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Wuthering Heights What Is It About

Understanding the Timeless Allure of a Gothic Masterpiece

When someone asks, “Wuthering Heights what is it about?”, the answer is far more layered than a
simple plot summary. Emily Brontë’s only novel, first published in 1847 under the pseudonym Ellis Bell,
defies  easy  categorization.  It  is  a  love story,  but  not  a  romantic  one.  It  is  a  revenge tragedy,  a  ghost
story, and a fierce critique of class and gender dynamics in Victorian England. More than 170 years after
its publication, readers still find themselves haunted by the tumultuous relationship between Heathcliff
and Catherine Earnshaw. The novel’s raw emotional intensity, its moorland setting, and its complex
narrative structure reward repeated readings, each one offering a fresh discovery. To truly grasp what
Wuthering Heights is about, we must journey beyond the surface of passion and cruelty into the deep
psychological and social themes that make the book an enduring masterpiece.

This article explores every significant layer of the novel, from its unforgettable characters and entangled
relationships to its symbolic landscapes and contested legacy. Whether you are revisiting the story or
encountering it for the first time, the following sections will help you understand why Wuthering Heights
continues to captivate and unsettle readers worldwide.

The Core Plot: A Story Wrapped in Memory and Vengeance

At its most basic level, Wuthering Heights is the story of two generations of families—the Earnshaws and
the  Lintons—and the  devastating  consequences  of  an  all-consuming  attachment.  The  narrative  is
relayed primarily through Mr. Lockwood, a tenant at Thrushcross Grange, who records the tale told to
him by his housekeeper, Nelly Dean. This layered storytelling creates mystery and distance, forcing
readers to piece together the truth from imperfect perspectives.

The  story  begins  with  the  arrival  of  an  orphaned  boy,  Heathcliff,  at  Wuthering  Heights,  the  Earnshaw
family home. Mr. Earnshaw takes the child in, fostering jealousy in his son Hindley and a profound,
almost supernatural bond with his daughter Catherine. After Mr. Earnshaw dies, Hindley (now master)
degrades  Heathcliff  to  a  servant.  Catherine,  torn  between  her  wild  love  for  Heathcliff  and  the  social
advantages  of  marrying  the  refined  Edgar  Linton,  makes  a  choice  that  leads  to  tragedy.  She  marries
Edgar,  and  a  heartbroken  Heathcliff  disappears—only  to  return  years  later,  wealthy  and  intent  on
exacting  revenge on  both  families.  He  destroys  Hindley  through gambling,  marries  Edgar’s  sister
Isabella (whom he abuses),  and eventually seizes control  of both estates. The novel’s second half
focuses on the next generation: Catherine’s daughter (also named Catherine) and Heathcliff’s sickly son
Linton.  Through  a  calculated  marriage,  Heathcliff  controls  the  inheritance  of  Thrushcross  Grange.
Ultimately, he is drawn back to the memory of his lost Catherine, and he dies in a state of strange
peace, having glimpsed her ghost.

The Unreliable Narrators and Their Impact on Interpretation

One of the most brilliant aspects of the novel is its narrative complexity. Lockwood is an outsider whose
judgment  is  often  flawed,  while  Nelly  Dean,  though  central  to  the  events,  has  her  own  biases.  She
frequently  judges  Catherine  and  Heathcliff  harshly,  and  her  moralizing  influences  the  reader’s
perception. By presenting the story through these subjective lenses, Brontë challenges us to question
whose version of events is reliable. This ambiguity is integral to the question “Wuthering Heights
what is it about?” because it suggests that the truth of human relationships is never one-dimensional.
The narrative structure itself mimics the tangled emotions of the characters, making us feel as lost as
Lockwood does amid the bleak moors.

Character Analysis: The Forces That Drive the Tragedy

Heathcliff: Byronic Hero or Abusive Villain?

