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While critics have argued that the Gothic moments in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering 

Heights merely illuminate the psyches of her characters, I show that these moments allow 

Brontë to reveal a unique tension and overflow of emotion that arises between her two 

main protagonists. Blurring the lines between fantasy and reality, these displays —scenes 

of ghostly hauntings, bloody violence, and excessive emotion—create a desirable 

uncertainty about the limits of life and love in this novel. This uncertainty constitutes an 

escape from and an alternative to the conventional romantic relationship prescribed by 

social and narrative standards in which two people fall in love, get married, have children 

and die. In my thesis, I argue that the revelation of this desired uncertainty is made 

possible by Brontë’s use of Gothic devices and could not have been as successfully 

achieved by any other literary mode. 
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Introduction 
 

Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights has been the subject of many articles, books, 

and debates since its publication in 1847. The novel was received with mixed reviews; 

some critics praised it as “impossible to begin and not finish,” while others complained 

that Ellis Bell (Brontë’s pseudonym under which the novel was first published) still “has 

to learn the first principle of his art” (Jerrold 284)(“Britannia” 290). Henry James 

famously denounced previous critics of the novel, accusing them of spending too much 

time delving into the life of Emily Brontë as a way to aid in interpreting the novel. While 

critics have explored many aspects of the novel, most have focused on the relationship 

between Catherine1 and Heathcliff. In exploring the relationship between the two 

protagonists, many critics debate if Catherine and Heathcliff were actually in love. 

Virginia Woolf addresses the issue of whether or not love exists between the two main 

characters in Wuthering Heights. She suggests that “there is love, but it is not the love of 

men and woman, Emily was inspired by some more general conception” (108). Woolf 

argues that the love presented between Catherine and Heathcliff in the novel was 

motivated by something other than the love that is traditionally present in Victorian 

novels. In addition to the debate about the romance aspect of the novel, another point of 

contention among critics has been the novel’s genre. The novel is partially Gothic but 

changes some of the traditional Gothic conventions; it is not entirely a Realistic novel, 

while still other elements of it can be considered Romantic.  Critics such as J. Hillis 

Miller and Nancy Armstrong argue that Wuthering Heights belongs to the genre of 

                                                 
1 Throughout this thesis, Catherine Earnshaw (later Linton) will be referred to as Catherine, while her 
daughter, Catherine Linton, will be referred to as Cathy (except for direct quotes from Heathcliff, in which 
he always calls Catherine “Cathy”). 
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Victorian Realism, while Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and David Stevens attribute the novel 

to the Gothic genre. Still other critics see Brontë’s novel as blending genres; Alison 

Milbank, for instance, claims the novel is “realist supernatural within a Gothic plot” 

(162). While critics are unable to agree on a single genre within which to categorize the 

novel, generally the novel is referred to as Realist with Gothic conventions. 

My main goal in writing this thesis was to discover why exactly Brontë 

incorporates moments of the Gothic into her otherwise realistic novel, and what the 

significance of this incorporation is. Many critics have discussed the novel’s Gothic 

moments. Glennis Byron and David Punter assert that “the Gothic is actually 

appropriated throughout [Wuthering Heights] as a means of constructing psychological 

depth and intensity,” while Peter Garrett contends that “what the Gothic most often 

reflects on [in the novel] is the sense of narrative force, the force of the desire to disturb 

and to be disturbed” (Byron 213; Garrett 10). Byron and Punter claim that the Gothic is 

used to explore the psyche of the characters. Garrett, on the other hand, is arguing that the 

Gothic is used to supply the text with a type of power that is used to bring the darker 

aspects of the novel into focus. It seems that there is a desire amongst critics to justify 

Brontë’s use of the Gothic, but their justifications are sometimes unsatisfying and 

occasionally improbable. For example Nancy Armstrong asserts that the “Gothic devices 

[…] are engineered by common law and empowered by acquired wealth,” and James B. 

Twitchell argues that the Gothic moments demonstrate Heathcliff’s “demonic nature” 

(Armstrong 372; Twitchell 117). Claims such as these two fall short because they do not 

take into account how the relationship between Catherine and Heathcliff attributes to the 

Gothic moments; they either focus on one character over the other or neither at all. 
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Failing to recognize the role the feelings between the two protagonists have on the Gothic 

moments is an oversight that is made too often by critics.   

My thesis argues that the Gothic plays a vital role in the novel, creating an 

uncertainty that is necessary and desirable throughout the text. I show that the Gothic 

moments arise from the atypical relationship between Catherine and Heathcliff, and, in 

doing so, that through the Gothic moments Brontë proposes a desirable uncertainty about 

the limits of life and love in the novel. 

While the Gothic is a huge genre, its conventions are generally defined by a focus 

on gloomy atmospheres, cruelty, macabre violence, ghosts, and nightmarish terror. For 

the purposes of my thesis, I rely on Fred Botting’s definition of the Gothic as a genre that 

“transgress[es] the proper limits of aesthetic as well as social order in the overflow of 

emotions that undermine[s] boundaries of life and fiction, fantasy and reality […] 

encouraging excessive emotions and invigorating unlicensed passions” (4). According to 

Botting, “Gothic fictions seemed to promote vice and violence, giving free rein to selfish 

ambitions and sexual desires beyond the prescriptions of law or familial duty” (4).  

Botting’s definition of the Gothic focuses on excessive emotions that allow the characters 

to defy certain boundaries (in the case of Wuthering Heights, the main boundary being 

transgressed would be that between life and death) as well as the violence and terror more 

commonly associated with the genre. 

My thesis begins with an exploration of Catherine and Heathcliff’s extraordinary 

relationship to demonstrate the foundations on which the Gothic moments are built: 

mainly the tension that develops in Catherine and Heathcliff’s relationship. The two 

protagonists share a love based on their similarities. Catherine and Heathcliff’s 



4 

relationship separates them from more traditional lovers who build foundations for 

lasting love upon differences that compliment one another. The first chapter discusses 

how the odd type of love between the two unites them to the point that they both profess 

to be one soul split into two bodies. Catherine and Heathcliff therefore become, at least in 

their own minds, not two people, but rather almost extensions of one another. Their 

similarities draw them together, but, as chapter two suggests, there is one significant 

difference between them which causes tension to erupt in their relationship. 

 The second chapter further explores the love between Catherine and Heathcliff, 

but goes a step further: focusing on how each, despite their numerous similarities desires 

a different outcome for the relationship between them. Catherine seeks to escape her 

bodily prison through death, and unite her soul with Heathcliff’s. Heathcliff, on the other 

hand, wants a physical and sexual relationship with Catherine. The two lovers ultimately 

have the same goal—to be together2—but they attempt to achieve this goal in 

contradictory ways. The clash between their love founded on sameness and their differing 

methods of pursuing the same goal creates a tension between the two that results in 

explosions of emotion, and, as I discuss in the third chapter, the Gothic moments of the 

text. 

 My third chapter ties the first two together in examining the Gothic moments as 

results of, and the only means of depicting, Catherine and Heathcliff’s extraordinary 

relationship. I argue that Brontë creates a strain between the two protagonists through 

their different desires and that the resulting tension and violent emotions are displayed 

through the text’s Gothic moments. Ultimately it is the stress created between the love 

founded on their resemblances and Catherine and Heathcliff’s desire for different 
                                                 
2 For a full explanation of what is entailed in this “togetherness,” see chapter two. 
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materializations of their love that necessitates the bursts of Gothic moments in the 

otherwise realistic novel. The Gothic is the best mode for representing these instances 

because it allows for the accurate demonstration of the excessive explosions of emotion 

produced from the tension between the two.  

 The conclusion of my thesis focuses on Brontë’s decision to use the Gothic rather 

than relying on another genre. I argue that the Gothic moments create an uncertainty in 

the novel that is desirable for both the characters and the reader. By blurring the lines 

between fantasy and reality, these scenes of ghostly hauntings, bloody violence, and 

excessive emotion create a desirable uncertainty about the limits of life and love in the 

novel. The uncertainty constitutes an escape from and an alternative to the conventional 

romantic relationship prescribed by social and narrative standards in which two people 

fall in love, get married, have children and die. Catherine and Heathcliff’s relationship, as 

defined through my first three chapters, thrives on morbidity. The two are constantly 

placing themselves and each other into various gruesome situations in their efforts to 

attain what each wants.  The morose characteristic of their love may not seem desirable, 

but is nevertheless the defining quality of their relationship, setting them apart from 

traditional lovers, and ultimately, the Gothic moments offer various possibilities for the 

two at the close of the novel. In the end, not only do the text’s Gothic moments allow 

Brontë to reveal the unique relationship between Catherine and Heathcliff, but the Gothic 

is also the only literary mode capable of freeing the lovers from the traditional limits of 

life and love, leaving them, and the reader, with a sense of desirable uncertainty. 
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Chapter One: A Love Founded on Sameness 
I am not thine: I am part of thee... 

We shall become the same, we shall be one 
Spirit within two frames, oh! wherefore two? 

One passion in twin-hearts, which grows and grew, 
‘Till like two meteors of expanding flame 

Those spheres instinct with it become the same 
~Percy Shelley, “Epipsychidion” 

 
 Emily Brontë’s novel, Wuthering Heights, has often been referred to as a love 

story between the two main characters: Catherine and Heathcliff. While categorizing the 

novel as a love story is not incorrect, it is important to point out that Brontë’s novel is not 

in any way a traditional tale of love. Conventionally, love occurs between two people 

who are opposites in some way.3 In a love between opposites, the two people 

complement each other and cancel out, or at least minimize, the undesirable qualities in 

their partner. A love between opposites, however, does not characterize Catherine and 

Heathcliff’s relationship. Marianne Thormählen, in her article “The Lunatic and the 

Devil's Disciple: The 'Lovers' in Wuthering Heights,” asserts that there is “something 

decidedly odd” about the love between Heathcliff and Catherine (183). While 

Thormählen explores the “oddness” of the two protagonists, and explains that it liberates 

the reader “from any pressure to identify with any person or persons in the novel,” she 

does not define what exactly makes it unusual (185). In this chapter, I recognize and 

explore the bizarre aspects of the protagonist’s relationship, including Catherine and 

Heathcliff’s assertions that they are the same person, their refusal to be separated, and 

their seeking to defy death to remain together; I argue that the love that occurs between 

                                                 
3 For example, a study was conducted by D. C Dryer and L. M. Horowitz of Stanford University. They 
found that “participants in complementary partnerships (submissive people with dominant partners, 
dominant people with submissive partners) reported more satisfaction than did those with similar partners” 
(603). 
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these two characters is “odd” because it is a more untraditional love based on sameness.4 

Catherine and Heathcliff are frequently referred to in the novel as being the same person. 

