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Conceptual Constructions:  
Preservation of Harvard’s Brontë Juvenilia

Melissa Banta

In 1821, Maria Brontë lost her life to cancer, leaving her husband 
Patrick, a curate in the local church in Haworth, England, to care for their six 
children. Four years later tragedy struck again when the eldest siblings, Maria and 

Elizabeth, died of tuberculosis. It was within this fragile emotional setting that Patrick 
observed his four surviving children had created “a little society among themselves.” 1 
Around this time, Charlotte Brontë, age ten, and Branwell Brontë, age nine, began to 
record a series of plays based on the adventures of the children’s toy soldiers, set in their 
make-believe world of Glass Town and Angria in Africa. The youngest sisters, Emily 
and Anne, followed with stories of their own, and the tiny cottage industry continued 
well into the children’s early adulthood (see figure 3.1). 

It was a pastime so passionate and so prolific that the combined Brontë juvenilia, 
held in museums, libraries, and private hands throughout the United States and Great 
Britain, surpasses the totality of the 
adult authors’ published works. A 
small number of these early texts 
took the form of miniature hand-
sewn books, written in script 
so microscopic that it appears 
almost impossible for human 
hands to have created it.2 “They 
wrote little works of fiction they 
call’d miniature novels,” Patrick 
recalled. “All these things they 
did of their own accord—and 
evidently took great pleasure in 

 1 Christine Alexander, The Early Writings of Charlotte Brontë (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983), 12.
 2 As the children grew older, the size of the volumes increased. Later they used larger single sheets 

of paper.

Figure 3.1.  Patrick Branwell Brontë, “Branwells Blackwoods 
Magazine,” July 1829. Reproduced at actual size.  

MS Lowell 1 (9). Houghton Library. 
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their enjoyment.” 3 Elizabeth Gaskell, author of the classic The Life of Charlotte Brontë, 
first laid eyes on the Brontë juvenilia in 1885 and described the booklets as “the wildest 
& most incoherent things. They give one the idea of creative power carried to the verge 
of insanity.” 4 And yet, like James Joyce’s epiphanies or Jane Austen’s childhood writings, 
the seemingly primitive volumes shed light on the origins of the celebrated authors’ 
genius and later works. 

When Amy Lowell, the Imagist poet, bibliophile, and first cousin of James Russell 
Lowell, died in 1925, her collection of rare books and manuscripts came by bequest 
to Harvard University. Included in the materials given by Lowell, who herself began 
writing poetry as a child and was regarded as one the great women collectors of her 
day, were nine examples of the Brontë miniature books (see figures 3.2 and 3.3). Now 
housed in Houghton Library, the Lowell collection of Brontë juvenilia (six books 
authored by Charlotte and three by Branwell) is of particular value since it includes 

 3 Patrick Brontë, Brontë Society Transactions 8 (1932): 94, quoted in Christine Alexander, ed., An 
Edition of The Early Writings of Charlotte Brontë, Volume 1: The Glass Town Saga 1826–1832 (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1987), xiii. 

 4 J.A.V. Chapple and Arthur Pollard, eds., The Letters of Mrs. Gaskell (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1997), 398, quoted in Carol Bock, “‘Our plays’: The Brontë Juvenilia,” in Heather Glen, ed., 
The Cambridge Companion to the Brontës (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 37.

Figure 3.2.  Brontë Juvenilia, MS Lowell 1. 
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nearly half of the extant miniature booklets. Leslie Morris, curator of modern books 
and manuscripts at Houghton, observes, “The books have been requested many, many 
times. But the miniatures have always been extremely difficult for people to use because 
they are so small and so fragile. We were naturally very apprehensive about the future 
and longevity of these valuable works.” 5 

Serious scholarly interest in the volumes is relatively recent, in part because of their 
complicated provenance, the physical nature of the books themselves, and evolving 
perceptions about juvenilia. When Charlotte Brontë died in 1855, her husband, Reverend 
Arthur Bell Nicholls, held on to her youthful unpublished manuscripts, which were 
apparently wrapped in newspaper and stored in the bottom of a cupboard for another 
three and a half decades.6 In 1892 Clement King Shorter, a journalist and publisher of 
various editions of the Brontë works, approached Nicholls and bought the juvenilia 
on behalf of Thomas Wise.7 Wise distinguished himself as a bibliographer, collector, 
and, as it later became known, a brilliant forger. He sold some of the miniatures and 
also published various editions of the booklets, though these editions were riddled 
with inaccurate readings, datings, titles, and attributions of authorship. Wise’s slipshod 
methods would prove to be a continual source of frustration for scholars. 

