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Critics analyze and examine Wuthering Heights to obtain a deeper understanding of the message that Emily Bronte wants to convey. By focusing on the different literary elements of fiction used in the novel, readers are better able to understand how the author successfully uses theme, characters, and setting to create a very controversial novel in which the reader is torn between opposite conditions of love and hate, good and evil, revenge and forgiveness in  Thrushcross Grange and Wuthering Heights. There is no doubt that the use of conflictive characters such as Catherine Earnshaw, Heathcliff, and Edgar, with their interactions in the two different settings creates an excellent background for a doomed love story.

 
The central theme of Wuthering Heights is a love story that challenges the established social rules in which the protagonists, Catherine and Heathcliff have lived; it is a story that survives the unfortunate choices that both lovers make and even mystically survives Catherine’s death.  The protagonists fall in love despite the opposition of  Hindley Earnshaw.  Catherine’s attraction for Heathcliff is so strong that she feels compelled go against her brother’s wishes and the social class conventions existing at that time. However, after courting for a while, Catherine makes the tragic decision of accepting Edgar Linton’s proposal for marriage. This decision brings about a conflictive situation between Heathcliff and both the Earnshaws and the Lintons. One day, Heathcliff overhears Catherine telling Nelly “It would degrade me to marry Heathcliff now” (Bronte 59). This 
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comment enrages Heathcliff and he storms out of the house; he comes up with the idea that he needs to gain power in order to be worthy of Catherine’s love.  However, in the process, Heathcliff loses sight of his love and degenerates into a heartless and cruel man with an infinite craving for revenge. 
Surprisingly, Heathcliff is absent for three years from Wuthering Heights. During that time he mysteriously obtains wealth and returns triumphantly. However, at the time of his return Catherine is already married to Edgar Linton. Heathcliff would spend the rest of his life tortured by his separation from Catherine. He becomes so obsessed that he would roam around Thrushcross Grange for days hoping to take her back or take revenge for what she has done to him. Even the day she dies, he is already so mentally deranged that he tries to unearth her body. At that moment, he feels for the first time a “sigh” that he believes to be Catherine’s spirit, a presence that would haunt him for the rest of his life. Years later, he reveals to Nelly the terrible situation in which he has been living ever since. He says “she has disturbed me, night and day, through eighteen years - incessantly –remorselessly” (Bronte 211).  It seems that the spell is set on her deathbed when she tells him that she would haunt him for the rest of his life. At that moment Heathcliff forecasts his fate when he says:

Do you reflect that all those words will be branded in my memory, and eating deeper eternally after you have left me? You know you lie to say I have killed you: and, Catherine, you know that I could as soon forget you 
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as my existence! Is it not sufficient for your infernal selfishness, that while you are at peace I shall writhe in the torments of hell? (Bronte 118)


A while after Linton dies and the young Catherine, Catherine’s daughter, becomes very close to Hareton, her cousin, Heathcliff gives up his desire for living and wants to finally be reunited with his beloved, the old Catherine, in the afterlife.  It is sad that it is Catherine’s wrong choice of Edgar as her husband and Heathcliff’s unforgiving spirit that have led to the double tragedy in the theme of Wuthering Heights.


In addition to an effective central theme, the realistic setting of Wuthering Heights is the moorland on the countryside of England at the end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 19th.  Most of the events occur in two houses: Wuthering Heights, the home of the Earnshaws, and Thrushcross Grange, the house of the Linton family.  The two houses are not too far away and are separated by the moors. Their inhabitants are the two wealthiest families in the area. However, there are marked differences between both places. Wuthering Height is a rugged house located on top of a hill exposed to windy conditions; it is like a fortress for the inhabitants. Nevertheless, in the inside Hindley, Catherine, and Heathcliff also are described as having tempestuous characters.  Thrushcross Grange, on the contrary, is located in a tranquil valley and is depicted as a luxurious and civilized place. The Lintons are refined people accustomed to having servants and to live a comfortable life.  The Lintons are gentle and passive people while the Earnshaw are turbulent and passionate. All these conditions perfectly settle the background for the behavior of their inhabitants.  An interesting aspect of the Linton 
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family is their vehement rejection and discrimination toward Heathcliff despite their apparent civilized nature. This rejection would fuel Heathcliff’s hate for the family and would give him another argument for carrying out his revenge.   Emily Bronte symbolically uses these settings to better describe the nature of the characters in the story. 

The characters of a story are another important element of fiction. Characters are the ones who perform the actions. Ann Charters suggests that “characters themselves don’t always have a conscious awareness of why they act the way they do” (1557). Characters have reasons for their actions and “the reader may discover them before the characters do” (1557). In the case of Wuthering Heights, the two main characters are alienated from the feelings that they have for each other.  Catherine Earnshaw, one of the main characters of the story, chooses in a bizarre way to marry Edgar Linton despite knowing that her real love is Heathcliff. She is attracted to the social position and economic power of Edgar, but she knows that she is making the wrong decision and that would completely destroy Heathcliff. We understand the nature of her love when she says: “ he’s more myself than I am. Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same” (Bronte 59). She goes further comparing her feeling for the two men as follows:

My love for Linton is like the foliage in the woods. Time will change it, I'm well aware, as winter changes the trees. My love for Heathcliff resembles the eternal rocks beneath - a source of little visible delight, but necessary. Nelly, I am Heathcliff - He's always, always in my mind - not as a pleasure, any more than I am always a pleasure to myself - but as my own being. (Bronte 60)
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Her decision of marrying Edgar, combined with the tempestuous nature of Heathcliff, is a definite recipe for this tragic story, which produces a lasting effect on the reader.
   Another example of the duality of the characters used in the story is Heathcliff. He is a colored child from meager origins that is saved from the streets and is taken to live at the Earnshaw’s house.  In the beginning, the reader is compelled to feel sorry for Heathcliff because of the way he is discriminated by almost everybody. Later on, when it is evident that he is in love with Catherine, Heathcliff is humiliated by the way she treats him, and he is enormously hurt when she decides to marry Edgar Linton. At that point, Heathcliff seems to be a noble man who is able to love somebody despite adversity. However, that noble character capable of enduring adversity becomes an evil man. After his three-year absence, Heathcliff not only returns as a wealthy man but also returns with an obscure hidden agenda. He has a huge craving for revenge that drives most of his subsequent acts. He not only wants revenge, but also wants to become the master of both estates to be able to payback for all the humiliations that he has suffered. He would use any means to reach his goal and is described in the movie version as a “fiend” and a “hellish villain.”  The nature of Heathcliff and old Catherine’s characters would greatly influence the tragic outcome of the story that leaves a lasting impression on the reader.
 Finally, theme, settings and characters are elements of fiction that Bronte has used to convey her messages. The settings of this tale together with the actions of the characters serve to create the theme, which is the conclusive meaning of the story.  In this novel, Bronte uses Catherine, Heathcliff, and the events that happen at both houses to illustrate how humans shape their way to unhappiness by not addressing their true 
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feelings.   However, in the end, young Catherine and Hareton are able to acknowledge their feelings and choose to be happy.  They finally obtain the happiness that has eluded the previous generation of these English houses – Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross Grange -  as clearly shown in the movie version directed by Peter Kosminsky.  
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