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TALES OF GLASS TOWN, ANGRIA, 
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Charlotte (1816–55), Branwell (1817–48), Emily (1818–48), 
and Anne Brontë (1820–49) were born in Thornton, West 
Yorkshire, and moved to Haworth in 1820 where their clergyman 
father Patrick was perpetual curate. Their mother died in 1821 and 
her sister took care of the fi ve daughters and one son. In 1824 the 
girls, except Anne, were sent to a boarding school where the eldest, 
Maria and Elizabeth, became ill, returning home to die in 1825; 
Charlotte and Emily were brought home soon after. For the next six 
years, the young Brontës were educated at home and developed a rich 
fantasy life amongst themselves, inspired by Branwell’s twelve soldiers 
and the ‘plays’ they wove around their imaginary characters. They wrote 
dozens of poems, tales, dramas, and magazines that developed into the 
Glass Town, Angrian, and Gondal sagas.

The Brontës all pursued careers in teaching but aspired to be famous 
writers and artists. Charlotte attended school at Roe Head, Mirfi eld 
(1831–3), and returned to teach (1835–8), when Emily briefl y and then 
Anne became pupils. Charlotte, Emily, and Anne held various teach-
ing posts, and Emily and Charlotte attended the Héger Pensionnnat 
in Brussels in 1842–3. Branwell tried various occupations in addition 
to teaching but lost his positions and took to alcohol and opium. Yet 
he was the fi rst of the Brontës to achieve publication, signing his 
poems ‘Northangerland’, the Angrian character with whom he was 
still obsessed. In 1846 the sisters published Poems by Currer, Ellis, and 
Acton Bell, the pseudonyms they used for all their published writings. 
Jane Eyre was published in 1847 and achieved immediate success. 
Emily’s only novel Wuthering Heights (1847) received savage reviews 
and few sales, but is now acknowledged as one of the greatest books in 
English literature. Anne’s Agnes Grey was published at the same time, 
and her second novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, appeared in 1848. 
Both Branwell and Emily died later that year, and Anne died in 1849. 
Charlotte struggled on alone, publishing Shirley in 1849 and Villette 
in 1853. She died in March 1855, a few months after marrying the 
Revd A. B. Nicholls, her father’s curate. Her fi rst novel The Professor 
was published posthumously.

Christine Alexander is a Scientia Professor of English at the 
University of New South Wales, and a Fellow of the Australian 
Academy of the Humanities. She has written extensively on the 
Brontës, including The Oxford Companion to the Brontës (2003, 
co-authored with Margaret Smith).
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INTRODUCTION

While researching her Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857), Elizabeth 
Gaskell was lent a ‘most extraordinary’ packet of papers containing 
much of the Brontë juvenilia. She found them ‘curious’ but important 
enough to necessitate the hasty rewriting of some forty pages to make 
way for a new chapter on Charlotte’s early writings. She speaks of the 
‘immense amount of manuscript, in an inconceivably small space; tales, 
dramas, poems, romances, written principally by Charlotte, in a hand 
which it is almost impossible to decipher without the aid of a magnify-
ing glass’.1 Unaware of the encompassing sagas of Glass Town, Angria, 
and Gondal, and quoting fragments from only the earliest manuscripts 
at the top of the packet, she appears to calmly dismiss the juvenilia as 
comprehensible only to ‘the bright little minds for whom it was 
intended’. Her subdued tone in the biography, however, is in stark con-
trast to the excited letter she wrote to her publisher George Smith after 
securing these manuscripts: ‘they are the wildest & most incoherent 
things, . . . all purporting to be written, or addressed to some member 
of the Wellesley family. They give one the idea of creative power carried 
to the verge of insanity.’2 She thought them similar to some manuscripts 
of William Blake she had recently seen, yet she gave no hint to the 
public of the imaginative excess she detected in this ‘wild weird writing’. 
The Brontë children’s early addiction to a fantasy world and the later 
sexually charged adolescent writing, that she undoubtedly noticed3 
and that Charlotte herself referred to as her ‘world below’, would not 
square with Gaskell’s mission to present her subject in a heroic light, as 
a misjudged rational and suff ering heroine.4

1 Elizabeth Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Brontë (1857), ed. Angus Easson (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1996), 64.

2 J. A. V. Chapple and Arthur Pollard (eds.), The Letters of Mrs Gaskell (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, Mandolin: 1997), 398. 

3 It is signifi cant that although Gaskell includes a facsimile page of the opening of 
Brontë’s story ‘The Secret’, she says nothing at all about the content of this manuscript, 
a tale of blackmail, jealousy, and murder, demonstrating the sadistic power of men 
over women, and suggestions of infanticide — themes inappropriate for the adolescent 
Victorian girl, and certainly not in keeping with Gaskell’s representation of Brontë as 
a friend to be vindicated from the charges of coarseness and immorality that reviewers 
found in Jane Eyre.

4 I have explored Gaskell’s practice and motivation for her handling of Charlotte’s 
juvenilia in ‘Elizabeth Gaskell and Victorian Juvenilia’, Gaskell Society Journal, 18 (2004), 
1–15.
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We are now free to discover and appreciate what Gaskell felt she 
was obliged to conceal: a fi ctional world of stories, plays, and poems 
that document the unfettered imaginations of four aspiring young 
writers — Charlotte, Branwell, Emily, and Anne — as they explore their 
intellectual and physical surroundings. The Brontë juvenilia are rich 
in allusion to other books and writers, to art and artistic techniques, 
to history, geography, current events, and social attitudes. Through 
writing the young authors create and experience vicariously a world of 
sexual passion and political intrigue beyond the range of their years or 
parsonage upbringing. Their juvenilia represent the apprentice works 
of writers who produced such renowned novels as Jane Eyre, Wuthering 
Heights, and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall; but they are also important 
documents in themselves: evidence of the making of literary minds, the 
collaboration and particularly the rivalry of writers — that ‘intelligent 
partisanship’5 with which the Brontës imitated and ‘played at’ the lively 
publishing scene of the early nineteenth century. The Brontë juvenilia 
provide the richest record we have of youthful literary activity:6 a fas-
cinating uncensored world where the young writer can create a par-
allel political and social space, experiment with adult relationships, 
test genre and technique, and experience the power of the author and 
editor.

The Brontës’ Collaboration and Literary Play
Two of the early manuscripts that captured Gaskell’s attention were 
‘History of the Year’ (1829) and ‘Tales of the Islanders’. Together 
they tell and retell the genesis of the Brontë ‘plays’ — the now-famous 
story of the Reverend Patrick Brontë’s birthday gift to his 12-year-old 
son Branwell of a box of twelve wooden toy soldiers, in June 1829. 
Charlotte, a year older than her brother, and Emily and Anne, sev-
eral years younger, each excitedly claimed ownership of a soldier who 
became their special character. ‘The Twelves’, or Young Men, as the 
soldiers were called — all veterans of the Duke of Wellington’s army in 
the Peninsular War (1808–14) — provided the catalyst for the imaginary 
play that grew into the Glass Town and Angrian saga. There had been 
earlier ‘plays’ but the Young Men, together with ‘Tales of the Islanders’, 
captured the children’s imaginations and provided a source of literary 
inspiration for the next twenty years. 

5 Gaskell, Life of Charlotte Brontë, 54.
6 Only Jane Austen’s brilliantly ironic juvenilia rivals that of the Brontës, but it is 

neither as voluminous nor as revealing of the inner life of its author.
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A striking feature of this early imaginative play is the confi dence and 
bravado of the players that belies the usual story of the Brontës’ deso-
late childhood, derived from Gaskell’s account of the four motherless 
children huddled together against a hostile environment, living with 
their morose father in an isolated village on the edge of the Yorkshire 
Moors. It is true that they were constantly reminded of death and in 
need of emotional security: the parsonage was surrounded on two sides 
by the graveyard and by the time the Young Men’s Play began the family 
had lost three of its eight members. Their mother had died in 1821 
when Charlotte was 5 and Anne only 1 year old; and their two older 
sisters, Maria and Elizabeth, had both died of consumption in 1825. 
But they were not isolated. They were cared for by the good-natured 
servant Tabitha Aykroyd and their aunt Elizabeth Branwell — practical, 
stern, and religious — who lived with them and helped to provide stabil-
ity and order in their chaotic early lives. Their parsonage home was a 
centre of social life, close to the church, the Sunday school, and public 
houses; and Haworth itself was actually a busy manufacturing commu-
nity important to the wool trade of the district.7 As parsonage children 
they would have been relatively isolated from the village children, but 
they had little need to look beyond their family circle for friendship 
and entertainment. Close in age, intelligent and active, they naturally 
formed what their father called ‘a little society amongst themselves’.8

It was their father, however, who was central to the happiness of the 
four surviving children. Patrick Brontë’s unusually liberal views meant 
that his children had an unconventional Victorian childhood. Strongly 
infl uenced by Wordsworth’s attitudes to education, he encouraged 
them to roam freely on the moors, at fi rst in the care of a servant, and 
allowed them to read whatever they liked from his bookshelves. He 
gave them basic lessons in literacy, geography, history, and mathemat-
ics, and even managed despite his poor clergy salary to pay for art and 
music lessons by the best teachers in the district. He taught Branwell 
the classics and their aunt endeavoured to train the girls in the female 
accomplishment of sewing. But it was their father’s passion for poetry 
and the classics, his own early ‘indescribable pleasure’ in writing, his 
enthusiasm for military and literary heroes of the day, for politics and 
military campaigns, and his love of nature, that provided the Brontës 
with a rich, if eclectic, imaginative life.

7 C. Alexander and M. Smith, The Oxford Companion to the Brontës (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press), 235–7. Even by 1820 when the Brontës arrived in Haworth, there were 
eighteen small textile mills, and by 1850 over 2,000 people were employed in the spinning 
and weaving industry.

8 Brontë Society Transactions (1933), 8(43), 92.
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‘This is the Duke of Wellington! It shall be mine!’ shouted Charlotte 
as she snatched up her toy soldier and named it after her father’s 
revered hero. The real Duke, his family and friends, became her fi c-
tional equivalents in the children’s plays, and when his character 
proved too restricting Charlotte replaced her chief hero by imaginary 
recreations of his two sons: Arthur, Marquis of Douro, and his younger 
brother Charles Wellesley. Their names and early characters, especially 
that of the mischievous Charles, are transferred to the Duke’s fi ctitious 
sons: Arthur, Marquis of Douro (later Duke of Zamorna and King 
of Angria), and Lord Charles Wellesley (later Charles Townshend). 
Branwell chose Wellington’s adversary Napoleon, before creating 
his hero Alexander Percy (‘Rogue’, later Lord Ellrington and Earl of 
Northangerland); and Emily and Anne nominated soldiers who later 
grew into Parry and Ross, the venerated kings of the Glass Town saga, 
named after famous explorers. The sheer delight and authority of 
Charlotte’s claim of the Duke of Wellington characterizes the enthusi-
astic naming and recording of characters, institutions, and landscape in 
imitation of the adult world. As if sensing its signifi cance, Charlotte and 
Branwell immediately documented the event as ‘History’ in language 
charged with excitement, drew up maps and tables, and over the follow-
ing year reworked the advent of their Glass Town saga in fi ctional form. 
‘A Romantic Tale’ (also called ‘The Twelve Adventurers’) tells, in the 
form of a popular travel narrative, the story of the Young Men’s voyage 
to the west coast of Africa, their settlement after warfare and negotiation 
with the indigenous Ashantee tribes, their election of Arthur Wellesley, 
Duke of Wellington, as their leader, and the founding of Great Glass 
Town at the delta of the River Niger. Branwell’s ‘History of the Young 
Men’, written two years later in 1831, documents the same events in 
exhaustive detail and provides a map of the new kingdoms. Like their 
models from the real world, the Brontës were colonizers — both liter-
ally and imaginatively — imitating and reconfi guring the political and 
social world of nineteenth-century England that they encountered in 
their extensive reading.

The juvenilia tell us much about the reading of the young Brontës. 
Soon after the death of their mother, Maria, the eldest of what were 
then fi ve siblings, would gather the children together in their tiny nurs-
ery that doubled as a bedroom and read newspapers to them, a practice 
Charlotte continued after Maria’s death. As the earliest manuscripts 
demonstrate, the children were passionate little Tories, mimicking 
their father’s views and absorbing the attitude and tone of Blackwood’s 
Edinburgh Magazine, whose back-issues were lent to the family by a 
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parishioner. Here we fi nd, together with Fraser’s Magazine to which the 
Brontës subscribed in 1832, the largely masculine culture of individual 
genius and military heroism that was to fuel the young Brontës’ imagin-
ations. The advent of each instalment was as exciting as a new video game 
nowadays, revealing adventures well beyond their reach: the explora-
tions of Parry and Ross in the Arctic, campaigns of the British Army in 
America, political news from Paris, stories of mysterious occurrences, 
and poems on the death of Napoleon. It was not by chance that their 
imaginary kingdoms were established through the auspices of the four 
Chief Genii and located in Africa. The Arabian Nights, that favourite 
book of the child Jane Eyre, was — together with Tales of the Genii and 
the Book of Revelation — instrumental in infusing the early stories 
with magic and the supernatural. Throughout the 1820s and 1830s, 
Blackwood’s carried articles on British exploration and emigration in 
Africa, on the Ashantee Wars and customs. The actual site of the Great 
Glass Town can be traced to the June 1826 issue of Blackwood’s (vol. 19, 
p. 705), which contained an article by James McQueen (who would also 
become a character in the saga) and an accompanying map based on 
Denham and Clapperton’s explorations in northern and central Africa 
from 1822 to 1824.9 Not only did Branwell copy this map for his own 
illustration of Glass Town locations (see map, p. xxix), but he and his 
sisters also followed the author’s advice on the most favourable site for a 
new colony — one that ‘would command the trade, the improvement, 
and the civilization of all North Central Africa’.

British attitudes to Africa refl ected in the juvenilia can also be found in 
the Brontës’ old geography books (especially their well-used A Grammar 
of General Geography by Revd J. Goldsmith); and elements of classics 
such as The Pilgrim’s Progress and Gulliver’s Travels are woven into early 
tales. Traces of Gothic and historical romance (from their literary heroes 
Sir Walter Scott and Lord Byron in particular), and quotations from 
Shakespeare, Milton, and the Bible abound. Scott’s Life of Napoleon 
(1827) was as familiar to all the children as was his poetry, and Tales of 
a Grandfather, given to them by their aunt for Christmas 1828, helped 
to stress the importance of historical models like Mary, Queen of Scots 
who appears in various guises in both the Glass Town and Gondal sagas. 
Romantic poetry by Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, and Byron was 
plundered for its exotic settings, sensational plots, and intense emotions. 
Paintings too form the intertext of the sagas, with verbal references to 
visual works by contemporary artists like Thomas Bewick, John Martin, 

9 Reprod. in Alexander (ed.), An Edition of the Early Writings of Charlotte Brontë 
(hereafter Alexander EEW ) (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1987–91), 2(2), frontispiece.
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and Edward Finden, whose prints the children saw on the walls of the 
parsonage, in books and in engravings they copied in drawing lessons. 

