
The most fa mous paint ing of the Brontë sis ters – in fact, the only group por trait in ex is tence –
hangs in the Na tional Por trait Gallery in Lon don, de pict ing diminu tive Anne, Emily and el dest sis ter
Char lotte ar ranged around a small ta ble hold ing a book, the first two sis ters sep a rated from the third
by a pil lar.

The paint ing was first men tioned in 1853, by the novelist and short story writer El iz a beth Gaskell,
who pub lished a bi og ra phy of Char lotte Brontë in 1857, and is thought to have been painted around
1834, when the sis ters were all in their teens.

The artist was none other than the lone male sib ling, Bran well, and over the al most two cen turies
since it was painted at the fam ily home in Ha worth, West York shire, a pale ghost has grad u ally ap- 
peared be neath the pil lar that sep a rates the sis ters.

It is Bran well him self, as tests proved in 2015, orig i nally the fourth fig ure in the por trait, but then
painted out and re placed by the pil lar by him self. It is a fit ting metaphor for the life of the brother
who is of ten de scribed as the black sheep of the Brontë fam ily, and who has for ever been in the shad- 
ows of his more fa mous and suc cess ful sis ters.

How ever, this is the year of Bran well, when the bi cen te nary of his birth is marked with a year-long
se ries of events and ex hi bi tions at Ha worth’s Par son age, the old home of the fam ily and now a mu- 
seum where vis i tors can step back in time and see ex actly how the Bron tës lived.

Bran well Brontë was al ways in the shadow of his more fa mous sis ters but this year,
the bi cen te nary of his birth, could be his time to come into the light, says David Bar -
nett
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The sis ters, of course, are known the world over for their col lec tive body of work in clud ing
Wuther ing Heights, Jane Eyre, The Ten ant of Wild fell Hall. Very lit tle is widely known about Bran- 
well, other than he had am bi tions to be a suc cess ful artist which were never re alised, and died aged 31
af ter spi ralling into ad dic tion to al co hol, lau danum and opium. There are even con spir acy the o ries
which abound which claim Bran well ac tu ally wrote his sis ters’ books for them.

But while it’s tempt ing to view Bran well as a By ronesque, proto-Beat Poet fig ure who suf fered for
his art through drink and drugs, the re al ity is he led a rather tragic life lit tered with fail ures, fraught
am bi tions, and un ful filled dreams.

He must have been a huge in flu ence on his sis ters in their cre ative writ ing and think ing. We can
only spec u late about the ex tent to which his es capades fu elled their cre ativ ity

We’re in the mid dle of some ma jor an niver sary cel e bra tions in Bron të land. Char lotte was born in
1816, Bran well 1817, Emily in 1818 and Anne in 1820. With no bi cen te nary birth to com mem o rate in
2019, that will in stead be given over at the Par son age to mark ing Pa trick Brontë, fa ther of the sib- 
lings, and his com ing to Ha worth where he served as cu rate and out lived all his chil dren by a long
way.

But this is Bran well’s year, and cu rat ing a se ries of events and ex hi bi tions at the Par son age is the
poet, play wright and novelist Si mon Ar mitage. On 7 Oc to ber, at the mu seum, Ar mitage will be in con- 
ver sa tion about Bran well’s life with the ac tor Adam Na gaitis, who por trayed the Brontë brother in last
year’s Sally Wain wright BBC drama about the fam ily, To Walk In vis i ble.

“To a cer tain ex tent, I’ve al ways been aware of Bran well,” says Ar mitage, who was born in Hud- 
der s field and now lives in Holm firth. “But I sup pose he was al ways a back ground fig ure in the Brontë
story. He did lit er ally paint him self out of his own por trait of the fam ily.”

The Par son age asked Ar mitage, who says grow ing up in West York shire meant the Brontë story
was “al ways part of the land scape for me”, to cu rate this year’s Bran well events. “It’s not re ally a cel e- 
bra tion,” he says care fully. “I think that’s the wrong word when talk ing about Bran well. But it is a
mark ing of the 200 an niver sary of his birth. I think what I’m hop ing is that this year will raise Bran- 
well’s pro file a bit. I sup pose it’s some thing of a re-brand ing ex er cise.”

Bran well was ac tu ally the fourth of the Brontë chil dren to be born. The two el dest sib lings, Maria
and El iz a beth, died as young chil dren in 1825. The fam ily’s mother, Maria Bran well, had died in 1821
and her

sis ter El iz a beth had moved in to the Par son age to help Pa trick with the four sur viv ing chil dren,
who had be come a close-knit group.

Largely ed u cated at the Par son age by El iz a beth and vis it ing tu tors, Bran well was a pre co cious
child with a not in con sid er able in tel lect. He was red haired and quick-wit ted, and had a fiery dis po si- 
tion. He had am bi tions to both be an artist and a writer, and his gre gar i ous per son al ity and cre ative
im pulses had an ef fect on his sis ters, of that Ar mitage is in no doubt.

“I think he must have been a huge in flu ence on his sis ters in their cre ative writ ing and cre ative
think ing. He was ex cit ing and in ter est ing, and we can only spec u late about the ex tent to which his es- 
capades fu elled their cre ativ ity,” he says.

Oth ers have spec u lated more closely about Bran well’s in volve ment in the sis ters’ work; in deed
there has long been a “Bran wellian” move ment, since the 1920s at least, which firmly be lieves he ac- 
tu ally wrote Wuther ing Heights, if not more of the Brontë books.



