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Roam on! The light we sought is shining still.


Dost thou ask proof? Our tree yet crowns the hill,


Our Scholar travels yet the loved hill-side 


from ‘Thyrsis’
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PREFACE





My text of the poems by Charlotte and Anne Brontë is based on the Shakespeare Head edition of The Poems of Charlotte Brontë and Patrick Branwell Brontë and The Poems of Emily Jane Brontë and Anne Brontë (Oxford, 1934), edited by T. J. Wise and J. A. Symington. However, for the poems of Emily Jane Brontë, I have used C. W. Hatfield’s invaluable edition of The Complete Poems of Emily Jane Brontë (New York, 1941). Of the wealth of Brontë scholarship, I must particularly mention my debt to F. E. Ratchford’s reconstruction of the Gondal and Angrian stories in The Brontës’ Web of Childhood (New York, 1941) and to W. Gérin’s Charlotte Brontë: The Evolution of Genius (Oxford, 1967).


I should like to thank Rosalie Wilkins for her constant encouragement. And I am deeply grateful to Douglas Brooks for all his kindness, especially in advising me on the preparation of the notes.
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INTRODUCTION






The Brontës as Poets



Charlotte, Emily and Anne Brontë are generally far better known as novelists than poets. Charlotte’s Jane Eyre and Emily’s Wuthering Heights are the masterpieces everyone still recalls from childhood, and they hold something of the haunting quality of having long been assimilated into one’s personal history. The lives of the three have likewise entered the collective consciousness, which has proceeded to mythologize them, so that the village where they lived, Haworth in Yorkshire, is the destination of hosts of visitors to the north of England. Haworth itself clusters around that century-old myth: its cafés, streets and souvenir shops bear their name and all its signposts seem to point in their direction.


There are various consequences of the perpetuation of their bleak and romantic story as a kind of folk-memory. First, their names have become a kind of sentimental public property, and interest in their nature as opposed to their work takes on the character of an assault. It is not only that the tiny parsonage at Haworth resounds with the footsteps of the curious – a fact that would have appalled the sisters as a nightmare incursion on their reserve. There are also the biographical works which prodigiously swell Brontë criticism, not to mention the whimsical plays and novels, whose protagonist is less likely to be the individual Brontë than the consumption that made off with her. It is often assumed that their whole lives are important only as a prelude to those heartrendingly early deaths.


In the hierarchy created by romantic taste, therefore, the lives come first, the novels (as an index to those lives) second, and the poems last, a condition which has changed little since The Poems of Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell were received in 1846 by an indifferent public, which could not be persuaded into buying more than a total of two copies. The edition had later to be destroyed as unsaleable. Yet none of the Brontës is a negligible poet, and Emily is a great one. They were Romantic in inspiration, writing both passionate confessional verse and poetry of the pure imagination. Certain themes are common to all three. They contemplate the idea of liberty, pursuing and analysing it obsessively; they explore the nature of solitude; they write numerous love poems and harbour the myth of a lost Paradise. For each the imagination was the noblest faculty human nature possessed, and Emily’s poem, ‘Imagination’, is one of the most powerful defences of the irrational ever written.


A certain formality of poetic technique was also shared. One could wish that the Brontës had been less captivated by regular metrical form to express their vision, less subject to the need to rhyme everything in sight. Lack of structural variety is linked to a tendency to repetitive vocabulary and ideas. Their favourite word seems to be ‘drear’ or ‘dreary’, which can be applied to anything at all, and is, liberally. Dungeons are particularly ‘drear’, so is sorrow, mortality, memory, words, rooms, graves, ghosts and innumerable other phenomena. ‘Anguish’, ‘despair’ and being ‘desolate’ are also popular with all three poets, but the word regarded with deepest affection by them is undoubtedly ‘liberty’. Poems in which one of these terms, or a combination, is lacking, are rare, and yet this thematic limitation is more than compensated for by the intensity of the feeling which informs their work.


