




46 

111 

Table of Contents 

"The naked, solid truth": Subverting Expectations of Genre and Society in 

The Tenant of Wildfell Hall 1 

"More bitter than just": A Brief History of the Perceptions of 

The Tenant ofWildfell Hall 3 

The Angel and the Profligate: Exploring the Power Dynamics of the 

Domestic Sphere 9 

Professional Femininity or Female Professional: Gothic Feminism and 

Notes 

Financial Independence 21 

"The value of female rebellion": Rejecting Nineteenth Century Gender Roles 31 

"Before me truth can stand alone": The Tenant of Wildfell Hall's Legacy 40 

Works Cited 50 

Curriculum Vitae 55 





Spicer 2 

simultaneously struggled to see the merits of the novel's treatment of violence and abuse 

for any readers. 

Still, the tide has slowly been turning in Anne's favor. The bicentenary 

celebrations of the Bronte siblings' births began in 2016 with Charlotte's and concluded 

with Anne's on January 17, 2020. Marking these anniversaries has provided a rare 

opportunity to "focus on each of these writers out of their familiar context, celebrating 

their distinctiveness and dissimilarities. Anne Bronte is already emerging from this 

process as a writer whose position in the family may have adversely affected her 

reception" (Harman vii). In fact, the Bronte Society and Parsonage Museum are holding a 

conference with the title '"I wished to tell the truth': Anne Bronte at 200" dedicated to 

the objective of "challeng[ing] the long-held perception that the youngest Bronte sibling 

was the least talented, and lacked the genius of her sisters" (Bicentenary Conference 

2020). More than a dozen scholars will be presenting papers on a diversity of topics 

relating to Anne and her works, including social context, realism, and visual art. Despite 

all the factors working against her, A. Bronte and the art, both visual and literary, that she 

was able to produce in her relatively short lifetime are steadily gaining the recognition 

and admiration they deserve. As for Anne's masterwork, Marianne Thormahlen contends 

that "it is the book itself that matters. Allowed to exercise its own fascination . . . The 

Tenant of Wild/ell Hall emerges as a powerful work of fiction in the realist tradition" (6). 

By stripping away any preconceived notions about genre or content or authorial talent, 

the text is accorded the chance to speak for itself, and it has no shortage of things to say. 

The Tenant of Wild/ell Hall is a masterwork because it incorporates, then subverts 

conventions of more archetypal, popular genres and unflinchingly depicts "the naked, 
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solid truth"1 of the female experience to critique the social custom and law of the time. In 

so doing, Anne Bronte creates a work in the early Victorian realist tradition that 

illustrates a progressive feminist agenda, placing the author and her novel firmly ahead of 

their time. 

"More bitter than just": A Brief History of the Perceptions of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall 

Why then are this novel and its author so often dismissed, overlooked, or omitted? 

There have been quite a series of obstacles to their legacy, including critical reception, 

sisterly interference, and a less than trustworthy publisher. On the whole, the critical 

censures of the novel are "more bitter than just," formed from the surface of the text, 

misapprehending its true depth (A. Bronte 3). Indicative of the majority of its 

contemporaries, a review of The Tenant of Wild/ell Hall published on July 15, 1848, 

takes a somewhat conflicting view of the novel. The reviewer begins by praising the 

work, saying "it is clever, bold, animated with true passion, and in one sense highly 

moral" (Douglas Jerrold's Weekly Newspaper). However, this commendable morality 

has transgressed the boundaries of what is acceptable: "its exposition of vice goes far 

beyond the limits of true art; it is absolutely painful and disgusting." Beyond the highly 

subjective phrase "true art," this reviewer has hit upon a common complaint: that the 

exposition and depiction of the vices of man laid out in the novel are "absolutely painful 

and disgusting." Yet the complainers all seem to have failed to take into account that, in 

fact, this evocative exposition of man's vices may have been the author's intent. The 

reviewer goes on to assert, "Brutality is always dull, and on that account, if for no other 

reason, should always be suppressed in a work of art, whose main object should be to 
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