In Fannie Ratchford’s seminal study on the Brontë juvenilia published in 1941, 
she describes the miniatures as being initially “eagerly seized upon by collectors for 
their romantic association and odd appearance, rather than for their content.” 8 While 
Ratchford’s scholarly contributions were significant, many of the Brontës’ childhood 
writings still had not been transcribed, and questions of authorship remained. The next 
scholar to undertake the challenge of reconstructing the circumstances and sequences 
of the early writings was Christine Alexander. “I had to sort out such puzzles and 
wanted to make the most complete version of juvenilia available to everyone for the 
first time,” explains Alexander, Scientia Professor of English at the University of New 
South Wales. “I was keen to find out how the young authors developed the imagination, 
knowledge, and writing skills later revealed in their novels.” 9

Alexander points out that scholars have not always regarded juvenilia as worthy 
of literary analysis or scholarly investigation. Authors themselves (and sometimes 
their families) tended not to favor what they considered immature works, and critics 

 5 Leslie Morris, interview with author (February 17, 2006). 
 6 After Charlotte’s death in 1855, Patrick Brontë approached Elizabeth Gaskell about writing his 

daughter’s biography. During the course of her research, Gaskell acquired numerous original sources, 
including the Brontë juvenilia, which she eventually returned to Charlotte’s husband, Reverend Arthur Bell 
Nicholls.

 7 Clement K. Shorter, Charlotte Brontë and Her Circle (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1896), 25. 
 8 Fannie Elizabeth Ratchford, The Brontës’ Web of Childhood (New York: Russell & Russell, 1964), xi.
 9 Alexander, interview with author (July 26, 2006).
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have often been unkind about an 
author’s early literary attempts.10 
In addition, such works pose 
numerous challenges because 
the pieces may be unedited, frag-
mentary, written in small print, 
and include inconsistent styles and 
misspellings. A young writer may 
imitate others’ work, a strategy that 
can be perceived as unimaginative. 
But as Alexander argues, imitation 
in fact represents a creative act, 
and “a constructive and necessary 
process practiced first by all young 
writers until they develop faith in 
their own ‘genius.’ ” 11

Alexander is director and general editor of the Juvenilia Press, which publishes 
early writings in order to increase understanding of the formative years of noted 
authors and the genesis of their later works. Part of the press’s mandate has been to 
develop standards and approaches for editing juvenilia and for providing faithful 
transcriptions. The press’s books now include the early works of Margaret Atwood, Jane 
Austen, Charlotte Brontë, George Eliot, Margaret Laurence, and Malcolm Lowry, and 
its efforts have helped to preserve and elevate juvenilia to a legitimate literary genre. As 
Peter Sabor, editor of Jane Austen Juvenilia, writes, “Austen’s remarkable early fictions, 
fragmentary though some of them are, can no longer be dismissed as mere apprentice 
work, and rather than damaging Austen’s reputation they have come to augment it.” 12 
Similarly, Alexander explains, “Charlotte Brontë’s early writing reveals the formative 
influences on the later novelist. It allows us to trace her development as a writer and it 
provides us with important biographic information.” 13

Alexander pursued her interest in juvenilia as a PhD student at Cambridge 
University, when she set out with her backpack to visit US and British libraries, where 
she identified and painstakingly transcribed the Brontës’ early writings. These included 

10 Alexander, “Defining and Representing Literary Juvenilia,” in Christine Alexander and Juliet 
McMaster, eds., The Child Writers From Austen to Woolf (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 
73–77.

11 Alexander, “Defining and Representing Literary Juvenilia,” 79.
12 Peter Sabor, “Introduction,” in Jane Austen Juvenilia, ed. Peter Sabor (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2006), xxiii.
13  Alexander, An Edition of The Early Writings of Charlotte Brontë, Volume 1, xix.