Thus, rather than complementing each other, all of their qualities, both desirable and 

undesirable (though more often the objectionable ones) are amplified rather than 

mitigated as a result of their connection.  

 Catherine and Heathcliff’s extraordinary relationship begins in childhood before 

the two even know what love is. Nelly Dean, the co-narrator of the novel, describes 

Catherine and Heathcliff as being inseparable as children on numerous occasions. Nelly 

is the housekeeper at Wuthering Heights (the Earnshaw’s home)5, and thus watches the 

two grow up together after Mr. Earnshaw (Catherine’s father) adopts Heathcliff. 

Following Catherine’s initial aversion to Heathcliff when she is introduced to him (a 

dislike caused by the fact that her father brought home Heathcliff rather than a present for 

Catherine after a trip), the two form a unique bond, becoming practically inseparable and 

almost completely dependent on one another. Nelly comments on the beginnings of their 

peculiar relationship saying that Catherine “was much too fond of Heathcliff[, and] the 

greatest punishment we could invent for her was to keep her separate from him” (42). She 

goes on to explain that no matter how much anyone tried to punish Catherine and 

Heathcliff for their various misdeeds, when the two were together they always found 

ways to frustrate Joseph and terrorize the entire household. Nelly remembers that “the 

curate might set as many chapters as he pleased for Catherine to get by heart, and Joseph 

might thrash Heathcliff till his arm ached; they forgot everything the minute they were 

                                                 
4 “Sameness,” throughout this thesis, denotes a relationship in which the partners share so many qualities as 
to surpass mere similarity and become almost indistinguishable from one another. 
5 Nelly later becomes the housekeeper of Thrushcross Grange (the Linton home) when Catherine marries 
Edgar Linton, and this is why she is working there when Lockwood lives in the estate.  
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together again” (47). When Catherine and Heathcliff are together, the rest of the world 

seems to disappear, or at least not to matter. Nelly’s statement further proves that 

Heathcliff and Catherine would suffer through any amount of torture if they knew they 

would be together again. Not long after Heathcliff’s arrival at the Grange, Mr. Earnshaw 

dies. Rather than being upset and crying into Nelly’s arms upon their father’s death, 

Catherine and Heathcliff comfort each other. Nelly says that after fetching the doctor and 

parson she went to check on the children:  

‘their door was ajar, I saw they had never lain down, though it was past 
midnight; but they were calmer, and did not need me to console them. The 
little souls were comforting each other with better thoughts than I could 
have hit on: no parson in the world ever pictured heaven so beautifully as 
they did, in their innocent talk.’ (44) 
 

Through simply being together and talking, Catherine and Heathcliff are able to console 

one another because they know what thoughts the other would want to hear. They do not 

need adults in the world they have created together, but rather are able to comfort each 

other better than any adult possibly could have. This special ability further highlights the 

exclusive bond between the two children. 

 Brontë makes references to Catherine and Heathcliff’s similarities even after the 

two are supposed to have undergone transformations from childhood into maturity. 

Catherine is the first to undergo a transformation after she spends several weeks at the 

home of the Linton family, Thrushcross Grange. Upon her return to the Heights, Nelly 

notes the changes in Catherine:  

instead of a wild, hatless little savage jumping into the house, and rushing 
to squeeze us all breathless, there 'lighted from a handsome black pony a 
very dignified person, with brown ringlets falling from the cover of a 
feathered beaver, and a long cloth habit, which she was obliged to hold up 
with both hands that she might sail in… her eyes sparkled joyfully when 
the dogs came bounding up to welcome her. (53) 
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On a first look at Catherine’s return, it appears that she has made a miraculous change 

from a “savage” who used to take pleasure in causing mischief with Heathcliff, into a 

proper young lady. If the end of the passage is more closely inspected, however, it can be 

seen that Catherine has not totally renounced her troublemaking streak. When the dogs 

come running up to her, “her eyes sparkled joyfully” despite having to keep them from 

ruining her clothes. While it could be argued that she is simply delighted to see the dogs, 

dogs stand for something more than merely fun-loving animals in this novel. They seem 

to represent the more animalistic side of people, and Catherine’s repressed, but 

nevertheless un-extinguished, animal side is shining out through her eyes in this passage.6 

 Heathcliff has his turn for a transformation next. Nelly describes his alteration 

when he reappears after several years of absence partway through the novel: 

He had grown a tall, athletic, well-formed man; beside whom my master 
seemed quite slender and youth-like. His upright carriage suggested the 
idea of his having been in the army. His countenance was much older in 
expression and decision of feature than Mr. Linton's; it looked intelligent, 
and retained no marks of former degradation. A half-civilised ferocity 
lurked yet in the depressed brows and eyes full of black fire, but it was 
subdued; and his manner was even dignified: quite divested of roughness, 
though stern for grace. (96) 

 
Like Catherine, Heathcliff spends some time away from the Heights and comes back 

changed. The beginning of the passage makes it appear that Heathcliff has completely 

renounced his youthful mannerisms: he “looked intelligent, and retained no marks of 

former degradation.” The end of the description, however, reveals him as retaining a 

subdued, but still present, wild side. Heathcliff’s eyes give him away in much the same 

was that Catherine’s do. Nelly notes that a “half-civilised ferocity lurked yet in the 

                                                 
6 Dogs in the novel are often associated with cruel and brutish acts: Edgar and Isabella have a tug-of-war 
fight over and hurt a puppy (see page 48 of the novel); Hareton hangs a litter of puppies (on page 183 of the 
novel); and Hareton is said to be “off with his dogs - robbing our woods” (247). 
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depressed brows and eyes full of black fire,” clearly proposing that Heathcliff, like 

Catherine, has not made a complete conversion and still maintains some of his more 

animal-like traits. Not only does Brontë suggest that Catherine and Heathcliff share 

something by virtue of their failed transformations, but also through the fact that the 

failure is first noted in their eyes.  

Through the two descriptions of their transformations, Brontë metaphorically and 

physically connects Catherine and Heathcliff, further emphasizing their sameness and the 

idea that they are the one person. The two are so similar that when they change they 

transform in the same ways; Catherine and Heathcliff are not altered in relation to one 

another, but rather the changes the two undergo are the same, they are just noted at 

different times by the other characters. In correlation with the idea that Catherine and 

Heathcliff are connected on a different level than most couples, Susan Gubar, comments 

that “[Heathcliff] is […] an alternative self or double for [Catherine]” (387). Gubar 

argues that Heathcliff acts not as a foil to Catherine, but rather as her doppelganger; they 

are extensions of each other. 

 While Brontë implies that Catherine and Heathcliff share many similarities, she 

also has Catherine herself assert that she and Heathcliff are the same person. When Edgar 

Linton proposes to Catherine, she lists her concerns to Nelly, and explains that she plans 

to marry Edgar despite being in love with Heathcliff. Catherine proclaims: 

It would degrade me to marry Heathcliff now; so he shall never know how 
I love him: and that, not because he's handsome, Nelly, but because he's 
more myself than I am. Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are 
the same; and Linton's is as different as a moonbeam from lightning, or 
frost from fire. (81) 
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Catherine explains that she and Heathcliff are essentially the same person. In the passage, 

Catherine assures Nelly that her soul and Heathcliff’s are made of the same element, 

while Edgar Linton’s soul is composed of something completely different. It also seems 

as if Catherine thinks she cannot marry Heathcliff because that would be the same as if 

she was to marry herself which would be absurd, not to mention incestuous.7 As we saw 

above, love is frequently described as a harmonizing of opposites, like the frost and fire 

Catherine uses to describe herself and Linton, yet is it Heathcliff Catherine loves and not 

Linton. Catherine’s love is bestowed upon the person who is most elementally like 

herself, reinforcing the idea that she and Heathcliff are practically the same person. 

Catherine does not stop here, however, in explaining the relationship she has with 

Heathcliff. She goes on: 

My great miseries in this world have been Heathcliff's miseries, and I 
watched and felt each from the beginning: my great thought in living is 
himself. If all else perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; 
and if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the universe would turn 
to a mighty stranger: I should not seem a part of it. - 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. (82-83) 

 
The first part of this passage expresses that Catherine and Heathcliff have shared all of 

their experiences growing up; Catherine claims that her “great miseries […] have been 

Heathcliff’s miseries,” suggesting a bond created by sympathy and shared suffering 

between the two. She goes on to say that if everyone in the world died besides Heathcliff, 

she would remain living because she is a part of him. Similarly if Heathcliff ceased to be 

                                                 
7 Eric Solomon notes that “there can be no doubt that Emily Brontë casts a vague incestuous aura over the 
entire plot [… and] an incestuous love between the two leading characters would not run counter to the 
tone of a novel filled with violent and savage scenes” (82-83) 
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than the world would no longer be friendly, sympathetic, or even recognizable to her. 

Heathcliff is portrayed almost akin to a god in this passage. He gives the natural world 

meaning for Catherine; he makes the world appear friendly to her and estranged from her, 

much as God would. Heathcliff is Catherine’s tie to the earth. Without Heathcliff, she 

would find no joy in the world. She finally insists that she cannot be separated from 

Heathcliff because they are one person, and thus he will always be with her.  

In the above passage, Catherine compares the love she feels for Heathcliff to 

rocks. The comparison of their love to rock might seem odd upon a first read, since rocks 

are generally not pretty or associated with love in any way; according to Catherine they 

are “a source of little visible delight,” but upon closer inspection rocks are the perfect 

way to describe what is shared between the two. While the rocks may not be attractive, 

they are a solid, unchanging, and, as Catherine argues, “necessary” foundation upon 

which she has always been able to rely. The trees, like Edgar, change with the seasons, 

are unpredictable, and even die after a time; Catherine’s comparison her suggests that 

Edgar’s love and protection are wavering and temporary. According to Catherine it is 

better to love the rocks (yourself) than the trees (Edgar) because the trees will change and 

stop pleasing you, while the rocks will remain constant and always a stable source of love 

to rely on. 