Interpretation of shared themes differs significantly: each poet expresses a unique vision and personality. Read in conjunction with the novels, the poems movingly elucidate the ideas on which each narrative revolves. Charlotte Brontë’s Lucy Snowe in Villette is acting out the retreat into her own injured solitude as a result of blended sensitivity and physical unattractiveness that Charlotte Brontë in her poem ‘Reason’ stoically laments in herself. Emily Brontë’s visionary poems, where she celebrates the spirit’s escape from the fetters of the material world into union with its source, represent the kind of experience which in Wuthering Heights takes the form of Heathcliff’s struggle to consummate his affinity with Catherine Linton in death. And Anne Brontë’s denunciation in The Tenant of Wildfell Hall of the orthodox Christian God who is merciless enough to damn the disobedient, is echoed in a poem like ‘A Word to the “Elect”’ which is fierce with distaste for the punitive God of the Calvinists.


The poems are also full of surprises, which often force one to reassess the character of the individual poet. According to the conventional stereotype, Charlotte confounded passion in reason; Emily confounded reason in passion; Anne, lamblike, had a gentle knowledge of both. The poems themselves, however, reveal how far each personality contained its own opposite. Charlotte Brontë, celebrating at the mighty age of fourteen the delights of bacchic feasting and alcohol in her Angrian poem, ‘Written upon the Occasion of the Dinner Given to the Literati of the Glasstown’, and busy creating immoral, seductive heroes like Zamorna, is far from the Charlotte Brontë of adulthood who rather inclined to be prudish and to dis approve of the sardonic violence of Emily’s favourite heroes. Anne, too, yields many surprises. In Charlotte’s opinion, Anne was a mild person of a domesticated spirit who needed fostering and protection from stronger beings such as herself. Charlotte thought the violence of Anne’s second novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, out of character for Anne, and fervently wished that her little sister had not coerced herself into writing it. But Anne and Emily, sharing their youthful fantasy world of Gondal, where civil war, political intrigue and sexual exploits were everyday occurrences, had fabricated for themselves a brutally anarchic universe which belonged just as much to Anne’s as to Emily’s imagination. This is evidenced by the strength of some of Anne’s lyrics evolving out of the Gondal saga, such as the savagely beautiful poem on liberty, ‘Song’ (‘We know where deepest lies the snow’). The gentleness of Anne’s yearning love of God, and her fear of exile from him, has its converse in the adventure of the Gondal poems. By contrast, it is perhaps slightly unexpected to find how gentle Emily Brontë can be, for all the rebellion and defiance which characterize her most familiar mood. There is a great tenderness and simplicity in the elegies and farewell poems she wrote for her Gondal characters.


My selection, then, attempts to give some idea of the variety of thought and feeling within each author’s work and of the way in which the sisters’ poems parallel and reflect one another. I have also included those poems which seem to me crucial to an understanding of the themes of the novels.


 






Charlotte Brontë



Of the sisters, Charlotte is most clearly a novelist before she is a poet: the formal requirements of poetry inhibit her. For Charlotte, the poem’s structure seems to represent a kind of pre-existing box into which you pack ideas, rather than the organic consequence of those ideas. Poeticism and archaism exert a magnetic pull on her, normal word order craves inversion (normally in response to the exigencies of rhyme), adjectives flower in every crevice of the verse and whole stanzas are choked with lists of Personalized Abstractions. She presides over her poetry with a certain solemnity and lack of humour.


Yet alongside this technical insecurity there is much that is moving. The main burden of her best poetry, as of the novels, is the expression of what it is like to live in a world where every other creature seems to enjoy companionship except oneself. This can take the form of a yearning for lost childhood as in the first part of ‘The Teacher’s Monologue’, or a lament for the loneliness that is caused by physical plainness, which neither stoic rationality nor escape into fantasy can alleviate. While Emily Brontë’s poems celebrate the mutinies of the moral or spiritual exile and Anne’s rehearse the predicament of the soul forsaken by God, Charlotte’s turn upon the theme of the disqualification of the ugly in a world dominated by the beautiful.


She is, in the poems, her own heroine, fulfilling a similar role to the heroines of Jane Eyre and Villette. Jane Eyre wistfully observes the beautiful and the rich at Thornfield Hall, an élite who appear to reside at the centre of the turning world, but ultimately it is she who receives the rewards of passion combined with moral beauty. Lucy Snowe in Charlotte’s later, more pessimistic novel, Villette, homeless and cut off from love by the plainness of her face and by the coldness which selfconsciousness has bred in her, also looks on grimly from the edge of life, longing for a passion which ultimately eludes her. A poem of 1845 beginning ‘Unloved I love, unwept I weep’ renders in that first line alone an account of the crucial fact of Charlotte Brontë’s existence with which the poetry and novels are a sustained attempt to come to terms.