Figure 3.3.  Charlotte Brontë, “The Adventures of Mon. 
Edouard de Crack, by Lord C. Wellesley [pseud.],” 
February 22, 1830. Reproduced at actual size. MS Lowell 1 (3). 
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the volumes bequeathed to Harvard by Amy Lowell, who had bought them from 
Wise.14 Alexander’s subsequent book, The Early Writings of Charlotte Brontë (1983), 
which sorts out and pieces together the Brontë children’s imaginary sagas and traces 
their early writing life, was the first study based on all known early manuscripts. Today, 
Alexander’s labors, as well as those of Victor A. Neufeldt, who transcribed works by 
Branwell Brontë, provide comprehensive editions of the two siblings’ early works.15 

The efforts of Alexander and Neufeldt have continued to attract scholarly 
appreciation and attention to the miniature volumes.16 The increased use and fragile 
nature of the Lowell collection of Brontë juvenilia at Houghton in particular prompted 
Leslie Morris to arrange for a conservation assessment of their condition. Problems 
addressed by conservators rarely have cookie-cutter solutions—the treatments being 
as unique and complex as the individual objects themselves. It took a team of paper 
and book conservators and imaging specialists from Harvard Library’s Weissman 
Preservation Center and Imaging Services to carefully devise and monitor each step 
of the process. Former Malloy-Rabinowitz Preservation Librarian Jan Merrill-Oldham 
explains that “conservation of the Brontë miniatures drew upon the full range of skills—
complex treatment, cataloging, and imaging—required for the optimal examination, 
appreciation, and preservation of very special cultural resources.’’ 17 In the end, the 
team’s efforts would not only preserve and protect the rare and otherworldly artifacts, 
but also shed light on their construction and creation.

Before coming to Houghton, the miniature books, which measure roughly 2 inches 
high by 1½ inches wide, had been housed in a four-flap enclosure holding three neat 
rows of three books each.18 The enclosure slid easily into an elegant late nineteenth- or 

14 Alexander, interview with author (July 26, 2006). Alexander explains that “Wise would break up 
volumes by Branwell and pass them off as Emily’s because Emily fetched higher prices. But in general he did 
not tamper with the Brontë manuscripts as much as those of other writers that passed through his hands.” 
Alexander asserts that a number of characteristics confirm the authenticity of the Lowell collection. “The 
crude paper and original hand sewing conform to the Brontës’ practice, even the ink blots are similar to other 
early Brontë manuscripts. The script is definitely genuine and the content is clearly part of the larger saga of 
Glass Town and Angria.” 

15  See Alexander, The Early Writings of Charlotte Brontë; Alexander, An Edition of the Early Writings 
of Charlotte Brontë, Vol. 1: 1826–1832; Vol. 2 Part 1: 1833–1834; Part 2: 1834–1835 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1987); 
and Victor A. Neufeldt, ed., The Works of Patrick Branwell Brontë: Vol. 1: 1827–1836; Vol. 2: 1834–1836; Vol. 3: 
1837–1848 (New York: Garland Publishing, 1997). 

16 See Liz Maynes-Aminzade’s accompanying article in this issue of HLB: “Literary Fetishes: The 
Brontë Miniature Books,” pages 27–45 above.

17 Jan Merrill-Oldham, interview with author (March 29, 2006).
18 See the finding aid for “Charlotte Brontë Juvenilia,” MS Lowell 1, for the dimensions in cm for 

each booklet <http://nrs.harvard.edu/urn-3:FHCL.Hough:hou00223> (accessed October 5, 2010). 
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early twentieth-century slipcase box. While this arrangement at first glance appeared 
to provide an adequate structure to protect the books, the conservators recognized 
that the enclosure had already compromised the objects and had the potential to cause 
continuing damage unless the volumes were rehoused. 

The back cover of each book had been attached to the backboard of the enclosure 
with a gummed paper hinge. The gummed adhesive had saturated and stained 
some pages so badly that they had become brittle. In addition, the acidic content of 
the backboard could eventually migrate into the booklets and, as with the gummed 
adhesive, cause the pages to turn brittle and brown. This mounting technique also 
prevented scholars from viewing the back cover itself, and if patrons turned the page 
of a volume too abruptly, they risked ripping the body of the book away from its cover. 
Due to a failed hinge, one book had already become completely detached from its cover.

Curator and conservators agreed that the first objective then was to liberate the 
books from this damaging environment. Conservator Priscilla Anderson carefully slit 
the gummed hinges to separate the volumes from the backboard of the enclosures, 
and then removed the gummed paper residues with a gel. “I had to be very careful,” 
Anderson explains, “because I didn’t want to add so much moisture that the adhesive 
would be driven in further or so little that when I removed the hinge I took part of the 
book as well.” 19 Anderson used a methyl cellulose poultice, a gel that allowed moisture 
to penetrate very slowly and gave her the control she needed.

