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When I  was asked to  begin th is  series  of the l iv e s  

of famous vvomen with a ta lk  on Charlotte Brontö, I  said 

to  myself that 1 couldn 't bear to  go över again that pain- 

fu lly  tra g ic  story . And yet the Brontös te.ve been one 

o f my enthusiasms fo r  many years* I  cannot remember a time 

hhen I  d id  not know th e ir  story* My matemal grandmother * s 

people came from Yorkshire and my mother often  to ld  me 

how, when she was a school g i r l  in  the south o f England, 

she vvould spend her Easter and Christmas holidays with her 

grandfather in  tte  bleak north near Bradford. She des- 

cribed so graph ica lly  the cold winds, the dark skies, the 

g ru ff ways o f Yorkshire that I  f e l t  at home when I  read 

about the Brontös* But the story o f th e ir  l iv e s  my mother 

to ld  ine long before I  read i t  m yself.

To crovvn a l i ,  1 was ablç to v is i t  Haworth in  1936. 

İ t  was the fu lf i l im e n t  of a dream. I  »aw foı: myself the 

tin y  parsonage at the top o f  the cobbied road o f the 

v i l la g e ,  the church vvhere Charlotte »s fa th er  and husband 

preached, the Black Bull, with the seme sign  swinging över 

the narrovv S treet, as i t  did in Branvvell Brontö’ s time, 

and best of a l i  the moors, which one reaches in f  ive  

minutes from the çenter o f the v L l la g e . . .those w ild  moors 

t te *  Emily Brontö immortalized in her poems and in  that



fan tas tic  novel of geni-us, Wuthering Heights.

I t  is  amazing how many people ha ve been fa sc im ted  

by the story o f the Brontö fam ily .- Two years a f te r  Char~ 

lo t te  died, (which by the way is  exactly  a hundred years 

a-'O th is  year) Fjts . Gaskell, her fr ien d  and :61iow- n o ve lis t, 

wrote the c lass ic  l i f e ,  but that was only the beginning.

A long series  cf distinguished vvriters have tr ie  d to 

explain, to describe, to  marvel at the extraordinary story 

o f th is  unique fam ily , Clement Shorter, Augustine B ir r e l l ,  

Abbe^imnet, iVJay S in c la ir , Romer Wilson, Clemence Dane, 

E.P.Benson, P h y llis  Bentley, E lizabeth and Lavvrence Hanson, 

and as la te  as 1955 Margaret Lane has vvritten a wonderfully 

in teres tin g  re-eva luation  o f r>îrs, G-askell*s L i fe ,  f i l l i n g  

in  vdth newly discovered m aterial and modern psychological 

appraisal o f the work of the three s is te rs  and b rother»

This is  c e rta in ly  not the end o f the l i s t .  Several plays 

have been vvritten in  im itation  of the Barretts o f Wimpole 

S t r e e t , . .onec a ile  d the Brontds o f Havvorth Pars ona g e , . »ln~ 

deed there is  no.aend to the f  ascin^ tion  that people have 

f e l t  f  or th is  darnily.

To ta lk  of OhFırlotte Brontö , one must t  Ik  o f her 

home, o f her four s i-s te rs  and one brother, fo r  never was 

a fam ily  more c lo se ly  kn it, in  a f fe c t io n  and in in t e l le c t  

than hers. They were throvm together in  the greatest in - 

timacy from th e ir  e a r lie s t  y^ars; they had no associates 

in Havvorth and few when they vvere avvay a t school/ The.y 

kept th e ir  minds burnished by th e ir  in fluence on each other
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Nearly everyone, o f c ourse has read Jane Eyre and has 

f e l t  the tremendous in teres t o f the s to ry , even i f  many 

o f us read i t  too ea rly  to  understand the masterly analysis 

o f love and passion betvveen Jane and Kochester. l\dany of us 

have read Wutherinp; Heights by Emily Brontö and f e l t  i t s  

amazing povver and we know her four vvonderful poems, in - 

cluded in  the Oxford Book of Bnglish Verse; Remembrance,

The Prisoner, My Lady's G-rave and Last Lines, Charlotte*s 

other novels, S h ir ley ,V i l le t t e  and The Professor and some 

o f Emily’ s other poems> are very remarkable a ls o , but 

nothing is  more remarkable than the i r  liv e s  and the v iv id  

accounts o f themselves and th e ir  environraent that they l e f t  

far p os te r ity ,

Let me try  to g ive  you, as c le a r ly  and con cise ly  

as L can, that story,^ (^en a t the r isS  o f t e l l in g  you much
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that you already knovv.j And l e t  me add that I  despair o f 

ever doing them ju s t ic e .