There were two possible ways of doing this: the first might be called the Angrian solution. If a brighter and more magical reality could be substituted for the dreariness of everyday life, that fantasy might constitute a fulfilling alternative world. Angria was passion, warfare and all sorts of delectable emotions, and she continued to resort to it well into adult life. Its role can perhaps best be understood through study of her 1835 poem, ‘Retrospection’. In essence it is a poem about symbolism, defining the relationship between ‘real’ and ‘imaginary’ worlds but casting doubt upon a common-sense interpretation of these concepts. Charlotte Brontë, aged nineteen, looks back with a poignant sense of loss to the shared childhood visions upon which the commonplace reality of working for a living has impinged. This theme divides itself into four curious symbols – web, water, seed and branch. There is a sense of a double perspective of time: first, early childhood, during which the dream the Brontë children created in terms of these symbols appeared the only reality; secondly, young adulthood, in which empirical reality in the form of ‘darkly shaded life’ appears to eclipse the validity of the dream. But, Charlotte Brontë asserts, in some strange corner of the mind the four images which correspond to their vision have been developing and expanding throughout the period when the Brontës were themselves growing up. It is probably no accident that there are four main symbols for the four children (including of course Branwell), nor that the symbolism itself with the passage of time has taken on an oddly surreal quality. The web, for instance, is now light-giving.






Faded! the web is still of air,


    But how its folds are spread,


And from its tints of crimson clear


    How deep a glow is shed.


The light of an Italian sky


Where clouds of sunset lingering lie


    Is not more ruby-red.








It does not reflect light generated by a source in the empirical world outside the mind: rather, it emits from its own nature a crimson light and simultaneously has expanded beyond itself. Each image in turn is now developed by the poet until it becomes extreme, almost absurd. The infinitesimal becomes giant, cosmic, as for instance the original spring which has grown into an ocean ‘where armèd fleets may ride’, a strange detail evoking the warrior spirits of the Angrian legend and emphasizing the pictorial quality of Charlotte’s imagination when moral and rational considerations were not inhibiting it. What has happened is that the tiny seed of fantasy planted in childhood has become a fruitful and sustaining myth, which the adult human being can call upon at will. This is one of the solutions Charlotte Brontë found for her desperate sense of loneliness and deprivation within society.


The trouble was that she did not really believe it. What strikes one about ‘We wove a web’ is the way that after an impressive introduction (comparable perhaps with the surreal beauty of Emily’s ‘The Philosopher’s Conclusion’) dealing with the nature of fantasy, the momentum is lost as the author gives an instance of the vision she has analysed, in jogging rhythm and pedestrian rhyme, which turns out to be nothing more than an heroic set-piece whose only claim to epic status could be its intolerable length. Poetically, the dream does not measure up to the intensity of the need to dream, and this indicates a certain lack of conviction as to the capacity of the Angrian (or indeed any) fantasy to stand as a viable alternative to the real world. It is always in practice rather a resort into which one flees than a spiritual resource to be drawn on and nourished by.


This failure to establish herself in either the real or the imaginary worlds may account for the depression which broods over most of Charlotte Brontë’s adult poems. In ‘’Tis not the air I wished to play’, a swift melodic form is at variance with its theme – that depression without the possibility of heroic action which makes life appear simply an extended period of waiting for some event which is more or less certain never to occur. The world is just a place of insomnia and boredom, where even ‘wild distress’ would be desirable because it would allow positive connection with the world through activity. There is a sense of life’s continuum as going in very slow motion, and yet it passes relentlessly too before one can catch hold of it. The central statement is ‘Life will be gone ere I have lived’. Characteristic of the mood of Anne as much as of Charlotte, this is a fretful admission not only of failure to discover the kind of role available to most members of society, but also inability to create a tenable alternative. Just as her heroines, Jane Eyre, Caroline Helstone and Lucy Snowe, are excluded from opportunity to marry or to find truly satisfying work, so Charlotte Brontë feels herself unfairly disqualified from the excitements due to the young.


