
THE TENANT OF WILDFELL 

HALL 
“The slamming of [Helen's] bedroom door against her husband 

reverberated throughout Victorian England.”  May Sinclair. 



HELEN GRAHAM 

 
• Mysterious young widow, who arrives at 

     Wildfell Hall , and Elizabethan mansion, 

     to live with her son and a servant. 

• She makes her income by selling pictures, 

     which makes her quite Bohemian, hence, 

     a scandalous behaviour for Victorian England. 

• She lives secluded and this gives rise to gossip  

     in the neighbouring village, thus becoming  

     a social outcast. 

• Helen and her young son, Arthur, are slowly  

     drawn into the social circles of the village even 

     to avoid further small talk. 

• Gilbert Markham is attracted to Helen and  

     refuses to believe the scandalous rumors about 

     Helen and a mysterious man who often comes 

     to visit the mansion: Mr Lawrence. 

• Gilbert confronts violently Mr Lawrence , who 

     is actually her brother. 

• Helen gives Gilbert her diaries. 

• The character of Helen Graham was probably  

     inspired by Anna Isabella Milbanke, the wife 

     of George Byron. 



ARTHUR HUNTINGDON 

• Helen marries for love. 

• Arthur is handsome, witty but also spoilt, 

selfish and self-indulgent. 

• He is jealous of their child and claims Helen’s 

     attentions.  He starts to be often away. 

• A party of dissolute friends is often  at 

Grassdale , the family’s home. 

• Arthur has an affair with the wife of one of 

his friends: Lady Lowborough. 

• Helen confronts Arthur, but he derides and 

humbles her, refusing to grant her a divorce. 

• Only when Arthur  starts to encourage his 

son to drink and swear, Helen resolves about 

leaving him with the help of her brother. 

• Branwell Bronte seems to have inspired the 

character of Arthur. 

 

 



DESPITE ALL 

• Helen learns that her husband is ill 

and goes back to Grassdale. 

• She nurses him till he dies. 

• There is no repentance and Arthur 

rejects any responsability of his 

actions. 

• Now wealthy and independent,  she 

is free to marry Gilbert, who is far 

below her station 

• Gilbert Markham, who is the 

principal narrator in the novel often 

displays  jealousy, moodiness  and 

anger, but, differently from Arthur, 

during the course of the novel he 

grows morally and proves to be 

worthy of Helen. 

 



THEMES 

 Domestic violence 

 

 Gender relations 

 

 Marriage  

 

 Alcoholism 



MARRIED WOMEN’S PROPERTY ACT1870 
ALLOWED MARRIED WOMEN TO BE LEGAL OWNER OF THE MONEY THEY EARNED 

AND TO INHERIT PROPERTY. 

   Before 1870, once married: 

 Any money made by a woman became the property of the 

husband with the exception of the dowry. 

 

 She had no legal custody of her children. 

 

 Women were not recognized to be a separate legal being. 

 

 A woman had no longer the right to do anything with her 

property even if it was still legally hers. 

 

 She could no sue or divorce. 

 

 



BEING A TENANT 

 A tenant is a person who occupies land or property rented 

from a landlord. 

 

 Helen is the tenant, not an owner-occupier, of Wildfell   

Hall, the place of her birth, which has been bequeathed to 

her brother (male descendent). 

 

 Hence once left the marital home, being a tenant, defines 

new status: she is displaced. 

 



THE ARTIST 

 Before marriage Helen defined herself as an artist. 

 

 After her marriage to Arthur, Helen, accepting the role of 

wife, rarely refers to herself as an artist. 

 

 Helen's artworks legally belonged to her husband and the 

law allowed Arthur to destroy them, which de did, when he 

discovered her plans to earn money by selling paintings. 

 

 Posing as a widow, Helen makes her role as an artist who 

sells her works, especially to support a child, more socially 

acceptable. 