Patrick  Brontö, the father of th is faraily was 

born in 1777. He was Ir is h  and poor, the son of a peasant 

farmer by name Prunty. But he was $ p ir in g , and although he 

had very l i t t i e  raoney and was a manber o f a large fam lly, 

he came t  o England and went to  Carnbridge U n iversity  , where 

he obtained his B.A, degree. .. Shortly afterwards he changed 

the sp e llin g  o f 'th e  plebian Prunty to Brontö. He became a 

curate, f i r s t  in  Essex-aıd then in  Yorkshire • \Vhile he m s



at Hartshe :̂■d, a v i l la g e  near H alifax , he met and married a
I ■'

lad y from  Oornvvall, ca lled  Maria Branvvell, who happened 

to have come from Penzance to  Yorkshire on a v i s i t  to  

reJtlatives. She was ımused to  the rigorous ways of the north 

but she neverretumed again to heor sutfila: and more genial 

Cornwall.

Six children were bom, a l i  İn rap id succession, 

two at Hartshead and fou r at l’hornton, another Yorkshire 

parish: Maria J.813, E lizabeth 1813, Charlotte 1816,

Patrick  Branvvell, the only boy 1817, Einlly Jane 1818 

and Anne 1820,

And then, ” as İVir, E.P. Benson says ,” came the 

f in a l  e c c le s ia s t lc a l step fo r  JVtr, BrontS and on that s tep  

he remained vdthout further promotion fo r  forty-one years.

Un Peb. 25th 1820, he was licensed to  the chapelry o f 

Havvorth, ten mile s from Bradford^and in the parmsh of that 

to v n ,. ,Sometim§/during the spring the move was mde and 

from thenceforth with one exceedingly important exception, 

the s e tt in g  of the Brontö drama was la id  at the Parsonage 

there. Standing at the top o f a steep h i l i ,  vvhich the 

v i l la g e  cliınbs, i t  faces, across an oblong w alled -in  garden, 

the west door ..of the church ..It is  g ir t  about with the grave- 

yard; the public house, the Black Bull  is  ne ighborly ;"a  short 

lone İane" leads to the morrs. These four, parsonage, 

church, public house and moors are the main fum ish ing of 

the şcene. Of them the churbk is  the lea s t s ign ifican t" and
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the moors, the oıost, fs r  from the moors came Wuthering 

Heights , ” .'

The v i l la g e  of Hav,’orth stragf^les along a wiru.l.ing 

cobbied road to  the top o f a steep h i l i ,  where the parsonage 

and chuıch stand up against the sky, in  the dire(vh path 

of the f i  erce winds that blow över the moors. The scene 

has been descriiiîed times mthout number, and bite, of i t  

appear again and again in the le t te r s  and novels and poems 

o f the s is te rs . The house i t s e l f , b u ilt  o.r gray stone 

and looking out upon a large graveyard, was small f o r  so large
4

a fam ily , but i t  accommodated them a l i .

i«!ırs . -t^rontö, v'hen they came t  o Havvorth, was
4 0

already i l i  and a l i  her l i f e  in  the parsonage was one o f 

su iferin g  an f fa i l in g  strengtb . In the autumn of 1821  ̂

when her e ldest ch ild , Maria, was e igh t, and Anne, the 

youngest was a year and a h a lf,  she died.

So here were three motherless ch ildren  ın charge 

of ignorant Yorkshire servants and a fa th e :, vho was 

notoriously  inept at coping v^ith youth, who was a student 

and rather s ile n t  and not too good tempered. He tr ied  

to  fin d  a s ec.ond w ife , but when he fa i le d ,  he asked his 

vv ife 's  s is te r ,  Miss E lizabeth Branwell, to come from Com- 

w all to  look a f t r  his ch ildren . Sheceme and stayed with 

them u n til they grevv up and u n tii her own death. She di d

her duty stern ly  with V ic torian  thor<öughness, never be- 

comin '̂ reconciled  to the. Yorkshire climate and fo rever
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comparing i t  unfavorably vdth her native coTinty. The ch ild - 

ren c alİB d heıç Aunt Branvvell, never Aunt E lizaheth, which I  

think is  s ig n ific a n t. She ms a l i t t i e  old sp inster who 

wore a s ilk  govm, a large bonnet trimmed vvith ruching, aad 

she carried  a gold snuff box. The small g ir iş  had to do

endless sevving, they had to leam  t  o work and do. a 1 1  manner 

o f domestic tasks vvith çare and punctiliousness • never

loved th e ir  aunt, though they respected her. The one she

showed partiality for v/as the boy, Branvvell, he,\Aho vvould have

done s o much better vvithouî a doting and too ea s ily  fo rg iv in g  

aunt. But how o iten  in  l i f e ,  things aırrange themseliares lik e  

th a t.

The ch ildren , as may be iraagined, and as l'/irs. 

Gaskell ascertained from many inhabitants of Havvorth, were 

strange, qu iet, unusual l i t t i e  creatures. Their fa th er did

not l ik e  beid^< disturbed by noise so they eariy  leam ed the 

quietest of games. The iwo eldest toojcover the respon*sib ility 

Of looking a fte r  the. youngest and none of them I  think,

ever really romped or learned how to play as normal children 

do. They a l i  could read soonand they vvould disEuss the news 

and politics vvith their father at a ridiculously early age.