It was not simply knowledge and quotation they appropriated from 
their reading: the example of authorship and publication, particularly the 
magazine culture gleaned from Blackwood’s, helped to determine the 
Brontës’ writing practice and attitudes towards authorship. The early 
volumes of juvenilia were imitations of adult publications in all except 
size: they were initially designed the size of large postage stamps for the 
12-inch toy soldiers and written in minuscule script to represent print. 
The tiny size of the print, which was used by all four Brontës almost 
uniformly throughout their juvenilia, had the added advantage of ren-
dering the contents of the manuscripts illegible to adult eyes, helping to 
maintain the secrecy of their shared imaginary world. The pages were 
bound and carefully sewn into brown paper wrappers, and the layout 
of title pages and contents were modelled on Blackwood’s, the Annuals, 
and other books owned by the Brontës. Publication conventions were 
taken seriously by the young writers but they were also open to parody, 
as we see when Charlotte ironically notes the fi ctive nature of their 
enterprise in one of her title pages: ‘The Search after Happiness A Tale 
by Charlotte Bronte Printed By Herself And Sold By Nobody.’ 

Almost as soon as the Glass Town was established, Branwell began a 
monthly journal for the Young Men in imitation of Blackwood’s. Here the 
children could practise their ‘scriblomania’ — Charlotte’s pet word for 
their obsessive literary pursuits. ‘Branwell’s Blackwood’s Magazine’ was 
begun in January 1829, but soon taken over by Charlotte when Branwell 
lost interest and began a newspaper instead. She changed the name fi rst 
to ‘Blackwood’s Young Men’s Magazine’ and then to ‘Young Men’s 
Magazine’ in August 1830 when she began a ‘second series’, clearly 
relishing the authority of the editor as much as her brother had done. 
Branwell had announced his resignation with characteristic pomposity:

We have hitherto conducted this Magazine & we hope to the satisfaction of 
most. (No one can please all.) But as we are conducting a Newspaper which 
requires all the time and attention we can spare from ot[h]er employments we 
hav[e] found it expedient to relinquish the editorship of this Magazine but we 
recommend our readers to be to the new Editor as they were to me. The new 
one is the Cheif Genius Charlotte. She will conduct it in future tho’ I shall 
write now and then for it. ∆ΘΗ July 1829 P B Brontë.10

10 C. Alexander and V. Benson (eds.), Branwell’s Blackwood’s Magazine (Edmonton: 
Juvenilia Press, 1995), 34. The Greek letters preceding the date and Branwell’s signature 
do not spell any particular word; they simply show his knowledge of the letters delta, 
theta, and eta.
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Charlotte also assumes a proprietorial tone: ‘This second series of 
magazines is conducted on like principles with the fi rst. The same 
eminent authors are also engaged to contribute for it’; and stamps 
her own mark on the content, replacing drinking songs and tales of 
violent murders with stories of magic, mysterious occurrences, and 
romance, much to Branwell’s consternation. He complains to the 
new editor in a series of poems, but he no longer has the controlling 
voice and Charlotte’s rule prevails. It is not clear what role Emily and 
Anne played in relation to the magazine: their chief characters are 
present in stories which make it clear that they had their own more 
realistic preferences for Yorkshire models of setting and character. 
Perhaps they were simply too young at this stage for their exacting 
older siblings to accept their literary contributions, or perhaps their 
prose pieces were destroyed at the same time as their prose juvenilia of 
Gondal? 

The title page for the ‘Young Men’s Magazine’ for October 1830 
(included in this edition) announces that it is ‘Edited by Charlotte 
Brontë’ and ‘sold by sergeant tree and all other Booksellers’ 
in the various ‘Glass Town’ capitals of the Glass Town Federation. 
Distribution and editorial policy are as carefully planned as the elabor-
ate contents and advertisement pages. Like the original Blackwood’s, the 
magazines include a variety of genres: stories, articles, poems, reviews 
of paintings and books, letters to the editor, and ‘Conversations’, 
the latter based on the renowned discussions of literary and current 
aff airs known as ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’ (1822–35). The ‘Nights’, as the 
Brontës also called them, were evening aff airs held in the convivial mas-
culine atmosphere of Ambrose’s Tavern in which Blackwood’s fi ctitious 
and opinionated personalities — ‘Christopher North’ (John Wilson), 
‘The Ettrick Shepherd’ (James Hogg), ‘The Opium Eater’ (De 
Quincey), ‘Timothy Tickler’ (John Lockhart or Robert Sym), and 
their company — displayed their rhetorical skills, trying to outdo each 
other’s eloquence, so that their good-humoured debate becomes a type of 
verbal pugilism that underlined the Brontës’ early view of journalism as 
competitive literary play.

The same kind of rivalry is evident in the Brontës’ earliest art-
icles and reviews. Under the guise of fi ctitious poets, historians, and 
politicians, they jockey for the Glass Town public’s attention by 
writing slanderous reviews on each other’s work. In the process the 
young writers are not only playing with their material but with the 
process of narration itself. In one article the lawyer and bookseller 
Sergeant Bud (Branwell’s voice) scorns Charlotte’s degenerate editorial 
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policy;11 in the next, Lord Charles Wellesley (Charlotte’s voice) satirizes 
Emily’s ‘Parry’s land’ with its Yorkshire puddings and dull landscapes.12 
The young writers carry on a continual verbal battle in editorial notes, 
prefaces, afterwords, and the actual texts of their stories. Lockhart, 
one of the leading lights of Blackwood’s, had characterized himself as 
‘the scorpion, which delighteth to sting the faces of men’.13 Likewise, 
Charlotte’s Captain Tree aims to scotch ‘one small reptile’,14 namely, 
his literary rival Lord Charles Wellesley (another of Charlotte’s own 
pseudonyms). In the preface to his next work, however, Lord Charles 
assures ‘the reading publick’ that he has not been ‘expifl icated by the 
literary Captain’s lash’.15

One of the most remarkable features of the Brontë juvenilia is their 
robust dialectic nature. The Glass Town writings constitute a literary 
marketplace where various roles and ideas can be explored and ques-
tioned. There is a cacophony of voices as narrators of disparate texts 
challenge each other for the ‘Truth’ of their story, appealing to their 
Glass Town audiences through the authority of their genre (the his-
tory writer Captain Bud carries more weight than his annoying young 
nemesis Lord Charles Wellesley who specializes in romance, Gothic 
tales, and scandal). Historians, poets, and novelists jostle with each 
other for their readers’ attention. Editors and critics reinterpret and 
cast doubt on their rival’s productions. The Glass Town writers are all 
male like their Blackwood’s originals, but they are hardly all-powerful. 
Incompetent poets are mocked (in ‘The Poetaster’ the extravagant 
‘Rhymer’ — a parody of Branwell’s poetic persona ‘Young Soult’ — nar-
rowly escapes beheading!) and scandalmongers like Lord Charles 
(Charlotte) are barred from the inner circles of political power (as we 
see in ‘The Spell’). Through their narrative personae, Charlotte and 
Branwell constantly satirize and rewrite each other’s versions of events. 
They analyse, admire, or scorn each other’s characters. Their personae 
act as ‘masks’, allowing them to identify and ‘play’ with opposing 
points of view. Branwell and Emily are critical of Charlotte’s penchant 
for romance; they prefer the cut and thrust of politics and war, and 
the mundane Yorkshire landscape of moorland, factories, and canals 

11 ‘Lines spoken by a lawyer on the occasion of the transfer of this magazine’, in Victor 
Neufeldt (ed.), The Works of Patrick Branwell Brontë: An Edition, 1 (New York: Garland, 
1997), 73. 

12 ‘A Day at Parry’s Palace’, in Alexander EEW 1. 229–33.
13 Ian Jack, English Literature 1815–1832, The Oxford History of English Literature 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), 19.
14 Alexander EEW 2(1). 44.
15 Ibid. 128.
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rather than love aff airs, palaces, and exotic settings. But Charlotte is not 
unaware of her own desires. Her assumption of various masks allows 
her to argue as much with her own polyphonic voices as with those of 
Branwell. Under cover of ‘Lord Charles’ (later Charles Townshend) she 
can analyse (and ironize) her indulgence in romantic fi ction while still 
exploring the passionate relationships of her central characters. Her 
adoption of a male pseudonym — not unlike Charles Townshend — for 
her fi rst novel The Professor was not only to mask the woman writer but 
was a continuation of the assumption of literary authority practised 
since childhood. 

The whole notion of fi ction is explored in levels of narrative reality. 
The four Brontës were both creators of and characters in their ‘plays’, 
and these characters in turn created both ‘true’ and fi ctitious tales 
about other characters and themselves. In ‘Tales of the Islanders’ they 
control the course of events and participate in the action as ‘Little King 
and Queens’, appearing and disappearing at crucial moments in the 
plot, conveying vital messages and raising characters from the dead. 
Part of the literary fun is the ‘making alive’ of characters that have been 
killed off  in a previous story. In early Glass Town stories the children 
appear as the omnipotent Chief Genii, each responsible for their par-
ticular soldiers and kingdoms. The Genii dwell in Mt. Aornos, which 
(like Mt. Olympus) is the home of the ‘gods’, and also inhabit the Jibble 
Kumri (or Mountains of the Moon) and the great Sahara Desert to the 
north of the Glass Town Federation. Branwell plays with their asso-
ciation of godlike power and with his identity as Chief Genius ‘Banni 
Lightening’, derived from the relationship of the Greek god Zeus with 
lightning and thunder (bronte means thunder in Greek, and in Italian 
brontolare means to grumble or rumble, specifi cally with reference to 
thunder). He makes it clear to his sisters and to their characters that, as 
in ‘A Romantic Tale’, they hold absolute power of life and death, a des-
potism instituted and liberally used by Branwell, though railed against 
by Charlotte’s Young Men not simply because she resents Branwell’s 
self-appointed leadership but because she knows that narration is by its 
nature disparate and unstable. Lucy Snowe, in Charlotte’s fi nal novel 
Villette, presents a duplicitous narrator who plays with the reader and 
dupes even herself. The juvenilia demonstrate that even at an early age, 
Charlotte’s grasp of narrative process and its implications was surpris-
ingly sophisticated. 

In ‘Albion and Marina’, written at 14 years old, Charlotte’s sharp 
observation of her own creative process is clearly evident, and in an 
article in the ‘Young Men’s Magazine’ she imagines this process from 
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the viewpoint of her creature. When the cynical disaff ected Lord 
Charles is musing in the Glass Town Public Library, he fi nds his iden-
tity as a writer becoming increasingly insubstantial and his narrative 
voice alarmingly precarious:

Whilst I was listlessly turning over the huge leaves of that most ponderous 
volume, I fell into the strangest train of thought that ever visited even my mind, 
eccentric and unstable as it is said by some insolent puppies to be.
 It seemed as if I was a non-existent shadow, that I neither spoke, eat, 
imagined or lived of myself, but I was the mere idea of some other creatures 
brain. The Glass Town seemed so likewise. My father, Arthur and everyone 
with whom I am acquainted, passed into a state of annihilation: but suddenly 
I thought again that I and my relatives did exist, and yet not us but our 
minds and our bodies without ourselves. Then this supposition — the oddest 
of any — followed the former quickly, namely, that WE without US were 
shadows; also, but at the end of a long vista, as it were, appeared dimly and 
indistinctly, beings that really lived in a tangible shape, that were called by our 
names and were US from whom WE had been copied by something — I could 
not tell what.16

As Lord Charles senses his fi ctionality his confi dence wanes and he 
begins to disintegrate, his self splits between subject (‘WE’) and object 
(‘US’) whose identifi cation depends on point of view. He returns to 
his senses (the narrative ‘I’) only when the ‘other creature’ (Charlotte) 
whose idea he is comes into view and he fi nds himself, Gulliver-like, in 
the hands of his author. In this clever parody of the insubstantiality of 
the imaginative world the Brontës had made so pivotal to their lives, 
we sense Charlotte’s (probably unconscious but prescient) adolescent 
anxiety about the lack of real control she actually has as both child and 
female over her life.17 

The reality of her position and that of her sisters was all too clear 
during their brief periods of schooling at Roe Head, Mirfi eld. Charlotte 
attended Miss Wooler’s small private school from 17 January 1831 
until mid-June 1832, returning as a teacher in July 1835 and remaining 
until December 1838. Emily attended for only three months in 1835, 
when Anne replaced her as a pupil, both sisters’ fees being paid for by 

16 Ibid. 257.
17 Heather Glen takes this interpretation further in her perceptive analysis of ‘Strange 

Events’ in relation to ‘A History of the Year’, where the presence of ‘papa’ frames and 
limits the children’s power to create. Thus ‘Strange Events’ speaks not only of power 
but, more crucially, of ‘the imagination of powerlessness’. At 14, Brontë was beginning 
‘to explore the intuition that “reality” might be less simply that which is than that which 
is constructed by the powerful’ (‘Confi guring a World’, in Mary Hilton et al. (eds.), 
Opening the Nursery Door (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), 229–31).
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Charlotte’s teaching. All three sisters suff ered illness and depression 
in varying degrees away from home and in the presence of strangers. 
Despite several lasting friendships for Charlotte and Anne, they were 
acutely conscious of their diff erence, intellectually and materially, from 
the other girls of the new manufacturing families of the district. More 
signifi cantly, at school they were separated from the writing partner-
ships that had by then developed between Charlotte and Branwell 
and Emily and Anne. Without the freedom to indulge in their shared 
imaginary worlds they could not express themselves; they became phys-
ically sick. Emily became so ill at Roe Head that Charlotte feared for 
her life. When she again attempted to live away from home as a teacher 
at Law Hill, near Halifax, Emily survived a mere six months. Home 
represented the space where her creativity could have free reign, where 
she might experience the passionate elemental world of Gondal amidst 
the mundane regularity of routine life at Haworth. Anne and Charlotte, 
despite their sustaining sense of duty and Christian faith, also eventu-
ally succumbed to the strain and suff ered severe religious crises that 
necessitated a return to the nurturing atmosphere of ‘Haworth and 
home [that] wakes sensations which lie dormant elsewhere’. Charlotte’s 
Roe Head Journal, part autobiographical and part Angrian, documents 
her frustration as a young woman needing to make her own way in life 
yet longing for the fi ctional world that brought release for her creative 
energy.

