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Introduction

Emily Bronté (1818-48) was a member of a very unusual family
who lived in the early part of the nineteenth century in a village
in northern England ‘where their father was the vicar. Two
of her sisters died as children, and her only brother died when
he was just over thirty; the three remaining sisters all became
famous writers. Emily’s poetry, which received mixed opinions
when it was first published, is now regarded very highly, and
her only novel, Wuthering Heights, which was criticised se-
verely when it was published in 1847, is now considered one
of the most important and original English novels of the
nineteenth century.

As children, the sisters had very little contact with other
families outside the village; they spent much of their time
walking on the surrounding moors. They and their brother made
stories for each other of imaginary people living in imagin-
ary countries who did wild and exciting things; this imaginary
world, which became a way of escaping from the small village
in which they lived, was especially important for Emily, even
when she was an adult. Another way of escaping from the
dull real world was through reading; because they had few
chances of seeing new books, most of the novels and poetry
‘they read had been written earlier in the century, when writers
put great importance on feelings (especially powerful and
dramatic feelings) and on nature (especially wild and beauti-
ful nature). Their own novels were influenced by the books
they had read and the stories they had invented as children;
they were very different from the other, more “polite” novels
being written in the 1840s, and although early critics agreed
that Wuthering Heights was very powerful, they also described
it as rough and disgusting. When it became known that the
novel had been written by a woman (Emily published it under
another name), it was considered especially shocking.

The story is very neatly planned: Mr and Mrs Earnshaw




at Wuthering Heights and Mr and Mrs Linton at Thrushcross
Grange each have a son and daughter. Mr and Mrs Linton’s
son marries Mr and Mrs Earnshaw’s daughter, and their only
child Catherine marries her two cousins in turn. The elder
Catherine begins life as Catherine Earnshaw and ends as
Catherine Linton: her daughter begins life as Catherine
Linton and at the end of the novel is about to become
Catherine Earnshaw; she, the last of the Lintons, is to marry the
last of the Earnshaws. The two houses, Wuthering Heights and
Thrushcross Grange, are presented as complete opposites:
Wuthering Heights is high on the wild moor, attacked by
wind and weather, and furnished plainly and simply; the
characters who live there are rough and wild. Thrushcross
Grange lies in a valley sheltered from storms, and is furnished
splendidly and expensively; the characters who live there are
tame and sometimes weak. They represent two different ways
of life, and much of the tragedy is caused because the elder
Catherine is attracted by the life and people at Thrushcross
Grange and does not recognise her own nature. Hareton and the
younger Catherine, who are both the children of love, have the
good qualities of their parents; Linton, the child of hate, has
the bad qualities of his.

For most readers, however, their lasting memory of the
novel is not this careful organisation but the wild and desper-
ate closeness of the love between Heathcliff and the elder
Catherine: in the same way that she tells Nelly “My love for
Heathcliff is necessary to my being; I am Heathcliff!”, so he
cries out to her after her death “Do not leave me here! | cannot
live without my life!” His violent and powerful character
commands the whole novel;, he comes from the world outside
the two houses on the moors, and changes the lives of all the
other characters, whether they love him, hate him or fear him
(and he is such a strong character that only extreme feelings
seem possible towards him).

Many English novels at the beginning of the nineteenth
century had a dark, dangerous and violent hero, but he was




often made gentle and tame by his love for the heroine, and
the stories frequently had happy endings. Heathcliff, like
some of these heroes, has mysterious beginnings (his parents
and the language he first speaks are never known) and he does
mysterious things (we are never told where he goes during
the three years when he is away from Wuthering Heights, or
how he becomes rich). Both as a boy and as a man he accepts
bad treatment if he can have revenge in the future, and he
uses his intelligence and determination to make the other
characters do what he wants: he enjoys making the weak
suffer. However, he is also shown as suffering deeply and
bitterly himself, with no hope of any comfort for his pain. After
Catherine’s death, the future for him is filled with such tor-
ment that he begs her to haunt him, even to drive him mad,
rather than leave him alone and empty without her. By the
end he is no longer able even to enjoy taking revenge; he has
lost the will to destroy his enemies and enjoy their suffering.
He can only look forward eagerly to the time when he will be
with Catherine again; he talks to her as if she were present
with him and speaks of being close to his heaven when they
will be united again. In death, his face keeps its fierce, scornful
expression for the life and people he has left behind.