In July 1824 İVir. Brontö took his two elder giriş,

Maria and E lizabeth ,to  a school at Cowan Bridge , which İB d 

recen tly  be en established fo r  the daughters of poor c le rgy -

men. it was most inexpensive, the fees being only fourteen

pounds a year. In September, Charlotte and Emily a lio  

went th ere. So much controversy"has gathtied around th is
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7 .
establishment that i t  has taken years to find  out the 

rea l truth . The te r r ib le  pictui'e vhich- Charlotte drew in  

Jane Eyre o f the Lowood Orphan Asylum branded th is  c le rgy - 

man*s school f o r  a l i  tim e. The story in  r e a l it y  is  pain- 

fu l  enough. Charlotte at the age o f nine had etched in 

her mind the memory o f great sn ffe rin g , not only fo r  

h e rse lf but fo r  her s is te rs . In the spring o f 1823 a low 

fe ve r  broke out in  the school, i t  was thought because of 

the poor and in s u ffic ien t food and rough accommodations,.

None o f the Bront4 children caught i t ,  but soon i t  was

apparent that i/ıaria had developed rapid consumption. She 

was taken home and died in  May and no soöner had she göne 

than E lizabeth showed the same symptoms. She was brought 

home too and died in  June. ivbr. Brontö was d e fin ite ly  

frightened and he removed Charlotte and Emily frorn the 

school. ■

Pive years fo llow ed  th is  episode, when the f  our 

children v/ho w ere l e f  t ,  liv ed  at the parsonage and were 

taught th e ir  lessons by th e ir  fa ther and th e ir  Aunt Bran- 

w e ll. Abbe Dimnet says: "The children were w ell and began

tp  M ve th e ir  s o lita ry  l i f e  with the in ten s ity  that alvvays
1

characterized i t .  Anne was {i, Emily was 9, Branwell 10, 

and Charlotte 11, and they were a l i  prod igiously in t e l l ig e n t ." 

They saw almost nobody but each other. They were a l i  shy 

and th e ir  shyness was accentuated.. . a l i  but Branvvell who 

was b r i l l i a n t , unstable' and gregarious. They began to
'»f



have elaborate games in  which ihey took f ic t i l ı io u s  names 

and vvhich led  d ir e c t ly  to l i t e r a r y  e f fo r t s .  As Charlotte 

said "they established p la y s .” They'started  that garae 

o f Gondal Land vvhich in  the c«se o f Emily and Anne con- 

tinued r igh t into th e ir  matnre years,

Explain the two sagas:

1. A n g r i a . .. (Charlotte and Branvvell)
west o f A fr ic a ...H o t country
poems, ch ron icles, pamphlets ,Proclamations
C*s hero The Duke of Wellington

2. Angora.. . (Emily and Anne)
. inhabited by Gondals. . .cold country 

Emperor Julius
K oya list and Hepublican vvars 
h is to r ie s  chronicles and poems

continued u n til th e ir  la s t years.

They wrote in tiny littie  note books only a few

inches square. Theycalled thes^volumes and many of thera

you c pn see today in  ths B ritish  Ivîuseum and at Havvorth

Parsonage itseli^. Their writing was microscopic, very

f in e  and neat.' J^s much o f i t  was done by feeb le  candle

light or even by fire light, it is no v̂ -onder that Charlotte
ruined her eyes and was alvvays very shorVsighted, holding

her book or her work very near her fa c e . Later she had
0 ' 'to wear spectacles.

I must hurry över their next eâu^ional steps.

8 ,

'r\In 1831 Charlotte went to Miss ’ffoo ler 's  School^where she 

was ınoch happier anâ where she made t  wo la s t in g  fr ie n d — 

ships, with Ellen Nussey and ifıary Taylor. Her many



le t t e r s  to E llen  are a sonrce of a great deal of our know- 

ledge o f the l i f e  o f the fam ily . I  rııight sa,y here that 

î lr. Benson in his Life, gi^es it  as his opinion, that i f

Charlotte had only her le t te r s  t  o her cred it and no novels 

or poeras, her fame would have been estab lished .

She went back to  Roehead (iviiss V/ooler*s School) as

a teacher and Emily v/ent as a student, but Emily was so 

shy and so miserable away from the moors that she grew 

v is ib ly  thinner and thinner. Charlotte in  alarm sent her 

home and Anne took her place. Branvvell, who had mor e need 

o f the d isc ip lin e  o f school than any o f his gen tle s is te rs , 

was kept at home and taught by his fa th er . But he began 

at an early  age to enjoy the soc ie ty  of occasional tra v e lle rs  

who stopped at the Black Bull ,  vvhere dıinks wer’e p le n t ifu l 

and already the seeds o f his dovvnfall were sown.

By th is  time the g ir iş  were- mal;uring. They had 

to  think o f earning th e ir  l iv in g ,  as th e ir  fa th er  could not 

support thern on.his slender stipend. Ihey had great hopes

of Branwell, who was very clever at drawing and who had a 

passionate desire t  o go to  London to  study a r t. He also had 

l i t e r a r y  -ambitions and had vvritten a remarkable le t t e r  t  o

the Poet Laureate^Southey, enclosing some of his verses.