At home the collaborative writing immediately resumed, but the 
relationships changed. Charlotte and Branwell were both strong-
willed and enthusiastic, and Emily and Anne had followed their lead. 
In 1831, however, while Charlotte was at school, the younger siblings 
had taken the opportunity to form their own Pacifi c kingdom of Gondal, 
although they still remained privy to Glass Town and Angrian events, 
as Emily’s 1837 Diary Paper attests. Modelled on themes in their early 
collaborative play, the Gondal saga was also concerned with love and 
war, played out against a dramatic background drawn from the writings 
of Shakespeare, Scott, and Byron. As with Glass Town writings, their 
poems explore diff erent modes of identity through the voices of vari-
ous personae — issues of class and gender, rebellion and incarceration, 
sexual desire and power.

After her fi rst eighteen months away at school, Charlotte also 
had new ideas to pursue. The soldiers had belonged to Branwell; he 
assumed leadership of the ‘play’ and established the plot lines, and 
Charlotte — sharing his interests — had been happy to follow in her own 
style, reacting to his constant innovations and puncturing the pomposity 
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of his extravagant creations. But Scott’s novels and ballads began to 
take priority, mixing with Byron’s Gothic tales as the source of inven-
tion. On her return home, she launched into long Gothic romances like 
‘The Spell’ (1843) that obsessively explore the motivations of charac-
ters, especially her own fascination for the Byronic Duke of Zamorna 
and his increasingly complicated love aff airs. Branwell was still focused 
on military and political adventures but he too became progressively 
obsessed by his persona ‘Northangerland’ and the possibilities of the 
dark side of the Byronic character. In ‘The Politics of Verdopolis’, he 
takes account of Charlotte’s new tales, provides a more sophisticated 
lineage for his hero as a descendant of the Northumberland Percys, 
lays the foundations for Mary Percy’s future role as wife of Zamorna 
and Queen of Angria, and introduces the Ashantee leader Quashia 
Quamina as an accomplice who will aid Northangerland in his future 
insurrection in Angria.

From the outset the two older siblings had had a stimulating eff ect 
on each other’s development; now in their teens, Branwell reacted to 
Charlotte’s new dimension to their saga: the creation of Angria, a king-
dom to accommodate Zamorna’s increasing tyranny and his new social 
and political coteries. The old world of Glass Town (now ‘Verdopolis’) 
could be seen as historical background, against which Angria defi nes 
itself as a more sophisticated and ‘modern’ space where a new gen-
eration of characters can be made to explore their authors’ pubescent 
desires and anxieties. ‘Mina Laury’ (1838) and ‘Caroline Vernon’ (1839) 
represent Charlotte’s later novelettes in this edition, revealing not only 
the increasing sophistication of her writing and deep commitment to 
the now-Angrian saga, but also her increasing unease with her own 
emotions and position as a young woman. Her poem ‘We wove a web 
in childhood’ acknowledges her acute awareness of the importance of 
her rich imaginative life — that ‘web of sunny air’ that constitutes the 
Glass Town and Angrian saga — to her ability to express herself and 
to provide her with some agency in the real world over which she now 
has little control. If she is to maintain that agency she must bridge the 
imaginative divide between her ‘bright darling dream’ and the real 
world: her ‘Farewell to Angria’ maps out the route she will take towards 
the more sober world of The Professor. Yet although Charlotte came to 
see her early writing as sinful fantasy and characterized it as ‘lurid’ — a 
hothouse of ‘ornamented and redundant composition’ (preface to The 
Professor) from which she must withdraw for a time — she also acknowl-
edged the value of her ‘practice of some years’, the formative experiences 
without which a novel like Jane Eyre could not have been written.
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Branwell, too, increasingly questioned his sense of identity and 
agency as a writer with ambitions to join the ranks of his revered 
Blackwood’s. From the age of 18, he wrote repeatedly to the editor 
requesting a place on his staff , but the many unanswered letters and 
fi nal rebuff  simply confi rmed this talented young man’s early sense 
of insecurity. Blackwood’s had long fed his image of a man of letters 
as a purveyor of power: through the Glass Town and Angrian saga he 
had cultivated this ambition. As the privileged only son in a Victorian 
household, he was expected to pursue a respectable if not illustrious 
career; but the unrealistic confi dence placed in him and his haphaz-
ard home education did little to curb his ebullient nature or provide 
guidance in self-control. At 16, Branwell laughs at his own pretensions 
to art, his physical inadequacies, and — despite his age and fl uency in 
writing — his inability to respond appropriately or even articulately in 
social situations, when he creates his self-important alter ego Patrick 
Benjamin Wiggins. Charlotte joins in the joke: ‘as musician he was 
greater than Bach; as a Poet he surpassed Byron; as a painter, Claude 
Lorrain yielded to him’.18 Her mockery of his ‘almost insane devotion 
to all celebrated characters in Verdopolis’ and reference to his three 
sisters as ‘miserable silly creatures not worth talking about’, is as much 
comic self-deprecation as criticism of her brother. 

As Charlotte asserted herself in the partnership and Branwell became 
less sure of himself in the real world, this note of insecurity — comic 
but ominous — began to creep into his other literary personae. Robert 
Patrick S’Death (derived from the oath ‘God’s Death’) is Wiggins’s 
uncle and reincarnation of Chief Genius Bannii: he is cast as former 
servant and sinister mentor of the young Alexander Percy (then 
‘Rogue’ and later ‘Northangerland’), who appears in ‘The Pirate’ as 
captain of the pirate ship The Rover. A Mephistophelean fi gure that 
mockingly quotes Scripture and orchestrates evil, he is impervious to 
any attempts to destroy him. His evil relationship with the young Percy 
owes much to James Hogg’s study of evil possession and double per-
sonality in The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justifi ed Sinner 
(1824). ‘The Pirate’ marks the beginning of Northangerland’s career 
and ‘The Politics of Verdopolis’ illustrates his increasingly duplicitous 
personality and the split between public and private life that was later 
to haunt Branwell himself. Gradually Percy/Northangerland morphs 
into the sinister, atheistic personality we see represented by Charlotte 
in ‘Caroline Vernon’ — anarchic, powerful, but damned — the Byronic 
fi gure Branwell admires but also fears. Northangerland and his cronies 

18 ‘My Angria and the Angrians’, Alexander EEW 2(2). 245–53.
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become increasingly inebriated (Branwell himself was drinking at 
this time) and treacherous in their dealings with both Angria and the 
Verdopolitan Union. At the same time Branwell’s manuscripts degen-
erate into formless chronicles of political and military skirmishes, with 
detailed accounts of speeches, manoeuvres, and casualty lists. His pro-
duction had always been prodigious: through poems, travel books, verse 
dramas, magazines, historical novelettes, translations of Horace and 
Virgil, he cultivated his image as man of letters; but now the very form 
and style of his writing expressed its decline. The exploration of self 
aff orded by literary play is no child’s game: long after Charlotte bade 
farewell to Angria, Branwell continued to explore his deepest desires 
and fears through Northangerland. Unknown to his sisters, eighteen of 
his poems were published in local newspapers under ‘Northangerland’, 
the pseudonym that continued to frame his identity; but he never 
obtained a secure job or became the successful writer or artist his early 
talents and ambition promised.

Like Branwell, Emily continued to play the Gondal game until 
the year of her death. There is no evidence that Emily’s imaginative 
world had anything but a constructive eff ect on her mature writing. 
It appears to have provided sustenance, security, and inspiration for 
her intensely secretive and self-contained personality. She moves 
seamlessly in her poetry between Gondal and the real world: both 
are portrayed as intensely abstract and personal; and although the 
Gothic power of Gondal may have combined with Scott and Shakespeare 
to provide the inspiration for Wuthering Heights, the novel is solidly 
structured within the domestic world of a middle-class Victorian 
narrator. Anne also made the adjustment to Victorian domestic 
fi ction without trauma, taking with her her early lessons in writing. 
The development of her moral sense led her increasingly away from 
Emily’s often anarchic world and it is signifi cant that she was not 
always party to innovations in Emily’s Gondal plot, as the Diary Papers 
indicate.

Glass Town and Angrian Saga: Charlotte and Branwell
Poised on the Great Bay at the confl uence of rivers, Glass Town — capital 
of the Glass Town Federation — is a city of refl ections: ‘the Queen of 
the Earth, who looks down on her majestic face mirrored in the noble 
Niger . . . [and] the glass that her harbour gives her’.19 As the saga 
became more sophisticated, and its creators acquired more knowledge, 

19 Ibid. 241.
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the title ‘Glass Town’ was changed fi rst to ‘Verreopolis’ (‘Glass Town’ 
in Latin) then corrupted to ‘Verdopolis’. The name, like that of the saga 
itself, was clearly signifi cant for the Brontës, suggesting the paradoxical 
nature of their imaginative world, a fantasy that was founded on and 
became an alternative reality. 

The Glass Town and Angrian saga centred fi rst on the Glass 
Town Federation and its principal city Verdopolis (initially called the 
Great Glass Town), and then moved to Angria, a new kingdom created 
in 1834 to the west of the Federation. It is most commonly referred 
to as the ‘Glass Town Saga’; the titles ‘Angrian Saga’ or ‘Angrian 
Legend’ are used by writers to refer to later stories centred on the king-
dom of Angria, but no separate saga is involved. This fi ctitious world 
established in Africa bears little resemblance to Africa itself apart from 
occasional place names, incursions by Ashantee tribes, and exotic scen-
ery that owes as much to fairy tale and the Arabian Nights as it does to 
geographical descriptions of what was known as ‘the dark continent’. 
The Brontës fi lled this imaginative space with their own version of early 
nineteenth-century society with its international relations and domestic 
aff airs. Here they reconfi gured European colonial aspirations, repub-
lican uprisings, military and administrative organization, buildings and 
landscapes, social ideology and cultural institutions. Struggles of the 
Peninsular Wars, together with the names and battles associated with 
Wellington and Napoleon, were mapped on to the African colony. Even 
Quashia, the only indigenous African to be fully charactized in the 
saga, is associated with Wellington. Just as the historic Duke adopted 
the son of a chief in the Indian wars, so Charlotte’s Wellington adopts 
Quashia Quamina, who later rebels, aligns his warriors with the repub-
lican rebellion of Northangerland (formerly Branwell’s Napoleon), and 
lusts after the Queen of Angria (daughter of Northangerland and wife 
of Wellington’s son Zamorna, King of Angria). This single example 
demonstrates the intricate association between fi ctional and histor-
ical characters, constitutional and republican rivalries, and the authors 
themselves. 

Much of the saga was formulated only in discussion amongst the 
creators; knowledge was assumed between the collaborators, who had 
no need to explain circumstances or background in individual stories. 
Some tales, like ‘An Adventure in Ireland’, appear to bear no relation 
to the saga at all but were often written as independent contributions 
to the ‘Young Men’s Magazine’. Other stories from the saga can be 
bewildering, since the Brontës were continually rewriting events and 
reinventing the personalities of their characters. 
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history, geography, and events20

The history of the Young Men became the history of the Glass Town 
and Angrian saga; and the geography of the four kingdoms ruled by 
the original heroes of the Young Men’s Play constituted the Glass Town 
Federation in the new saga, becoming increasingly associated with the 
geographical regions of Britain: Wellington’s Land (Ireland, birthplace 
of the historical Wellington), Sneaky’s Land (Scotland), Parry’s Land,  
and Ross’s Land (both roughly equivalent to Yorkshire and lowland 
Scotland), each of which has its own provincial ‘Glass Town’ capital 
(such as ‘Wellington’s Glass Town’).

The great capital Glass Town, founded by the Twelves, is not simply 
a dream world but a working city, where ‘lofty mills and warehouses 
piled up storey above storey to the very clouds, surmounted by high 
tower-like chimneys vomiting forth the huge columns of thick black 
smoke, while from their walls the clanking, mighty din of machinery 
sounded and resounded till all that quarter of the city rang again with 
the tumult’.21 Beneath the symmetry and elegance of the brilliant white 
marble buildings lies a subterranean Gothic world of labyrinthine caves 
that reach, like those below the palace of Kubla Khan in Coleridge’s 
famous poem, down to the sea. But the young Brontës put them to good 
use: it is here that the labourers, the artisans, the prisoners and the 
underworld of Glass Town live. Branwell and Emily were determined 
to create prisons, and factories, despite Charlotte’s preference for 
palaces and country estates. Below the illustrious Tower of All Nations 
(modelled on the Tower of Babel) lie the state dungeons22 that, together 
with the dungeons in the Palace School in the Islanders’ Play, prefi gure 
the Gothic prisons of Gondal.

Wars and political upheavals dominate the events of the saga 
throughout its history. They are chronicled in obsessive detail by 
Branwell and form the background to many of Charlotte’s stories. In 
March 1831 there is insurrection in Verdopolis, the Great Rebellion, in 
which Rogue sets up a provisional government on the French model 
of 1789. Order is restored miraculously, but a year later Rogue again 
leads a rebellion in the north which is eventually defeated at the battle 
of Fidena by Alexander Sneaky, King of Sneaky’s Land, and his 
son John, Duke of Fidena, assisted by forces from the other kingdoms. 

20 Much of the material in the following sections is drawn from my essays ‘Glass Town 
and Angrian saga’ and ‘Gondal saga’ in Alexander and Smith, Oxford Companion to the 
Brontës.

21 Alexander EEW 1. 139.
22 Ibid. 2(1). 194.



Map of the Glass Town Federation and the kingdom of Angria
(Based on Branwell Brontë’s frontispiece to ‘The History of the Young Men’ (1831), with Angria added by Christine Alexander.)
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The Ashantees are a constant threat to the east of the Federation. In 1833 
they are joined by the Arabs and French in the War of Encroachment 
against the united Verdopolitan forces. This proves to be a watershed 
for the Federation in which the new kingdom of Angria is created from 
the spoils of war. Zamorna and Percy (formerly Rogue), who defeated 
the Ashantees in the east, demand the territory from the Verdopolitan 
Parliament and are also given the new titles of King of Angria and 
Duke of Northangerland respectively. Constant parliamentary battles 
ensue to win equal representation for Angria in the old Federation, now 
referred to as the Verdopolitan Union.