 While not as often as Catherine, Heathcliff also asserts that she and he are the 

same person. Heathcliff’s declarations of sameness occur most poignantly when 

Catherine is dying and he accuses her of being false to herself and to her heart in 

marrying Edgar. He yells at her: 

You teach me now how cruel you've been - cruel and false. Why did you 
despise me? Why did you betray your own heart, Cathy? I have not one 
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word of comfort. You deserve this. You have killed yourself. Yes, you 
may kiss me, and cry; and wring out my kisses and tears: they'll blight you 
- they'll damn you. You loved me - then what right had you to leave me? 
What right - answer me - for the poor fancy you felt for Linton? Because 
misery and degradation, and death, and nothing that God or Satan could 
inflict would have parted us, you, of your own will, did it. I have not 
broken your heart - you have broken it; and in breaking it, you have 
broken mine. So much the worse for me that I am strong. Do I want to 
live? What kind of living will it be when you - oh, God! would you like to 
live with your soul in the grave? (162-163) 

 
The last line Heathcliff shouts at Catherine exemplifies his belief that they are one 

person. By asking her if she would “like to live with your soul in the grave,” he implies 

she is his soul, and that he will no longer truly be alive once she is dead because he will 

have lost his soul. In Death Sentences: Styles of Dying in British Fiction, Garrett Stewart 

argues that “[Catherine’s] death is [Heathcliff’s] own end not in turn so much as by 

definition: the logical outcome of their mutually annihilative definitions of each other” 

(110). By arguing that Heathcliff essentially dies with Catherine because, as both have 

professed, they share a soul, Stewart essentially adopts Heathcliff’s side of the argument 

here. Stewart’s claim of Catherine and Heathcliff’s “mutually annihilative definitions,” 

demonstrates that the two believe they are killing each other; Catherine earlier accused 

Heathcliff of killing her and now Heathcliff will be dead when Catherine takes his soul. 

Heathcliff’s tirade additionally expresses the sameness love he shares with Catherine 

when he says that by breaking her own heart she has also broken his because they are one 

in the same. 

  Heathcliff and Catherine even make the same comparisons of each other. Similar 

to Catherine’s earlier implication that Heathcliff was god-like, Heathcliff now charges 

Catherine with being more powerful than God or Satan: “nothing that God or Satan could 

inflict would have parted us,” Heathcliff rages at Catherine, but Catherine herself has 
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transcended both powers and parted the two anyway. If Catherine is more powerful than 

God or Satan it follows, according to Heathcliff’s thinking, that she would be able to 

resist heaven and hell and remain with Heathcliff. As far as Catherine is concerned, 

however, her death will not part them.  

Catherine confirms that the bond between herself and Heathcliff goes beyond 

traditional love during the above scene. After Heathcliff’s harsh words, Catherine states, 

“That is not my Heathcliff. I shall love mine yet; and take him with me: he’s in my soul” 

(161).Catherine affirms that she will take her Heathcliff with her, not Heathcliff himself. 

She has decided that the man speaking to her cannot possibly be the Heathcliff that she 

loves because he is saying things she would never imagine him saying. The affirmation 

of two separate Heathcliffs suggests that when Catherine dies she will take part of 

Heathcliff with her. It is possible that she already has that part of him (as Heathcliff 

suggests in the former passage that he will be living with his “soul in the grave”) and this 

is why the man standing in front of her is no longer recognizable to her as Heathcliff. By 

declaring that Heathcliff, or at least that part of Heathcliff that is hers, is in her soul, 

Catherine reaffirms that they share more than just love, they share a soul.  

 Neither Catherine nor Heathcliff willingly entertains the idea of being separated, 

and both go so far as to seek to defy death to remain together. When Catherine is 

informing Nelly of her decision to marry Edgar Linton, Nelly suggests that as a 

consequence of her marriage, Catherine will no longer be able to see Heathcliff whenever 

she pleases. Catherine retorts that she will not allow anyone to separate her from 

Heathcliff: 

'Who is to separate us, pray? They’ll meet the fate of Milo! Not as long as 
I live, Ellen: for no mortal creature. Every Linton on the face of the earth 
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might melt into nothing before I could consent to forsake Heathcliff. […] 
He'll be as much to me as he has been all his lifetime. (82) 

 
The reference to Milo here, an athlete from Greek mythology who tried to “tear the oak-

tree in two but found himself trapped when the cleft closed over his hands,”  suggests that 

Catherine believes she and Heathcliff are two parts of one whole that cannot be separated 

by any force (Brontë 347). Their bond is unique and can withstand anything even if the 

material world were to “melt into nothing.” 

 When Catherine is sick, Heathcliff can barely stand to look at her, because he is 

basically seeing himself dying. Heathcliff’s actions and words on Catherine’s death bed, 

show that the bond between them is invulnerable to dissolution. Nelly relates:  

He could hardly bear, for downright agony, to look into her face! The 
same conviction had stricken him as me, from the instant he beheld her, 
that there was no prospect of ultimate recovery there - she was fated, sure 
to die.  

'Oh, Cathy! Oh, my life! how can I bear it?' was the first sentence 
he uttered, in a tone that did not seek to disguise his despair.  

And now he stared at her so earnestly that I thought the very 
intensity of his gaze would bring tears into his eyes; but they burned with 
anguish: they did not melt. (159-160) 

 
One explanation for Heathcliff’s pain here could be that, because they are one person, in 

seeing Catherine in pain Heathcliff sees himself in pain and cannot bear the image. He 

also realizes that Catherine is dying, and expresses that she is his “life.” He cannot accept 

her dying, even though he knows that his heart may keep beating after hers stops. 

Catherine’s death is Heathcliff’s death, even if he will be physically living, because they 

are essentially one person and share a soul that Catherine will be taking away when she 

dies. 

 Catherine has no delusions of surviving her sickness, but she does seem to believe 

that she can defy death. She tells Heathcliff: “I’ll not lie there by myself: they may bury 
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me twelve feet deep, and throw the church down over me, but I won’t rest till you are 

with me. I never will!” (126). Later she reaffirms this statement when she says she “shall 

not be at peace,” and that she is “not wishing you greater torment than I have, 

Heathcliff[;] I only wish us never to be parted” (161). Clearly, Catherine believes that the 

bond she shares with Heathcliff will survive her death, and therefore, she will not be 

peaceful in death until he joins her. Catherine suggests that she will be restless and 

wander the earth merely because Heathcliff will still be alive; Brontë proposes that their 

actions will be the same because they are the same. If it is possible for the connection 

between the two to survive her death (as is suggested later in the novel, and will be 

addressed in detail later in my thesis), the love the two share is clearly unique. 

 Catherine and Heathcliff are so similar as ultimately to appear to be one person 

split into two bodies. Whereas traditional lovers may each lack something that their 

partner provides, Catherine and Heathcliff are not missing something to be satisfied by 

the other, but rather amplify each other to the point of indestructibility. Even though their 

worst traits are augmented, the two still strengthen one another when no one else can 

suffice. Because of their sameness, Catherine and Heathcliff depend on one another, but 

this interdependence can have disastrous consequences when the two halves each want 

something different.  
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Chapter Two: Desiring Different Demonstrations of that Love 
Dissolve me into ecstasies 

~John Milton, Il Penseroso 
 
 In the chapter that follows I will first prove that Catherine desires her and 

Heathcliff to become spirits and then demonstrate that Heathcliff wishes them to be 

physical bodies in order to show how the two have conflicting desires that produce a 

strain on their relationship. While Catherine and Heathcliff are in love with one another 

and profess to be the same person, they both desire different outcomes for the 

relationship. Ultimately, the two still have the same goal – to be together – but they try to 

achieve this goal in different ways.8 Catherine craves a spiritual relationship in which her 

soul and Heathcliff’s are united for eternity while Heathcliff wants a physical, and sexual, 

relationship. Catherine seems to believe that she and Heathcliff are one soul that has been 

divided into two bodies. She recognizes that in order to achieve the ultimate satisfaction 

from their relationship, she needs to be with Heathcliff as completely as possible, and to 

do that their souls need to escape their bodies.9 Heathcliff, on the other had, is driven by 

his body. He gains the most pleasure, and is always most content, when he is physically 

with Catherine. If Heathcliff could marry Catherine and live forever, he would be more 

satisfied than if they both died and their souls merged into one, because he would have 

                                                 
8 “Being together” usually requires some sort of physicality, but in the world of Brontë’s novel there exists 
the possibility of being together even after one, or both of the lovers, have died. For the purposes of this 
thesis, “being together” includes four different modes of togetherness: 1) a physical togetherness in which 
Heathcliff and Catherine physically exist in the same place (either as one body or two bodies) at the same 
time, 2) the union of their tow bodies in the sexual act, 3) half physical half spiritual togetherness where 
Heathcliff is physically living and Catherine’s ghost is able to occupy the Heights, and 4) a spiritual 
togetherness in which both are dead and their souls coexist simultaneously in some way. 
9 It could be argued that Catherine should not have married someone else if her goal was to be united with 
Heathcliff. Catherine, however, could have married Edgar because she is following the social norms that 
say women should marry to better one’s status, obtain wealth and support, and have children. Peter N. 
Stearns and Mark Knapp, claim that in the 17th, 18th, and beginning of the 19th century, “families were 
meant to instill proper love of God,” but by the middle of the 19th century “Love gained recognition as a 
valid element in the formation of marriages” (770-771). Catherine, who grew up on the moors isolated 
from changes in social standards, is following the old protocols, while Heathcliff, who was found in the 
city, does not understand why Catherine will not marry him for love. 
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the physicality of the relationship that he craves. While Catherine and Heathcliff’s love 

derives from their semblance, they each strive to manifest that love different forms. 

Catherine perceives herself as being in a type of hell as long as she is alive but 

physically separated from Heathcliff; she longs for their souls to escape their bodies so 

that they may merge into one. She recognizes this hell the moment she comprehends that 

her soul and Heathcliff’s are the same. With her proclamation to Nelly that “I am 

Heathcliff!” and that “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,” Catherine reinforces the idea that 

she and Heathcliff are the same soul split into two bodies (82). As J. Hillis Miller 

remarks: “As soon as Cathy can say, ‘I am Heathcliff,’ […] they are already divided” 

(371). Miller argues that the mere declaration separates the two because it draws attention 

to the fact that they are two bodies. As long as there is something preventing the merging 

of their souls (mainly one or both of their bodies), Catherine perceives herself in hell and 

will not be satisfied. 