“The next step was to come up with a new method of housing that would provide 
secure support for the books,” paper conservator Debora Mayer notes. “The challenge 
was to do it without using adhesive.” 20 The team engaged in its own form of miniature 
bookmaking, fabricating replicas of the originals on which to experiment. In the end, 
Mayer and Anderson designed a special window mat, cut a slot for each book in the 
mat backboard, fed a strip of Japanese paper through the slots, and then anchored 
the strip around the back cover of each book. In addition, Anderson sewed polyester 
thread through existing holes in each cover and through holes in the mat backboard, 
and tied the thread. This system addresses security concerns while still allowing the 
books to be exhibited and examined (see figure 3.4). 

“To then treat the nine volumes themselves required an understanding of what 
the objects were and what went into their astonishing construction,” conservator 
Thea Burns explains.21 The meticulous nature of the miniatures raises questions 
among conservators and scholars alike. What inspired the Brontës to devote years to 
creating the fantastical works? What possessed them to fabricate their books on such a 
miniscule scale? How did they assemble the volumes and determine the layout of the 

19 Priscilla Anderson, interview with author (March 14, 2006).
20 Debora Mayer, interview with author (March 28, 2006).
21 Thea Burns, interview with author (March 21, 2006).
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text pages? “Scholars newly interested in the evolution of creativity and the history of 
the book are increasingly uncovering early writings . . . and investigating early forays in 
bookmaking,” Alexander notes of the growing number of studies devoted to juvenilia. 
“In such youthful productions, as we increasingly discover, we can trace the child’s 
process of self-construction as an author.” 22

The Brontës drew inspiration for the themes and presentation of their imaginary 
musings from more sources than early scholarship perhaps recognized. Among the 
traditional biographical works is a vestige of a mythic Brontë image: four children 
roaming motherless about the wild and rocky wind-swept moors of the Yorkshire 
countryside, cut off from the outside world. While the siblings found enchantment and 
sustenance in the moors and equally in each other’s company, their miniature booklets 
reveal that they were also lively and nuanced observers of the contemporary society in 
which they lived. 

The family resided in the bustling mill town of Haworth, where the Brontës came 
into frequent contact with the local clergy, visiting scholars, and musicians. They could 
attend public lectures on history, science, and literature, see art exhibitions in the nearby 
town of Leeds, and borrow books and magazines from the circulating libraries. Patrick 
approached his children’s education with a liberal spirit. (The son of an Irish farmer, he 
had successfully journeyed from his homeland to England where he became a student 
at Cambridge University.) Patrick engaged the children in lively discussions ranging 
from nature to politics. He introduced them to the works of Milton, Shakespeare, 
Byron, Swift, and Wordsworth, as well as the Bible, Arabian Nights, and Rollin’s Ancient 
History. He also exposed them to a number of contemporary periodicals focusing on 
current affairs and culture, after which they modeled their own publications. “These 
periodicals,” scholar Carol Bock notes, “made it possible for Charlotte and Branwell to 

22 Alexander, “Introduction,” in The Child Writers From Austen to Woolf, 2. 

Figure 3.4.  Front and back views showing improved housing with thread used to secure volumes.
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appropriate myths and representations of their culture and to put them to use as they 
began to construct their future adult identities as literary professionals.” 23

The children’s miniature books 
reveal the inventive ways in which 
the siblings wrote, designed, and 
fabricated their publications. As 
Liz Maynes-Aminzade explains, 
“What is often taken as mysticism 
or imaginative whimsy on the part 
of the young Brontës was actually 
the product of two child ethnogra-
phers who recognized the fanciful 
behavior of adults toward literary 
objects.”24 The Brontës duly credited 
on their miniature pages a make-
believe staff of illustrators, printers, 
publishers, and distributors like 
those on the contemporary journals 
the children read. 

The publications often included tongue-in-cheek advertisements (see figure 3.5): 
“To be sold a large silver cup value one hundred £ sterling by Monsieur Let nought 
go till he cannon hold it any longer.” 25 Humor and the challenging of social mores 
punctuate the little books. In one ditty, Charlotte wrote, “What is more glorious in 
nature or art, than a bottle of Brandy clear? / there’s nothing I like so well for my part, 
it rids you of every fear.” 26 The secret literary enterprise also allowed the children to 
explore the realms of a forbidden adult world. In the story of the “Adventures of Mon 
Edouard de Crack,” Charlotte painted a ghastly vision: “Six living anatomies were sitting 
upon the damp floor of a cellar. The naked walls all covered with green slime betokened 
the presence of noisome and putrid vapours.” 27 A few pages later, the tone shifts as 
Edouard discovers a city where “The kings palaces were of radiant white marble richly 

23 Bock, “‘Our plays’: The Brontë Juvenilia,” 52.
24 See page 45 above.
25 Charlotte Brontë, “A Silver Cup: A Tale,” October 1829. MS Lowell 1 (5).
26 Charlotte Brontë, “Military Conversations,” in “Blackwoods Young Mens Magazine,” August 1829. 