No discussion of  what Wuthering Heights is  about can avoid the paradoxical  figure of  Heathcliff.  He is
often  described  as  a  Byronic  hero:  dark,  brooding,  passionate,  and  rebellious.  Yet  his
actions—manipulating, beating, imprisoning, and driving others to despair—are those of an abuser.
Brontë never makes him sympathetic; instead, she makes him comprehensible. His suffering as a child,
his  degradation,  and the  loss  of  Catherine  are  presented as  the  crucible  that  forges  his  cruelty.
Heathcliff’s  love  for  Catherine  is  not  redemptive;  it  is  possessive  and  destructive.  The  novel  asks
uncomfortable  questions:  Can  intense  love  excuse  monstrous  behavior?  What  does  suffering  do  to  a
person’s soul? Heathcliff remains one of literature’s most psychologically complex characters precisely
because  he  is  both  victim  and  perpetrator—a  mirror  reflecting  the  inhumanity  of  a  society  that  first
dehumanized him.

Catherine Earnshaw: The Wild Heart of the Moors

Catherine is equally difficult to classify. She is selfish, manipulative, and often cruel, yet she possesses a
fierce vitality and a profound connection to nature. Her famous speech—“I am Heathcliff—he’s always,
always in my mind”—expresses a union so complete that it transcends social norms, even morality. She
chooses marriage to Edgar Linton for status, but her soul remains with Heathcliff. This internal conflict
drives the entire plot. Catherine’s death midway through the novel does not diminish her presence; she
haunts Heathcliff, and her ghost is said to wander the moors. To understand what Wuthering Heights is
about, we must see Catherine as a character torn between two worlds: the wild liberty of childhood with
Heathcliff and the rigid social order of Thrushcross Grange. Her tragedy is that she can belong fully to
neither.



The Second Generation: A Softer Echo of the Original Passion

The younger Catherine (Cathy) and Hareton Earnshaw, along with Linton Heathcliff, represent a chance
for healing. Cathy is spirited like her mother but more compassionate; Hareton is rough but kind-
hearted;  Linton  is  weak  and  spoiled.  Heathcliff  forces  Cathy  to  marry  Linton  to  inherit  Thrushcross
Grange,  but  after  Linton’s  early  death  and  Heathcliff’s  demise,  Cathy  and  Hareton  forge  a  tentative,
healthier love. Their relationship suggests a breaking of the cycle of revenge and a restoration of
harmony to the estates. This hopeful ending has been criticized by some as a conventional moral
closure, but it also underscores the novel’s deeper theme: that human connections can either destroy or
redeem, depending on the choices we make.

Major Themes and Interpretations

Love, Obsession, and the Supernatural

The  central  love  story  in  Wuthering  Heights  is  anything  but  conventional.  Catherine  and  Heathcliff’s
bond is depicted as elemental, almost otherworldly. They describe themselves as sharing the same soul.
When Catherine dies, Heathcliff is not merely grieving—he is consumed by a longing for her ghost. He
digs up her grave, speaks to her spirit, and eventually starves himself, believing he will rejoin her.
Brontë uses the supernatural not as a cheap Gothic trick, but as a way to explore the idea that some
attachments are so powerful they transcend death. Yet the novel does not romanticize this. The union of
Cathy and Heathcliff in death is ambiguous—is it  a blissful  reunion or a kind of hell? This continues to
fuel the debate about what Wuthering Heights is about: a celebration of eternal love or a warning
against destructive obsession.

Social Class and Revenge

Heathcliff’s  revenge  is  not  just  personal—it  is  a  response  to  class  humiliation.  From  the  moment  he
arrives, he is called a “gipsy” and a “devil” by Hindley, and his lowly status prevents him from marrying
Catherine. After acquiring wealth, he uses the same structures of property and marriage that oppressed
him to tyrant over the next generation.  Brontë,  writing at  a time when class mobility was nearly
impossible,  presents  a  biting  critique.  Heathcliff’s  cruelty  is  a  twisted  form  of  social  justice,  but  his
methods  only  perpetuate  violence.  The  novel  suggests  that  the  desire  for  revenge,  however  justified,
corrupts the avenger and damages everyone around him.