Catherine seems to believe that she and Heathcliff share a soul and that their 

bodies are keeping the pieces of their soul apart. Catherine believes the best way to be 

with Heathcliff completely is to die so that their souls can escape their bodies and 

become one as they should be. Catherine tries to achieve an assimilation of souls and 

begins to cast off her body as soon as possible. The easiest way for Catherine to cast of 

her body is by dying. Heathcliff visits her on her death bed when she is close to 

abandoning her body; Nelly explains the scene: 

The two, to a cool spectator, made a strange and fearful picture. Well 
might Catherine deem that heaven would be a land of exile to her […] Her 
present countenance had a wild vindictiveness in its white cheek, and a 
bloodless lip and scintillating eye; and she retained in her closed fingers a 
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portion of the locks she had been grasping. As to her companion, while 
raising himself with one hand, he had taken her arm with the other; and so 
inadequate was his stock of gentleness to the requirements of her 
condition, that on his letting go I saw four distinct impressions left blue in 
the colourless skin. (160-161) 

 
The last line of the passage demonstrates most clearly how close Catherine is to 

discarding her body.10 Heathcliff’s touch leaves “four distinct impressions […] in the 

colourless skin,” demonstrating the fragile state Catherine’s body is in. Her body could 

be said to be loosing its hold on her spirit and is becoming nothing more than an empty 

shell. In dying, Catherine is basically separating her soul from her body so that she can be 

with Heathcliff as spirit. Her “vindictiveness” comes from the fact that she has nearly 

achieved the goal of shedding the prison of her body and becoming simply soul. 

Catherine is vindictive here because she is achieving only half of her goal; she will be 

spirit, but Heathcliff is still trapped in his body.  It is possible that Catherine pulls on and 

rips out some of Heathcliff’s hair as a result of passion, but it is more likely that she is 

attempting to remove his soul from his body so that he too can become pure soul and join 

her. By pulling at his hair, Catherine is essentially tearing part of his body away; if she 

could rip it all away, then Heathcliff would have nothing left by soul, and then they 

would be able to merge into one. The possibility of her wanting to part Heathcliff’s body 

from his soul is reinforced by her earlier statement of “I wish I could hold you […] till we 

were both dead” (160). While Catherine’s proclamation that she wants to hold Heathcliff 

could be interpreted as a desire for a physical relationship, it makes more sense to view it 

                                                 
10 The beginning of this passage notes the fact that Catherine believes heaven to be a “land of exile to her,” 
which is reminiscent of the earlier passage in which Catherine tells Nelly of a dream in which “heaven did 
not seem to be [her] home” (80). Heaven is an exile and not home to Catherine in either passage because it 
separates her from the Heights and thus Heathcliff. 



20 

as the manifestation of her desire to merge their souls because by holding him until they 

are both dead she could ensure that his body is destroyed. 

 Catherine’s desire to discard her body becomes even more apparent after the 

former passage. Catherine knows she is dying, and rather than being frightened or upset, 

she seems almost pleased, remarking:  

I shall love [Heathcliff] yet; and take him with me: he's in my soul. And 
[…] the thing that irks me most is this shattered prison, after all. I'm tired 
of being enclosed here. I'm wearying to escape into that glorious world, 
and to be always there: not seeing it dimly through tears, and yearning for 
it through the walls of an aching heart: but really with it, and in it. (161-
162) 

 
The prison Catherine mentions could be argued to be the Grange since she is trapped 

inside as an invalid, but the prison she is actually discussing is her body. Catherine goes 

immediately from explaining that Heathcliff is part of her soul to saying that she is 

trapped; the rapid transition from one point to the other suggests that her soul is what is 

trapped, and the prison is her body. Catherine’s prison is “shattered” because she is 

dying. 

Catherine remarks that she wants to “escape into that glorious world,” but the 

world she refers to is not heaven as one might first imagine, but is rather one in which she 

is pure soul and where she is able to merge with Heathcliff’s soul.11 Patsy Stoneman 

argues that Brontë “believes in the immortality of the soul” and suggests that Catherine 

and Heathcliff can remain together even though Catherine’s body has died (37). If Brontë 

believes in the immorality of the soul, it follows that her main protagonist would too. 

Catherine believes her soul will survive her death, and thus she wants to free her soul 

from her body in order to be together spiritually with Heathcliff. Catherine wants to unite 

                                                 
11 This claim will be discussed in further detail in the concluding chapter of this thesis. 
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her soul with Heathcliff’s, but he is incapable of joining her because his prison is not yet 

shattered and he still feels to desire for a physical relationship with her. 

 Heathcliff, unlike Catherine, wants a physical relationship. While Catherine’s hell 

consists of being trapped in a body that separates her soul from Heathcliff’s, Heathcliff 

perceives himself in hell when he is physically separated from Catherine. Heathcliff’s 

ideal, then, is being with Catherine in any bodily capacity. One way Heathcliff 

demonstrates his longing for a physical relationship with Catherine is in expressing his 

wish that she become a ghost and haunt him when she dies. He wants her to remain on 

earth in any tangible form possible. He further demonstrates the need for a physical, and 

possibly sexual, relationship with Catherine when he digs up her grave (twice). Heathcliff 

explains the first time he digs up Catherine’s grave (mentioned second in the text due to 

the lack of chronological narration), claiming, “I said to myself- ‘I’ll have her in my arm 

again[,] if she be cold, I’ll think it is this north wind that chills me; and if she be 

motionless, it is sleep” (289).12 Heathcliff is so intent on being with Catherine physically 

that he is willing to delude himself that her lifeless body is still alive and that she is 

merely sleeping if she does not respond when he touches her. As he digs, he begins to 

feel a presence near him that he first ignores, but as he realizes who could be with him, 

his delight at the prospect of Catherine being a ghost is made apparent: 

I got a spade from the tool-house, and began to delve with all my might - 
it scraped the coffin; I fell to work with my hands; the wood commenced 
cracking about the screws; I was on the point of attaining my object, when 
it seemed that I heard a sigh from some one above, close at the edge of the 
grave […] There was another sigh, close at my ear. I appeared to feel the 
warm breath of it displacing the sleet-laden wind. I knew no living thing in 
flesh and blood was by; but, as certainly as you perceive the approach to 
some substantial body in the dark, though it cannot be discerned, so 

                                                 
12 Heathcliff does not relate this instance directly to the reader. He first explains it to Nelly, who then retells 
it to Lockwood and the reader. 
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certainly I felt that Cathy was there: not under me, but on the earth. (289-
290) 

 
The first lines of this passage express Heathcliff’s desire for a physical, sexual 

relationship with Catherine; after he begins “to delve with all my might,” he states that he 

is “on the point of attaining [his] object,” the object quite possibly being a consummation 

of the sexual act with Catherine, but he is interrupted. Arnold Kettle shares this 

sexualized interperation of Heathcliff’s actions, stating that “the scene at Catherine’s 

death is proof enough that this is no platonic passion” (209). Heathcliff perceives that 

Catherine’s ghost is with him at the grave. As Heathcliff relates, she is no longer under 

him, in a traditional sexual fashion, but next to him “on the earth.”  

What is at issue as Heathcliff excavates Catherine’s grave is physical versus soul; 

Heathcliff must decide if he wants the sexual fantasy or Catherine’s soul. At first 

Heathcliff is so intent on getting to Catherine’s body that he ignores her ghost. He 

explains that he was “unspeakably consoled” because he “was sure she was with me” 

(289-290). Heathcliff is first set on a sexual encounter with Catherine, but when her 

perceives her ghost to be with him, he abandons the dig for her body and is content to be 

with her ghost. It appears that, in this instance, Catherine is successful, albeit temporarily, 

in persuading Heathcliff that a merging of souls is better than a physical relationship. 

Heathcliff is relieved as he feels “that Cathy [is] there […] on the earth”; he no longer 

needs to see and hold her corpse, because her spirit is with him. This is exactly the 

realization that Catherine wants him to make. Her presence first consoles him, but then 

when he is unable to see her he begins to get frustrated with her and he accuses her of 

torturing him. She leads him away from her body according to her desires for their 

relationship, and against Heathcliff’s; Catherine is trying to prove to him that he can be 
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satisfied with just her soul, but when she fails to reveal herself Heathcliff becomes 

frustrated and returns to wanting a physical relationship. 

 The ghost of Catherine is not able to convince Heathcliff that he should 

permanently abandon the desire for her body, and he goes to dig her up again. The second 

time Heathcliff goes to Catherine’s grave in an attempt to satisfy his craving for a 

physical relationship is just after Edgar Linton dies; he recalls: 

I got the sexton, who was digging Linton's grave, to remove the earth off 
her coffin lid, and I opened it. I thought, once, I would have stayed there: 
when I saw her face again - it is hers yet! - he had hard work to stir me; 
but he said it would change if the air blew on it, and so I struck one side of 
the coffin loose, and covered it up: not Linton's side, damn him! I wish 
he'd been soldered in lead. And I bribed the sexton to pull it away when 
I'm laid there, and slide mine out too; I'll have it made so: and then by the 
time Linton gets to us he'll not know which is which! (288-289) 
 

Heathcliff is immediately attracted to Catherine’s body and has to be convinced by the 

sexton to get up and move away from it. The sexton is only able to convince Heathcliff to 

move by telling him that Catherine’s face will “change if the air [blows] on it.” Heathcliff 

cannot bear the thought of Catherine’s body changing, further demonstrating his desire to 

be with her in a physical sense. His goal in digging her up this time, along with seeing her 

again (and possibly achieving the sexual release he was denied previously), is to remove 

part of her coffin so that when he dies and is placed next to her their bodies will mingle 

together. Nelly asks him “and if she had been dissolved into earth, or worse, what would 

you have dreamt of then?” (289). Heathcliff replies that he would have dreamt “of 

dissolving with her, and being more happy still” (289). He is clearly stuck on the idea of 

being together with Catherine in some physical, if not sexual, capacity. When something 

dissolves into something else, the two things become one, but the resulting unity is still 

physical. In knocking out the wall of the coffin, Heathcliff is almost fulfilling Catherine’s 
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desire to merge into one, but he does not quite get it right because he still wants 

something physical while Catherine wants the metaphysical. Nelly seems horrified at the 

idea that Catherine’s body will have deteriorated into dust, but dust is fine with Heathcliff 

so long as it provides a medium in which he can become physically united with 

Catherine. Miller claims that for Heathcliff:  

to merge with her (Catherine’s) body […] is to join only a sign and to 
destroy its function as a sign […] When Heathcliff recognizes this, he 
abandons his goal […this] leaves him as far from his goal as ever[;] He 
will be an infinite distance from it as long as he is alive. (374 emphasis 
mine) 
 

Miller argues that Heathcliff’s attempts to merge with Catherine’s body are merely an 

attempt to join the sign of his love, but this would destroy the love. Miller is saying that 

the body without the soul is like the sign without the thing being signified (the object 

without its meaning). To merge with the sign would be to treat the sign as an end unto 

itself instead of using it to point to what is being signified. If Heathcliff merges with 

Catherine’s body he destroys its function because it then no longer signifies her soul. In 

abandoning his attempts, however, Heathcliff becomes closer to obtaining his goal (the 

sign is able to retain its function and point towards the soul), but he does not yet grasp 

that he must die and relinquish his body and physicality to be with Catherine. 