Angria, probably named after the pirate kingdom on the Malabar 
Coast of India, celebrated in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries for its successful repulsion of European powers until its 
defeat by Clive in 1756, was won by the sword and must be constantly 
defended. It has some of the same legendary wealth and dubious 
notoriety as this Indian kingdom: its new capital is an opulent ‘marble 
toy shop’ whose inhabitants are chiefl y the nouveaux riches and entre-
preneurs from the ‘old world’ of Verdopolis. Its geography basically 
repeats that of the Federation. Major rivers fl ow from the mountains 
in the north-east to the Gulf of Guinea, with prosperous manufac-
turing towns like Edwardston and Zamorna on their banks. Repeated 
names and phrases characterizing the landscape of Angria’s seven 
provinces (‘the Howard Moors’, ‘the savannah of Arundel’, ‘the for-
ests of Hawkscliff  ’, ‘the sandy plains of Etrei’), governed by Zamorna’s 
coterie, provide a solid reference for Branwell’s warfare and Charlotte’s 
romance. The action of Branwell’s stories remains chiefl y on the bat-
tlefi eld or in the parliament, and Charlotte’s tales continue to inhabit 
palaces and country houses; but Yorkshire and the north of England 
are now a distinctive presence, as we see in ‘Mina Laury’ and ‘Caroline 
Vernon’. The new hero Warner Howard (after Haworth) Warner, 
prime minister of Angria and a native Angrian, is quintessentially a 
Yorkshireman (like his prototype Sir Robert Peel), a tough-minded 
earnestly Protestant businessman who values the simple pleasures of 
life and is scrupulously moral and loyal, unlike the ruler he serves. The 
antagonistic yet mutual respect between Warner and Zamorna refl ects 
the central contrast between Angria and Verdopolis, a contrast built 
on the nineteenth-century British divide between the industrial north 
and London and the south (a rift examined by contemporary novelists, 
not least Elizabeth Gaskell in North and South). Verdopolis remains 
the centre of culture and sophistication, the London Charlotte and 
Branwell longed to visit. 
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With the advent of Angria, Glass Town political alliances are 
cemented into distinct factions and leaders. Zamorna, as King of 
Angria, appoints Northangerland (now his father-in-law) as prime 
minister, but Northangerland remains in league with his old repub-
lican associates and leads a rebellion against Zamorna. The ensuing 
Angrian Wars ravage the country, and Zamorna is repeatedly deposed 
and reinstated.

glass town and angrian society
Glass Town’s social history is equally developed and becomes extraor-
dinarily complex. The royal families of each of the kingdoms have an 
entourage of friends, associates, servants, and retainers who follow 
them between their palaces in Verdopolis and their country houses. 
In the capital itself there are lower-class groups of ‘rare lads’, body-
snatchers, vagabond Frenchmen, servants, and pugilists (Branwell’s 
favourite sport was boxing) who interact with the ‘High Life’ in vari-
ous ways. The professionals and the military mix freely with the aris-
tocracy, united by political alliances and by a common enthusiasm 
for literature in which many of them take an active part. The Twelves 
are venerated as the elders of society, but considered too authorita-
tive and serious by the younger generation of gallants. Stumps and 
Monkey (original Twelves) are retired to islands off  the Glass Town 
coast, whose inhabitants are mocked by Verdopolitans for their bizarre 
dialect and old-fashioned manners and dress (a parody of provincial 
Yorkshire compared to London). Branwell’s original Frenchyland 
continues to exercise a political presence through the machinations 
of Northangerland and Montmorency. Several Glass Town institu-
tions, such as Bravey’s Inn, the Great African Games (modelled on the 
Olympic Games), the Elysium (a type of Masonic society), and the uni-
versity on Philosopher’s Island, have a signifi cant impact on the lives of 
the inhabitants and events in the saga.

Social life focuses on a group of characters: the Duke of Wellington 
and his two sons, their friends and admirers, and their enemies. 
As Wellington becomes an elder statesman, Zamorna moves into 
centre stage, accompanied by his older sometime friend and enemy 
Northangerland. The cynical young Lord Charles records Zamorna’s 
marriages (to Helen Gordon, Marian Hume, and Mary Percy), his 
mistresses (chiefl y Mina Laury, Sofala, Rosamond Wellesley, and 
potentially Caroline Vernon), his children (who are destined to repeat 
their father’s disastrous relationships), friends, and political associ-
ates. Zamorna also surrounds himself with artists and writers (based 
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on British cultural society), all of whom record their own versions of 
his life and character. 

Northangerland has an equally colourful coterie, ranging from 
former pirates, cattle thieves, and revolutionaries (for example 
Naughty, Caversham, Simpson, and O’Connor) to French noblemen 
(like Montmorency) and the Ashantee leader Quashia. As with Zamorna, 
Glass Town’s authors constantly analyse Northangerland’s charac-
ter as it develops from the early pirate and republican revolutionary 
‘Rogue’ (‘Rougue’ to Branwell) into a sinister and embittered aristocrat 
on his marriage to Zenobia Ellrington (‘Elrington’ to Branwell), and 
fi nally evolves into the Luciferian villain-hero of Romantic literature. 
His marriages (to Maria di Segovia, Maria Henrietta Wharton, and 
Zenobia Ellrington) and mistresses (especially Harriet O’Connor and 
Louisa Vernon) are as confusing and diffi  cult to reconstruct from indi-
vidual stories as those of Zamorna. His pathological hatred for his sons, 
however, contrasts with Zamorna’s love for his children. Despite their 
cruel abandonment as babies, Edward and William Percy work their 
way back into aristocratic society and continue the theme of rivalry 
between two brothers, begun by Wellington’s two sons — a theme that 
continues to play itself out in The Professor and Shirley.23 

The driving force of the Glass Town and Angrian saga is the com-
plex love-hate relationship between Northangerland and Zamorna. 
Zamorna’s early confl icting attitudes to the ‘vile demagogue’ are com-
plicated by his marriage to Northangerland’s beloved daughter Mary. 
She becomes a pawn in their political rivalry during the Angrian Wars, 
for which Northangerland is basically responsible. The wars originate 
in the republican Northangerland’s inability to work for long with any 
constitutional leader, even his own son-in-law. Their struggle is that 
of two gigantic personalities fascinated by each other but both lust-
ing for the same power. Resolution of their relationship is impossible 
and only old age fi nally subdues their fi ery antagonism. Branwell traces 
Northangerland’s career relentlessly to the doors of Pandemonium, in 
a series of unstructured chronicles. Charlotte at fi rst moves her ideal 
hero (the early Arthur Wellesley) closer to Northangerland’s ruthless-
ness, indulging in the Byronic personality she now creates for Zamorna 
(Arthur’s new name not only refl ects his new title but also his modifi ed 
personality); but she maintains a realistic attitude towards her egotistical 
hero through her cynical narrator Lord Charles. In ‘Caroline Vernon’, 
her fi nal Angrian tale, Zamorna is viewed as a comic fi gure, a spent 

23 See ‘Two Rival Brothers’, in Alexander, The Early Writings of Charlotte Brontë 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983), 219–33.
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womanizer and despotic ruler; and Charlotte’s conventional heroines 
are beginning to be superseded by the independent Elizabeth Hastings, 
a prototype of Jane Eyre. Yet it is the fl amboyant Zenobia Ellrington, 
the devoted mistress Mina Laury, and the adolescent Caroline Vernon 
struggling with her emotions that characterize the heroines of the 
juvenilia. It is through such women and their relationships with 
Zamorna that Charlotte can test various responses to men well beyond 
her likely range of experience, just as ‘Northangerland’ enabled 
Branwell to test boundaries.

Charlotte made a formal repudiation of her Angrian writings at the 
age of 23 and, although she struggled against its infl uence for several 
more years and continued to draw on elements of her early creative 
life in her later writing, her fi rst novel The Professor represents a dis-
tinct break with her juvenilia. Branwell never made this break: until 
his death at the age of 31, his poetry and prose remained within the 
sphere of Angria, his mind imprisoned in and his behaviour largely 
circumscribed by his early fi ctional world. Although he published a 
review of the artist Thomas Bewick and translated at least six Odes of 
Horace, his fi nal poems, published in local newspapers, were all signed 
‘Northangerland’, the character that had fascinated and obsessed him 
since the age of 12.

The Gondal Saga: Emily and Anne
Unlike the Glass Town and Angrian saga, the Gondal saga cannot be 
easily reconstructed. The prose chronicles have disappeared and all 
that survives to indicate their former existence is a few passing refer-
ences in Emily and Anne’s Diary Papers and fragmentary lists of char-
acters (see Appendices A and B). The Diary Papers were designed to 
take stock of life and contemplate the future: the sisters agreed to write 
a paper every three or four years, usually on Emily’s birthday, to lock 
it away in a tin box (rather like a time capsule) and then open it only 
before writing the next one to assess what changes had taken place in 
their lives. The papers are particularly signifi cant in revealing the way 
the imaginative world of Gondal formed an integral part of the sisters’ 
everyday existence. They also indicate, as do the poems, that the plot 
and characters of Gondal owed much to Glass Town and Angria.

These few brief manuscripts, together with the poetry, are the only 
evidence we have by which to trace the events and nature of Gondal. 
Several attempts have been made to detail Gondal’s history (these 
are discussed below); but without the prose manuscripts we can only 
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glimpse the broad outlines. Even names remain confused and uncer-
tain: the same Gondal character may be referred to in diff erent ways, by 
initials, titles, Christian or full name, or the same initials may stand for 
more than one person. There are few narrative clues since the poems 
represent moments in the Gondal epic, points of intensity or crisis that 
lend themselves to expression in poetry rather than prose. Only the 
barest framework can be safely pieced together from available evidence, 
but it is arguable that this is all that is needed for an appreciation of 
Emily and Anne’s Gondal poetry.

origins and nature of gondal
We know from Charlotte and Branwell’s manuscripts that Emily and 
Anne were not always happy with their secondary role in the Glass Town 
saga. Their characters and tastes were diff erent: their heroes Parry and 
Ross were a blunt, unpolished Yorkshireman and a sour Scot, and their 
palaces were square stone buildings with slate roofs. The younger sisters 
preferred the cold-climate northern hemisphere they knew so well to 
the balmy African landscape and the high life of the Verdopolitan nobil-
ity. Charlotte told her publisher that she had ‘always liked Scotland 
as an idea’;24 and for Emily, in particular, the northern landscape of 
lakes and mountains — fi ltered through the pages of Sir Walter Scott’s 
highland romances and James Hogg’s writings on Scottish folklore in 
Blackwood’s — had a special appeal. The Yorkshire beginnings of Parry’s 
and Ross’s Lands were gradually transformed fi rst into the Scottish 
northern provinces of Glass Town and then into the setting so often 
evoked in the Gondal poems. Even the names of Gondal heroes were 
predominantly Scots (see Appendix B), although the infl uence of the 
oriental tales of Thomas Moore and Lord Byron are also evident in 
the poems (see, for example, Emily’s ‘And now the housedog stretched 
once more’, and Anne’s ‘Verses by Lady Geralda’ and ‘Alexander and 
Zenobia’, where the more exotic landscape may refl ect the warmer cli-
mate of southern Galdine in the Gondal saga). The supreme importance 
of nature, whether Scottish or Yorkshire, in the Gondal poems, however, 
owes as much to Emily and Anne’s close affi  nities to Wordsworth as to 
their own childhood experience of the moors.

From the beginning of the four children’s collaborative plays, Emily 
appears to have asserted her independence. Charlotte’s ‘History of 
the Year’ records ‘Emily’s and my bed plays’, a secret collaborative 

24 Charlotte Brontë to W. S. Williams, 20 July 1850: M. Smith (ed), The Letters of 
Charlotte Brontë (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995–2004), 2. 427.
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venture that was probably the origin of much of the Islanders’ Play in 
which Emily seems to have assumed a major role, again in league with 
Charlotte. Anne performs a role as one of the ‘Little Queens’ but is 
not mentioned by name in any of the tales. In ‘Tales of the Islanders’, 
the young authors enter their own dramas, interacting with the charac-
ters and experiencing their adventures. One of these escapades involves 
Charlotte and Emily alone, amid the landscape so often evoked in 
Emily’s poems, where ‘the wind sweeps with more fearful blast over 
this wild bleak moor’, where mountain sheep graze on the heath and 
fi nd shelter among the rocks, where the lark springs from his mossy 
bed as the authors approach. Further, when Charlotte had grown tired 
of the Islanders’ Play (recorded by her in volume 2, October 1829), it 
was Emily who took the lead, initiating the School Rebellion that looks 
forward to a central theme of Gondal. There is mutiny at the Palace 
School and the ringleaders are her characters, ‘little Johnny Lockhart’ 
and the Princess Victoria. 

The concept of a female authority fi gure seems to have been pecu-
liar to Emily. Her early fascination with the Princess Victoria, only ten 
months younger than herself, informs the Gondal saga, setting it apart 
from the male-dominated power structures of Glass Town. Suddenly 
thrust into the limelight in 1830 as heir to the British throne, Princess 
Victoria was adopted as a central player by Emily and her character and 
fortune reconfi gured with that of another Brontë heroine, Mary, Queen 
of Scots, whose tragic life of suspicion, murder, lovers, imprisonment, 
and death permeates the Gondal saga.25 Seven years later Emily’s inter-
est in Victoria had not abated: she recorded the young queen’s immi-
nent ascension to the throne in her Diary Paper of 26 June 1837, and 
transposed the event into her Gondal setting (Appendix A).

When Emily and Anne established their own imaginary world in 
1831, after Charlotte’s departure for Roe Head, they took with them 
much of the Glass Town formula: the concept of islands, the wild moor-
land scenery, a powerful princess, the struggles of a predominantly roy-
alist world, and even some names. The name ‘Almeida’, for example, 
reappears in Gondal as ‘Almeda’ (sometimes even spelt ‘Almeida’), and 
‘Augusta’ suggests not only Byron’s half-sister ‘Augusta’ but Augusta 
di Segovia, Branwell’s wicked femme fatale in the Glass Town saga. 
Much of Zamorna’s early ‘Scottish’ past, derived from Byron’s Gordon 
relations, is replayed in Gondal. The Gondalian ‘Unique Society’, 
wrecked on a desert island, recalls the secret society of Glass Town 

25 For Mary, Queen of Scots as a Brontë heroine, see Alexander and Smith, Oxford 
Companion to the Brontës, 322.
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nobles on Philosopher’s Island. As in the Islanders’ Play, the ‘Princes 
& Princesses’ of Gondal are besieged within the Palace of Instruction, 
some kept as prisoners in vaulted dungeons. In the Islanders’ Play, it 
was Emily who kept the key to the cells for ‘naughty school children’: 
‘These cells are dark, vaulted, arched and so far down in the earth that 
the loudest shriek could not be heard by any inhabitant of the upper 
world, and in these, as well as the dungeons, the most unjust torturing 
might go on without any fear of detection.’26 Dungeons proliferate in 
Gondal. Savage passion, imprisonment, murder, and rebellion were to 
be the hallmarks of the new saga. 