The g ir iş *  ch ie f preoccupation had been his advancement.

They were sure he was destined to be great. Eor themselves,

hovvever,there was only the possibility of their becoming

governesses, which they. prooeed^d to do, Corning back at
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holiday in terva ls  to  Havvorth. But before Charlotte started 

out, she had her f i r s t  proposal of m ri'iage from Henry 

Nussey, the hrother o f her fr ien d , E llen, but she could 

not bring hers3e I f  to accept him. A second proposal 

caıre the same year, 1839 from a curate, iVlr. Bryce, v;ho had 

spent one day a t the parsonage as a guest. Charlotte was 

nıuch amused by i t  and quickly sent her d e fin tte  r e fu s a l.

Anne Brontö had several positions as a governess 

Of her m iseries one can fin d  abundant testimon^y in 

Agnes Orey, her f i r s t  book. She was u n fitted  to manage 

children or to adapt h e rse lf to a l i  en homes. Cl^arlotte 

was equally unsuccessful, underpaid and very uhhappy as 

a governess. The theme o f the poor brow-beaten gen tle- 

woman became the Central idea o f her l i t e r a r y  e f fo r ts .  

Emily, who Vvas obviously mor e unKhppy away from home than 

any o f tjjem, stayed a good part- of her time at Havvorth, 

vvorking hard about the house, but livin.f , a l i  the time, 

a luminous, intense s p ir i t  l i f e  of her ovvn that almost 

no one shared except occasionally Branvvell and Anne.

Aü]l th is  time, a l i  the four o f them were w riting  

en d le ss iy .. .p lays, poems, s to r ie s , chronicles. I t  v\»as th e ir  

solace and th e ir  escape. A fte r  the<atiıties of the day were

done, İVlr. Brontö read prayers at eight o*clock. An hour 

la te r  he went up to bed, vvinding the grandf ather * s clock 

on the s ta irs  on his way up. ( you ca2i 3 ee the clock in 

the same place at Havvorth Parsonage today). Thenvvas the
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time o f freedom fo r  the three s is te rs . Theyretired in to 

Gondal Land. They discussed th e ir  vvriting m th  each other, 

pacing round and round the tab le  in  th e ir  one liv in g -d in in g  

room, arms around each other's  vvaists.

By 1841 Charlotte, who froiD the f i r s t  took the

lead in  try in g  to acquire fo r  her s is te rs  and h e rse lf, a

measnre o f independence, conceived the idea of opening a

school at the Parsonage. But inorder t  o o f fe r  acceptable

accomplishments, she thought she ought to have a knovvledge

of Prench and Uerınan. So, a fte i’ g e ttin g  from th e ir  aunt’

an advance o f money, Charlotte and Emily started out in

Pebruary 1842 fo r  the Pensionnat Heger in  Prussels. I'/ır.

Brontö went with them as fa r  as London9 v;here they stayed

at the Chapter Coffee House, a l i t t i e  old hote l in  Pater-

noster Kow, under the shadovv o f St. i]Şaul*s, just as did

Charlotte »s heroine, Lucy Snovve, in  her novel V i l l e t t ş

vvritten ten years la te r .  Charlotte-was now 26 and Emily 24,

and th is was th e ir  f i r s t  s igh t o f London.

toThe adventure o f these p rov in c ia l English

g ir iş ,  shy, c leve r , c a lv in is t ic ,  in  the strarge fore ign

Catholic Pensionnat, makes a most d ivertin g  and extra-

ordinary story . Ihey vveıe older than the other pupils,

r ig id  and t e r r ib ly  earnest in  th e ir  views and appalling iy

re t ic e n t. 1‘hey were ardent Şrotestants and had only

disappo^^al and prejudice fo r  Roman Catholic doctrine and

r itu a l.  M and Mme Heger were very kind to  them. They 
»

worked exceedingly hard and soon gained a ver̂ ,̂  good knovvledge
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o f i?’rench. For the f i r s t  time, Charlotte^met a man in M. 

Heger who was r e a l ly  in te lle c tu a l,  who could lead hf̂ r t  o 

new cu lture. Her th irs ty  soul drarOc i t  a l i  in . Nearly 

a l i  o f the story  of V i l le t t e  is  autobiographical and we 

have Charlotte*s le t te r s  and the accounts o f M. and îvirae. 

Heger ^and other pupils in  the school t  o f i i l  out the 

p ictu re. The g ir iş  had be en in  Hrussels only ten months, 

when news carne in November o f the ilin e s s  of the i r  Aunt 

Brahwell. They hastened home at önce but found that she 

had died vvhile they were on th e ir  way to Englend. She l e f  t  

her very tin y  fortım e to her n ieces, so that they were a 

l i t t i e  b e tte r  o f f  than they had been. Emily remained at 

home a fte r  th is , to look a fte r  the house and her father, 

but Charlotte, at the in v ita tio n  of M. and i'/ıme,Heger 

retumed to  Hrussels fo r  another year, as part time teacher 

and part time student.

