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Abstract: 

This paper explores the symbolic significance of birds in the Gondal poems by Emily and Anne Brontë, 

highlighting their use as potent symbols of freedom, hope, and the soul's longing for liberation. The 

Brontë sisters imbue bird imagery with layers of meaning that extend beyond their physical 

characteristics, using them as messengers, omens, and reflections of the characters' inner lives. Birds 

frequently symbolize freedom, as seen in Emily Brontë's depiction of soaring landscapes and Anne 

Brontë's imagery of captive doves longing for liberation. They also serve as messengers and omens, 

conveying important themes and foreshadowing events, as illustrated in poems like Emily's "The 

Prisoner (A Fragment)" and Anne's "The Captive Dove." Additionally, birds represent hope and 

renewal, reflecting the characters' aspirations for a better future and spiritual awakening. The Brontës' 

use of birds in relation to other animals enriches the thematic depth of their poetry, highlighting 

different aspects of human experience and the natural world. By examining the symbolic use of birds, 

this paper uncovers the Brontë sisters' profound connection to nature and their ability to create a rich 

tapestry of imagery that enhances the emotional and thematic depth of their work. Through their 

poetry, Emily and Anne Brontë invite readers to explore the intricate relationships between humans 

and birds, finding solace, inspiration, and deeper truths in the beauty and resilience of the natural 

world. 
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Introduction: 

Birds in the Gondal poems by Emily and Anne Brontë are potent symbols of freedom, hope, and the 

soul's longing for liberation. Their presence in the poems adds layers of meaning that extend beyond 

their physical characteristics, serving as messengers, omens, and reflections of the characters' inner 

lives. This paper explores the symbolic significance of birds in these poems, highlighting how the 

Brontë sisters use these symbols to convey themes of freedom, hope, and the human connection to 

nature. 

Birds as Symbols of Freedom: 

Birds often symbolize freedom in literature, and the Gondal poems are no exception. The Brontë sisters 

frequently use bird imagery to convey a longing for liberation and an escape from the constraints of 

earthly life. This theme is particularly prominent in Emily Brontë's poetry. 

In Emily Brontë's "High Waving Heather 'Neath Stormy Blasts Bending," the imagery of birds soaring 

above the stormy landscape reflects the characters' desire for freedom and transcendence: 

"High waving heather 'neath stormy blasts bending, 

Midnight and moonlight and bright shining stars, 

Darkness and glory rejoicingly blending, 

Earth rising to heaven and heaven descending." 

Although birds are not explicitly mentioned in this passage, the sense of movement and elevation in 

the imagery evokes the idea of birds soaring above the heather and stormy blasts. This depiction 

symbolizes the soul's aspiration to rise above earthly struggles and reach a state of spiritual freedom. 

Anne Brontë also uses bird imagery to symbolize freedom in her poem "A Voice from the Dungeon": 

 

"Poor restless dove, I pity thee; 

And when I hear thy plaintive moan, 
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I mourn for thy captivity, 

And in thy woes forget mine own." 

The dove, a common symbol of peace and purity, also represents the longing for freedom. The bird's 

captivity mirrors the speaker's own sense of confinement, and its plaintive moan evokes a deep 

empathy. This image highlights the universal desire for freedom and the pain of being constrained, 

reflecting themes of captivity and the yearning for liberation. 

Birds as Messengers and Omens: 

In addition to symbolizing freedom, birds in the Gondal poems often serve as messengers and omens, 

conveying important messages and foreshadowing events. Their presence adds a layer of meaning that 

extends beyond their physical characteristics, contributing to the narrative and emotional depth of the 

poems. 

In Emily Brontë's "The Prisoner (A Fragment)," birds are depicted as messengers of hope and spiritual 

transcendence: 

"But first, a hush of peace, a soundless calm descends;   

The struggle of distress and fierce impatience ends.   

Mute music soothes my breast—unuttered harmony   

That I could never dream till Earth was lost to me." 

The notion of being free like a bird, able to transcend earthly struggles, is powerful. The bird represents 

the ultimate freedom from the physical and emotional confines of life, suggesting a transcendental 

state of being. The bird's presence as a messenger of peace and harmony foreshadows the speaker's 

eventual liberation from suffering. 

