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Introduction

Emily Bronté and her sisters

Emily Bronté was one of five sisters. There was a brother,
too, who came to a bad end at the age of thirty-one. None
of the sisters lived long. Two died as the result of very
unsatisfactory conditions at a school rather like the one
described by Charlotte Bronté in Jane Eyre. Chariotte
lived the longest, dying at the age of thirty-eight,

The father of the family was a vicar, and their home
was a stone-built church house standing alone on the
edge of some of the wildest of the Yorkshire moors. As
children, the sisters played on the moors like the Earn-
shaw children in Wuthering Heights. As the remaining
three grew up, their unhappy father forbade them to wan-
der, and the girls turned to writing. At first they wrote
poetry, and a book of their poems was printed in 1846,
Poems by Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell. Young ladies, the
daughters of churchmen, were not expected to write poet-
ry or romantic novels in those days, which explains the
names on the cover, though the first letters are the same
as those of Charlotte, Emily and Anne Bronté. With the
exception of Emily, they were not particularly good poets.
Emily’s poems have musicality and a quiet strength.

The sisters are remembered for their novels. You will
find a shortened form of Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre
(1847) in the Longman Classics series. Anne’s Agnes Grey
(1847) came out with Emily’s Wuthering Heights. The
Tenant of Wildfell Hall, also by Anne, appeared a year
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Introduction

later. Only Charlotte lived to write more. After her
brother’s death from drugs and drink in 1848, Emily be-
came ill and died in December of the same year at the age
of thirty. Anne had been weak for a long time (we sup-
pose with the disease that kills Hindley’s wife Frances in
this book, consumption, nowadays called tuberculosis),
and she too died, in May 1849, aged twenty-nine. Char-
lotte died in 1855.

You feel, as you read Agnes Grey, that this is the
writer’'s own experience, only a little changed by her im-
agination. As you read Jane Eyre, you are surprised by
the imaginative power of Charlotte Bronté, but you know
that Jane is quite an ordinary person. That is not the
effect on you of Wuthering Heights. Neither Heathcliff
nor Catherine is an ordinary character; they are creatures
of passion:

“I wish I could hold you,” Catherine says to Heath-
cliff, “till we were both dead! I shouldn’t care what
you suffered. Why shouldn’t you suffer? 1 do! Will
you be happy when I'm in the earth?”

“Do I want to live?” Heathcliff asks her. “What kind
of living will it be when you - oh, God! Would you
like to live with your soul in the grave?”

And in the end he joins her in the grave. It is wild love.
But it is not the physical love of the modern novel. It is
powerful, but it is the love imagined by a very innocent
writer. It is wicked, but it 1s pure wickedness. With
Catherine and Heathcliff, Emily Bronté takes us very near
to hell. After that, with Cathy and Hareton we go as near
to heaven as one can get on the Yorkshire moors.
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