This second v i s i t  had a profound e f fe c t  on 

Charlotte heart and mind. She remarked in  a le t t e r  o f 

a la te r  d a te :” I  returneo. to Hrussels a fte r  aunt* s death 

against my conscience, prompted by v^hat s eemê î an ir r e s is t -  

ib le  irnpuise. I  was punished fo r  my s e lfis h  f o l i y  by 

a v7ithdrâvval fo r  ınnre t^an tmD yeca's, o f hax:>x̂ iness enö 

peace o f mind.”

This passage and the,.fact that she grew melancholy 

and unhhppy and was aware that IVİme. Heger*s a ttitu de tovvards 

her had changed and that she was jealous o f Charlotte*s

1 2 .



in.'terBst: in M. Heger,led people t  o b e lieve  ih a i Chan^otte 

had fa i le n  in  love with him. In 19 13  föur le t te r s  of 

Gharlotte to M. Heger in  Prench vvritten in 1844 and 1843, .. 

a fte r  she had retnrned to the Parsonage and was vvorried and 

m iserable, were puhlished in The Times. These le t te r s  had 

been seen by Itors. G-askell, vvhen she v is ited  Brussels in 

her preparation fo r  her L ife  of Gharlotte. She mad' only 

very d iscreet excerpts from them. Authorities s t i l i  argue 

about vvhether Gharlotte was r e a lly  in  lo v e . . .c e r ta in ly  

the le t te r s  sound passionate. At f i r s t  she wrote to M. 

Heger about her l i f e  and her reading. Margaret Lane in  

her recent book has th is  to  say: ” In the course o f a few 

monthsj^separation from him, a mysterious process of mind 

had taken place in  her; her fe e lin g s  had increased in ab- 

sence and with vacancy; his image had become more power- 

fu l and obsessive than when she had l e f t  B russels.”

The tone of these le tte rs o i:6* heavy with longing.

M. Heger did not rep ly  or a t  very long in terva ls  in  an 

imperöBnal’ le t t e r ,  dictated/^o his w ıfe and^ın her hand- 

vvriting. He was no doubt embarrased by Gharlotte »s 

ardent admiration. ■̂ e was the most in te lle c tu a l and cul** 

t iva ted  man she had ever known at a l i  w e ll. The only 

others had been raw curates in herfather*s parish, her 

fa th er, Vvho was du ll and pedantic and her weak brother, 

who already shovved signs o f never f u l f i l l i n g  the high 

hopes h is s is te rs  had fo r  him.
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Let me quote a very l i t t i e  from the le t te r s .  see 

İane p, 162+

A li  th is  atory is  treated  in  d e ta il and in an in - 

te res tin g  mannt-or by E.P. Benson^and. Margaret Lane.

In January 1844 Charlotte returned from Brussels.

Wow the s is te rs  were equipped f o r  th e ir  p ro ject and they 

wanted to öpen a school at the Parsonage: l 'h eygo t out 

l i t t i e  c ircu lars and sent them to  the lim ited  number o f 

th e ir  fr ien ds  and acquaintances, but not one app lication  

did they have• Charlotte and Emily were a t home together, 

Anne and Branvvell being resp ec tiv e ly  governess and tu tor in 

the Kobinson fam ily . Charlotte was depressed aibd sad.

A l i  her pro jects seemed to  have fa i le d .  Branvvell, too, 

when he caıne home, was beginning to  drink h eav ily . To add 

to anxiety, Mr. Brontö was su ffe r in g  from cataract and 

his s igh t was gettin g  gradually vvorse. In the surnmer o f 1846 

Anne returned home from the Robihoens. She and Emily v\’ent 

o f f  f o r  a short holiday to  York and a l i  this time they 

played at (İbndals, imper sonating and vvriting about, and 

vveaving s to r ies  around f ic t i t io u s  people . Charlotte v is ite d  

her fr ien d  E llen  at Hathersage . V/hen she returned she 

found that Branvvell had been dismissed from his position  

with the Robinsons befiouse of a love a f f a i r ,  i t  was sa id , 

with his employer*s w ife . He was d is tracted  and morose by 

tums and from nov\' on his d e e lin e  was rap id . For the next 

three' years he presented the t e r r ib le  p icture of a p r o f l i -  

gate and .dDTunkard," going to pieces ment/îlly and physica lly
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before the agonized eyes of his sistears.

In th is  dreary autumn of 1845 howev€îr , a wonder- 

fu l  discovery was nade. ,

Ouote E.P. Benson p. 159.-152

P artly  because of th e ir  native reticence but a lso 

because they vvanteci to be considered men instead of un- 

knovm g ir iş ,  they took upon themselves pen narre s . .  .keeping 

th e ir  ov.n in i t i a l s . Thus Emily was E l l is ,  Charlotte was 

Currer, and Anne was Acton..w ith  the sumame of B e ll.

The poems o f Currer, E l l is  and Acton B e ll were 

published in one small volüme by A y io tt and Jones o f Pater-
I

noster Row in  the ea r ly  summer of 1846. A l i  the merits 

were f o r  E ll is  (Emily) said Charlotte. The book cost 

the authors nearly f i f t y  pounds and only two copies were 

s o ld . Charlotte did a l i  the correspondence concerning 

th is venture.

