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Dear all 

I think that the best way into Wuthering Heights as a Gothic text is through the character of Heathcliff.  But 

who is Heathcliff, and how can we respond to him? 

First Steps: 

1) How did you respond to Heathcliff – are you attracted or repulsed from the character? Is he cool, or 

villainous? 

2) Would you rather be Heathcliff or Linton? Could you explain your reasons? 

3) In the ITV (2009) production – How do you think the director and Tom Hardy (actor) were trying to 

present the character? 

4) How might we consider Heathcliff to be a Gothic character? 

Let’s look at a more general sense of a Gothic Protagonist. 

Fred Botting – Gothic, The Critical Idiom 

What does Fred Botting say about Gothic 
Protagonists in general? 
 

Can we relate this aspect to Heathcliff? 
-How? 

‘gloomy, isolated and sovereign’ 
 

 

‘they are wanderers, outcasts and rebels 
condemned to roam the borders of social 
worlds...’ 
 

 

‘...bearers of a dark truth or horrible knowledge, 

like Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner’ 

 

 

‘...Milton’s Satan or Prometheus are 
transgressors who represent the extremes of 
individual passion and consciousness’ 
 

 

‘Blake’s poetic mythology values liberty, 
especially of the imagination, above any 
restraint, particularly of religious and political 
institutions’ 
 

 

‘The awe and terror inspired by the sublimity of 
wild, mountainous realms not only signifies a 
grandeur beyond human powers, but mirrors the 
internal world of the heroic sufferer, the 
magnificence of his suffering’ 
 

 

Percy Shelley’s ‘The Cenci’ (1820), recounting the 
story of a debauched and vicious father whose 
cruelty and incestuous passions drive his victim, 
his daughter, to murder, has a recognisably 
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Gothic framework in its themes of familial 
wickedness and suffering’. 
 

Byron’s Childe Harolde (1812-16) is subtitled ‘A 
Romaunt’.  While the roving adventures of a 
lonely hero can be located in the romance 
tradition, the focus on inner states of turmoil 
and passion testify to the Gothic nature of this 
hero: 

I have thought / Too long and 

darkly, till my brain became, / In 

its own eddy boiling and 

o’erwrought, / A whirling gulf of 

fantasy and flame. 

 

 

Frankenstein (1818) – ‘Its villain is also the hero 
and victim, while diabolical agency has been 
replaced by human, natural and scientific 
powers’. 
 

 

‘The monster is also a political figure, an allusion 
to the monsters that proliferated in the debates 
concerning the French Revolution’ 
 

 

‘[In the Nineteenth Century] the grandeur of 
Gothic terrors is steadily undercut by the 
absorption of Gothic horrors into the banal and 
everyday world’ 
 

 

 

Extension Tasks – 

1) Evaluate these features – which three are the most significant in viewing Heathcliff as Gothic? 

2) A03 –  These features allow us to compare and contrast Heathcliff with Macbeth?  

Which is the more traditional Gothic protagonist? 

  

What does Fred Botting say about Heathcliff? 

 ‘The novel’s hero-villain, Heathcliff, combines the roles of Gothic villain and Romantic outcast in his antisocial 

demeanour, fierce temper, mercenary and unlawful plotting, and his quest for vengeance’ 

 “Cathy’s passionate exclamation; ‘I am Heathcliff’, is a fundamentally gothic statement.  The relationship 

between Heathcliff and Cathy is a powerful case of doubling: one constituting the others narcissistic image of 

his or her own unified self.  The powerful desire for unity, however, disturbs all social and familial relations: 

Heathcliff’s desire demands the transgression of all rules, and casts him in the figure of a fiend, a devil, and a 

vampire.’” 
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 ‘He is also associated with natural wildness, his temperament is the mirror of the hostile and stormy 

environment he occupies’. 

 ‘If Miss Linton can elope with Heathcliff under the illusion, as the latter scornfully observes, of his romantic 

heroism, then antithetical characterisations of his wild, untamed nature are similarly illusory constructions 

signalling the spectral return of Gothic and Romantic forms’.  