Other habits from the early plays also infl uenced Gondal. The meth-
ods of acting out events and of writing episodes in random order are 
particular features of Gondal. Even at the age of 27, during a train 
journey to York, Emily persuaded Anne to join her in playing at being a 
variety of characters ‘escaping from the palaces of instruction to join the 
Royalists who are hard driven at present by the victorious Republicans’ 
(Diary Paper, 30 July 1845). In the same Diary Paper, Emily mentions 
that she is writing the First War that took place at the beginning of the 
saga dated elsewhere in the 1820s. There was once a detailed chronol-
ogy of Gondal, as the dating on the various poems confi rms, but they 
are not written in the saga’s chronological order. As in the Gondal and 
Angrian saga, the same events could be recalled and rewritten at dif-
ferent times. They function as a storehouse for the young authors to 
plunder as the occasion arises.

the kingdom of gondal and its reconstruction
The central focus of the saga is the island of Gondal in the North Pacifi c, 
divided into four kingdoms and ruled by rival families, suggestive 
of the Shakespearean rivalries in Romeo and Juliet. In a landscape of 
wild moorland, harsh winter winds and snows, a drama of rebellion and 
betrayal in love and war is played out, as the enmity between the central 
characters is explored. The poems focus especially on the violent pas-
sions of the strong-willed heroine Augusta Geraldine Almeda (A.G.A.) 
and on the power struggle of Julius Brenzaida, who at one time was 
either her husband or lover.27 The action moves between Gondal, 

26 Alexander EEW 1. 24.
27 Lara Hinkley adds a third and less plausible possibility, suggesting two generations 

of Gondal history (see Derek Roper, The Poems of Emily Brontë (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1995), App. 7): the fi rst dominated by Julius Brenzaida and the second by his 
daughter, whom she identifi es as A.G.A.; a reading endorsed by Robert and Louise 
Barnard in A Brontë Encyclopedia (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 126–7. 
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whose capital is Regina, and the recently discovered Gaaldine, an island 
in the South Pacifi c, also divided into kingdoms but with a contrast-
ing tropical climate and verdant landscape. After friction between the 
Royalists, civil war breaks out and the Republicans gain the upper 
hand. A.G.A. becomes Queen of Gondal, but is murdered during the 
civil war, the topic of Emily’s fi nal poem.

The heroine A.G.A. is the subject and speaker of many of Emily’s 
poems. She is a passionate dark beauty, ruthless in both political and 
personal relationships, a female alternative to the Byronic heroes of 
Glass Town and Angria. When she tires of Amedeus, the lover of her 
childhood friend Angelica, she sends them both into exile. After an 
aff air and marriage with Alfred Sidonia of Aspin Castle, she abandons 
him to die of a broken heart. Her relationship with Alexander, Lord 
of Elbë, also ends in his violent death by Lake Elnor. Fernando De 
Samara meets a similar fate: A.G.A. loves, imprisons, then drives him 
into exile and suicide. And when her ‘passionate youth was nearly past’, 
she is murdered by the outlaw Douglas at the instigation of Angelica, 
while alone on Elmor Hill. The faithful Lord Eldred contemplates 
her tempestuous life that inspired both hate and devotion but never 
fulfi lled its promise.

Julius Brenzaida, Prince of Angora, is equally ambitious and ruth-
less. He is educated with Gondal’s other nobles, but imprisoned in 1825 
(Gondal chronology) for his involvement with the ambitious Rosina 
Alcona, whom he probably married. Other lovers include Geraldine 
Sidonia, whom he left grieving over their child in Zedora. He conquers 
Almedore in Gaaldine and, as King, he breaks his promise of union 
with Gerald Exina, warring against him for the throne of Gondal. 
Eventually Julius is made emperor, but soon assassinated (possibly by 
Amedeus) in his palace, where Rosina lies ill. Fifteen years later, Rosina 
laments his loss over his grave ‘on Angora’s shore’, probably on his 
estate (‘Cold in the earth’).

This brief structure of events, woven around two central characters, 
can be gleaned from available evidence; other attempts to provide a 
detailed chronology are more speculative. Some critics have seen all of 
Emily’s poems as part of a single epic, arranging them in a sequence to 
show Gondal representing ‘Wuthering Heights in the making’.28 Others 

28 Fannie Ratchford, Gondal’s Queen (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1955), 27. 
C. W. Hatfi eld (Complete Poems of Emily Jane Brontë) endorsed Ratchford’s infl uential 
reconstruction, much of which has proved correct; but problems remain with her identi-
fi cation of three characters as the single heroine A.G.A. and the grouping of all Emily’s 
poems to fi t this pattern.
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focused on the imaginative transformation of Gondal characters into 
Catherine, Heathcliff , and Edgar.29 Yet other critics maintained a rigid 
separation between Gondal and non-Gondal poetry, reducing the 
importance of Gondal and arguing its regressive infl uence on the qual-
ity of both Emily and Anne’s work. They condemned Gondal verse as 
‘Byronic melodrama’ and ‘pseudo-martial rubbish’.30 

Emily herself appears to give support to the idea of separation since 
she copied her work into two notebooks in February 1844, one initialled 
‘E.J.B.’ (E.J.B. Notebook; also referred to as the Honresfeld manuscript) 
and the other headed ‘Gondal Poems’ (‘Gondal Poems’ Notebook). In 
the ‘Gondal Poems’ Notebook the verse appears to follow a chron-
ology and to be grouped around certain characters, whereas the E.J.B. 
Notebook includes essentially personal lyrics with no specifi c Gondal 
references. From 1844 on, Emily added new poems to each notebook, 
ostensibly making a distinction between Gondal and non-Gondal verse. 
However, a third notebook she copied poems from, known as the Ashley 
MS, made no distinction between ‘personal’ and Gondal poetry. One 
poem in particular (‘O Dream, where art thou now?’) was transcribed 
without change into the E.J.B. Notebook and four others were copied 
into the ‘Gondal Poems’ Notebook.31 The fact that not all the poems 
were copied suggests that Emily was selecting the best, perhaps for 
future anonymous publication32 and that she was selecting from poetry 
that in her mind had a unifi ed vision but that needed to be ‘deGon-
dalized’ for other readers. The distinction between Gondal and non-
Gondal, then, may not be so clear-cut as is generally believed, and its 
persistent use seems designed to discourage biographical readings.33

More recent critics, while often acknowledging an ostensible Gondal 
and non-Gondal division, prefer to see Emily’s work as a whole. They 
argue that the same preoccupations occur in all her poetry, the same 

29 See esp. Mary Visick, The Genesis of Wuthering Heights (Hong Kong: Hong 
Kong University Press, 1958). Further summaries of Gondal reconstructions can be 
found in Derek Roper, The Poems of Emily Brontë (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), 
App. 7, and in Janet Gezari; Emily Jane Brontë: The Complete Poems, xxix–xxxii.

30 Derek Stanford, in Muriel Spark and Derek Stanford, Emily Brontë: Her Life and 
Work (London: Peter Owen), 143–4.

31 ‘Lord of Elbë, on Elbë hill’, ‘O wander not so far away!’, ‘To the bluebell’, and ‘From 
our evening fi reside now’.

32 Fannie Ratchford fi rst put forward the view that Emily probably thought of publica-
tion before Charlotte suggested it to her (Gondal’s Queen, 31–2).

33 See e.g. Lucasta Miller, The Brontë Myth (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003), 252, 
where Virginia Moore’s ‘sensationalist’ 1936 personal reading of ‘The Prisoner’ is coun-
tered by the narrative Gondal context; although Miller concedes that the poem ‘does 
have a penumbra of metaphorical meaning’.
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exploration of the constraint and limitation of human existence, and 
the same element of dramatization.34 Seemingly personal poems, like 
‘Well some may hate and some may scorn’, need not refer specifi cally 
to a dead person in Emily’s experience. It is not hard to imagine that 
many of the poems classifi ed as ‘personal’ might have originally been 
spoken by Gondal characters, whose views refl ect those of their creator 
(‘Shall Earth no more inspire thee’, for example); certainly a number 
of these personal poems either discuss the source of Emily’s imagina-
tive experience (‘Alone I sat’ and ‘I’ll come when thou art saddest’) 
or directly address her ‘God of Visions’ (as in ‘To Imagination’). Her 
poems are chiefl y dramatic lyrics, spoken by imagined characters at 
particular moments in time. Gondal allows Emily a lyric impersonality: 
she can participate in diff erent scenarios, write with abandon and yet 
write intensely out of her own experience.

Thus when Emily came to select poems for the sisters’ joint publica-
tion of Poems in 1846, after Charlotte’s dramatic discovery of one of her 
manuscript notebooks, she needed to alter only the occasional Gondal 
word to make her poems appear personal (see the Explanatory Notes to 
Emily’s poems). Even the simple removal of the Gondal speaker’s ini-
tials might suggest the poem is personal, as in ‘Song’ (beginning ‘The 
linnet in the rocky dells’). And even after the publication of Wuthering 
Heights, Emily still found in her epic world a source of inspiration for 
her personal concerns. As late as May 1848, seven months before her 
death, she was working on a Gondal civil war poem: she never aban-
doned her imaginary world. As she stated in her Diary Paper of 1845: 
‘We intend sticking fi rm by the rascals as long as they delight us.’

In Emily’s case, then, it is more constructive to see her poetic vision 
whole. Although her poems selected for this edition are generally 
her more obvious Gondal ones, other important poems (such as ‘To 
Imagination’) are included because they express the same concerns as 
those of the Gondal saga or have been inspired by similar powerfully 
imagined situations.

There is no such problem with Anne’s Gondal poems; they can 
be clearly distinguished. Comparatively few poems by Anne exist, 
approximately fi fty-three compared to some two hundred by Emily, 
and of these just under half were composed within a Gondal con-
text. Anne’s Gondal poems can be divided into two groups, based on 
periods when she was at home: her earliest extant poems written 

34 See e.g. Lyn Pykett, Emily Brontë, (London: Macmillan, 1989), 69. Louise and 
Robert Barnard point out that ‘the personal or confessional note is comparatively rare’ in 
the so-called ‘personal’ poems (Brontë Encyclopedia, 272).
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between 1836 and 1838, when she was aged 16–18, and those written 
between late 1845 (after she left Thorp Green) and 1846. This does not 
appear to have been accidental. From the beginning she seems to have 
followed Emily’s lead, writing about Gondal almost entirely under her 
infl uence (with the sole exception of her 30 July 1841 Diary Paper). 
Like Emily, Anne continued to exploit the Gondal context throughout 
her life, but her involvement with the saga was never as intense or as 
committed as that of her sister.

As Anne matured and gained a greater experience of the outside 
world than Emily, she seems to have deliberately distinguished, in a 
way that Emily never did, between the fantasy she wished to retain for 
Emily’s sake and her own increasingly personal concerns about her role 
in life and her relationship with God. Comparisons between her few 
letters and her personal poetry reveal that her practice was that of her 
heroine Agnes Grey, who considered her poems as ‘relics of past suff er-
ings and experience, like pillars of witness set up in travelling through 
the vale of life, to mark particular occurrences’ (Agnes Grey, ch. 17). 
The heroine of Anne’s earliest poem (‘Verses by Lady Geralda’, 1836) 
refl ects keenly her author’s endurance and determination: despite a 
profound sense of loss and sadness, this Gondal heroine leaves home, 
as Anne herself did two months before, happy in the prospect of activ-
ity. Even in her Gondal poetry, Anne was already articulating the per-
sonal concerns that were to become the hallmark of her philosophical 
and religious poems.

Ellen Nussey noted that Emily and Anne were ‘like twins’ during 
their early years, but as they grew older Emily’s obsessive desire for pri-
vacy, particularly from her family whom she felt might misunderstand 
her, meant that even Anne was increasingly excluded from a knowledge 
of what she had written. Emily’s pen-and-ink sketch that fi lls approxi-
mately a third of the Diary Paper manuscript of 26 June 1837 shows 
the sisters in a collaborative venture. Anne is seated at the top left of 
a table, leaning on her elbows thinking. Emily is facing Anne with her 
back to the viewer and on the table are books, papers, and ‘The Tin 
Box’, in which the papers were kept. Yet the accompanying text makes 
clear that despite this proximity, the two writers were not fully aware of 
the content of each other’s work. Anne knows that Emily is writing ‘the 
Emperor Julius’s life’, since she has heard some of it and wants ‘very 
much to hear the rest’, but Emily is silent about the poetry she is writ-
ing and Anne is left to record ‘I wonder what it is about?’ Furthermore, 
only a few character names were used by both sisters, suggesting they 
were responsible for diff erent characters and kingdoms in the saga. 
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Although Emily and Anne both used the same memorandums and 
chronologies, drawn up in the early stages of Gondal, their composi-
tions appear to have been independently conceived.

the significance of gondal
The importance of collaboration in the early writing lives of the 
Brontës cannot be underestimated in its contribution to their literary 
development.35 Anne’s fi rst novel Agnes Grey follows a straightforward 
linear structure strongly suggestive of the autobiographical Gondal 
chronicles she and Emily were writing: ‘Augustus-Almedas life 1st v.’, 
‘the Emperor Julius’s life’, ‘the 4th volume of Sofala Vernon’s life’, and 
‘the third volume of passages in the life of an Individual’ (Appendix A). 
Although preceded and followed by references to Gondal, it is thought 
that the latter may refer to an early draft of Agnes Grey. 

Gondal is of particular importance, however, in relation to Emily 
Brontë’s only novel, Wuthering Heights. The relationship between the 
two is inescapable: not only do we fi nd similar themes, associations, and 
images which strongly suggest that the novel grew out of the saga,36 but 
Emily continued writing about Gondal after her novel was completed. 
Numerous parallels have been detected, such as a dark, inscrutable 
Gondal child similar to Heathcliff , and a theme of childhood contrast, 
recorded in the Explanatory Notes to this edition. More signifi cant 
than detailed parallels, however, Emily’s poetry can be seen as provid-
ing ‘the emotional and spiritual context’ for Wuthering Heights.37

For Emily, both poetry and novel were clearly ‘hewn’ in the same 
‘wild workshop’.38 As in Wuthering Heights, the Gondal poetry is dom-
inated by situations of isolation, exile, revenge, and death. Characters 
lament their separation and imprisonment, often from a loved one as a 
result of death. Like the relationship between Heathcliff  and Catherine, 

35 In The Birth of Wuthering Heights (London: Macmillan, 1998), Edward Chitham 
extrapolates from Gondal poems Emily’s working techniques in Wuthering Heights 
and supports his detailed chronology for the composition of the novel by showing how 
Gondal was transposed into Wuthering Heights.

36 Mary Visick’s Genesis of Wuthering Heights provides a useful list of ‘possible parallels’ 
between Gondal and the novel.

37 Janet Gezari, Last Things: Emily Brontë’s Poems (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007), 4. Gezari’s fascinating study examines Emily’s poetry in relation to her over-
whelming preoccupation with Death and its relation to the joy of life and to eternity; 
she makes no distinction between Gondal and non-Gondal poems, focusing instead on 
the way the poetry works as Romantic lyric and philosophical statement. Her notion 
of ‘intentional dreaming’ (p. 7) is helpful in understanding the personal nature of the 
‘Gondal’ poems.