MS Lowell 1 (6).
27 Charlotte Brontë, “The Adventures of Mon. Edouard de Crack, by Lord C. Wellesley,” February 22, 

1830, MS Lowell 1 (3).

Figure 3.5.  Patrick Branwell Brontë, “Branwells Blackwoods 
Magazine,” July 1829. Reproduced at actual size. 
MS Lowell 1 (9).  
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ornamented with massive silver imagery and the architecture was the soul of nobleness 
grandeur magnificence and elegance combined.” 28 

The siblings spun a highly sophisticated mix of literary criticism, editorials, 
reviews, poetry, plays, and tales of exploration and empire building, romance and 
intrigue, crime and the supernatural. Their volumes expanded on make-believe themes 
inspired from fiction and reality, from the dramatic games they created with Branwell’s 
toy soldiers, and from their own readings. Charlotte remembered when her father 
first returned from Leeds with the set of soldiers on which the children would base 
their stories. “Branwell came to our door with a box of soldiers. Emily and I jumped 
out of bed and I snatched up one and exclaimed, ‘This is the Duke of Wellington! It 
shall be mine.’ . . . Emily’s was a grave looking fellow. We called him ‘Gravey’. Anne’s 
was a queer little thing, very much like herself. He was called ‘Waiting Boy’. Branwell 
chose ‘Bonaparte’. ” 29 Alexander explains that Charlotte’s statement, “It shall be mine,” 
represents “not only physical possession of a toy soldier, but the assumption of a 
persona, a mask that allowed the child author to speak.”30 The siblings’ characters soon 
splintered and evolved into numerous alter egos, guises, and narrative voices which 
told their own version of events.

The “scribblemaniacs,” as the children referred to themselves, engaged in their 
productions as a group endeavor. “Collaboration also brought rivalry between the 
child authors that is evident in their earliest articles and reviews,” Alexander writes. 
“Under the guise of fictitious poets, historians, and politicians, they jockey for the Glass 
Town public’s attention by writing scurrilous reviews of their own and each other’s 
work.” 31 The characters that inhabited their pages, then, provided an opportunity for 
the child authors to react to, build upon, and playfully criticize their own and each 
other’s story narratives. Within these fragmented selves, each sibling could experiment 
with different personas and literary genres as part of the process of discovering his or 
her own voice, and, as Victor Neufeldt observes in the case of Branwell, of “shaping and 
defining his own critical and aesthetic principles.” 32 

The children proved equally inventive in the construction of their minuscule 
volumes, which as Alexander notes regarding Charlotte, “suggests not only an early 
awareness of her role as a writer, but also [her] obvious intention to preserve her 

28 “The Adventures of Mon. Edouard de Crack.”
29 Alexander, The Early Writings of Charlotte Brontë, 5.
30 Alexander, “Autobiography and Juvenilia: Charlotte Brontë’s Early Manuscripts” in The Child 

Writers From Austen to Woolf, 156.
31 Christine Alexander and Margaret Smith, eds., The Oxford Companion to the Brontës (Oxford, 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 280. 
32 Neufeldt, “The Child is Parent to the Author: Branwell Brontë,” in The Child Writers From Austen 

to Woolf, 2.
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manuscripts.” 33 The booklets belonged to and were 
made specifically for the world of their toy soldiers, 
hence their average size of 2  inches high by 1½  inches 
wide (see figure  3.6). Tiny illustrations sometimes 
accompanied the text. With paper expensive and 
scarce, the Brontës used whatever household remnants 
they could find—scraps of wallpaper, drawing paper, 
book advertisements, or even the empty paper bags of 
sugar or Epsom salts.34 Conservators in the Weissman 
Preservation Center discovered the covers in the 
Lowell collection to be of different weights and surface 
characteristics that included recycled advertisements 
of book-paper weight (indicating the covers may have 
come from a pamphlet or book), blue and gray heavy-
weight papers that appeared to be wrapping papers, and 
very thin yellow papers.

Either intuitively or from observation, the Brontë 
children employed two commonly known ways of sewing 

the pages of their books together. For the six volumes in the Lowell collection authored 
by Charlotte, they folded small paper sheets in half and sewed through the centerfolds 
with ordinary household thread (see figure 3.7). This method allowed the books to lie 
flat when opened and made it possible to turn the pages easily. The technique held 
up remarkably well over time, and 
these books needed no re-sewing.