The Moors as a Symbol of Freedom and Harshness

The setting of Wuthering Heights is not a mere backdrop—it is a character in its own right. The Yorkshire
moors are wild, beautiful, and inhospitable. They symbolize the raw, untamed emotions of Catherine and
Heathcliff,  as  well  as  the  isolation  that  sustains  their  bond.  The  contrast  between  Wuthering  Heights
(exposed,  rugged)  and Thrushcross  Grange (sheltered,  cultivated)  mirrors  the  conflict  between nature
and civilization,  passion and restraint.  Brontë’s  vivid  descriptions  of  the landscape—the wind,  the
heather, the stone walls—immerse the reader in a world where the boundary between the psychological
and the physical blurs. Many readers find the moors as memorable as the characters themselves, which
is why any thorough analysis of what Wuthering Heights is about must include the setting as an integral
force shaping the story.

Literary Style and Structure

The Frame Narrative: A Chinese Box of Perspectives

Brontë employs a complex narrative structure that layers stories within stories. Lockwood’s diary frames
Nelly’s  reminiscences,  which  in  turn  contain  letters,  testimonies,  and  embedded  dialogues.  This
technique creates multiple filters between the reader and the raw events. It also introduces unreliability,
as each narrator has their own motivations and biases. Lockwood is a mocking, foppish city dweller who
misunderstands the rural world; Nelly defends her own actions and criticizes others. By filtering intense
passions through such ordinary voices, Brontë tempers the melodrama and makes the tragedy feel more
human. This structure is one reason the novel has fascinated critics for generations. When asking
“Wuthering Heights what is it about?”, one must also consider: whose story are we truly hearing?

Language and Tone: Lyricism Meets Brutality

Brontë’s prose is a striking blend of poetic imagery and stark realism. Passages about the moors,
Catherine’s dreams, and Heathcliff’s grief are written with lyrical intensity, while scenes of violence and
cruelty are described with clinical  detachment.  This  contrast  heightens the emotional  impact.  The
dialogue is particularly powerful—Catherine and Heathcliff speak in a raw, almost primal language that
conveys  their  inner  turmoil.  The  tonal  shifts  keep readers  off-balance,  mirroring  the  volatile  moods  of
the characters. This stylistic originality was ahead of its time and remains a key reason the novel is
studied so deeply.

Cultural Impact and Critical Reception

When Wuthering Heights was first published, it shocked Victorian readers with its portrayal of domestic
abuse,  mental  cruelty,  and  amoral  passion.  Early  critics  called  it  “coarse,”  “disagreeable,”  and
“strange.” It was only in the twentieth century that the novel received serious literary appreciation, with
scholars recognizing its psychological  depth, narrative innovation, and subversive critique of social
norms.  Today,  it  is  considered  a  cornerstone  of  English  literature  and  has  inspired  numerous  films,
television adaptations, operas, songs, and even a Kate Bush song. The phrase “Wuthering Heights” itself
has become shorthand for stormy, doomed love.  Its  characters—Heathcliff and Catherine—are cultural
archetypes, referenced in everything from romance novels to academic papers.  Understanding the
book’s legacy helps answer “Wuthering Heights what is it about?” in a broader sense: it is about
the way a single story can embed itself into the collective imagination, challenging each generation to
interpret it anew.

Conclusion: Why We Still Ask What Wuthering Heights Is About

To say that Wuthering Heights is simply a tragic love story is to miss the forest for the trees. It is a
profound exploration of the boundaries of love, the iron cage of social class, the cyclical nature of abuse,
the unreliability of memory, and the haunting presence of the past. Emily Brontë wove together Gothic
terror,  psychological  realism,  and  social  commentary  into  a  narrative  that  resists  any  single
interpretation. The reason readers continue to ask “Wuthering Heights what is it about?” is that the
novel mirrors the complexity of human existence itself—messy, contradictory, painful, and yet achingly
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beautiful. Whether you approach it as a romance, a ghost story, a critique of patriarchy, or a study in
trauma,  you  will  find  layers  that  reward  careful  reading.  Brontë  died  at  just  thirty  years  old,  never

knowing that her lone novel would become an immortal masterpiece. But her book lives on, as restless
and wild as the spirits she wrote about, forever whispering the same question to every new reader: What
is it about? Find your own answer.