38 Charlotte Brontë, Preface to 1850 edition of Wuthering Heights.
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their loyalties are strong and their emotions violent. The beauties of 
nature, especially the wind and the moors, console and bring spiritual 
release to Gondal’s prisoners. Life in Gondal is dominated by a pervad-
ing sense of confi nement, sometimes physical and sometimes spiritual, 
where the speaker is chained by powerful emotions, memories, and the 
consequences of action. In such a world, death becomes a liberating 
alternative. Unlike the Glass Town and Angrian saga, where relation-
ships can be redeemed and lives remade, events in Gondal are fi nal and 
players in ‘Earth’s dungeon tomb’ must reconcile themselves to a life 
of ‘change and suff ering’ (‘Cold in the earth’). 

In ‘Julian M. and A.G. Rochelle’, vision and imagination off er the 
captive a means of transcending the ‘living grave’ of prison bondage. 
Paradoxically, A.G. Rochelle is rescued from her dungeon existence 
by a nightly ‘messenger of Hope’, who presages a visionary experience 
that raises her to a reality beyond her physical restriction. Immured 
instead within this recurring vision that is ‘divine’, she is reconciled to 
the ‘unapproved’ sentence of this world’s ‘gloom and desolate despair’. 
Again, in the more simple lyric ‘I’m happiest when most away’, the 
speaker rejoices in the soul’s transcendence of mortal limits. The sense 
of liberty expressed in this poem represents the same need that Charlotte 
documented so urgently in her Roe Head Journal; and the wind brings 
the same small voice that would herald relief from ‘this world’s desolate 
and boundless deluge’. Emily’s visionary world became habitual and 
sustaining, a form of practised meditation that could free the poetic 
mind from the confi nes of a circumscribed and bigoted world.

Anne, too, found relief in Gondal from the limitations imposed on 
the lives of young Victorian women. Like Emily she came to see her 
own condition as a kind of imprisonment, with few alternatives of 
escape. Her prisoners glimpse in dreams the consolation of love — a 
physical love grounded in reality, unlike Emily’s visionary consola-
tion — but, denied such human joys, they resign themselves to the per-
manence of captivity. Their loved ones are equally constrained, denied 
the emotional sustenance of their relationship. In ‘Weep not too much, 
my darling’, acceptance of this ‘dungeon gloom’ and possible delivery 
from ‘fruitless yearnings’ comes in an imaginative identifi cation with 
the loved one’s experience of nature, drawn as it is from the memories 
of past pleasures of ‘Nature’s bounties’. For Anne, the natural world 
does not alter; it is the speaker’s perception that changes and that can 
be changed again by memory and (particularly in her later and more 
personal poems) by belief in an all-loving God, author of the natural 
landscape that provides so much consolation. Even within the world of 
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Gondal, Anne’s faith and hope in life contrasts with Emily’s dogged 
stoicism and points towards the high ideals expressed in Agnes Grey 
and in Anne’s last brave poem where she still desires to do good in the 
world despite the news of devastating illness.39

Gondal has been called ‘the secret room in Emily Brontë’s 
imagination’.40 The poetry allows us only glimpses of a creative space 
occupied by stories of personal resilience, powerful love, and tragedy 
that would fi nd their ultimate expression in Emily’s great novel 
Wuthering Heights. Yet Gondal, like Glass Town and Angria, was not 
so much an alternative to the actual world as ‘a way to write about that 
world’;41 it provided ‘occasions for powerful poems’. Through Gondal 
both sisters discovered the resources of poetry for spiritual and emo-
tional expression. As the sisters grew older, Anne — once as close as a 
twin — gradually ceased to share Emily’s personal vision of the saga, just 
as the partnership between Charlotte and Branwell slowly disintegrated 
as their interests and aesthetic vision changed with maturity. There can 
be no doubt, however, that their early collaboration provided a unique 
imaginary world that was both workshop and playground. Using the 
biblical images of the mustard seed and almond rod, both planted in 
youth, Charlotte describes the momentous eff ect Glass Town, Angria, 
and Gondal had on the lives of herself and her siblings:

The mustard-seed on distant land
Bends down a mighty tree,
The dry unbudding almond-wand
Has touched eternity.

The young Brontës nourished each other’s imaginations and devel-
oped in their youthful writings the independent styles and themes that 
can be seen fully developed in their mature poetry and famous novels.

39 ‘A dreadful darkness closes in’ (Chitham (ed.), Poems of Anne Brontë (London: 
Macmillan, 1979, repr. 1987), 163–4), written after news of her incurable tuberculosis.

40 Nina Auerbach, ‘This Changeful Life: Emily Brontë’s Anti-Romance’, in Sandra 
Gilbert and Susan Gubar (eds.), Shakespeare’s Sisters: Feminist Essays on Women Poets 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1970), 49.

41 Gezari, Last Things, 59.



NOTE ON THE TEXT

This selection from the Brontës’ writings is designed to illustrate the 
collaborative nature of their early creative life, and the progression of 
their youthful plays into the elaborate sagas of Glass Town and Angria, 
and Gondal. The Brontës continued to write poems and stories associ-
ated with their childhood creations well into their twenties and even 
beyond, making subject matter rather than the authors’ ages the most 
useful basis for selection from their so-called juvenilia.1 I have there-
fore chosen material that is clearly related to their imaginary worlds. In 
Emily’s case the choice is nuanced: because it is important to view all 
Emily’s poetry as the product of a single imaginative source, several of 
her most signifi cant poems that are often considered ‘personal’ are also 
included, since they too can be seen as articulating both her Gondal char-
acters’ and her own concerns. The volume of Charlotte’s early writings 
is greater than all her novels, and Branwell’s juvenilia are equally volu-
minous. In the case of Emily and Anne, only six early Diary Papers with 
brief references to Gondal and a few notes survive in prose (see 
Appendices A and B), and selection must be made from their body of 
surviving poetry. I have tried to keep in check the temptation to include 
more of the larger sample of Charlotte’s and Branwell’s juvenilia, and 
to concentrate on texts that are most representative of their shared 
nature and intertextuality. Above all this edition seeks to convey the 
frenetic family activity, the sheer mass and literary allusiveness of the 
young Brontës’ all-encompassing imaginative world.

The text of this edition has been prepared from the surviving holo-
graph manuscripts, with the exceptions of the ‘E.J.B.’ Notebook poems 
(also known as the Honresfeld Manuscript and available only in fac-
simile) and ‘Two Romantic Tales’ (available in an early transcription). 
All sources and manuscript details, including signifi cant variants in 
early drafts, are recorded in the Explanatory Notes. Although eight of 
Emily’s and four of Anne’s poems in this edition were published in the 
1846 edition of Poems arranged by the Brontë sisters themselves, I have 
chosen to include the manuscript versions that were composed as part 
of the Gondal saga rather than the published versions where all Gondal 
references were removed for a general audience; the changes made on 

1 In the case of the Brontës, the term ‘juvenilia’ is generally extended beyond its 
common meaning of works produced in an author’s youth.
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publication are listed in the Explanatory Notes.2 The text follows the 
manuscripts closely (including the layout of headings and signatures), 
while recognizing that a printed transcription must diverge from a 
handwritten source in certain ways and that the aim of this edition is to 
produce an accessible version of the Brontës’ early writings for general 
readers and students.

The Brontës’ original grammar (including errors) and their often 
idiosyncratic word division have been retained; for example up-stairs, 
upstairs, and up stairs, which the OED notes were all in common usage 
in the nineteenth century. Other idiosyncrasies and inconsistencies, 
which form part of the texture of the writing, such as capitals in dis-
play print and abbreviations (for example, the use of initial letters for 
names, &c for etc, and ampersand — except where it begins a sentence) 
have also been preserved. Archaisms, which often refl ect the Brontës’ 
sources, are preserved in the texts (for example, devine for divine); all 
four Brontës were inclined to use both modern and obsolete spellings 
of the same word indiscriminately. They also frequently used alterna-
tive spellings of the same word (for example, inquire and enquire); both 
spellings for such words can be found in this edition, often in the same 
story. It may be surprising to discover that apparently incorrect words 
like cheif, accuratly, deafning, and untill are used in the King James 
Version of the Bible and in editions of Shakespeare, Milton, and other 
writers read by the Brontës; and the past tense of common verbs like 
to eat could still be rendered alternatively ate or eat in the nineteenth 
century. However, spelling errors (including the common confusion of 
their for there, were for where, whos for whose, you’re for your) have been 
corrected, and occasional letters left off  the beginning or end of a word 
owing to speed of writing have been replaced as in a spelling correction 
(for example, where the should be they, of should be off , as should be 
has). Less perfunctory omissions of words and parts of words have been 
inserted and signalled by square brackets (for example, proceed[ed]). 
French accents and spelling errors have been corrected or noted. The 
occasional repeated or redundant word mistakenly left in the text when 
an authorial change was made has been omitted. The spelling of his-
torical names and places has been corrected; but the variant spellings 

2 In most cases these variants illustrate the removal of Gondal references for 
publication, often altering the context to such an extent that it could be argued that 
several manuscript poems revised for the 1846 edition represent diff erent versions 
rather than early drafts of the same poem (as in the case of Emily’s ‘Julian M. and A.G. 
Rochelle’).
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of names and places in the sagas have been preserved, except for incon-
sistent hyphenation and where spellings are inconsistent in the same 
manuscript. The variant spellings of names and places refl ect diff erent 
usage by the authors. For example, the spellings Ellrington, Wellesley, 
Rogue, Sdeath, Jibbel Kumri generally identify Charlotte’s manuscripts, 
whereas Branwell often uses the spellings Elrington, Wellesly, Rougue or 
Rouge, Sdeath, and Jibbel Kumrii. And Charlotte’s spelling of Free-Town 
in ‘The Spell’ indicates an earlier manuscript than ‘Caroline Vernon’ 
where her predominant spelling is Freetown, as in the capital of Sierra 
Leone (then a British Colony) on which the imaginary town is based.

A distinction has been made between prose (including poems occur-
ring in a prose text) and poetry texts in the treatment of punctuation. In 
the prose the erratic manuscript punctuation has been altered and miss-
ing punctuation supplied while still preserving much of the original, 
including some idiosyncratic punctuation in display headings. In 
Charlotte’s manuscripts, for example, her habit of indicating punctuation 
with dashes has been retained where possible but dashes that simply fi ll 
the end of a line have been omitted. Generally her dashes are used 
indiscriminately but occasionally they represent her headlong style, as 
when she is keen to refl ect her narrator’s excitement or a character’s 
thoughts, rather like Jane Austen’s indirect narrative style. Paragraphs 
have been introduced where necessary (including a new line for a new 
speaker) in what would otherwise frequently be pages of unbroken 
prose text. In the poetry, where the layout is clearer for the reader and 
the rhythm and syntax more idiosyncratic, manuscript punctuation 
has been preserved even where ambiguities exist since they may indi-
cate meaning. The sole exceptions are where I have felt it necessary 
to complete quotation marks, remove or add very occasional punctua-
tion (recorded in notes), and regularize apostrophes for possessives, 
contractions, and elisions (as, for example, in Emily’s use of o’er and 
’twas). In line with this policy, capitalization has been regularized in 
the prose manuscripts since it appears not to show nineteenth-century 
practice but to have been used indiscriminately, making the preserva-
tion of irregular capitals meaningless. In poetry manuscripts, how-
ever, decisions about capitalization are less clear-cut and may indicate 
emphasis. I have therefore preserved the idiosyncratic capitalization 
within poems since it is less frequent and again may carry meaning; but 
I have added capitals in a few titles and at the beginning of lines where 
necessary. Nevertheless, because of the minuscule scripts, distinguishing 
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in transcription between some capital and lower-case letters (such as 
s, f, m, and w) remains problematic.

Despite the use of a magnifying glass to assist in deciphering the 
minuscule script of the Brontës’ early writings, some readings must 
remain conjectural; all such readings are noted in square brackets 
with a question mark. Editorial insertions are made in square brackets, 
as indicated above, and have been kept to a minimum; these are used 
chiefl y in Branwell’s stories to replace parts of words that have been 
torn or crumbled away at the edge of a manuscript where the paper 
has deteriorated. In several of Charlotte’s early manuscripts, too, parts 
of words are obliterated by ink blots and the ends of words are miss-
ing at the edges of the page because of the way the little booklets have 
been divided and the pages mounted by early book collectors. 
Branwell’s relatively neat but minute hand is diffi  cult to decipher (let-
ters like t and l, r and v can be easily confused); and his rapid com-
position resulted in little or no punctuation, random pen marks and 
dashes that are easily confused with possible punctuation, and sporadic 
paragraphing.

Sample facsimile pages from Charlotte and Branwell’s earliest 
works have been included (p. 2) to illustrate the editorial problems 
and the diffi  culty of transcription and also to demonstrate the highly 
developed sense of design and ‘publication’ implicit in their attitudes 
towards their writing. Their concern for the layout of their text was 
developed in imitation of adult magazines and books, and this has 
been reproduced in headings, signatures, and general format in 
this edition, with only occasional minor alterations. For example, 
I have used italics to represent Charlotte’s longhand script where she 
has deliberately distinguished her own signature and date of compos-
ition from the minuscule printed script of her pseudonymous signa-
ture ‘Charles Wellesley’. In her later novelettes where she was less 
concerned with layout, I have introduced the headings ‘Part 1’ and 
‘Part 2’ to clarify the divisions she indicates by her chapter headings. 
Most of Anne’s poems are fair copies, written in a neat, clear longhand, 
unlike her siblings who were less amenable to Mr Brontë’s admoni-
tions to write ‘in a good, plain, and legible hand’.3 She used minus-
cule script only for drafts and for occasional signatures, dates, and line 
numbers (represented in the text in italics); her manuscripts exhibit 
few of the problems encountered in the transcription of Emily’s untidy 
minuscule script. A facsimile page is included to represent Emily and 

3 Comment by Mr Brontë at the top of the fi rst page of one of Anne Brontë’s 
notebooks, Princeton University Library.
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Anne’s collaborative Diary Papers (p. 486); this particular manuscript, 
written by Emily, demonstrates her lack of concern for mechan-
ics that is perhaps as signifi cant as her siblings’ concern for neatness 
and design, suggesting her lack of interest in public performance and 
the more private nature of her imaginary world. The fi rst page of her 
‘Gondal Poems’ Notebook, with its decorated heading (illustrated on 
p. 392), however, is an exception that recalls the pride in book-making 
she shared with her siblings.
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CHRONOLOGY

1812 Marriage of Patrick Brontë (b. 17 Apr. 1777) to Maria Branwell 
(b. 15 Apr. 1783) at Guisely, near Leeds, Yorkshire (29 Dec.).

1814–20 Children born in quick succession: Maria (baptized (23 Apr.); birth 
date unknown), Elizabeth (8 Feb. 1815), Charlotte (21 Apr. 1816), 
Patrick Branwell (26 June 1817), Emily Jane (30 July 1818), Anne 
(17 Jan. 1820). Brontë family goes to live in the Parsonage, Haworth, 
where Patrick is perpetual curate (Apr. 1820).