While Catherine readily and easily escapes her body, Heathcliff remains on earth 

until he withers away. Heathcliff himself comments that he shall probably “remain above 

ground, till there is scarcely a black hair on my head” (324). He concentrates most of his 

efforts throughout the book, even after Catherine has died, towards being with Catherine 

in a physical or bodily manner. Catherine, on the other hand, quickly grasps that their 

souls need to break from their bodies so they can join. 
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It is often suggested in the novel that Catherine and Heathcliff are one soul in two 

bodies. The fact that they share a soul explains the attraction they feel towards each other.  

Catherine believes that their bodies are posing a problem by preventing their souls from 

merging (her goal) while Heathcliff prefers that he and Catherine maintain their physical 

incarnation because he seek a physical connection with her. Catherine argues for a 

merging of souls through death, but Heathcliff must remain on earth until his body wears 

out and withers away because he remains focused on his goal of a physical relationship. 

Catherine and Heathcliff are drawn to one another and fall in love because of their 

sameness, but they each want a different outcome for the relationship. Their conflicting 

desires for the relationship creates a tension between the two throughout the novel, a 

strain that continues to exist even after Catherine has died. 
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Chapter Three: Explosions of Gothic Tension 
Easier than air with air, if spirits embrace, 

Total they mix, union of pure with pure 
Desiring; nor restrained conveyance need 

As flesh to mix with flesh, or soul with soul. 
~John Milton, Paradise Lost Book VIII 

 
The genre of Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights has been a point of contention 

among critics since the novel’s first publication. Some critics argue it is a purely 

Victorian novel, while others identify it as a Romantic, Realistic or Gothic work. More 

recently it has become common to assign the novel to more than one genre.13 Most critics 

disregard the romantic generic elements and claim that the novel is realistic, but employs 

Gothic conventions. Once the novel’s genre or genres are pinned down, critics are left 

trying to understand why Brontë included the conventions of several genres in this novel 

instead of focusing on one. This chapter will focus on the Gothic conventions of the 

novel.14 As I have argued in the previous two chapters, Brontë creates a strain between 

Catherine and Heathcliff that results from their different desires. The resulting pressure is 

what creates the Gothic moments in the text. These Gothic moments are fueled by 

Catherine and Heathcliff’s excessive emotions; Herbert Goldstone claims one of the most 

important aspects of Wuthering Heights is the great range and strength of emotions that 

are expressed “vividly, clearly, and unselfconsciously” by the characters (180). These 

emotions are an integral part of the Gothic moments. This chapter will examine the 

Gothic moments of the text to demonstrate how they result from the tension between 

Catherine and Heathcliff. 

                                                 
13 Critics such as Alison Milbank, Nancy Armstrong, Glennis Byron and David Punter define Wuthering 
Heights as a multi-genre text. 
14 For an explanation of the way in which the term “Gothic” is being used in this paper and for it’s common 
conventions, see the introduction as well as Fred Botting’s Gothic and David Stevens’ The Gothic 
Tradition. 
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Perhaps the most cited Gothic moment of the novel is when Lockwood, one of the 

novel’s narrators, spends the night at the Heights and has a vision of Catherine’s ghost 

trying to break into the house. Lockwood could not have had this encounter if the tension 

between Catherine and Heathcliff did not exist. He has become trapped at the Heights 

because of a storm, and Heathcliff begrudgingly permits him to stay the night. Lockwood 

is given Catherine’s old room. He falls into a fitful sleep and is suddenly awakened by a 

branch scraping against the window, but when he goes to stop the noise, he discovers a 

ghost, “knocking [his] through the glass,” he stretches his arm out “to seize the 

importunate branch,” but instead: 

my fingers closed on the fingers of a little, ice-cold hand! […] I tried to 
draw back my arm, but, the hand clung to it, and a most melancholy voice 
sobbed, ‘Let me in – let me in!” […] As it spoke, I discerned, obscurely, a 
child’s face looking through the window – Terror made me cruel; and, 
finding it useless to attempt to shaking the creature off, I pulled its wrist 
on to the broken pane, and rubbed it to and fro till the blood ran down and 
soaked the bed-clothes: still it wailed, ‘Let me in!’ and maintained its 
tenacious gripe, almost maddening me with fear. (25) 
 

Lockwood’s actions, while undertaken out of fear, are quite Gothic.; in Fred Botting’s 

terms, these “transgres[s] the proper limits of aesthetic as well as social order in the 

overflow of emotions.” (4) Lockwood’s flood of emotion (mainly that of fear) cause him 

to act irrationally in slicing the wrist of a creature that has the appearance of a young girl. 

When the figure grabs him, he slices her wrist on the broken window pane so that the 

blood “soaked the bed-clothes,” something only a rather violent wound could achieve.  

The blood that flows from Catherine’s sliced wrist is important because it is a 

tangible element that connects Catherine’s ghost with the real world that Heathcliff still 

inhabits, thus suggesting the continuation of their relationship in some form despite 

Catherine’s death. It is surprising that the ghost should bleed since, traditionally, ghosts 
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are merely phantoms without bodies and thus without blood, but the blood also 

symbolizes the body releasing something, in this case the built up tension between the 

two protagonists.  

Lockwood’s Gothic encounter in this incident is a direct result of the tension 

between Catherine and Heathcliff. Catherine has become pure spirit as she wanted and is 

searching for Heathcliff. Whether she is merely being “capricious” and taunting him or 

actually searching for him, is unclear, but either way Catherine is in some way 

communicating with Heathcliff; it is likely, because of the reasons given in chapter two, 

that she is attempting to break into both the Heights and Heathcliff’s body to bring his 

soul into the spiritual world with her. Heathcliff, on the other hand, has remained human 

and is calling to Catherine in the hope she will come to him and be with him physically. 

Further demonstrating that Catherine wants to be a spirit,  Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 

argues, in The Coherence of Gothic Conventions, that “Catherine’s ghost represents the 

unquiet past that has not found its continuity with the present” (99). Sedgwick’s 

interpretation here suggests that Catherine’s spirit still has not accepted the fact that she 

and Heathcliff desire different manifestations of their love and that, therefore, she is still 

trying to convince Heathcliff that she is right. According to Sedgwick, Catherine’s 

“ambition is always to break through” (100). This reading of Catherine’s nature also 

works nicely with my account of her: she wants to break through the window, and by 

doing so “break through” Heathcliff’s stony exterior to liberate his body from his soul.  

Brontë makes use of one of the defining characteristics of the Gothic, haunting by 

ghosts (as seen in the previously discussed passage) to demonstrate the tension and 

violent emotions between Catherine and Heathcliff. The convention of haunting is 
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explored throughout the novel both through the presence of Catherine’s ghost and 

through the novel’s suggestions that some people are able to walk the earth after death. 

When Catherine is ill, she becomes delirious and talks about Heathcliff and then to him 

as if she thinks he is there. She invokes the idea of haunting when she asks Heathcliff to 

follow her in death so that she will not be alone:  

It’s a rough journey, and a sad heart to travel it; and we must pass 
Gimmerton Kirk, to go that journey! We've braved its ghosts often 
together, and dared each other to stand among the graves and ask them to 
come. But, Heathcliff, if I dare you now, will you venture? If you do, I'll 
keep you. I'll not lie there by myself: they may bury me twelve feet deep, 
and throw the church down over me, but I won't rest till you are with me. I 
never will!’ (126) 

 
The journey Catherine is talking about taking Heathcliff on is the journey to death. 

Haunting comes into this quote when Catherine declares at the end that she will not “lie 

there by [her]self,” no matter how deeply she’s buried, and that she “won't rest” until 

Heathcliff is with her. She is suggesting that until Heathcliff dies, she will find a way to 

be with him, possibly by haunting him. At the same time she is also describing the unity 

she craves. Because Catherine believes that she and Heathcliff share a soul, she cannot be 

at peace without him: as long as he remains alive while she is dead, she is missing part of 

herself – a part that is still living and thus not peaceful. Catherine asks “will you 

venture?” because she is unsure that Heathcliff will follow her into the spiritual world. 

Gimmerton Kirk is the local church; Catherine says they will have to pass this material 

structure to get to the spiritual world. She implies that she and Heathcliff have spent time 

in and around the church, but she does not know if he is ready to pass through the Church 

into a divinely sanctified death. She follows this statement with “If you do, I’ll keep 

you.” The Oxford English Dictionary defines “keep” in the 1850s (around the time 
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Brontë’s novel was published) as “to take in, receive, contain, […] to remain fixed or 

attached” (“keep” OED). In light of this definition, Catherine seems to be implying that 

she will be able to “keep” Heathcliff because they will both be souls; since their souls are 

the same, Catherine will “take him in” and they will merge into each other. The 

description of the church as something, “throw[n] over,” Catherine suggest that she sees 

it as a measure to keep her from Heathcliff, or to keep her from wandering the earth after 

death, but her statement that she will not rest even if they do place a church over her 

demonstrates that she will defy anything, including the church, to be with Heathcliff. If 

Heathcliff had acquiesced to Catherine’s wish to be with her in a spiritual manner, 

however, instead of pursuing his goal of a physical connection, then her monologue here 

would not have been necessary, because she would not be worried about weather or not 

Heathcliff would join her: she would already be certain of his willingness.  