Anne Brontë’s "The Captive Dove" uses the dove as an omen of the speaker's own feelings of captivity 

and longing for freedom: 

"Poor restless dove, I pity thee; 

And when I hear thy plaintive moan, 

I mourn for thy captivity, 

And in thy woes forget mine own." 

 

The dove's song serves as a reflection of the speaker's internal state, symbolizing the themes of 

captivity and the longing for liberation. The bird's role as an omen underscores the interconnectedness 

between the natural world and human experience, highlighting the emotional and narrative depth of 

the poem. 

Birds as Symbols of Hope and Renewal 

Birds also symbolize hope and renewal in the Gondal poems, reflecting the characters' aspirations for 

a better future and the possibility of new beginnings. This theme is particularly evident in Emily 

Brontë's use of bird imagery. 

In "The Night-Wind," Emily Brontë uses bird imagery to evoke a sense of hope and renewal: 

"In summer's mellow midnight, 

A cloudless moon shone through 

Our open parlour window 

And rose-trees wet with dew." 

While the focus here is on the serenity of the night, the implied presence of birds and their songs 

enhances the sense of peace and renewal. The birds' songs symbolize the possibility of new beginnings 

and the hope that comes with each new day. 

In "The Visionary," Emily Brontë uses bird imagery to symbolize spiritual awakening and renewal: 

"Silent is the house: all are laid asleep: 

One alone looks out o'er the snow-wreaths deep, 

Watching every cloud, dreading every breeze 

That whirls the wildering drift and bends the groaning trees." 

The presence of birds, even if only implied, symbolizes the life and movement in the natural world 

that contrasts with the stillness and silence of the human world. The birds' freedom and natural 
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behaviors provide a counterpoint to human constraints, reflecting themes of liberation and spiritual 

awakening. 

Birds in Relation to Other Animals 

The Brontë sisters often use bird imagery in relation to other animals to create a rich tapestry of 

symbols that enhance the thematic depth of their poetry. By comparing and contrasting birds with other 

creatures, the Brontës highlight different aspects of human experience and the natural world. 

In Emily Brontë's "Love and Friendship," the comparison between birds and other animals enhances 

the themes of transience and constancy: 

"Love is like the wild rose-briar, 

Friendship like the holly-tree— 

The holly is dark when the rose-briar blooms, 

But which will bloom most constantly?" 

The wild rose-briar, often associated with birds and other pollinators, symbolizes the transient and 

passionate nature of love, while the holly-tree, providing shelter for birds, represents the steady and 

enduring qualities of friendship. The birds that interact with these plants further emphasize the themes 

of transience and constancy, highlighting the natural cycles that parallel human relationships. 

In Anne Brontë's "The Narrow Way," the imagery of birds and other animals along the path symbolizes 

the journey of life and the choices that shape our destinies: 

"Believe not those who say 

The upward path is smooth, 

Lest thou shouldst stumble in the way, 

And faint before the truth." 

 

The animals encountered along the narrow way, whether explicitly mentioned or implied, symbolize 

the companions and challenges encountered on life's journey. The imagery of birds along the path 

reflects the rewards and growth that come from perseverance and resilience, emphasizing themes of 

personal growth and the importance of staying true to one's path. 

Birds in the Context of the Gondal World 

The Gondal poems are set in a fictional world created by the Brontë sisters, and birds play a significant 

role in this imaginative landscape. The presence of birds in Gondal reflects the themes of freedom, 

hope, and the interconnectedness of all living things within this fantastical realm. 

In Emily Brontë's "Song," birds are depicted as integral parts of the Gondal landscape, enhancing the 

themes of love and loss: 

"The linnet in the rocky dells, 

The moor-lark in the air, 

The bee among the heather-bells 

That hide my lady fair: 

The wild deer browse above her breast; 

The wild birds raise their brood; 

And they, her smiles of love caressed, 

Have left her solitude!" 

The birds' presence and their songs serve as reminders of the past and the connections that once existed. 

Their songs are imbued with a sense of nostalgia and longing, reflecting the themes of love and loss 

that permeate the poem. The birds' role in the Gondal landscape highlights their importance in 

conveying the emotional undercurrents of the narrative. 

