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n gothic romances, the house

always burns down. A madwoman

lives in the attic. There are
orphans and cruel aunts; moors and
other damp landscapes. Most of all,
there are tragic heroines and their

: _moody men.

For whatever reasons (analyze
them, if you’'re inclined), Karen
Kenyon of University City became
captivated by the three greatest gothic
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romance writers who ever lived — the
Bronté sisters: Charlotte, Emily, and

Anne. It happened in 1992, when she
visited their

home in the
L O CAL village of
Haworth,
E v E N T S | Yorkshire,
England.

Kenyon was born in Oklahoma
and grew up in Sacramento after her
parents’ divorce. Hers was not the
world of Thornfield Hall, the remote
estate owned by Mr. Rochester in Jane
Eyre. Nor was it Thrushcross Grange’s
world, where Catherine of Wuthering
Heights goes to live after marrying
Edgar Linton, much to the distress of
the vengeful Heathcliff.

But Kenyon did have her own
personal tragedies: the death of an
infant daughter and the suicide of her
husband — events she wrote about in
a memoir called Sunshower.

Kenyon has visited Dickens’s
house, and Keats’s, and didn’t come
away obsessed. The visit to the
Brontés® was different: “I almost felt
as if they had come home with me,”
she said. Obsession led to a second
book, The Bronté Family: Passionate
Literary Geniuses, a biography for
young adults.

Apparently other people get
caught up in the Brontés’ lives.
“While I was working on the book,
Li-Young Lee, the Chinese-American
poet, was visiting the college
[MiraCosta, where Kenyon teaches],
and when I mentioned my project, he
said, “The Bronté parsonage — it’s
haunted, isn’t it?’ ”

The sisters were a strange and
insular trio. In childhood, they wrote
a series of fantasies in tiny
(matchbook-size) books. “They
would write so small in these books
their father couldn’t decipher them,

Emuly Bronté

Anne Bronté

and he really wanted to.” (Their
mother had died when they were very
young.) “It all started when their
father brought home some toy
soldiers for their brother, Branwell.
All four children gave them names
and started play-acting with them.
They got down on the floor and drew
maps. They created kingdoms for
these soldiers and wrote about them
in the tiny books. They continued this
fantasy until they were in their 20s.
They didn’t associate much with
anyone else except each other.”

Emily was perhaps the most
eccentric of the three, and the
“biggest mystery,” said Kenyon. “She
doesn’t seem to have had any friends,
although she loved animals. She’d
take long walks alone on the moors
and come back with a strange smile
on her face.”

In 1847, all three sisters
published novels. Besides Charlotte’s
Jane Eyre and Emily’s Wuthering
Heights, there was Anne’s Agnes Gray.
~We think of Jane Eyre as the first
story in which the heroine was plain
rather than beautiful. But Agnes Gray
was plain, t00.” In Anne’s second
novel, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, a
woman runs away from her alcoholic

husband, taking their little boy with
her. She goes to live in a manor
house, becomes a painter, and falls in
love with a farmer. That was a
revolutionary plot for its day, said
Kenyon. “Wives didn’t leave
husbands-back then, or if they did

escape, they’d be found and brought
home again.”

Predictably, for writers in
Victorian times, the sisters all died
young — two of tuberculosis; the
third, Charlotte, the only one who
married, died during pregnancy, just
nine months after her wedding. (“She
had terrible morning sickness and just
wasted away,” Kenyon said.)

Like his sisters, Branwell had an
artistic temperament but nothing to
show for it when he, too, died
tubercular in 1848 at age 31. “He
drank so much and took laudanum.
He certainly overdid it, then would
stay in bed for days. One night he fell
down on the way home from the pub.
He died a couple of days later. It was
tuberculosis, but his symptoms
hadn’t been noticed, because he’d had
so many other problems.” ,

This weekend, after Kenyon
speaks about the Brontés, actors will
perform staged readings of materials
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Bronté family home, now a museum

prepared by her and two
collaborators, Ann Carli and Bonnie
Hall. In between scenes, San Diego
Symphony pianist Mary Barranger
will perform Haydn, Bach,

Beethoven, and other selections taken
from Emily’s personal music book.
“These were the pieces she loved to
play.”

One actor, Richard Halstead, is
an Englishman from the Brontés’ part
of the world. “He has the perfect -
accent. His parents go to the church
in England where the Brontés’ father
preached for the first time.”

Some words are taken directly
from Charlotte’s letters. “I was able to
go to the Huntington Library, in San
Marino, and read quite a few of them.
They have over 100 in their
collection,” Kenyon explains. “This
was thrilling, as you might imagine —
to hold them in my hands.”

— Jeanne Schinto

“An Evening with the Brontés"
Friday, April 4, 7:30 p.m.
Library information hub
MiraCosta College

One Barnard Drive, Oceanside
Free

Info: 760-795-6613
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