For the remaining three 
volumes authored by Branwell, 
however, either Branwell or his 
sisters stab stitched (that is, side-
stitched) the books through the 
covers and text blocks several 
millimeters in from the spine, 
using wool yarn or thread. The 
tension created by the stab 
stitching made it extremely 
difficult for researchers over the 
years to open the books, turn 
pages, or even read the text, some 

33 Alexander, An Edition of The Early Writings of Charlotte Brontë, xv.
34 Bock, “‘Our plays’: The Brontë Juvenilia,” 39.

Figure 3.6.  Charlotte Brontë, “An 
Interesting Passage in the Lives 
of Some Eminent Personages of 
the Present Age, by Lord Charles 
Wellesley [pseud.],” June 18, 
1830. Reproduced at actual size. 
MS Lowell 1 (1).  

Figure 3.7.  Charlotte Brontë, “The Adventures of Mon. 
Edouard de Crack, by Lord C. Wellesley [pseud.],” 
February 22, 1830. Reproduced at actual size. MS Lowell 1 (3). 
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of which was hidden in the inner margins by the sewing thread. In addition, the sewing 
had become loose and some of the threads had broken apart such that whole pages 
were in danger of becoming separated from their covers. 

In treating the objects, the conservation team and the curator had to decide 
whether bringing the hidden text to light outweighed the advantage of keeping the 
original thread in place. They agreed it did. So Anderson removed the loose threads 
from the stab-stitched books (see figure 3.8). “I felt very nervous,” she remembers, 
“because I was concerned that some pieces would be too brittle to be removed intact. 
For one book I had to take out the thread a millimeter at a time, so I would not bend 
it in a way that would make it snap.” 35 She succeeded and removed the stitching in one 
piece. The operation took two hours. 

Using new thread, Anderson then sewed each text block through the fold, rather 
than the side. While the new stitching allowed the pages to turn with far less potential 
for wear and tear, the dilemma remained that original material had been removed from 
the object. Anderson resolved the issue by reattaching the old thread through the holes 
in the outer cover only, so as to preserve the thread with the object as well as give the 
book its original appearance. The Weissman Preservation Center routinely produces 
full written and pictorial documentation of these conservation steps, and Houghton 
Library retains copies of such documentation in curatorial files available to researchers.

Anderson also humidified and flattened the book covers that had creased or 
worn corners. A number of the books exhibited tears, slits, and detached fragments. 
She repaired these using wheat starch paste and Japanese paper, which she toned 

35 Anderson, interview with author (March 14, 2006).

Figure 3.8.  Patrick Branwell Brontë, “Magazine,” January 1829.  
Outer and inner views of the front cover. Reproduced at actual size. MS Lowell 1 (8).  

HLB 24_2 BOOK to UW.indb   56 12/8/2014   4:52:26 PM



 Melissa Banta 57

with acrylic paints and pastels to match the text papers. On any other document, the 
tears and fragments would have appeared minor, but not in the Lilliputian world of 
the Brontë creations. “When treating something that’s only 2 inches tall, a tear that is 
miniscule becomes significant,” Anderson explains.36 

One tear in particular, less than ⅛ inch wide, ripped across a juncture where a 
page was folded. Writing appeared on both sides of the fold and on both sides of the 
paper. Anderson used individual paper fibers to bridge the tear, performing the almost 
impossible task of carefully placing the fibers only in areas where no writing appeared, 
so as not to obscure any existing script. Placing the page over a light-box allowed her to 
see through the paper and correctly align the script on both the front and back. 

Anderson was operating in 
a world where something the 
size of a pinhead mattered (see 
figures 3.9 and 3.10). “The worst 
thing I could have done was to 
lose one of those little tiny bits of 
paper that had writing on it,” she 
recalls. “I literally held my breath 
when I was working so I wouldn’t 
blow any fragments away.” Being 
unable to turn the pages with her 
fingers posed another obstacle. 
“The books are so little and fussy 
and delicate. I have small hands to 
begin with, but I felt like a giant,” 
she remembers of the process. Like 

a surgeon performing a delicate operation, Anderson set to work on the miniature 
puzzles equipped with a micro-spatula to turn the pages, micro-tweezers (a surgical 
tool that conservators find particularly useful when handling minute objects), a 
jeweler’s head loupe magnifier, and a binocular surgical microscope. If she were to 
paste anything incorrectly, she knew it would be very difficult to undo the mend. 
“This was a complicated and somewhat invasive treatment on objects that were both 
extremely valuable and extremely small,” Anderson observes.37 

