
The Plot of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall 

Learning intentions  

• Know the story inside out: Summarise the main events, focusing on the beginning, 

middle, and end. 

• Be able to explain the key turning points in the narrative and their significance. 

 

Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall is a pioneering work of feminist literature that 

addresses themes of gender roles, marital oppression, and moral integrity. The novel is 

structured as a framed narrative, with Gilbert Markham recounting events through a series of 

letters. Below is an overview of the plot, focusing on the beginning, middle, and end, as well 

as the key turning points that shape the narrative. 

 

Summary of the Main Events 

Beginning: The Mysterious Tenant 

The novel begins with Gilbert Markham narrating his life in the rural village of Linden-Car. 

A mysterious woman named Helen Graham and her young son, Arthur, move into the 

dilapidated Wildfell Hall. Helen’s reclusive nature and her refusal to engage with local 

society spark curiosity and gossip. 

Gilbert becomes intrigued by Helen and gradually befriends her, despite the village’s 

spreading rumours about her character. As their friendship deepens, Gilbert falls in love with 

her, but Helen remains distant and guarded. 

Key Turning Point #1: The Revelation of Helen’s Diary 

Helen gives Gilbert her diary, revealing the truth about her past. This moment shifts the 

narrative focus to her perspective, offering insight into her troubled marriage and the reasons 

for her secrecy. 

 

Middle: Helen’s Troubled Past 

Helen’s diary recounts her marriage to Arthur Huntingdon, a charming but immoral man. 

Initially, Helen is drawn to his charisma, but his true nature is soon revealed. He is selfish, 

abusive, and prone to excessive drinking and infidelity. 

As Helen’s life with Arthur deteriorates, she resolves to protect her son from his father’s 

corrupting influence. She eventually escapes from Arthur’s household, seeking refuge at 

Wildfell Hall under an assumed name. 



Key Turning Point #2: Helen’s Escape 

Helen’s decision to leave Arthur is a pivotal act of defiance against societal norms that 

dictated a wife’s subservience to her husband. This act highlights her courage and 

determination to provide a better life for herself and her son. 

 

End: Redemption and Reconciliation 

After reading Helen’s diary, Gilbert gains a deeper understanding of her struggles and renews 

his determination to support her. However, Helen must return to care for Arthur during his 

final illness. 

Arthur’s death frees Helen from her oppressive marriage. Eventually, she inherits her late 

uncle’s estate, offering her financial independence. After a period of separation, Helen and 

Gilbert reconcile and marry, suggesting hope and renewal after hardship. 

Key Turning Point #3: Arthur’s Death and Helen’s Inheritance 

Arthur’s death marks the resolution of Helen’s struggles, allowing her to reclaim her agency 

and move forward with her life. Her inheritance symbolises her independence and the 

possibility of a future free from male domination. 

 

Significance of the Key Turning Points 

The Revelation of Helen’s Diary: 

o This shift in narrative perspective provides critical insight into Helen’s 

motivations and the hardships she endured. It invites the reader to empathise 

with her and understand her strength in breaking societal conventions. 

Helen’s Escape: 

o Helen’s decision to leave Arthur challenges the restrictive norms of the 

Victorian era, making her a groundbreaking character for her time. This 

moment underscores the themes of personal integrity and maternal 

responsibility. 

Arthur’s Death and Helen’s Inheritance: 

o This turning point resolves the central conflict and symbolises the triumph of 

resilience and morality over oppression and vice. It also allows for the novel’s 

optimistic conclusion. 

 

Conclusion 



The Tenant of Wildfell Hall is a compelling exploration of gender roles, morality, and societal 

constraints. Its plot is driven by Helen’s courageous journey to assert her independence and 

protect her son, making it a landmark work in feminist literature. Each key turning point 

advances the narrative while reinforcing the novel’s themes of resilience, justice, and the 

pursuit of a better life 
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