Wo one in the fam ily besides the three s is te r  s 

knew of th is  publication . Although i t  was f a r  from 

successftıİ, they kept on vvriting. Each continued with 

a novel: E m ily ..Wuthering Heights; Anne. . .Agnes Crey; 

C harlo tte .. .The P ro f es so r . They sen t the m the vveary 

rounds and fo r  long could not find a publisher. E in a lly  

The Professor came back from the publishing firm  o f 

Smith Elder with so sympathetic a note , saying that 

â book v ith  more dramatic qua lity  was needed, that 

Charlotte then and the re began ^ane Eyre. As a netter of
y

fa c t , she was a t  that moment in Ivlanchester with her fa th er.
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1 6 .
having göne there fo r a n  operation for his eyes. And such 

was her courage and determination, that while s he vvaited 

fo r  the convalescent to  recuperate, she sat dovm to v/rite 

her most f  amous novel, without saying a "word toanyone.

Af ter a ye ar and a h a lf Wuthering Heights and Agnes G-rey 

gjfound pu\?lishers in  Messrs. Nevvby in one volüme. .Dec. 1 8 4 7 . 

Jane Eyre appeared three months e a r l ie r  with Smith E lder, 

in  October 1847 A l i  the authors kept th e ir  masculine pen 

name s ,

Jane Eyre was an immediate and immense success.

The other books were not so popular but they too leceived  some 

• n o tice . The revievvers a l i  thought the authors were men, but 

some guessed they might be women and much controversy raged 

in  the l i t e r a r y  vvorld, vvhile these qu iet, shy s is te rs  were 

imrnured in  th e ir  Yorkshire parsonage . But th e ir  l iv e s  were 

beginning to expand and Charlotte d id  a good deal or corres- 

pondence v ith  her publishers and others who admired her work.

In July 1848 the publishers found cut these 

authors r e a l ly  were. Ouote E.E. Benson P. 208+

Af ter a l i  th is  ,the id en tity  o f tlıe authors was 

knovvn only to  th e ir  publishers.

■brighter days seemed to be davming f o r  the fam ily  

and th e ir  förtünes should have been in  the ascendant as a 

revvard fo r  past s_orrow and labor. Charlotte was famous
i»

as Currer B e ll, the author o f Jane Eyre. She began)^ an other 

novel, the heroine o f vvhich w as to be her s is te r , Emily, 

vvhoın she ca lled  S h ir ley , Anne had v/ritten a second novel.



îhey had a l i  -fcheir secret l iv e s  as w e ll as the beginnings 

^recogni'tion# Bub ins'tead of peace, "fcaragedy p iled  up 

on them vvith unbelievable svviftness and cru elty .

By the summer o f 1848, not a year a fte r  the 

publication  o f the three novels, i t  v«as evident that Bran- 

w ell was not only a complete moral wreck, but was stricken  

yflith the te r r ib le  scourge o f th e f  amily and the lo o a lit y ,  

consuHipİJİon• ^Th© s is ‘t6X’s vv©!*© afıraid “to ask anyon© "to 

V is it  them. Their austere c a lv in is t lo  upbringing did not 

help them to  sympathize with th e ir  b r i l l ia n t  but te r r ib ly  

vreak brother. They had seen him gradually declin ing fo r  

three year,_, end f in a l ly  in  September 1848 ,he died.

The next to  go vjas Emily, The story o f her 

heroio f ig h t  against death, o f her stalvvart s p i r i t , o f the 

f ie r c e  reserve  of her nature, rea d ilik e  an ep ic, l ik e  a 

Greek tragedy. 1 cannot go in to a l i  the pain fu l d e ta ils  

Of Charlotte*s f©ars and th© misery went through in 

seeing her s işt© r su ffe r  and not be allovved to help or 

©ven to c a li a doctor• Ihese things ,you can read f o r  your- 

selves in her le t te r s  and her vvondefful tribut© to her 

s is te r  in  the second ed ition  o f V/uthering Heights. which 

she vvrote two years la te r*  Su^fine i t  to say that three 

months a fte r  Branvvell, Emily, who on the ver*y day o f her 

death in s isted  on ge ttin g  up and dressing h e rse lf and coming 

-dovvnstairs. .the gçdlant and s ile n t  Emily died. I t  was 

De çember 19,1848. She th ir ty  years old .
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You vvould thirOc that Charlotte*s burden was heavy 

enough, but there was one s is te r  l e f t  . I  am quite certa in  

and the idea can hardly bear thinking ösıbout, that ignorance 

of the nature o f consumption and of i t s  cure by means o f 

sunahine, re s t, l ig h t ,  good food and peaceful minds (things 

unknovvn at the parsonage) were la rg e ly  the cause o f the 

successive deaths o f Branwell, Emily and Anne. Anne became 

i l i  the winter o f Emily*s death. She was gentle and passive;

resigned and good. She made no figh t as Emily did, but 

had a doctor soon. He confirmed the vvorst fears of the 

s is te rs . Charlotte took Anne to Scarborough hy the sea, 

in  May 1849 and E llen , her staunch and understanding friend^ 

came with her. But Anne died only a few days a fter they 

reached th e ir  dest ination .