Leslie Morris notes how reassuring it was “to have access to skilled professionals 
who understand the nature of these works.” 38 It is an understanding, conservators 
explain, born from years of practiced knowledge as well as intimate experience with 

36 Anderson, interview with author (March 14, 2010).
37 Ibid.
38 Morris, interview with author (February 17, 2010).

Figure 3.9. A tear being mended with Japanese paper and 
wheat starch paste.
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the individual objects they treat. “The Brontës spent years constructing these artifacts, 
and I had the opportunity to handle and treat them with the same care, honoring the 
way in which they were originally created,” Anderson says. “I began to appreciate, 
among other things, the fact that the children were not using a fine-tipped ballpoint 
pen, but pen and ink, which by its very nature blots. They had to have extraordinary 
control to make those tiny letter forms.” 39

Before the books were securely sewn into their new housing, a final preservation 
step remained: creating surrogate copies so as to make the collection widely accessible 
and to reduce use and handling of the originals. “The books were originally bound 
very tightly,” Robert Zinck, a photographer in Harvard Library’s Imaging Services, 
notes. “But the conservation treatment made it possible to manipulate and open the 
miniatures without damaging them, and also made visible any text that was originally 
hidden in the gutter margins.” 40 

To obtain the right focus within a very small area also presented a major hurdle. 
The digital camera lenses required for this extreme close-up photography compounded 
the problem because they permit even less depth of field. Without uniformity (flatness) 

39 Anderson, interview with author (March 14, 2006).
40 Robert Zinck, interview with author (April 4, 2006).

Figure 3.10.  Priscilla Anderson working with the Brontë volumes in the Weissman Preservation Center lab.
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across the entire plane in a shallow depth of field, some areas of the reproduction 
would be blurrier than others. “Being able to open the volumes fully helped minimize 
the depth of field problem and achieve the right focus,” Zinck explains.41 Given the size 
of the books and the fact that they required significant magnification to view, the next 
challenge was how to maintain clarity in the digital reproductions so that the image 
pixels would not appear fuzzy or jagged. A high resolution camera enabled Zinck to 
produce scans, which, even when enlarged many times over, maintain sharpness (see 
figure 3.11). 

When Neufeldt and Alexander transcribed the books previously, they sometimes 
needed a magnifying glass, and Alexander recalls at one point using a microscope to 

examine a punctuation mark on 
one of the manuscripts.42 “The 
booklets were already in a very 
fragile state when I was making 
my transcriptions in the 1990s, 
and Houghton was limiting 
access to them as a result,” 
Neufeldt remembers. “I only 
wish I had had the benefit of the 
digital reproductions when I was 
making my transcriptions and 
was desperately trying to peer 
into the gutters.”43 Researchers 
can now view color digital scans 
of the booklets through OASIS, 
Harvard Library’s online 
archival search system.44

“In this particular case,” Morris says, “developments in photography made a huge 
trans formation, allowing patrons to achieve a new level of research by viewing the mini-
a tures in a detailed way that wasn’t possible earlier.”45 Through the en larged text and 
faithful reproduc tion of color, viewers today can not only read the script but can also 
distinguish the texture of the cover and papers, yarn and threads, miniscule pen strokes, 
blots of ink, accompanying draw ings (Branwell was regarded as having  considerable 
artistic talent), and the inventive layout of each volume. “It’s possible to see very clearly 

41 Robert Zinck, interview with author (April 4, 2006).
42 Neufeldt, The Works of Patrick Branwell Brontë, Vol. 1: 1827–1836, xxvii.
43 Neufeldt, interview with author (January 10, 2006).
44 See URL in note 18.
45 Morris, interview with author (February 17, 2006).

Figure 3.11.  Charlotte Brontë, “Scenes of the Great Bridge,” 
November 1829. Reproduced at actual size. MS Lowell 1 (4). 
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the care the young Brontës took in their imitation of adult journals,” Alexander says, 
“and that the exact layout and organization of title pages, advertisements, editorials, 
articles, and stories in their little magazines were modeled on those in Blackwood’s 
 Edinburgh Magazine.”46 Blackwood’s was a wildly entertaining and bitingly satirical peri-
odical of the day, which Branwell remembered as the “chief delight of his childhood,” 
and after which he created his own magazine, “Branwells Blackwoods Magazine.”47 
“The Brontës  attitude toward Victorian literary culture is marked by ambivalence, 
partly because as  children they were relegated to its margins,” Maynes-Aminzade 
notes. “And while they aspire to join the literary establishment, they also take 
pleasure in satirizing the literary types who rule it.” 