The solution in this, and in most, cases, is not the Angrian remedy, but a philosophy of stoicism. Charlotte’s typical reaction to her predicament is a confrontation of her own image in the mirror which is the poem, and then a bitter renunciation of happiness in favour of ‘Reason’. Reason dictates that what we cannot avoid we must accept, making no outrageous demands on the world: ‘she’ is the friend of ‘Patience’ and the way to God. But Charlotte Brontë is not particularly taken with her. In Villette, Lucy Snowe says,




This hag, this Reason, would not let me look up, or smile, or hope; she could not rest until I were altogether crushed, cowed, broken in, and broken down. According to her, I was born only to work for a piece of bread, to await the pains of death, and steadily through all life to despond.





The relationship between Charlotte Brontë and Reason in the poems is never other than a coerced one. If circumstances were different, they would divorce and never communicate again. But as things are, she unwillingly embraces Reason and the affiliated virtues in poems such as ‘’Tis not the air’ and the 1845 poem explicitly entitled ‘Reason’, written, along with the poem of 1847, ‘He saw my heart’s woe’, in anguished response to M. Heger’s embarrassed and silent rejection of her.


‘Reason’ acknowledges candidly her motive for resorting to the rational way of life: her lack of beauty induces aspirations, ‘Reason – Science – Learning – Thought’, which for her come second to the great aim of affection. It is no wonder her friend Harriet Martineau, the famous campaigner for political economy, mesmerism and assorted causes, above all feminism, was so disgusted by Charlotte Brontë’s glorification of passion, as though there were no other worthy aspiration in life for women. If Charlotte Brontë was a feminist (and she made brave statements for liberty and equality) she was one not on instinct but through pressure of circumstance. She was trapped into desire for liberty. A poem like ‘Reason’ makes this very clear. There is never any question that the life of the mind is the less attractive option, which cannot subdue the urges of the heart or recompense their frustration. Charlotte Brontë is faithful to Reason only ‘because most desolate’, never doubting that man falls back on rationality without loving it. And yet conversely she is aware that an insistence on facing the reasoned truth and subjugating oneself to it gives one a moral stature above that which is possible to the lucky and the beautiful. However, the feeling of ‘Reason’ becomes more bitter in the following poem, ‘He saw my heart’s woe’. There are two heroes in this poem, each the complement of the other. The first is her sexual idol, represented in terms of unconsciously phallic imagery as ‘stirless as a tower’, whose power is menacing in its indifference, and to whom her own reaction is a violent one. She is a fugitive from the first to the second hero, the Christian God who carries the other, opposite attribute of the male, fatherly tenderness. The urge to be protected and to worship what protects is a motif which runs throughout Charlotte Brontë’s work.


And yet the sorrowful state I have described is not by any means the sole preoccupation of her poetry, and it is in order to emphasize this that I have included in the selection so many of her early verses, written in her teens. There are frankly foolish jingles like those beginning ‘Oh, thou great, thou mighty tower’ and ‘Of College I am tired’, the latter a jaunty poem spoken by her favourite imaginary hero, Lord Charles Wellesley, who apparently keeps a menagerie consisting of such rarities as rejoicing apes and a parrot with a ‘lovely voice’. It is refreshing to realize that Charlotte possessed a sense of humour at this period of her life (thirteen to fourteen) and sad to reflect how easily it was mislaid. It is also a great encouragement to read a poem like ‘Gods of the Old Mythology’ which reveals what an unladylike person she must have been in young adulthood when she wrote this burlesque, full of invective, spurious erudition and the consciousness of being magnificently absurd.


 






Emily Jane Brontë



In 1850, after Emily Brontë’s death, Charlotte wrote of her that ‘Stronger than a man, simpler than a child, her nature stood alone.’ This tribute does more than crystallize Emily’s essential qualities in a very moving way: it allows a double perspective on them. For Charlotte meant that nothing on earth could stand comparison with her sister’s character, and equally that the power and simplicity which constituted the beauty of that character made her not simply unique, but consciously unique.