» Charlotte was in  the middle of^ Sh irley  when Emily

died. She l e f  t  i t  untouche'd u n til a f  te r  Anne had fSillovved
/

her e lder s is te r . And when Charlotte retumed from Scar­

borough to her desolate home, inhabited now by her fa ther 

alone,:' she kept her sanity, only by makin/- h e rse lf work

hard to f in is h  her book. ^er eloquent le t te r s  at th is  time%

bear vvitnese to  her marvellous ten a c ity  o f purpose, to the
in  the

depth o f her devotion, to the fa c t  that^achievements of 

her raind, she could s t i l i  f in d ,  af te r  a l i  th is  -^gedy, a

solace, a comfort,an escape.

In the autumn o f the year o f Anne »s deathesr^ 1849, 

Sh irley  ■was published. Charlotte thought that aithough



her id en tity  was knom only t o her pulishers, she could 

keep i t  frora the reat o f the world. But the se ttin g  o f 

Sh irley  was her oto Yorkshire moorlands and the curates, 

whom she mde fun o f in  her book, were l iv in g  in and about 

Havvorth. People at la s t  found out that Currer B e ll was 

none other than the small, shy, short-sighted daughtc^r o f 

the incumbent o f Havvorth v i l la g e  church^’-,

A fter th is , she began t  o be lion ized  to  a certa in  

extent. She ıııade sevea^al tr ip s  to  London. She ^et famous 

l i t e r a r y  people but a l i  her soc ia l a c t iv i t ie s  were t e r r ib le  

ordeals to her and she was made l i t e r a l l y  i l i  with shyness.

She met Jvirs. (»askell and.lvliss ■^^artineauj with both o f whoın 

she became good fr ien d s . She saw her childhood hero, the 

Duke o f W ellington. She was entertained by Thackeray, whom 

she had adored at a d istance. But her sorrovvs and her serious- 

raindedness and the long struggle she had had against ad- 

v e rs ity , robbed her o f the a b i l i t y  to  enjoy the leg itim ate  fame 

that carne her way. She made a strange impression on people 

and not always a ffappy one. With her publishers she main- 

tained very cord ia l re la tion s  and they sent her ‘regu larly  

boxes of new books in  which she r e v e lle d . She had many in — 

te lle c tu a l correspondents and these she thoroughly enjoyed, 

Among thera wps a certa in  v f^y c lever l i t t i e  man 

ca lled  James Taylor, reader fo r  the firm  o f Smith,Elder. In 

10^1 he proposed to her and she hesitated fo r  a moment, but 

was never r e a lly  in love with him and she knew i t .  Her
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fa ther was anxıİ20us that s he should marry him and perhaps that 

fe e lin g  had something to do with his disapproval o f ttee 

curate, Arthufi?. N ich o lls , who, in  1852 io ld  him vvanied

to marry Charlotte.

This brings us to the f in a l  act in  the drama o f 

Charlotte »s l i f e .  İn  1852 she had vvritten V i l l e t t e , to  a large 

extent an • ccount o f her experiences in firussels and she had 

refused 'ıay lor»s o f f e r .  She was now 36 . Fût. N icholls 

had he en curate a t Havvorth fo r  eight years, and had* had every 

opportunity o f knowing Charlotte and her fam ily . She was very 

much ssfîrpri^d when he revealed his fe e l in g  fo r  her, but from 

th e - f ir s t  she admired and respected him. her fa th er, fo r  two 

years, was v io le n t ly  opposed to  the marriage and l ik e  a du tifu l 

V ictorian  daughter, she a c q u ie c e d fo r  a--t-3:me. But f in a l ly  

she took things into her own hands and vvinning friends in  

the town vvho sympathized with her, she met ¥oc, N icholls aı̂ d 

corresponded w ith him, even though he had been banished from 

the par^onage fo r  a time, l'he course o f th is  romance is  one 

with the strange, fan tas tic  l i f e  on the edge o f the moors.

They were married on June 29th 1854 f-nd fo r  the next eight months 

CharloH:te knev; peace, contentment, r e a l and constant happiness. 

She vvas l i t e r a l l y  surprised at her new joy and could hardly 

b e lieve  she was h e rs e lf.

But a Nemtsis fo llow ed the Örontes. In Pebruary o f 

the f  ollovving ye ar, she vvas taken i l i .  She was with ch ild , 

and f e l t  weak and miserable and unable to eat. Again one fe e ls
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i f  only her -doctors had knovm more, they could have helped 

her.They were not r e a l ly  alarmed -antil i t  was too l a t e , On 

March 30th IBb^^she d ied . Her fa th er survived her s ix  years. 