“I am just going to write because I cannot help it,” Charlotte reflected early on. 
“What in all this is there to remind me of the divine silent unseen land of thought, 
dim now, and indefinite as a dream of a dream, the shadow of a shade? . . . Now I 
should be agonized if I had not the dream to repose on.”48 Page after page of the tiny 
booklets reveal the brilliance with which Charlotte and her siblings wove the rich 
familial, social, and literary culture around them into the fabric of their early writings 
and imaginary worlds populated by kings, soldiers, politicians, lawyers, doctors, 
artists, writers, lovers, and rogues. “Few of their father’s parishioners and friends would 
ever guess that, beneath the plain, demure exteriors of the painfully shy Brontë sisters 
there fermented an exotic, exuberant world of the imagination,” scholar Juliet Barker 
notes. “It is not just that one can see in [the juvenilia] the skills of the mature writer 
developing over the years, but also that the origins of so much of the later work lies in 
the fantasy worlds which the Brontës had created as children.”49 

The challenge in conserving the works lay in how to both preserve and convey the 
artifactual nature of the volumes themselves. “It is impossible to represent in type an 
original manuscript; yet the layout of the Brontë . . . juvenilia,” Alexander explains, “with 
their detailed title pages, prefaces, interpolations, and postscripts, is crucial to their 
interpretation.”50 Neufeldt concurs, “The volumes reveal much about the imaginations 
that produced them. They need to be studied and viewed as a whole to get the full effect 

46 Alexander, interview with author (July 26, 2006).
47 Margaret Oliphant, Annals of a Publishing House: William Blackwood and His Sons, Their 

Magazine and Friends, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: W. Blackwood & Sons, 1897), 11 and 187, quoted in Carol Bock, 
“‘Our plays’: The Brontë Juvenilia,” 47.

48 Quoted in Alexander, “Charlotte Brontë at Roe Head,” in Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre, Norton 
Critical Edition, 3rd ed., ed. Richard J. Dunn (New York: Norton, 2001), 407.

49 Juliet Barker, ed., Juvenilia, 1829–1835, by Charlotte Brontë (London, New York: Penguin Books, 
1996), xiii, viii.

50 Alexander, “Defining and Representing Literary Juvenilia,” in The Child Writers From Austen to 
Woolf, 85.
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and to understand the image 
and self-conception Charlotte 
and Branwell were trying to 
project with each booklet, 
something that transcriptions 
can only partially do at best.”51 
Merrill-Oldham explains 
how ap proach  ing the care 
and reproduction of his-
torical artifacts holisti cally 
can stimulate dis cover ies and 
perspectives never before 
possible. “Together scholars, 
curators, con  servators, and 
imaging spe cial ists have 
revealed pre vi ous ly un dis-

cover ed pathways to our under stand ing of the work of the young Brontës.”52

“Once upon a time four gifted children built themselves a dream world,” Fannie 
Ratchford writes, “magnificently wrought and marvelously built. Taken by death, they 
left their creation intact, glorious in imagination, exquisite in fancy, but invisible save 
through a long unrecognized talisman.”53 The fantastic childhood constructions, not 
meant for adult eyes but created for toy soldiers, became a vehicle for the children to 
express their inner realms—drawn from the imagined and real—within the safe confines 
of a fictional publishing enterprise and an encouraging family circle. “As I treated the 
booklets,” Anderson notes, “the miniature forms began taking over my senses—I 
realized that the Brontës were in fact creating a stage—a kind of alternative universe.”54 
Through the dedicated labors of scholars who recognized the value of objects once 
considered mere curiosities, and the skilled hands of conservators and photographers 
who practice the delicate art and science of preservation, the otherworldly universe 
created by the Brontës survives—lending a new appreciation to the emerging genius 
that spills from the pages of their tiny tomes.

51 Neufeldt, interview with author (January 10, 2006).
52 Merrill-Oldham, interview with author (March 29, 2006).
53 Ratchford, The Brontës’ Web of Childhood, 3.
54 Anderson, interview with author (March 14, 2006).

Figure 3.12.  Patrick Branwell Brontë, “Magazine,” January 
1829.  Front and back views of cover. Reproduced at actual size. 
MS Lowell 1 (8).
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