Emily Brontë would have nothing to do with society, loathed strangers and withdrew into silence and surliness if unfamiliar people invaded her territory. She wrote poems about solitude, and published the most violent, amoral novel of the nineteenth century, which gave the majority of its reviewers palpitations and would no doubt have made her a social outcast had she ever been within society long enough to be cast out of it. Loving the moors and her home, she was incapable of spiritual survival away from Yorkshire; perhaps it is this tendency, at once a childish refusal to abandon security and a powerful, independent rejection of worldly values, that reveals most clearly the qualities Charlotte Brontë notices in her.


Such a rejection involved less a withdrawal from reality than a dedication of herself to another, inner kind of experience. For this reason, an understanding of Emily Brontë as a poet depends far more on a grasp of the fantasy world she shared with Anne than on details of autobiography, for many of her finest poems were written as part of the Gondal saga, whose narrative framework has now been lost but whose main themes can be inferred from the poems and diary papers she and Anne left. To give an indication of the main outlines of this turbulent imaginary world is also to define the nature and preoccupations of Emily Brontë’s mind.


In the land of Gondal, all qualities are absolute and immortal, all beings finite and mortal. It is a universe of polarities, in which both the gentle and the violent are heroes, carrying their emotions to extremes which to the protagonists themselves appear to represent the very proof of their existence. If they ceased to love absolutely or hate absolutely, they would cease to be. There is constant warfare between armies or individuals, and there is incessant mutiny within the individual himself against the conditions of his existence. Will is the dominating force in the Gondal drama: it is exerted by one soul against another and issues in the subjection of the victim, either in imprisonment (in ‘Julian M. and A. G. Rochelle’), in eternal isolation from a loved object (the ‘Song’ beginning ‘O between distress and pleasure’) or in his death (‘Death that struck when I was most confiding’).


But another kind of will also stalks Gondal’s people and seems to prey upon them: strange destinies loiter just out of sight and sardonically direct operations. The material world lies around like a corrosive element ready to pollute the creature who is willing to abandon the integrity of his solitude or passion to touch it. It appears as a kind of blight imposed by an inhumane God whose attributes include the capacity to inflict lifelong punishment for error as in ‘This summer wind, with thee and me’, and the eviction of man from grace, even after death:






Compassion reigns a little while,


Revenge eternally.








While there is also the possibility of unlimited divine mercy, many of Gondal’s sinners like the protagonist of ‘Shed no tears o’er that tomb’ seem to be the property of an intransigent God.


Because of this, lost spirits in plenty wander the universe of Gondal, and in poem after poem one comes upon the figure of the moral reject, at once perpetrator and victim of his own exile. Neither the nature of his transgression nor the attitude to be adopted towards it is precisely defined. The child loved by Augusta Almeda in ‘Sleep not, dream not’ is, it appears, subject to ‘relentless laws’ that make real virtue and joy inaccessible on earth. She predicts his inevitable perversion as a result of his encounter with the condition to which he is doomed. The child, born with angelic innocence, will sweep through the entire spectrum of moral possibilities in order to become his own opposite. But the nature of opposites is such that they must always be attributes of an identical kind of phenomenon. The good and evil, enticing and repellent, aspects of the Gondal universe, are strangely intimate with one another. In this poem the doomed child is described as an ‘enthusiast’. Extremist and zealot, he is at the beginning of life an enthusiast for holiness, at the end for unholiness, but this only seems to add to his magic for the narrator.


This moral ambiguity is central to Emily Brontë’s work, both in her poetry and in Wuthering Heights. It is as glamorous to be ‘hell-like in heart and misery’, to be fallen and lost in the spiritually melodramatic world of Gondal, as to be an innocent. The intrusive stranger in ‘And now the house-dog’, prefiguring Heath cliff, cuts a sinister path into the homely dwelling of the shepherd and his family. The domestic world is menaced and disturbed by a visitation from an unknown dimension beyond its imagination, as the stranger, dark and chillingly free of the decencies of family life, exerts an extraordinary allure on the very people who resist that alien experience. There is both Byronism and satanism in the Gondal hero, but he is more of a symbolic figure, representing an intrusion from the unconscious region of experience into the common-sense light of day. Dark in complexion and inexplicable in motivation, he carries a mixture of the attraction and terror commonly attached to those elements of the human psyche which are too amoral, instinctual and unintelligible to reason to be accepted happily by the individual secure in orthodox social patterns. Heathcliff is an archetype of the subconscious mind, just as the Gondal hero of ‘And now the house-dog’, in the ‘nameless’ quality in his face which fascinated by being indefinable; in the ambiguity of his presence; in the way Emily Brontë has to define him by negatives, by what he is not, derives from and embodies repressed human nature.