Her hushand, a f te r  her fa ther »s death, l.e ft Hav^orthfor good 

and s e t t ie d  in  Ireland,

Here then, very b r ie f ly  is  the tra g ic  story  o f 

the Brontö farnily. Though i t  is a ta le  o f defeat a)d death 

in  ınany of i t s  aspects, i t  h s about i t  a v ic to riou s  qua lity , 

vvhich is  d i f f ic u l t  to describe, but which anyone farn iliar 

with the works of these vvondercful s is te rs  cannot f a i l  to  

f e e l  d eep ly .

2 1 ,

Though I  have spoken necessarily  of a l i  the Brontös^ 

i t  is  Charlotte who is the subject of th is  ta lk  and i t  is  

her personality  that I  would lil®  t  o touch upon. Of a l i  the 

farnily, she was the one vâth the highest ambitions, the 

firm est vvili to  escape from the confines o f the v i l la g e ,  tlıe 

greatest a b i l i t y  to  make la s t iı^ fr ie n d s  of people outside 

her immediate c i r c l e . Anne was pious and p lia n t. Emily 

was a s o lita ry  and never vvanted t  o be away from her beloved 

moors, her pets, and the rugged shelter cf home. But Char­

lo t t e  was d i f fe r e n t . . i t  was her idea to s ta rt a school and 

i t  vms she v;ho opened negociations fo r  the publication of 

the f i r s t  î>ook o f poems and la te r  f o r  the novels that she 

and her s is te rs  vvrote. In fa c t i t  was she who wrote tlıe 

f i r s t  n ove l,



2 2 .

Let ine take up very b r ie f ly  the voritings of Char- 

lo t te  Brontö. Her poems are conventional, im ita tive  and 

commonplace. She knew that her s is te r . Emily vv s a much 

mor e g ifted  poet.

1. The P ro fessor. . .her f i r s t  n ove l. .posthuraously 
p-uiiished. A mild descrip tion  of episodes in 
Brussels. I  re-reâd i t  and found i t  charmingı

2. Jane Byre. .Üld-fashioned now. .Heroine is  p la in  
and poor, nıbt r ich  and b ea u tifu l..a  fan tastic  
ta le . .A  C inderella  story , but f u l l  o f excitement 
and iraagination.. Jane confesses her love fo r  
Rochester before he declares h im se lf. This
was r.evo lu tion ary  in  1847 
autobiographical as nearly a l i  novels 

S t. John R iv e rs . , .Henry Nussey 
Lovvood Orphan Asylum.. .Cowan Bridge

3. S h irley ..Less  form than Jane The moorland.. 
beginnings of the in du stria l re v o lu t io n ...  
breaking up o f machinery. . .shovvs the e f fe c t  of

nui pause betmeen beginning and fin ish in? the
r, n  J' k • WOrk. >-*.«-** -

4. V i l le t t e  .. «almost completely, au^biographical 
Brussels..  andr-lvJme Beck a4?e fe^^^eger^. 
uneven in  qu a lity . May S in c la ir  considers i t  
her best novel. 8«»a

The S e îvere her no v Al s. They had many fa u its .  She 

lacked a sense o f humor and ber överseriousness made her 

inclined  t  o preach. Her p lots were not w ell planned..

‘She was not a true s t y l is t  and her grarmnar was often  a t 

fa u lt .  Sometimes coincidences are stretched to  unbelievable 

length .

But her exce llenc ies  fa r  outvveigh her fa u its . Else 

v/hy do we berthe r  to read her l i f e ?  \Vhy do we re-read 

Jane Eyre and V i l le t t e  and fin d  them in teres tin g  ahd



exciting? She had the g i f t  o f a bom story t e l l e r .  She 

had charra and supreme imagination and she possessed in her 

sm all^frail^body a f i e r y  and passionate soul.

We remember certa in  great scenes in  her n o v e ls ... 

When Rochester t e l is  Jane he loves her (hovı/ uni^ue and uncon- 

ventional was th is courtsh ip ); when Lucy Snowe enters the 

Roman Catholic Church o f Ste Gudule to make a confession 

(an event out o f her own experience); v>hen she t e l is  of the • 

m iseries Jane su ffered in  her abomihable Lovvood Orphanage.

2 3 .

There is a greatdeal I  have l e f t  out. I  could have 

to ld  you much more about Patrick  Brontö ,tte fa th er o f this 

remarkable fam ily j about Tabitha^their vvonderful Yorkshire 

servant^vvho w as with them fo r  20 years and v\hom they loved,* 

about Arthur N icholls  t̂he strange curate whom Charlotte 

marriedj about the l i t e r a r y  p ople Charlotte met in  London 

and th e ir  own impressions of the author o f Jane Ey r e . . .a 

hundred other d e ta ils .

But ^  must content myself byuleaving v\ith you 

instead a picture o f Charlotte as the in trep id  leader o f ı 

"^Bat v/onderful Havvorth f  amily. She overcame withc©urage ’ 

poverty, obscurity and t^gedy. She insisted  on freedom fo r  

the enjoyment of in te lle c tu a l th ings. She f  aced lifevv ith  

incomparable fo r t itu d e . And v\hile her story İs almost un— 

bearably sad, we f e e l ,  even a fte r  a-hundred years,that her 

books are a liv e  vvith her unconquerable personality .

E. T.S.
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