 In addition to spiritual haunting, another of the defining characteristics of the 

Gothic genre is its focus on excessive, irrational, and violent emotions; tendencies that 

are readily apparent in many of Catherine and Heathcliff’s encounters and actions. When 

Catherine lies on her death bed, she accuses Heathcliff of killing her and forcefully 

expresses her desire to murder him as well. She avows: 

I shall not pity you, not I. You have killed me - and thriven on it, I think. 
How strong you are! How many years do you mean to live after I am 
gone?'  

'I wish I could hold you,' she continued, bitterly, 'till we were both 
dead! I shouldn't care what you suffered. I care nothing for your 
sufferings. Why shouldn't you suffer? I do! Will you forget me? Will you 
be happy when I am in the earth? Will you say twenty years hence, "That's 
the grave of Catherine Earnshaw? I loved her long ago, and was wretched 
to lose her; but it is past. I've loved many others since: my children are 
dearer to me than she was; and, at death, I shall not rejoice that I am going 
to her: I shall be sorry that I must leave them!" Will you say so, 
Heathcliff?'  
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'Don't torture me till I'm as mad as yourself,' cried he, wrenching 
his head free, and grinding his teeth. (160) 
  

She desires him to suffer in the hopes that his suffering will become too much and he will 

seek a way to destroy his body and unite his soul with hers. Heathcliff confirms that 

Catherine, is causing him extreme suffering when he responds “Don’t torture me till I'm 

as mad as yourself” at the end of the passage. Her charge that he might be happy once she 

is dead and move on with his life to love others, can be seen as goading him to deny the 

accusation and profess his love. Catherine also maintains in her lament that she wants to 

kill Heathcliff when she says: “I wish I could hold you […] till we were both dead.” Her 

feelings for and desire to be with Heathcliff notwithstanding, Catherine’s statement here 

is clearly excessive. As Glennis Byron and David Punter suggest, the Gothic is used to 

express the “powerful, irrational and potentially dangerous forces of the mind” (30). 

Catherine wants Heathcliff to die to satisfy herself and does not take his emotions into 

consideration at all. In Byron and Punter’s terms, Catherine is displaying the irrational 

and possibly dangerous faculties of her mind in her desire to bring Heathcliff to death 

with her. 

 Heathcliff stations himself as a sentry outside the house while Catherine is sick; 

the resulting Gothic moment is the consequence of the strain created when Catherine 

follows her desires and casts off her body to become a soul, while Heathcliff remains 

living and very much attached to his body, despite momentary attempts to destroy it. The 

scene demonstrates the tremendous pain the two continually cause each other through 

their different desires. When he finds out about Catherine’s death, he expresses his 

feelings in a violent fit of Gothic excess. He explodes: 
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‘May she wake in torment!’ he cried with frightful vehemence, stamping 
his foot, and groaning in a sudden paroxysm of ungovernable passion.  

‘Why she’s a liar to the end! Where is she? Not there – not in 
heaven – not perished – where? Oh! you said you cared nothing for my 
sufferings! And I pray one prayer – and repeat it till my tongue stiffens – 
Catherine Earnshaw, may you not rest, as long as I am living! You said I 
killed you – haunt me, then! The murdered do haunt their murderers. I 
believe – I know that ghosts have wandered on earth. Be with me always – 
take any form – drive me mad! only do not leave me in this abyss, where I 
cannot find you! Oh, God! it is unutterable!  I cannot live without my life! 
I cannot live without my soul!’  

He dashed his head against the knotted trunk; and, lifting up his 
eyes, howled, not like a man, but like a savage beast getting goaded to 
death with knives and spears. 

[Nelly] observed several splashes of blood about the bark of the 
tree, and his hand and forehead were both stained; probably the scene 
[she] witnessed was a repetition of others acted during the night. (169) 

 
Heathcliff begins by being surprised that he cannot “find” Catherine after her death. He 

comments that she seems to be nowhere-- “[n]ot there [on earth]– not in heaven – not 

perished”— which suggests that Heathcliff thinks Catherine has not moved into any 

afterlife, heaven or hell. He wants her to haunt him because that would be preferable to 

her being in an afterlife away from him. If she haunts him, he will at least have some 

semblance of her with him. In a violent moment of the passage, he bashes his head 

against the trunk of the tree in an attempt to get rid of his body and join her, wherever she 

is. Their unity is again invoked when he claims “I cannot live without my life! I cannot 

live without my soul,” suggesting that Catherine is both his life and soul, but also 

proposing that she has taken part of him with her. Heathcliff is clearly still alive, so his 

words imply that he can not live in the same way as he did while Catherine was alive, an 

idea that is perpetuated when he beings to terrorize those living around him. 

Building on the violent excess he showed in dashing his head against a tree, it is 

now Heathcliff, rather than Catherine, who is acting irrationally and excessively, and 
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Brontë describes these excesses in detail. Catherine has just died and Heathcliff is trying 

to enter the house to see her body; Hindley, who has come to see his sister after her death 

and help with her funeral arrangements, tries to prevent him. Heathcliff’s actions in this 

passage are driven by his desire to be with Catherine physically. Catherine is dead, so his 

attempts are purely motivated by a desire to get to her body. When Hindley tries to use 

force against Heathcliff, Heathcliff turns his weapon against him with somewhat 

gruesome results: 

the knife, in springing back, closed into its owner's wrist. Heathcliff pulled 
it away by main force, slitting up the flesh as it passed on, and thrust it 
dripping into his pocket. He then took a stone, struck down the division 
between two windows, and sprang in. His adversary had fallen senseless 
with excessive pain and the flow of blood that gushed from an artery or a 
large vein.  

The ruffian kicked and trampled on him, and dashed his head 
repeatedly against the flags. (178-179) 

 
Heathcliff’s actions could be misconstrued as self-defense, but he takes some superfluous 

actions that push this scene into the category of excessive Gothic violence. If Heathcliff 

had been acting strictly in self-defense, he would not have needed to slice open Hindley’s 

arm after the knife had already cut him, or “trample on him, and dash his head repeatedly 

against the flags.” The extra, extreme measures Heathcliff takes to incapacitate his enemy 

exemplify his excessive, violent tendencies. 

The Gothic passage where Heathcliff digs up Catherine’s body a second time 

demonstrate the lengths he is willing to go to in defying the limits of death. Heathcliff 

excitedly describes his actions to Nelly:  

'I'll tell you what I did yesterday! I got the sexton, who was digging 
Linton's grave, to remove the earth off her coffin lid, and I opened it. I 
thought, once, I would have stayed there: when I saw her face again - it is 
hers yet! - he had hard work to stir me; but he said it would change if the 
air blew on it, and so I struck one side of the coffin loose, and covered it 
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up: not Linton's side, damn him! I wish he'd been soldered in lead. And I 
bribed the sexton to pull it away when I'm laid there, and slide mine out 
too; I'll have it made so: and then by the time Linton gets to us he'll not 
know which is which!' (288-289) 

 
Heathcliff’s motive in digging up Catherine’s grave this time is to ensure that they can be 

together physically for eternity. Because Catherine is dead, Heathcliff is unsure that he 

will be able to be with her forever. He seeks to pacify his fears by his excessive actions 

here. He takes out one side of her coffin so that when he dies and is placed next to her 

their bodies will rot and decompose together until the two are indistinguishable from one 

another. Albeit in an odd way, Heathcliff thus seeks to consummate his desire for 

physical oneness with Catherine, something he would not have to do if the tension 

between the two did not exist.  

It is also significant in defining the Gothic aspects of this passage that Heathcliff 

is telling Nelly his story, and then Nelly is then relating it to Lockwood. In “Gothic 

Fiction and the Grotesque,” Maximillian E. Novak explains that to truly produce a sense 

of the grotesque, the Gothic text’s “plot should be a series of intertwined stories held 

together by some loose unifying pattern,” and that “it should be […] twisting, repetitive, 

open-ended” (54 & 66). According to Novak, the grotesque elements of a Gothic text are, 

at least in part, the result of its structure: a myriad of stories that all interconnect, if only 

in some small way, and whose interlacing creates a confusion at the level of form to 

match the psychic and moral confusion at the level of the text’s content. Brontë is 

adhering to Novak’s ideas here by having the actions of the main characters related to the 

reader through a series of persons: Heathcliff tells the story to Nelly, who tells it to 

Lockwood, who then tells it to the reader. 
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While it might not be readily apparent that the Gothic passage describing 

Heathcliff’s death is a result of the tension created between Heathcliff and Catherine’s 

desires, it is. The Gothic moments of the novel culminate in Heathcliff’s death. He may 

seem to finally be at peace, but with illusions to him being a vampire, Brontë links the 

tension of Catherine and Heathcliff’s relationship to the Gothic. Nelly describes 

Heathcliff’s corpse in the most macabre fashion possible. She tells Lockwood: 

I could not think him dead – but his face and throat were washed with 
rain; the bed-clothes dripped, and he was perfectly still. The lattice, 
flapping to and fro, had grazed one hand that rested on the sill – no blood 
trickled from the broken skin […] I combed his black long hair from his 
forehead; I tried to close his eyes – to extinguish, if possible, that frightful, 
life-like gaze of exultation, before any one else beheld it. They would not 
shut – they seemed to sneer at my attempts, and his parted lips, and sharp 
white teeth sneered too! (335) 

 
While Nelly never uses the words “vampire” or “ghoul” in describing Heathcliff in death, 

several of the words she uses imply that she sees him as such. She first remarks that “no 

blood trickled from the broken skin,” suggesting that Heathcliff had no blood to bleed. It 

could be argued that Heathcliff’s blood has merely congealed and thus he is unable to 

bleed. It is more likely, however, that Nelly, who has heard Heathcliff described (and has 

described him as such herself) as a ghoul, a vampire, and monster15 on several occasions 

would see the dead body and assume that the lack of blood signifies Heathcliff’s lack of 

humanity. Since blood is necessary for human life, Heathcliff’s not having any many be 

meant to symbolize his status as not fully human. Heathcliff’s sneering eyes and “sharp 

white teeth” also seem vampiric.  