The wildness in the characters of Heathcliff and the elder
Catherine is reflected in the wildness of the countryside and
its weather: Catherine compares her love for Heathcliff to the
unchanging rock, as if it were a natural force, and in her
illness asks that the window should be opened so that she can
feel again the wind from .ihe moor, and Heathcliff on his
deathbed opens the window so that he too can feel the wind
and the rain. The wind is a powerful force throughout the
novel; the violent winds around Wouthering Heights have
driven the trees growing nearby out of their natural shape, and
the same image is used for people who feel the power of violent
trealment. Heathcliff was treated cruelly as a boy, and he takes
charge of the child Hareton with the words: “We’ll see if one
tree won’t grow as twisted as another if it is blown by the




same wind.” It is no surprise that a stranger used to polite
society such as Mr Lockwoed is told that he would be in danger
of losing his way on the moor in violent weather, or that he
becomes ill from his winter journey on it.

The characters with whom the novel has most sympathy are
those who do not follow the rules of polite society. The elder
Catherine behaves in a way that is considered very unlady-
like: as a girl she spends her time running wild on the moors
with Heathcliff, while as a woman she purposely torments
Isabella, has violent fits of selfish temper, and makes it clear
that she cares more for Heathcliff than for her husband. She
is certainly not presented as a perfect heroine, but her actions
which bring tragedy and pain to herself and others do not
result from her “wildness” but from following the rules of
polite society, in saying that she could not marry a man whose
low social position would degrade her, and in marrying a rich
man instead so that she would become “the greatest woman in
the area”. Her great quality is her honesty, which means that
she always makes her feelings very clear, whether she is
grieving because Heathcliff has disappeared, showing her
pleasure in his return, giving Isabella a pitiless description of
his character, complaining that Nelly doesn’t look more anxious
about her, or telling her worried husband “You are one of the
things that are never found when they are wanted”.

In the same way that the story and the timing of its events
are neatly planned, the way in which it is told is very carefully
organised. The main story is told by Lockwood, a stranger to
the place and the people; inside this story is another, which was
told to him by Nelly Dean, who knows the people and the places
well, and her story includes some things which other characters
told her (the information in lsabella’s letter, for example, and
the younger Catherine’s account of her visits to Wuthering
Heights while Nelly was ill). This means that the other
characters and the events in the novel do not come to us
directly, but through the eyes, ears and ideas of Nelly and
Lockwood, and neither of these has any real understanding




or sympathy for characters like Heathcliff and the elder
Catherine. (Lockwood, for example, insists on visiting Wuther-
ing Heights for a second time when Heathcliff has made it
clear that he is not welcome, while Nelly thinks that Catherine
is merely acting her illness, does not understand Heathcliff’s
talk of his approaching death and, at a time of great un-
happiness at Thrushcross Grange, merely congratulates herself
on being “the only sensible person in the house”.)

This makes readers often feel that they understand the
characters of Heathcliff and Catherine better than Nelly and
Lockwood do, and also gives a particular meaning to the last
chapter of the novel, in which both Nelly and Lockwood say
clearly that they believe that Catherine and Heathcliff rest
at peace in death. They may feel sure of this, but we readers
know that Nelly and Lockwood have made mistakes before
because they did not understand the power of the love be-
tween Catherine and Heathcliff. We know that Catherine’s
ghost had been wandering in sorrow for the twenty years
after her death and that at the end of Heathcliff’s life he felt
her drawing him towards her with joy and torment mixed
together; it is difficult to believe that so much pain and plea-
sure, love and torment go peacefully into the grave with him.

We are told that after Heathcliff’s death he and Catherine are
seen together, both at Wuthering Heights and on the moors
they loved. The novel does not explain these things, any more
than it explained where Heathcliff came from. The beginning
and end of the story both have a mystery which reminds us
that most novels explain characters and events to us in a way
that is never possible in real life; in Wuthering Heights we the
readers may guess but we can never truly know.
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