It’s a the ory that’s roundly dis missed as non sense th ese days, and which was satirised in Stella
Gib bons’ 1932 novel Cold Com fort Farm, in which the char ac ter Mr My bug is writ ing a book de voted
to the con spir acy the ory. Mr My bug opines, “You see, it’s ob vi ous that it’s his book and not Emily’s.
No woman could have writ ten that. It’s male stuff…”

The main ar gu ment (apart from, of course, that the whole idea is the sort of sex ist clap trap
roundly taken down in Joanna Russ’s 1983 book, How To Sup press Women’s Writ ing) against the
whole idea is that while Bran well had very lofty ideas and was cer tainly not back wards at putting
him self for wards, he prob a bly didn’t have the tal ent and drive to do it.

Bran well had an nounced early on that he was go ing to be a poet and a painter. Ac cord ing to Ar- 
mitage, he couldn’t have set the bar any higher. “He chose po etry and oil paint ing which were prob a- 
bly the most dif fi cult dis ci plines to progress in at that time,” he says.

At the age of 21, Bran well set up in an artist’s stu dio in nearby Brad ford, and while he made a lot
of friends in the artis tic com mu nity, he spent more time in the pubs than at his easel, and con se- 
quently didn’t make much money. He then took on a se ries of jobs that he man aged to com pletely fail
at, from pri vate tu tor to a fam ily, at which he lasted a year, to clerk on the rail ways, from where he
was sacked af ter be ing un able to ex plain dis crep an cies in the books.

Most spec tac u larly – and scan dalously – Bran well was roundly dis missed from a job as tu tor at a
large house at Thorp Green, near York, a job sis ter Emily had se cured for him af ter she had served
there as gov erness for three years. The rea son for his dis missal? Ap par ently he had em barked on an
af fair with the lady of the house.

His jobs al ways ended in dis as ter. His heart wasn’t in any of them, they were never what he as- 
pired to, but he could never make a suc cess of what he wanted to be

It’s that and the fact that for the re main ing three years of his life, back at home, un able to ei ther
ful fil his dreams at writ ing and paint ing or hold down a steady job, that con trib uted to Bran well’s
rep u ta tion as the bad boy of the Bron tës. “Re ally, his tal ents didn’t take him much be yond his teenage
years,” says Ar mitage. “The lack of progress with his paint ing must have re ally frus trated him. His tal-
ent had dried up at the point when for most peo ple they were be gin ning to en joy artis tic ac com plish- 
ment. There’s cer tainly a pi caresque el e ment to his life, which some peo ple seem to find quite ex cit- 
ing. But it’s more poignant and

sad, re ally. If Bran well was be ing judged by to day’s stan dards then we would cer tainly say he suf- 
fered from men tal health prob lems and ad dic tion is sues.”

As part of this year’s Bran well com mem o ra tions at the Par son age, they have recre ated his stu dio,
and while it is com prised of non-orig i nal items (un like the other rooms in the mu seum which fea ture
the ex act cloth ing, fur ni ture and dec o ra tions that the Bron tës wore and used) it has been painstak- 
ingly re searched and sourced and is ev ery thing you would want the den of the way ward Brontë
brother to be. Un made bed, filthy sheets, books scat tered across the floor.

But while Bran well never made it as an artist or writer (he sub mit ted sev eral pieces to mag a zines
of the time and had them all re turned), and never man aged to cling on to a job for long, we per haps
shouldn’t feel too sorry for him. “He was usu ally the au thor of his own down fall,” says Ar mitage. “His
jobs al ways ended in dis as ter. I’m sure his heart wasn’t in any of them, they were never what he as- 
pired to, but he could never make a suc cess of what he wanted to be. He never pro duced any thing of a
high enough qual ity. He felt a fail ure.”



What might have made things worse for Bran well was that, as Ar mitage puts it, “as he was nose- 
div ing, his sis ters’ stars were ris ing”. In deed they were. Al though forced to pub lish un der male, or at
least very gen der-neu tral names, be cause writ ing nov els just wasn’t what young ladies did in the mid
19th cen tury, Anne, Emily and Char lotte were on the path to suc cess, and lit er ary im mor tal ity. Jane
Eyre and Wuther ing Heights were both pub lished in 1847, The Ten ant of Wild fell Hall in 1948.

Un for tu nately, it’s likely that Bran well, by this point in a mire of al co holism and ad dic tion to opi- 
ates, was prob a bly so far gone that he didn’t even know about his sis ters’ suc cess. He be came ill,
prob a bly from tu ber cu lo sis ex ac er bated by the pun ish ment he was putting his body through, in the
sum mer of 1848 and died on 24 Septem ber.

Most peo ple who beat a path up the cob bled street of Ha worth to the Par son age go in search of the
sis ters, Char lotte, Anne and Emily. But this year at least they’ll be leav ing with more of a sense of who
Bran well, the way ward son, ac tu ally was. If he left no other le gacy, at least he cre ated the only sur viv- 
ing por trait of our great est lit er ary dy nasty, and though in a fit of pique and frus tra tion he painted
him self out of it, he’ll al ways be there, in the back ground, the black sheep of the Bron tës.

We Need To Talk About Bran well, with Si mon Ar mitage and Adam Na gaitis, is at 2.30pm on 7 Oc- 
to ber. For tick ets and for more in for ma tion about the Par son age ex hi bi tions and events, go to
Brontë.org.uk