Brontë links the last Gothic moment of the novel to the first to solidify the fact 

that it is the tension between Catherine and Heathcliff that has been producing the violent 

                                                 
15 For examples of these instances see pages 106, 330, and 334 of the novel. 
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explosions of emotion throughout the novel. Heathcliff’s death comes after a long life of 

trying to consummate his desire to be with Catherine physically while denying her wish 

to join with him at a purely spiritual level. The passage connects Catherine and Heathcliff 

by recalling the beginning of the novel when Catherine is introduced as a ghost. Much as 

in the first Gothic moment of the novel, in the last Gothic moment Heathcliff has “broken 

skin” reminiscent of Lockwood slashing the wrist of the ghost of Catherine. The “broken 

skin” in fact occurs in the same place, on the wrist, and is caused by the same instrument, 

the window, further connecting the deaths. It is strange that the disembodied ghost should 

bleed while Heathcliff’s bodily corpse does not. In the scene with Catherine’s ghost, the 

blood acts as a tangible element that connects Catherine with the physical world that 

Heathcliff is still unable to escape; the fact that Catherine’s ghost bleeds while 

Heathcliff’s body fails to may suggest that Heathcliff has finally made the passage from 

the physical world into the spiritual where he no longer needs blood to sustain himself. 

Also evocative of that first Gothic moment, “the bed-clothes dripped,” as they were 

“soaked” in the beginning, although this time they drip not with blood but with rain, 

suggesting a purifying effect; Heathcliff has worn out his body and all of the blood in it, 

and, having gotten rid of the element keeping his body alive, he is now able to enter the 

spiritual world with Catherine. By connecting the two Gothic passages, Brontë suggests 

that once Heathcliff and Catherine agree on the same manifestation of their love the 

Gothic explosions of emotion are no longer necessary. 

Martha Nussbaum claims that Heathcliff is the only character in the novel who 

“gives his life for another” (402). She is essentially arguing that when Heathcliff 

eventually dies it is for Catherine. While Heathcliff appears to die for Catherine, 
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however, I would argue that he is instead self-serving in his death because it will enable 

him to be with Catherine in a physical way (as he ensured when he dug up her grave the 

second time), which achieves his own ends and is not “for her” in any sense.  Heathcliff’s 

death is the culmination of the tension built between the two throughout the novel; he can 

no longer bear the emotional stress and thus dies to join Catherine.  

The tension between Catherine and Heathcliff builds throughout the novel, and 

explodes through expressions of violent emotions in the Gothic moments. In the end, 

Catherine and Heathcliff both do get what they want. Heathcliff ensures that their 

remains mingle physically, and Brontë suggests that Catherine achieves her desire by 

having witnesses repot seeing the two lovers’ spirits wandering the moors. Cannon 

Schmitt, in “The Gothic Romance in the Victorian Period,” proposes that “nothing but 

the Gothic seems capable of conveying the preternatural strength of these characters’ 

identity with and desire for one another” (308). Schmitt’s statement supports my claim 

that the Gothic moments in the text are a result of and the only accurate means of 

conveying the tension between Catherine and Heathcliff: this tension is so extreme that 

no other convention would be able to express it. The Gothic moments of the novel are a 

result of both Catherine and Heathcliff struggling against each other, each person in 

attempting to fulfill his or her own craving at the cost of the other person’s desires. 
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Conclusion: Celebration of Uncertainty through the Gothic 
From the twin lights thy sweet soul darkens through, 

Weeping, til sorrow become ecstasy: 
Then smile on it, so that it may not die. 

~~Percy Shelley, Epipsychidion 
 

As has been shown in the previous chapters of this thesis, the Gothic moments of 

Wuthering Heights reveal a unique tension and overflow of emotions between Catherine 

and Heathcliff, but Brontë further uses these moments to suggest a “desirable 

uncertainty” about the lovers’ relationship.16  It may seem strange for uncertainty to be 

desirable, but this is exactly what Brontë proposes through the Gothic scenes in the novel. 

The uncertainty constitutes an escape from and an alternative to the conventional 

romantic relationship prescribed by social and narrative standards in which two people 

fall in love, get married, have children and die. While presenting desirable qualities of 

life and love through a literary device typically associated with darkness and despair may 

seem unorthodox, Brontë’s use of the Gothic most accurately displays these qualities for 

Catherine and Heathcliff since their relationship produces rather macabre moments 

throughout the novel. Brontë ends the novel with a desirably unresolved resolution for the 

two lovers to celebrate uncertainty. This chapter will explore scenes of ghostly haunting, 

the intertwining of souls, and of alternative afterlives (created heavens), to show how 

Brontë’s Gothic moments blur the lines between fantasy and reality and create a desirable 

uncertainty about the limits of life and love in this novel, both for the characters and the 

reader.  

                                                 
16 Throughout this chapter the phrase “desirable uncertainty” is being used to suggest that there is 
something good about or a reason to prefer ambiguity and limitlessness over something that is definite and 
limited. Generally uncertainty is viewed as unwelcome, but a “desirable uncertainty” is embraced because 
it allows for numerous possibilities; the pleasing aspects of which will be described in this chapter. 
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The Gothic moments play a large role in the novel and express the 

unconventionality of Catherine and Heathcliff’s relationship, allowing them to break 

several social conventions. Catherine and Heathcliff’s relationship is anything but 

traditional: Catherine marries another man despite her feelings for Heathcliff, yet the two 

remain convinced that they will be together for eternity (and express this conviction 

through often shocking testimonials). Brontë’s protagonists live a type of fantasy life in 

which they are able to break away from social standards, despite Catherine’s intermittent 

attempts to conform to them. Catherine asserts that even though she will marry Edgar she 

will never be separated from Heathcliff. She tells Nelly: 

If all else perished, and [Heathcliff] remained, I should still continue to be; 
[…] He's always, always in my mind […] So don't talk of our separation 
again: it is impracticable. (82-83)  
 

Catherine’s outburst displays the strong bond she shares with Heathcliff. She believes 

that his mere presence on Earth could ensure her continued existence. Catherine is 

avowing that even though she is going to marry someone other than Heathcliff, no one 

will separate her from him. Because of their revolutionary relationship, Catherine is able 

to defy the social conventions that require a woman to love one man, her husband, and 

insist that she will have a husband and continue to love Heathcliff. 

Heathcliff also defied social norms in the steps he took to ensure that his and 

Catherine’s bodies would intermingle in death. Traditionally, couples are buried side by 

side to symbolize their eternal rest together. In Heathcliff’s perversion of the customary 

burial, he aims to go one step further than the norms. Heathcliff is not content to merely 

lie next to Catherine for eternity; he wants his body and hers to mingle into one 

decomposing mass until their remains cannot be separated or distinguished from one 



40 

another. Although not many men dig up their loved ones to ensure their remains 

commingle, through this Gothic scene, Brontë shows the lengths Heathcliff will go to in 

ensuring he and Catherine are together eternally. Both Catherine and Heathcliff break 

traditional social conventions; through their actions, Brontë proposes that the seeming 

rigid social rules can actually be uncertain and even broken.  

Another way in which Brontë presents Catherine and Heathcliff’s relationship as 

capable of defying the limitations and boundaries of life and death is through scenes of 

ghostly haunting. These scenes create a sense of confusion which may be frustrating, but 

it is nevertheless desirable because it offers hope. While the most memorable ghost scene 

occurs when Catherine’s ghost tries to break through Lockwood’s window when he 

spends a night at the Heights in the beginning of the novel, the ghostly presence that 

disturbs Heathcliff when he attempts to dig up Catherine’s grave better demonstrates a 

breakdown of the limitations of death and a desirable uncertainty for the two 

protagonists’ relationship.17 In the passage, Heathcliff starts to dig up Catherine’s grave, 

but then stops because he “felt that Cathy was there: not under me, but on the earth,” the 

possibility of Catherine’s ghostly presence comforts Heathcliff and makes him forget his 

desperate attempts to see her lifeless body (289). Heathcliff states that “she was with 

me,” but then when he reaches the Heights he can “almost see her, and yet I could not” 

(290). Heathcliff expresses certainty at first, but then the ghost of Catherine refuses to 

show herself, creating confusion and making the reader and Heathcliff wonder if she 

actually is there. The ghost seems to be toying with Heathcliff, but the mere presence of 

                                                 
17 Excluding the first scene where Catherine’s ghost appears from this discussion does not mean that the 
ghost that appears to Lockwood does not demonstrate a breakdown of limitations (clearly the ghost literally 
tries to shatter limitations in her attempts to break into the Heights), but the two ghost scenes I will discuss 
here demonstrate the dissolution of the limits of death and a desirable uncertainty for both Catherine and 
Heathcliff, as opposed to the more exclusive focus on Catherine in the Lockwood scene. 
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the ghost (even if it is only a possible presence) suggests that Catherine still exists in 

some capacity on earth, and that Heathcliff thereby has the chance to see and be with her 

again. The “anguish” and “fervour” in the last line of the quote are also desirable in that 

through them Heathcliff suffers a pleasing and exquisite kind of pain. Heathcliff’s 

tormented, yet passionate, plea “to have but one glimpse,” is denied, but he nevertheless 

remains convinced of Catherine’s presence. His conviction that Catherine still walks the 

earth coupled with the aggravation of not being able to discern her, is what provides him 

with a pleasurable pain: it yields hope of her existence (pleasure), yet painfully denies 

him what he most wants in this instance (to see her).18  

The other Gothic haunting moment that depicts the protagonists’ desirable 

uncertainty about their relationship occurs when Heathcliff is close to death and again in 

an exquisite state of pain; Brontë uses this passage to demonstrate how uncertainty itself, 

while causing pain, can still be pleasurable. Nelly describes Heathcliff looking at 

something in the distance (presumably Catherine’s ghost):  

It seemed exactly that he gazed at something within two yards' distance. 
And whatever it was, it communicated, apparently, both pleasure and pain 
in exquisite extremes: at least the anguished, yet raptured, expression of 
his countenance suggested that idea. (331) 
 

Heathcliff has become enraptured with something no one else can see. As in the previous 

quote, it is not clear that what Heathcliff is seeing is Catherine’s ghost, but it can be 