In Anne Brontë's "Self-Communion," the imagery of birds enhances the themes of introspection and 

spiritual awakening within the Gondal world: 

"The world is going; dark world, adieu! 

Grim world, conceal thee till thy doom, 

And still the darker thou dost view 

The more of heaven in thy room." 
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The birds' presence in this poem symbolizes the possibility of introspection and spiritual awakening, 

reflecting the interconnectedness between the natural world and human experience. The birds' role in 

the Gondal landscape underscores their importance in conveying the emotional and narrative depth of 

the poems. 

Birds as Metaphors for Human Emotions 

The Brontë sisters often use birds as metaphors for human emotions, reflecting the complex and 

multifaceted nature of the human experience. By imbuing birds with symbolic meanings, the Brontës 

create a rich tapestry of imagery that enhances the emotional and thematic depth of their poetry. 

In Emily Brontë's "The Prisoner (A Fragment)," birds symbolize the yearning for freedom and the 

transcendence of earthly struggles: 

"But first, a hush of peace, a soundless calm descends; 

The struggle of distress and fierce impatience ends. 

Mute music soothes my breast—unuttered harmony 

That I could never dream till Earth was lost to me." 

The birds' presence in this poem represents the ultimate freedom from the physical and emotional 

confines of life, suggesting a transcendental state of being. The birds' role as metaphors for human 

emotions highlights the themes of freedom, hope, and spiritual transcendence that run through the 

poem. 

Anne Brontë's "A Voice from the Dungeon" also uses birds as metaphors for human emotions, 

reflecting themes of captivity and the longing for liberation: 

"Poor restless dove, I pity thee; 

And when I hear thy plaintive moan, 

I mourn for thy captivity, 

And in thy woes forget mine own." 

The dove's song serves as a reflection of the speaker's internal state, symbolizing the themes of 

captivity and the longing for liberation. The bird's role as a metaphor for human emotions underscores 

the interconnectedness between the natural world and human experience, highlighting the emotional 

and narrative depth of the poem. 

 

The Interconnectedness of Birds and Human Experience 

The Brontë sisters' use of bird symbolism in their Gondal poems reflects a profound understanding of 

the interconnectedness between the natural world and human experience. Their poetry reveals how 

birds, with their diverse behaviors and life cycles, mirror human emotions and experiences, providing 

a rich tapestry of symbols that enhance the thematic depth of their work. 

For example, in Emily Brontë's "The Night-Wind," the presence of birds enhances the themes of 

freedom and spiritual renewal: 

"In summer's mellow midnight, 

A cloudless moon shone through 

Our open parlour window 

And rose-trees wet with dew." 

The implied presence of birds and their songs enhances the sense of peace and renewal, symbolizing 

the possibility of new beginnings and the hope that comes with each new day. The birds' role in the 

poem reflects the interconnectedness between the natural world and human experience, highlighting 

the emotional and thematic depth of the narrative. 

In Anne Brontë's "Self-Communion," the imagery of birds enhances the themes of introspection and 

spiritual awakening: 

"The world is going; dark world, adieu! 

Grim world, conceal thee till thy doom, 

And still the darker thou dost view 

The more of heaven in thy room." 

The birds' presence in this poem symbolizes the possibility of introspection and spiritual awakening, 

reflecting the interconnectedness between the natural world and human experience. The birds' role in 
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the Gondal landscape underscores their importance in conveying the emotional and narrative depth of 

the poems. 

 

Conclusion: 

The symbolic use of birds in the Gondal poems of Emily and Anne Brontë reveals their deep 

connection to the natural world and their ability to imbue bird imagery with profound meanings. Birds 

serve not merely as decorative elements but as symbols of freedom, hope, and the human connection 

to nature. By examining these symbols in detail, we gain a deeper understanding of the Brontë sisters' 

artistic vision and their ecological consciousness. The rich bird imagery in their poetry not only 

enhances the emotional and thematic depth of their work but also reflects their profound engagement 

with the environment around them. Through their poetry, the Brontë sisters invite readers to explore 

the intricate relationships between humans and birds, finding solace, inspiration, and deeper truths in 

the beauty and resilience of the natural world. 
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