, they could not have been, the sedentary,
unwholesome little creatures they might seem to be. The girls were kept
hard at work with their thin arms, brushing carpets, dusting furniture,
and making beds. And for play they tramped the moors with their brother;
they breasted the keen and stormy weather; the sun, the moon, the stars,
and the winds knew them; and it is of these fierce, radiant, elemental
things that Charlotte and Emily wrote as no women before them had ever
written. Conceive the vitality and energy implied in such a life; and
think, if you can, of these two as puny, myopic victims of the lust of
literature. It was from the impressions they took in those seven years
that their immortality was made.

And then, for a year and a half, Charlotte went to school again, that
school of Miss Wooler's at Roe Head, where Ellen Nussey found her, "a
silent, weeping, dark little figure in the large bay-window". She was
then sixteen.

Two years later she went back to Miss Wooler's school as a teacher.

In the register of the Clergy Daughters' School there are two immortal
entries:

"Charlotte Brontë…. Left school, June 1st, 1825—Governess."

"Emily Brontë…. Left, June 1st, 1825. Subsequent career—Governess."

They did not question the arrangement. They were not aware of any other
destiny. They never doubted that the boy, Branwell, was the child of
promise, who was to have a glorious career. In order that he should have
it the sisters left Haworth again and again, forcing themselves to the
exile that destroyed them, and the work they hated. It was Charlotte and
Anne who showed themselves most courageous and determined in the
terrible adventure; Emily, who was courage and determination incarnate,
failed. Homesickness had become a disease with them, an obsession,
almost a madness. They longed with an immitigable longing for their
Parsonage-house, their graveyard, and their moors. Emily was consumed by
it; Anne languished; Charlotte was torn between it and her passion for
knowledge.

She took Emily back with her to Roe Head as a pupil, and Emily nearly
died of it. She sent Emily home, and little Anne, the last victim, took
Emily's place. She and Charlotte went with the school when it was
removed to Dewsbury Moor. Then Emily, who had nearly died of Roe Head,
shamed by Charlotte's and Anne's example, went to Halifax as a teacher
in Miss Patchett's Academy for Young Ladies. She was at Halifax—Halifax
of all places—for six months, and nearly died of Halifax. And after
that Charlotte and Anne set out on their careers as nursery-governesses.

It was all that they considered themselves fit for. Anne went to a Mrs.
Ingham at Blake Hall, where she was homesick and miserable. Charlotte
went to the Sidgwicks at Stonegappe near Skipton, where "one of the
pleasantest afternoons I spent—indeed, the only one at all
pleasant—was when Mr. Sidgwick walked out with his children, and I had
orders to follow a little way behind". You have an impression of years
of suffering endured at Stonegappe. As a matter of fact, Charlotte was
there hardly three months—May, June, July, eighteen-thirty-nine.

And most of the time their brother Branwell was either at Bradford or at
Haworth, dreaming of greatness, and drinking at the "Black Bull". The
"Black Bull" stands disastrously near to the Parsonage, at the corner of
the churchyard, with its parlour windows looking on the graves. Branwell
was the life and soul of every party of commercial travellers that
gathered there. Conviviality took strange forms at Haworth. It had a
Masonic Lodge of the Three Graces, with John Brown, the grave-digger,
for Worshipful Master. Branwell was at one and the same time secretary
to the Three Graces and to the Haworth Temperance Society. When he was
not entertaining bagmen, he was either at Bradford painting bad
portraits, or at Haworth pouring out verses, fearfully long, fatally
fluent verses, and writing hysterical letters to the editor of
Blackwood's Magazine.

One formidable letter (the third he sent) is headed in large letters:
"Sir, read what I write." It begins: "And would to Heaven you would
believe in me, for then you would attend to me and act upon it", and
ends: "You lost an able writer in James Hogg, and God grant you may get
one in Patrick Branwell Brontë." Another followed, headed: "Sir, read
now at last", and ending, "Condemn not unheard". In a final letter
Branwell inquires whether Mr. Blackwood thinks his magazine "so perfect
that no addition to its power would be either possible or desirable",
and whether it is pride that actuates him, or custom, or prejudice, and
conjures him: "Be a man, sir!"

Nothing came of it. Mr. Blackwood refused to be a man.

Yet Branwell had his chance. He went to London, but nothing came of it.
He went to Bradford and had a studio there, but nothing came of it. He
lived for a brief period in a small provincial Bohemia. It was his best
and happiest period, but nothing came of it beyond the letters and the
reams of verse he sent to Leyland the sculptor. There was something
brilliant and fantastic about the boy that fascinated Leyland. But a
studio costs money, and Branwell had to give his up and go back to
Haworth and the society of John Brown the stone-mason and grave-digger.
That John Brown was a decent fellow you gather from the fact that on a
journey to Liverpool he had charge of Branwell, when Branwell was at his
worst. They had affectionate names for each other. Branwell is the
Philosopher, John Brown is the Old Knave of Trumps. The whole trouble
with Branwell was that he could not resist the temptation of impressing
the grave-digger. He himself was impressed by the ironic union in the
Worshipful Master of conviviality and a sinister occupation.

A letter of Branwell's (preserved by the grave-digger in a quaint
devotion to his friend's memory) has achieved an immortality denied to
his "Effusions". Nothing having come of the "Effusions", Branwell, to
his infinite credit, followed his sisters' example, and became tutor
with a Mr. Postlethwaite. The irony of his situation pleased him, and
he wrote to the Old Knave of Trumps thus: "I took a half-year's farewell
of old friend whisky at Kendal on the night after I left. There was a
party of gentlemen at the Royal Hotel, and I joined them. We ordered in
supper and whisky-toddy as hot as hell! They thought I was a physician,
and put me in the chair. I gave several toasts that were washed down at
the same time till the room spun round and the candles danced in our
eyes…. I found myself in bed next morning with a bottle of porter, a
glass, and a corkscrew beside me. Since then I have not tasted anything
stronger than milk-and-water, nor, I hope, shall, till I return at
midsummer; when we will see about it. I am getting as fat as Prince
William at Springhead, and as godly as his friend Parson Winterbotham.
My hand shakes no longer. I
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