                                                 
18 This painful state of pleasure is reminiscent of the pleasurably painful relationship between Jane and Mr. 
Rochester in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, yet there is a crucial distinction between the two. Michelle 
Cannon, in The Painful State of Pleasure in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, describes Charlotte Brontë’s 
novel as concerning “the pleasurable state of pain;” this dynamic state, Cannon argues, is destroyed once 
Jane marries Mr. Rochester (47). In the end of Jane Eyre, Mr. Rochester tells Jane that “our honeymoon 
will shine our life long:  its beams will only fade over your grave or mine” (518). In this quote, Mr. 
Rochester is saying that the love between him and Jane will die when one or both of them pass away. 
Heathcliff’s pleasurable pain is different because not only does it outlast Catherine’s death, but it will 
continue even after he himself has died. 
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assumed that he at least believes he is finally viewing and connecting with the ghost of 

Catherine. The quote presents uncertainty about the future of Catherine and Heathcliff’s 

relationship in that the ghostly figure seems to cause both pleasure and pain for 

Heathcliff, so that neither he nor the reader know which is more prominent. It could be 

argued that Catherine’s ghost is merely conveying some thoughts that are pleasurable and 

some that are painful, but it is more likely, based on the arguments of the previous three 

chapters, that the ghost is communicating one idea: that Heathcliff should die and join 

with her. If this is the idea Catherine is imparting, then it follows that it is causing 

Heathcliff to feel both emotions. Heathcliff is not sure that he will actually be able to 

unite with Catherine once he is dead; that uncertainty for him would be painful. It would 

also be pleasurable however, because he is still alive, and thus has time to discover and 

devise ways of ensuring he is united with Catherine in some way. 

In addition to the escape from the limits of life and death suggested by the scenes 

of ghostly haunting and Heathcliff’s attempts to ensure their bodies are joined, several 

afterlife options for the two protagonists are implied through the scenes in which 

Catherine and Heathcliff create their own heavens. The created heavens propose that the 

type of afterlife the two will enter in death is uncertain. One instance of the two 

proposing alternate afterlives is when Catherine tells Nelly of a dream she had. She 

explains: 

If I were in heaven, Nelly, I should be extremely miserable. […] I dreamt 
once that I was there[…] [but] heaven did not seem to be my home; and I 
broke my heart with weeping to come back to earth; and the angels were 
so angry that they flung me out into the middle of the heath on the top of 
Wuthering Heights; where I woke sobbing for joy. (80-81) 
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In this passage, Catherine suggests that heaven does not seem a place she could remain 

forever. The place Catherine wants to spend eternity is at Wuthering Heights, not heaven 

as would be expected. Catherine is unsatisfied with the traditional afterlife (going either 

to heaven or hell), and decides that instead she wants to remain at the Heights. As with 

Heathcliff’s pleasure and pain, a combination (or limbo) of the two options seems to be 

the more appealing than choosing one or the other. Not only does Catherine’s refusal of a 

religiously conventional afterlife suggest a breakdown of the limits of death by rejecting 

what are generally the only two options (heaven and hell), in favor of a self created 

alternative, but it also suggests that if Catherine can refuse heaven for an afterlife in a site 

she finds more favorable, then she could also spend that chosen eternity with Heathcliff if 

she so chooses. The uncertainty in what type of afterlife Catherine can have is desirable 

because it gives her more options; she is no longer confined to an afterlife she finds no 

comfort in. If Catherine has the power to create her own afterlife, the wish behind her 

statement that “I only wish us never to be parted,” becomes possible (161). Catherine 

seems to be able to exercise a great deal of power over her post-life destiny. She actually 

changes the wish to a command when she declares that she will “take him with me,” 

implying that not only does she wish to, but that she will take Heathcliff with her when 

she dies, whether he wants her to or not (161).  

Heathcliff also creates his own personal version of heaven when he is close to 

death. When the effects of age are just beginning to claim him, he states: 

Last night I was on the threshold of hell. To-day, I am within sight of my 
heaven. I have my eyes on it: hardly three feet to sever me! (328) 

 
Then later when he is closer to death he exclaims: 

I repent of nothing. I'm too happy; and yet I'm not happy enough […] I 
have nearly attained my heaven. (333) 
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When Heathcliff talks about the afterlife in these passages, he does not refer to it as just 

“heaven,” he says “my heaven,” suggesting that the heaven Heathcliff is imagining is 

unique to him. In the first of the two passages, Heathcliff rejoices because he is finally 

close to reaching his heaven: being with Catherine in the grave. With the latter quote 

Heathcliff is both happy and yet not happy, which could be the ideal state of pleasurable 

pain he desires to be in, but could also occur because he has not quite obtained the heaven 

he sees for himself. At this point, Heathcliff is wavering between two worlds, the earth 

and the one of his own creation. The wavering provides uncertainty; neither Heathcliff 

nor the reader is sure when he will die or whether he will go to his ideal version of 

heaven, the heaven prescribed by social norms, or hell.  

Susan Gubar, in her article “Looking Oppositely: Emily Brontë’s Bible of Hell,” 

discusses Catherine’s heaven, but her ideas can be applied to Heathcliff as well. Gubar 

writes that “[Catherine’s] personal heaven is surrounded, like Milton’s Eden, by threats 

from what she would define as ‘hell’” (388). In Paradise Lost, the garden is threatened 

by Satan and hell, and Catherine’s heaven is similarly threatened, only her hell is defined 

as an eternity of exile from the Heights and Heathcliff. In the two passages I’ve cited 

above, Heathcliff’s “personal heaven” is being threatened by the possibility of his 

continued existence on earth without Catherine: his idea of hell. While going to his 

created heaven would be preferable, the uncertainty itself is desirable for Heathcliff 

because it provides a goal. Heathcliff’s future is uncertain, so he must focus on the one he 

wants for himself: an eternity with Catherine. Uncertainty is desirable for both Catherine 

and Heathcliff because it is better than the dreadful certainty of death and the finiteness 

of human relationships and love. 
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 While it could be argued that there is certainty in the novel by virtue of the fact 

that Catherine and Heathcliff will die, the last passages of the novel, where the two 

protagonists are dead, present anything but certainty. Nelly first relates to Lockwood that:  

‘The country folks, if you asked them, would swear on their Bible that he 
walks. There are those who speak of having met him near the church, and 
on the moor, and even within this house […] [T]hat old man by the 
kitchen fire affirms he has seen two on ‘em, looking out of his chamber 
window, on every rainy night since his death’ […] 

 
Then Lockwood describes going to the graves of Heathcliff, Catherine, and Edgar: 19 

I sought, and soon discovered, the three headstones on the slope next the 
moor: on middle one grey, and half buried in the heath; Edgar Linton's 
only harmonised by the turf and moss creeping up its foot; Heathcliff's 
still bare.  

I lingered round them, under that benign sky: watched the moths 
fluttering among the heath and harebells, listened to the soft wind 
breathing through the grass, and wondered how any one could ever 
imagine unquiet slumbers for the sleepers in that quiet earth. (337)  

 
This passage conveys the final uncertainty of Catherine and Heathcliff’s fate in this 

novel, and in doing so it presents another aspect of the desirableness of that uncertainty. 

All three moments of uncertainty--ghostly haunting, the intertwining of souls, and created 

heavens--are combined in this passage: haunting is implied by the country folks’ oath that 

Heathcliff “walks” the moors after his death, the intertwining of Catherine and 

Heathcliff’s souls by the fact of the old man’s seeing “two on ‘em,” instead of one, and 

the created heaven by the fact that Heathcliff and Catherine seem to be eternally together 

on the moors rather than in a heaven standardized by society. This open-ended ending to 

the book provides the basis for several possible lines of argument about the afterlives of 

Catherine and Heathcliff, and thus demonstrates the multitude of possibilities for them; at 

                                                 
19 The multiple narrators of the novel add to the desirable uncertainty of the novel; because of the multiple 
narrators, the reader is unsure which, if any, account to trust, and thus the fate of the two protagonists 
become even more desirably uncertain. While the uncertainty created through this convention is worth 
noting, it is not central to my thesis. 
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one level, it seems possible that Heathcliff is wandering alone, possibly searching for 

Catherine; alternatively, Catherine and Heathcliff may be together as ghosts; and then 

again Lockwood also presents them as peacefully dead. Brontë leaves readers uncertain 

as to the couple’s exact fate, and while this uncertainty about what exactly happens to the 

two might be frustrating for some, in terms of Catherine and Heathcliff’s relationship, 

this uncertainty should actually be regarded as a desirably unresolved resolution for their 

love and for the novel itself. Brontë purposefully incorporates this uncertainty to leave 

open numerous possibilities for the two protagonists so they are not confined to one set 

eternity in a conventional heaven. Catherine and Heathcliff are free to be together and do 

as they please in death because they are not confined to the usual limits set for love and 

life. Catherine and Heathcliff do not have go to a predefined heaven, but can rather 

continue their fraught and passionate relationship for eternity, losing neither their lives in 

death nor their passion in a predictable, limiting marriage. 

 Robert D. Hume, in “Gothic versus Romantic: A Revaluation of the Gothic 

Novel,” seems at first to offer some support for my claim for a desirable uncertainty in 

Brontë’s novel enabled by the Gothic mode when he argues that “the Gothic novel offers 

no conclusions,” but he moves away from my argument when he suggests that this aspect 

of the novel is a weakness rather than a strength because it “emphasizes psychological 

reactions to evil and leads into a tangle of moral ambiguity for which no meaningful 

answers can be found” (288).  I would argue that this ambiguous, answerless tangle is not 

a disadvantage of the Gothic mode in Brontë’s novel, but is precisely Brontë’s motive for 

turning to this mode in the first place. She presents a strange relationship for which there 

can be no definite “answer” or resolution. The end of the novel may be ambiguous and 
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even vague, but that vagueness is deliberate not accidental, and its purpose is to 

emphasize the infinite possibilities for the two main characters, and possibly even for the 

entire world in which the book is set. Through her use of the Gothic moments to wrench 

open the future for her dead protagonists, Brontë is proposing that an uncertain future is 

better than a definite and finite one that simply ends with death and nothing more. 

Uncertainty is desirable in this novel because it provides hope, both for readers and for 

the characters, of an enduring relationship that can defy the social and narrative norms for 

love and relationships and life and death. 
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