1821 Aunt Elizabeth Branwell comes to live with the family (May). 
Mrs Brontë dies (15 Sept.).

1824 Maria and Elizabeth go to Clergy Daughters’ School at Cowan 
Bridge (21 July); followed by Charlotte (10 Aug.) and Emily 
(25 Nov.).

1825 Maria dies of tuberculosis (6 May), as does Elizabeth (15 June). 
Charlotte and Emily removed from school (1 June). Brontë children 
taught at home by their father and aunt (1825–30).

1826 Branwell receives box of toy soldiers from his father (5 June) 
inspiring the Young Men’s Play which leads to Brontë children’s 
imaginary sagas of Glass Town and Angria, and Gondal.

1827 Branwell’s earliest extant manuscript, ‘Battell Book’, illustrated with 
pencil and watercolour (12 Mar.).

1828 Charlotte’s earliest extant manuscript, ‘There was once a little 
girl and her name was Ane’, illustrated with tiny watercolours 
(Jan.). 

1829 First indication of the infl uence of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 
in ‘Branwell’s Blackwood’s Magazine’ (Jan.). Charlotte writes ‘The 
History of the Year’ (12 Mar.). Brontë children stay with their Uncle 
Fennell, Parsonage House, Crosstone; Charlotte’s earliest surviving 
letter with the fi rst written reference to drawing (23 Sept.).

1831 Charlotte goes to Margaret Wooler’s school at Roe Head, Mirfi eld 
(17 Jan.), makes lifelong friends with fellow pupils Ellen Nussey 
and Mary Taylor. Aunt Branwell acquires Fraser’s Magazine for the 
Brontës (May).

1832 Charlotte leaves Roe Head (mid-June) and teaches her sisters at 
home.

1833 Patrick Brontë joins Keighley Mechanics’ Institute gaining access to 
library, reading room, and lectures. Branwell writes ‘The Politics of 
Verdopolis’ (23 Oct.–15 Nov.).

1834 Charlotte and Branwell create Angria, a new kingdom in the Glass 
Town saga; Emily and Anne break away to create Gondal. Charlotte
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exhibits two pencil drawings at summer exhibition of the Royal 
Northern Society for the Encouragement of the Fine Arts, Leeds 
( June); she writes ‘The Spell’ (21 June –21 July). Emily and Anne 
write their fi rst extant diary paper, including earliest mention of 
Gondal (24 Nov.).

1835 Branwell visits Liverpool, purchases Byron’s Childe Harold’s 
Pilgrimage (30 May); drafts letter to Royal Academy of Arts 
requesting permission to present his drawings (June–July). 
Charlotte accompanied by Emily returns to Roe Head as teacher 
(29 July). Branwell’s course of art lessons with William Robinson 
completed; he writes to Robinson to arrange further lessons to 
prepare for entry as a student to the Royal Academy Schools 
(16 Nov.). Anne replaces Emily at Roe Head (late Oct.). Branwell 
asks the editor of Blackwood’s Magazine to employ him to replace 
James Hogg; he receives no reply to this or later letters (7 Dec.).

1836 Branwell now a member of Freemason’s Lodge, Haworth; acts 
as secretary for Masonic meetings (Apr.). Emily writes her 
fi rst extant poem, a fragment from the Gondal saga (c.12 July). 
Charlotte sends specimens of her poetry to Robert Southey 
telling him of her ambition to be ‘for ever known’ as a poet 
(29 Dec.). Anne writes her fi rst extant poem ‘Verses by Lady Geralda’ 
(Dec.). 

1837 Branwell sends a poem to Wordsworth advising of his ambition 
to be a poet (10 Jan.). Wordsworth fails to reply. Southey’s reply to 
Charlotte acknowledges her ‘faculty of verse’ but advises her 
to ‘write poetry for its own sake . . . not with a view to celebrity’ 
(12 Mar.). Charlotte’s Roe Head Journal reveals confl ict between her 
imaginary world and duty to teach ‘dolts’ in the classroom. Anne 
leaves Roe Head ill and depressed, a state exacerbated by religious 
crisis (Dec.).

1838 Branwell sets up as a portrait painter in Bradford (May). Margaret 
Wooler’s school moves from Roe Head to Heald’s House, Dewsbury 
Moor (?Feb./Mar.); Charlotte leaves the school suff ering from nervous 
depression (23 May); returns to school (late June/Aug.). Emily takes 
up teaching post at Miss Patchett’s school at Law Hill, near Halifax 
(end Sept.). Charlotte leaves Margaret Wooler’s school for the last 
time (Dec.).

1839 Emily returns to Haworth from Law Hill (Mar.). Anne goes as 
governess to the Inghams at Blake Hall, Mirfi eld (8 Apr.). Branwell 
abandons career as professional artist and returns to Haworth (mid-
May). Charlotte goes for three months as governess to Sidgwicks 
at Stonegappe, near Skipton (May); returns to Haworth (19 July). 
Branwell visits Liverpool (July). Charlotte writes her last novelette 
‘Caroline Vernon’ (July–Dec.), ‘Farewell to Angria’ (late Sept.). 
Anne leaves the Inghams (Dec.).
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1840 Branwell becomes tutor to Postlethwaites at Boughton-in-
Furness (1 Jan.); writes to Hartley Coleridge, asking him for his 
opinion on his poem ‘At dead of midnight’ and his translations 
of two of Horace’s Odes (20 Apr.); is encouraged by Hartley 
when he visits him at Rydal Water. Anne goes as governess to 
Robinson family of Thorp Green, near York (?8 May). Branwell 
sends Horace translation to Hartley Coleridge (27 June); returns 
to Haworth after dismissal by Postlethwaites (June); engaged as 
Assistant Clerk at Sowerby Bridge Railway Station (31 Aug.). 
Charlotte sends the opening chapters of a MS novel (Ashworth) to 
Hartley Coleridge (?Nov.); acknowledges his candid opinion that 
her novel unlikely to be accepted for publication (10 Dec.).

1841 Charlotte goes as governess to White Family of Upperwood House, 
near Bradford (end Feb.–Mar.). Branwell moves to Luddenden Foot 
as Clerk in Charge of the station (1 Apr.); becomes fi rst of Brontë 
children to be published author with appearance of his poems in 
Halifax Guardian (5 June). Charlotte, Anne, and Emily plan to start 
school of their own (July); Charlotte declines invitation to take over 
Margaret Wooler’s school (Oct.).

1842 Patrick Brontë escorts Charlotte and Emily to the Pensionnat 
Heger in Brussels where they enrol as pupils to improve their 
languages (Feb.). Branwell held responsible for discrepancy 
in accounts and dismissed by Leeds and Manchester Railway 
(31 Mar.). Aunt Elizabeth Branwell dies (29 Oct.), leaving a legacy of 
£350 for each of her nieces. Anne returns to Haworth for the funeral 
(3 Nov.). Charlotte and Emily arrive too late (8 Nov.).

1843 Branwell joins Anne at Thorp Green as tutor to young Edmund 
Robinson (?21 Jan.). Charlotte returns to Brussels (27 Jan.); gives 
English lessons to M. Heger and his brother-in-law; becomes 
increasingly lonely and obsessed with her love for M. Heger. Emily 
remains at Haworth as housekeeper.

1844 Charlotte leaves Brussels to return to Haworth (1 Jan.); discovers her 
father’s eyesight failing which inhibits her plans for starting a school; 
she abandons the idea after unsuccessfully advertising for students 
(Nov.). Emily begins to transcribe her poems into two notebooks, 
one titled ‘Gondal Poems’, the other untitled (Feb.).

1845 Anne resigns a month before Branwell dismissed from Thorp 
Green following suspicions of an aff air with Mrs Robinson; he 
drinks to drown his distress. Anne and Emily make their ‘fi rst 
long journey’ together to York (30 June to 2 July). Charlotte 
discovers one of Emily’s notebooks of poetry and persuades her 
sisters to prepare a selection for joint publication (Sept.); they 
also begin writing their fi rst novels for publication. Branwell’s poem 
‘Penmaenmawr’, published in Halifax Guardian, contains covert 
references to Mrs Robinson as his ‘Angel’ (20 Dec.).
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1846 Poems by Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell published by Aylott 
& Jones (May), only two copies sold. Charlotte off ers ‘three 
tales’ (The Professor, Wuthering Heights, and Agnes Grey) to 
Aylott & Jones for publication; they decline but off er advice 
(6 Apr.). During the next year the MSS are rejected by fi ve more 
publishers. Patrick Brontë’s sight restored by cataract operation 
and, while nursing him in Manchester, Charlotte begins Jane Eyre. 
Anne writes her fi nal Gondal poem ‘Gloomily the clouds are sailing’ 
(Oct.).

1847 Thomas Cautley Newby accepts Emily’s Wuthering Heights and 
Anne’s Agnes Grey for publication but not Charlotte’s The Professor; 
Smith, Elder and Co. also reject it but accept Jane Eyre which is 
published to immediate acclaim (19 Oct.). Newby hastily publishes 
Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey together in 3 vols., confusing the 
Bell authorship (beg. Dec.).

1848 Emily writes her fi nal poem ‘Why ask to know’ (13 May). Anne’s 
second novel The Tenant of Wildfell Hall by Acton Bell, published 
in three volumes by Newby (c.June). Charlotte and Anne travel 
to London to prove there is more than one author named ‘Bell’ 
and are entertained by publisher George Smith (7–11 July). 
Branwell dies of chronic bronchitis and marasmus (24 Sept.) 
aged 31. Emily dies of pulmonary tuberculosis (19 Dec.) aged 30.

1849 Anne dies of pulmonary tuberculosis at Scarborough (28 May), 
aged 29. Charlotte’s novel Shirley published by Smith, Elder 
(26 Oct.).

1850 Charlotte’s ‘edited’ edition of Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey, 
published with ‘Notice’ about her sisters and a selection of their 
poems (10 Dec.).

1853 Villette, Charlotte’s fi nal novel, published by Smith, Elder 
(28 Jan.).

1854 Charlotte marries Revd Arthur Bell Nicholls, her father’s curate (29 
Jan.).

1855 Charlotte dies in early stages of pregnancy (31 Mar.); outlived by her 
father (d. 1861) and husband (d. 1906).

1857 Elizabeth Gaskell’s Life of Charlotte Brontë published in two volumes 
(25 Mar.). The Professor, A Tale by Currer Bell, published in two 
volumes by Smith, Elder and Co., with a preface by Nicholls (6 
June).



CHARLOTTE BRONTË



Plate 1: (a) The Young Men’s Magazine for October 1830, ‘edited’ by 
Charlotte Brontë; and (b)  the fi nal pages of Branwell Brontë’s The Pirate 

(courtesy of the Brontë Parsonage Museum).



The History of the Year

Once Papa lent my sister Maria* a book. It was an old geography and 
she wrote on its blank leaf, ‘Papa lent me this book’. The book is an hun-
dred and twenty years old. It is at this moment lying before me while I 
write this. I am in the kitchen of the parsonage house, Haworth. Tabby 
the servant* is washing up after breakfast and Anne, my youngest sister 
(Maria was my eldest), is kneeling on a chair looking at some cakes 
which Tabby has been baking for us. Emily is in the parlour brushing it. 
Papa and Branwell are gone* to Keighley. Aunt* is up stairs in her room 
and I am sitting by the table writing this in the kitchin.

Keighley is a small town four miles from here. Papa and Branwell 
are gone for the newspaper, the Leeds Intelligencer, a most excellent 
Tory news paper edited by Mr [Edwa]rd Wood [for] the proprietor Mr 
Hernaman.* We take 2 and see three newspapers a week. We take the 
Leeds Intelligencer, party Tory, and the Leeds Mercury,* Whig, edited 
by Mr Baines and his brother, son in law and his 2 sons, Edward and 
Talbot. We see the John Bull; it is a High Tory, very violent. Mr Driver* 
lends us it, as likewise Blackwood’s Magazine, the most able periodical 
there is. The editor is Mr Christopher North,* an old man, 74 years of 
age. The 1st of April is his birthday. His company are Timothy Tickler, 
Morgan O’Doherty, Macrabin, Mordecai Mullion, Warrell, and James 
Hogg,* a man of most extraordinary genius, a Scottish shepherd.

Our plays were established: Young Men, June 1826; Our Fellows, 
July 1827; Islanders, December 1827. Those are our three great plays 
that are not kept secret. Emily’s and my bed plays were established 
the 1st December 1827, the others March 1828. Bed plays mean secret 
plays. They are very nice ones. All our plays are very strange ones. Their 
nature I need not write on paper, for I think I shall always remember 
them. The Young Men play took its rise from some wooden soldiers 
Branwell had, Our Fellows from Aesop’s Fables,* and the Islanders 
from several events which happened. I will sketch out the origin of our 
plays more explicitly if I can.

Young Men’s*
Papa bought Branwell some soldiers at Leeds.* When Papa came home 
it was night and we were in bed, so next morning Branwell came to 
our door with a box of soldiers. Emily and I jumped out of bed and 
I snatched up one and exclaimed, ‘This is the Duke of Wellington! 
It shall be mine!’* When I said this, Emily likewise took one and said 
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it should be hers. When Anne came down she took one also. Mine was 
the prettiest of the whole and perfect in every part. Emily’s was a grave-
looking fellow. We called him Gravey. Anne’s was a queer little thing, 
very much like herself. He was called Waiting Boy. Branwell chose 
Bonaparte.*
March 12 1829

‘The origin of the O’Dears’*

The origin of the O’Dears was as follows. We pretended we had each 
a large island inhabited by people 6 miles high. The people we took 
out of Aesop’s Fables. Hay Man was my cheif man, Boaster Branwell’s, 
Hunter Anne’s, and Clown* Emily’s. Our cheif men were 10 miles high 
excep[t] Emily’s, who was only 4.  March 12, 1829

‘The origin of the Islanders’

The origin of the Islanders was as follows. It was one wet night in 
December. We were all sitting round the fi re and had been silent some 
time, and at last I said, ‘Supose we had each an Island of our own.’ 
Branwell chose the Isle of Man, Emily Isle of Arran and Bute Isle, 
Anne, Jersey, and I chose the Isle of Wight.* We then chose who should 
live in our islands. The cheif of Branwell’s were John Bull, Astley 
Cooper, Leigh Hunt, &c, &c. Emily’s Walter Scott, Mr Lockhart, 
Johnny Lockhart &c, &c. Anne’s Michael Sadler, Lord Bentinck, 
Henry Halford, &c, &c. And I chose Duke of Wellington & son, North 
& Co., 30 offi  cers, Mr Abernethy, &c, &c.* March 12, 1829.
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TWO ROMANTIC TALES

by Charlotte Bronte
April 28, 1829

THE TWELVE ADVENTURERS*
Written April 15 1829

CHAPTER I
The Country of the Genii

There is a tradition that some thousands of years ago twelve men from 
Britain, of a most gigantic size, and twelve men from Gaul* came over 
to the country of the Genii,* and while there were continually at war 
with each other and, after remaining many years, returned again to 
Britain and Gaul. And in the inhabited [parts] of the Genii country 
there are now no vestiges of them, though it is said there have been 
found some colossal skeletons in that wild, barren land,* the evil desert.