The Gondal hero, then, is an unregenerate spirit, representing a world in which reason has little validity. And nobody addicted to the logic of common sense will find much to interest him in Emily Brontë’s poetry. Gondal had no border separating it from the fabric of her real self, and although she kept two notebooks, one for Gondal, one for other poems, this does not mean that the creator of the Gondal myth lived a spiritual life different in kind to the myth itself. For what her imaginary characters are and assert corresponds closely with Emily’s apparently more personal emotions in poems like ‘Riches I hold in light esteem’ or ‘No coward soul is mine’. The Gondals are split off fragments of her own larger personality. In most authors, one or two central characters are patronized by their creator in a particular way: they are favourites, cherished by his subjectivity. In Emily Brontë’s poetry, the fact that she does not appear to identify herself specifically with any character stems from her identification with all, ‘good’ and ‘bad’. It is an inclusive vision, in which the sum of persons and emotions equals the author’s self. Consequently, her Gondal characters are perhaps less personalities than abstractions from personality, ‘spirits’, whose struggles may be seen as corresponding to those disparate elements in herself of which she speaks in ‘The Philosopher’s Conclusion’ as at war within her spirit, and all of which, significantly, ‘Heaven could not hold’. The timeless elegy beginning ‘Cold in the earth’, addressed by Rosina Alcona to Julius Brenzaida, is uttered by a woman who has been unfaithful to a succession of lovers and husbands, to a dead husband whose past was a web of tyrannies, conquests and treachery. This ability of Emily Brontë’s to sympathize with the more apparently deplorable aspects of human nature should warn one against the sentimentalizing attitude to her which sometimes prevails.


Indeed, it would not be an exaggeration to say that Emily Brontë is one of the great egoists of our literature. Her theme is liberty, and a liberty conceived less as the overflow of love than as a function of solitude. Her stance is constantly one of withdrawal from her kind, as though freedom were only tenable when you had fended off the claims that encroached on the spirit from fellow creatures. At the summit of life was visionary experience: at its lowest point correspondence with the human herd engrossed in inane, unworthy concerns. Always she is at pains to distinguish herself from the orthodoxies practised by the human rubbish which she assumes populates the world outside. In ‘There was a time’, she speaks of her disgust with man’s truthlessness and of her own proud superiority to this; in ‘No coward soul is mine’, she remarks casually that all the faiths and ideologies that have preoccupied the human mind are without exception spurious by comparison with her own belief, whose source is herself:






Vain are the thousand creeds


That move men’s hearts, unutterably vain …








This is the most invincible conceit. It betrays a hubris shocking in its inhumanity, and yet in the terms in which it expresses itself in her poetry, this pride rather excites than disgusts, and seems to develop into a kind of self-transcending egoism because, like Wordsworth’s, it produces a vision which is truly philosophical. For rejection of a material world with all its implications is the essential preliminary to mystical experience, and this will also involve obliteration of her own personality, so as to become, as she explains in ‘I’m happiest when most away’,






    only spirit wandering wide


Through infinite immensity.








She wrote this poem at the age of nineteen, when already she was trying to find language capable of suggesting the nature of the soul’s adventure in escaping time and space and the sentient, selfconscious human framework. A flood of poetry written approximately between the ages of twenty-four and twenty-six celebrates the same pursuit of liberty, understood as an entire rejection of corporeality in poems like ‘Aye, there it is!’; as union with the natural world in ‘Shall Earth no more inspire thee’; as rejection of reason in favour of the imagination in ‘To Imagination’ and ‘O thy bright eyes must answer now’, and as a kind of annunciation in the Gondal poem known as ‘The Prisoner’.
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