- i.e. Isabella (and the reader of Wuthering Heights) wants to turn Heathcliff into a Romantic or Gothic 

hero.  This desire shows how much we are shaped by the ghosts ‘spectral returns’ of a powerful genre. In 

fact – Heathcliff is just a really bad man and it is a mistake to mythologize him. 

Extension Tasks –  

1) Do you think Emily Bronte wanted to celebrate Gothic novels like Frankenstein (1820) mind when she 

created Heathcliff?   

2) Do you think that she wanted us to think about recent Romantic heroes like Byron or Shelley (Romantic 

Poets) – is she celebrating their cultural legacy? 

3) Is this why they are still popular today? 

4) “A Romantic reading is not the most accurate reading of the text – it is just an attractive cop out for readers 

seeking a romantic figure.  Heathcliff is more Chris Brown (of Rhianna fame) than Mr Darcy”.  To what extent 

do you agree? 

 

Heathcliff’s Language – Nicholas Marsh 

Heathcliff is the narrator of the text pp. 148-9 – It is a good idea to check this out. 

In general, his speech is characterised by: 

 ‘Rough, violent diction that contrasts with Nelly’s and Lockwood’s’ 

 ‘Concise colloquial energy’ 

 ‘Sarcasm’ 

 ‘Hijacking the language of others and using it sneeringly against them’ 

 ‘He can employ an elaborate, literary vocabulary and tend to be hyperbolic’ 

 ‘The speech constantly plays upon this contrast, so the reader seems to be carried up to a false height, 

sneeringly intoned, then dropped harshly down to the real ground of rough truth’ 

 ‘His voice is surprisingly wide ranging.  It takes and uses the narrator’s diction, exposes its hollowness and 

throws it away with contempt; and in contrast, Heathcliff speaks through the narrative frame in his own 

forceful, plain style.  So, not only does he make direct’ 
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Isabella’s view of Heatthcliff (the Romantic Hero) 

 ‘Heathcliff insists that Isabella persisted in loving him, despite his obvious indifference.  His sarcasm is 

brought into play to portray her irrational crush on him.  Heathcliff correctly perceives her simple romantic 

notions – ‘picturing in me a hero of romance, and expecting unlimited indulgences from my chivalrous 

devotion’. 

 However ... Heathcliff guesses at darker impulses in Isabella, saying ‘no brutality disgusted her – I suppose 

she has an innate admiration of it’ - for example ... pages 176-8, when Isabella watches Heathcliff beat and 

kick Hindley near to death, then wakes with ‘the comfort of a quiet conscience’; and pages 180-1, when she 

goads Heathcliff to such fury that he throws a knife at her.  

 

Heathcliff – a psychological perspective 

 ‘In Heathcliff, his desire brought the conviction that Catherine was haunting him, and was above ground; and 

sustained this irrational belief through eighteen years.’ 

 ‘Heathcliff used his revenge as an activity that diverted him from suicide: an activity that helped him repress 

Catherine’s challenge to follow her through death ... “But Heathcliff, if I dare you now, will you venture” (p. 

115) 

 Catherine – ‘Her underlying need for Heathcliff is so strong that it reasserts itself (after 7 years of marriage), 

her new life seems like that of ‘an exile, and outcast’, ‘the wife of a stranger’.  She tells her husband ‘I don’t 

want you, Edgar; I’m past wanting you’ (pp. 126-7). 

 The conflict in Heathcliff is a ‘long fight’ (p322), but eventually his interest in revenge seems to fade, and 

living, rather than dying, seems to require an effort from him (breathing ‘is like bending back a stiff spring’ – 

p. 321).  At the end, Heathcliff has ‘one universal idea ... I have a single wish’ (p. 321), which is to re-join 

Catherine via the grave”. 

 Heathcliff’s ‘persistant belief that he could alter reality to align it with his desires: as a boy, and later as a 

man, Heathcliff strove to change reality by means of determination and endurance’. (p74) 

 