But I have read a book called ‘The Travels of Captain Parnell’, out 
of which the following is an extract.*

‘About four in the afternoon I saw a dark red cloud arise in the east, 
which gradually grew larger till it covered the whole sky. As the cloud 
spread the wind rose and blew a tremendous hurricane. The sand of the 
desert began to move and rolled like the waves of the sea. As soon as I 
saw this I threw myself on my face and stopped my breath, for I knew 
that this was the tornado or whirlwind. I remained in this situation for 
three minutes, for at the end of that time I ventured to look up. The 
whirlwind had passed over and had not hurt me, but close by lay my 
poor camel quite dead. At this sight I could not forbear weeping, but 
my attention was soon diverted by another object. About one hundred 
yards further off  lay an immense skeleton. I immediately ran up to it 
and examined it closely. While I was gazing at the long, ghastly fi gure 
which lay stretched upon the sand before me the thought came into my 
mind that it might be the skeleton of one of those ancient Britons who, 
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tradition tells us, came from their own country to this evil land and 
here miserably perished. While I was pursuing this train of meditation, 
I observed that it was bound with a long chain of rusty iron. Suddenly 
the iron clanked and the bones strove to rise, but a huge mountain of 
sand overwhelmed the skeleton with a tremendous crash, and when 
the dust which had hid the sun and enveloped every[thing] in dark-
ness cleared away, not a mark could be distinguished to show the future 
traveller where the bones had lain.’*

Now, if this account be true — and I see no reason why we should 
suppose it not — I think [we] may fairly conclude that these skeletons 
are evil genii chained in these deserts by the fairy Maimoune.*

There are several other traditions, but they are all so obscure that no 
reliance is to be placed on them.

CHAPTER II
The Voyage of Discovery

In the year 1793 the Invincible, 74 guns, set sail with a fair wind from 
England. Her crew — twelve men, every one healthy and stout and in 
the best temper — their names as follows: Marcus O’Donell, Ferdinand 
Cortez, Felix de Rothsay, Eugene Cameron, Harold FitzGeorge, 
Henry Clinton, Francis Stewart, Ronald Traquair, Ernest Fortescue, 
Gustavus Dunally, Frederick Brunswick, and Arthur Wellesley.*

Well, as I said before, we set sail with a fair wind from England on 
the 1st of March 1793. On the 15th we came in sight of Spain. On the 
16[th] we landed, bought a supply of provisions, &c. and set sail again 
on the 20[th]. On the 25[th], about noon, Henry Clinton,* who was in 
the shrouds, cried out that he saw the Oxeye.* In a minute we were all 
on deck and all eyes gazing eagerly and fearfully towards the mountain 
over which we saw hanging in the sky the ominous speck. Instantly the 
sails were furled, the ship tacked about, and the boat was made ready 
for launching in our last extremity.

Thus having made everything ready we retired to the cabin, 
and everyone looked as sheepish as possible and noway inclined to 
meet our fate like men. Some of us began to cry, but we waited a long 
time and heard no sound of the wind, and the cloud did not increase 
in size.

At last Marcus O’Donell exclaimed, ‘I wish it would either go 
backward or forward.’
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At this Stewart reproved him, and Ferdinand gave him a box on 
the ear. O’Donell returned the compliment. But just then we heard 
the sound of the wind, and Ronald bawled* out, ‘The cloud is as big 
as me!’

Brunswick pulled Ronald away from the window and ordered him to 
hold his tongue. Ronald said he would not and began to sing. Felix de 
Rothsay put his hand over Ronald’s mouth. H. FitzGeorge got Rothsay 
behind by the throat. E. Fortescue held his fi st in O’Donell’s face, and 
Marcus fl oored Ernest. Cameron kicked Clinton to the other end of the 
cabin, and Stewart shouted so loud for them to be quiet that he made 
the greatest noise of any.

But suddenly they were all silenced by a fi erce fl ash of lightning 
and a loud peal of thunder. The wind rose and the planks of our ship 
creaked. Another fl ash of lightning, brighter and more terrible than the 
fi rst, split our mainmast and carried away our foretop-sail. And now 
the fl ashes of lightning grew terrifi c, and the thunder roared tremen-
dously. The rain poured down in torrents, and the gusts of wind were 
most loud and terrible. The hearts of the stoutest men in our company 
now quailed, and even the chief doctor was afraid.*

At last the storm ceased, but we found it had driven us quite out of 
our course and we knew not where we were.

On the 30[th], G. Dunally, who was on deck cried out, ‘Land!’
At this we were all extremely rejoiced. On the 31[st] we reached 

it, and found it was the island of Trinidad. We refi tted our ship and 
got in a store of provisions and water, and set sail once more on the 
5[th] of May.

It would be endless to describe all our adventures in the South 
Atlantic Ocean. Suffi  ce it to say that after many storms, in which we 
were driven quite out of our course and knew not in what part of the 
world we were, we at last discovered land. We sailed along the coast for 
some time to fi nd a good landing-place. We at last found one.

We landed on the 2[nd] of June 1793.* We moored our battered ship 
in a small harbour and advanced up into the country. To our great sur-
prise we found it cultivated. Grain of a peculiar sort grew in great abun-
dance, and there were large plantations of palm-trees,* and likewise an 
immense number of almond-trees. There were also many olives and 
large enclosures of rice. We were greatly surprised at these marks of the 
land being inhabited. It seemed to be part of an immense continent.

After we had travelled about two miles we saw at a distance twenty 
men well armed. We immediately prepared for battle, having each 
of us a pistol, sword and bayonet. We stood still and they came near. 
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When they had come close up to us they likewise stopped. They seemed 
greatly surprised at us, and we heard one of them say, ‘What strange 
people!’

The Chief then said, ‘Who are you?’
Wellesley answered, ‘We were cast up on your shores by a storm and 

request shelter.’
They said, ‘You shall not have any.’
W[ellesley]: ‘We will take it then!’
We prepared for battle; they did the same.
It was a very fi erce encounter, but we conquered: killed ten, took 

the Chief prisoner, wounded fi ve, and the remaining four retreated. 
The Chief was quite black [and] very tall. He had a fi erce* countenance 
and the fi nest eyes I ever saw. We asked him what his name was, but he 
would not speak. We asked him the name of his country, and he said, 
‘Ashantee.’*

Next morning a party of twelve men came to our tents bringing with 
them a ransom for their Chief, and likewise a proposition of peace from 
their King. This we accepted, as it was on terms the most advantageous 
to ourselves.

Immediately after the treaty of peace was concluded we set about 
building a city. The situation was in the middle of a large plain, bounded 
on the north by high mountains, on the south by the sea, on the east by 
gloomy forests, and on the west by evil deserts.*

About a month after we had begun our city the following adventure 
happened to us.

One evening when all were assembled in the great tent, and most 
of us sitting round the fi re which blazed in the middle of the pavilion, 
listening to the storm which raged without our camp, a dead silence 
prevailed. None of us felt inclined to speak, still less to laugh, and the 
wine-cups stood upon the round table fi lled to the brim. In the midst 
of this silence we heard the sound of a trumpet, which seemed to come 
from the desert. The next moment a peal of thunder rolled through the 
sky, which seemed to shake the earth to its centre.

By this time we were all on our legs and fi lled with terror, which was 
changed to desperation by another blast of the terrible trumpet. We all 
rushed out of the tent with a shout, not of courage, but fear, and then 
we saw a sight so terribly grand that even now when I think of it, at the 
distance of forty years from that dismal night when I saw it, my limbs 
tremble and my blood is chilled with fear. High in the clouds was a 
tall and terrible giant. In his right hand he held a trumpet, in his left, 
two darts pointed with fi re. On a thunder cloud which rolled before 
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him his shield rested. On his forehead was written ‘The Genius of the 
Storm’.* On he strode over the black clouds which rolled beneath his 
feet and regardless of the fi erce lightning which fl ashed around him. 
But soon the thunder ceased and the lightning no longer glared so 
terribly.

The hoarse voice of the storm was hushed, and a gentler light than 
the fi re of the elements spread itself over the face of the now cloud-
less sky. The calm moon shone forth in the midst of the fi rmament, 
and the little stars seemed rejoicing in their brightness. The giant had 
descended to the earth, and, approaching the place where we stood 
trembling, he made three circles in the air with his fl aming scimitar, 
then lifted his hand to strike. Just then we heard a loud voice saying, 
‘Genius, I command thee to forbear!’

We looked round and saw a fi gure* so tall that the Genius seemed to it 
but a diminutive dwarf. It cast one joyful glance on us and disappeared.

CHAPTER III
The Desert

The building of our city went on prosperously. The Hall of Justice was 
fi nished; the fortifi cations were completed; the Grand Inn was begun; 
the Great Tower* was ended.

One night when we were assembled in the Hall of Justice, Arthur 
Wellesley, at that time a common trumpeter, suddenly exclaimed, while 
we were talking of our happiness, ‘Does not the King of the Blacks 
view our prosperity with other eyes than ours? Would not the best way 
be to send immediately to England, tell them of the new world we have 
discovered and of the riches that are in it, and do you not think they 
would send us an army?’

Francis Stewart immediately rose and said, ‘Young man, think before 
you speak! How could we send to England? Who could be found hardy 
enough to traverse again the Atlantic? Do you not remember the storm 
which drove us on the shores of Trinidad?’

A[rthur] W[ellesley] answered, ‘It is with all due deference that I 
ventured to contradict the opinions of older and more experienced 
men than I am, and it is after much consideration that I ventured to 
say what I have said. Well do I remember that storm which forced us 
to seek refuge among foreigners. I am not so rash as to suppose we of 
ourselves could cross the ocean in the damaged and leaky vessel we 
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possess, or that we could build another [in] time enough to avert the 
danger which I fear is coming. But in what a short time have we built 
[the city] we now are in! How long has it taken to rear the Grand Hall 
where we now are? Have not those marble pillars and that solemn dome 
been built by supernatural power? If you view the city from this Gothic 
window and see the beams of the morn gilding the battlements of the 
mighty towers, and the pillars of the splendid palaces which have been 
reared in a few months, can you doubt that magic has been used in their 
construction?’

Here he paused. We were all convinced that the Genii had helped us 
to build our town. He went on, ‘Now, if the Genii have built us our city, 
will they not likewise help us to call our countrymen to defend what 
they have built against the assaults of the enemy?’

He stopped again, for the roof shook and the hall was fi lled with 
smoke. The ground opened, and we heard a voice saying, ‘When the 
sun appears above the forests of the east be ye all on the border of the 
evil desert. If ye fail I will crush you to atoms.’

The voice ceased, the ground closed, and the smoke cleared away. 
There was no time for us to consult. The desert lay ten miles off , and 
it was now midnight. We immediately set off  with the Duke of York at 
our head. We reached the desert about 4 a.m.; there we stopped. Far 
off  to the east the long black line of gloomy forests skirted the horizon. 
To the north the Jibbel Kumri, or Mountains of the Moon, seemed a 
misty girdle to the plain of Dahomey. To the south the ocean guarded 
the coasts of Africa. Before us to the west lay the desert.

In a few minutes we saw a dense vapour arise from the sands, which 
gradually collecting took the form of a Genius larger than any of the 
giants. It advanced towards us and cried with a loud voice, ‘Follow me!’

We obeyed and entered the desert. After we had travelled a long 
time, about noon the Genius told us to look around. We were now 
about the middle of the desert. Nothing was to be seen far or near but 
vast plains of sand under a burning sun and cloudless sky. We were 
dreadfully fatigued and begged the Genius to allow us to stop a little, 
but he immediately ordered us to proceed. We therefore began our 
march again and travelled a long way, till the sun went down and the 
pale moon was rising in the east. Also a few stars might now be dimly 
seen, but still the sands were burning hot and our feet were very much 
swollen.

At last the Genius ordered us to halt and lie down. We soon fell 
asleep. We had slept about an hour when the Genius awoke us and 
ordered us to proceed.
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The moon had now risen and shone brightly in the midst of the 
sky — brighter far than it ever does in our country. The night-wind had 
somewhat cooled the sands of the desert, so that we walked with more 
ease than before, but soon a mist arose which covered the whole plain. 
Through it we thought we could discern a dim light. We now likewise 
heard sounds of music at a great distance. 

As the mist* cleared away the light grew more distinct till it burst 
upon us in almost insuff erable splendour. Out of the barren desert 
arose a palace of diamond, the pillars of which were ruby and emerald, 
illuminated with lamps too bright to look upon.* The Genius led us 
into a hall of sapphire in which were thrones of gold. On the thrones 
sat the Princes of the Genii. In the midst of the hall hung a lamp like 
the sun. Around it stood genii, and fairies without, whose robes were 
of beaten gold sparkling with diamonds. As soon as their chiefs saw us 
they sprang up from their thrones, and one of them seizing A W and 
exclaimed, ‘This is the Duke of Wellington!’

A W asked her why she called him D of W.
The Genius answered, ‘A prince will arise who shall be as a thorn 

in the side of England, and the desolator of Europe. Terrible shall be 
the struggle between that chieftain and you! It will last many years, 
and the conqueror shall gain eternal honour and glory. So likewise 
shall the vanquished, and though he shall die in exile his name shall 
never be remembered by his countrymen but with feelings of enthu-
siasm. The renown of the victor shall reach to the ends of the earth. 
Kings and Emperors shall honour him, and Europe shall rejoice 
in its deliverer. Though in his lifetime fools will envy him, he shall 
overcome. At his death renown shall cover him, and his name shall be 
everlasting!’

When the Genius fi nished speaking we heard the sound of music far 
off , which drew nearer and nearer till it seemed within the hall. Then 
all the fairies and genii joined in one grand chorus, which rose rolling 
to the mighty dome and stately pillars of the Genii Palace, and reached 
among the vaults and dungeons beneath, then gradually dying away it 
at last ceased entirely.

As the music went off  the palace slowly disappeared, till it vanished* 
and we found ourselves alone in the midst of the desert. The sun had 
just begun to enlighten the world and the moon might be dimly seen, 
but all below them was sand as far as our eyes could reach. We knew 
not which way to go, and we were ready to faint with hunger, but on 
once more looking round we saw lying on the sands some dates and 
palm-wine. Of this we made our breakfast and then began again to 


