ENGLISH: WUTHERING HEIGHTS

‘Emily Bronte’s multiple narrators are astonishingly effective.’ Discuss.

The intense and extraordinary passion shared between Heathcliff and Catherine is the core of Emily
Bronte’s novel ‘Wuthering Heights’. A tale of extreme love and despair, Bronte employs numerous
literary devices to create a complex structure, as the narrative is related to readers through the
voices of Nelly Dean, Lockwood, and a host of other characters. Through her use of multiple
narrators, Bronte allows readers glimpses of the inseparable bond that exists between Heathcliff
and Catherine, in a way that is both believable and moving. The efficacy of the multiple narrators is
astounding in its ability to portray such an unconventional bond as real, powerful and particularly
chilling, as elements of the supernatural are incorporated. However, key features such as variation
in perspectives inevitably ensue when employing this technique, and could prevent Bronte’s multiple
narrators being deemed astonishingly effective. Despite this, the perspectives and perceptions of
the narrators aid Bronte’s construction of a vivid and engaging text that calls on the reader to
participate in a dialectic, to evaluate the validity and morality of Catherine and Heathcliff’s love, for
themselves.

The multiple narrators in Wuthering Heights is crucial to the structure and chronology of the novel.
Dates and time references are duly recorded throughout Bronte’s novel to give a concrete time in
which the narrative occurs. Glimpses of an unhappy childhood are depicted through early diary
entries by Catherine on margins of books stored by her oak panelled bed. Bronte’s use of multiple
narrators not only allows for seamless transitions between time settings, but establishes the
complex structure of the novel, and the layering and unravelling of narrative events. Delving into the
past, for the most part Nelly narrates Heathcliff's story. However, events are not always in
chronological order; instead particulars are revealed slowly throughout the novel. For instance,
Isabella relates to Nelly the events that occurred the night of Catherine’s funeral. Heathcliff later
expresses his intense anguish of that night, revealing his despair. In employing multiple narrators,
Bronte effectively creates engagement and suspense through the slow revelation of Heathcliff’s
character through which a deeper understanding of the love and loss he endures is established.

The various voices established throughout the novel offer different perspectives on the characters,
particularly Heathcliff. Rejected initially by the inmates of both Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross
Grange, principal narrator Nelly Dean claims Heathcliff is an ‘imp of Satan’, and later muses ‘Is he a
ghoul or a vampire?’. The mystery of Heathcliff's identity is heightened through the perpetual
questioning of his nature by many characters, enabled through Bronte’s use of multiple narrators.
The changing perspectives offered by Isabella proceeding her marriage to Heathcliff is yet another
insight into Heathcliff's nature, as she wonders ‘Is Mr Heathcliff a man?...If not, is he the devil?’.
However, mere differences in perspective are characteristic of any text that employs multiple
narrators. It is the array of responses to the immutable love of Catherine and Heathcliff which
position readers to believe and sympathise with Heathcliff at his plight which is truly astonishing,
given he is the perpetrator of much of the suffering of the other characters.

Heathcliff’'s presence throughout the novel is claimed by Edgar to be a ‘moral poison’. The sadistic
pleasure derived from planning his full and complete revenge, accompanied by the essentially
selfish nature of Catherine, would expect to receive condemnation and an utter lack of sympathy for
the characters and their destructive love. And yet throughout the novel, readers are most moved by
the passionate declarations of their need for each other through the lyrical descriptions of their love
and despair, and the unspeakable suffering endured by Heathcliff. Therein lies the extraordinary
effect of the multiple narrators. Nelly, a biased narrator due to her part in the narrative, and
Lockwood, a shallow and unperceptive Londoner, both fail to recognise or comprehend the pure but
tortured love of Heathcliff and Catherine. As such Bronte appeals to the reader instead to evaluate
and form their own conclusion. Nelly’s cold judgements of Heathcliff, and the petty remarks made by
Lockwood throughout the novel evoke sympathy in Heathcliff's sufferings, which can only truly be
understood through comprehension of his unending love and desire to be with Catherine. Bronte’s
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ability to depict their fierce love convincingly and thus evoke sympathy, is in part due to inability of
Lockwood and Nelly to perceive the depth of Catherine and Heathcliff's love. Though fallible and
superficial, Nelly and Lockwood’s narration is effective in its ability to bring the love of Catherine and
Heathcliff to life, despite its extremity.

Furthermore, as supernatural events and references are skilfully infused into the text in a credible
manner due to Bronte’s multiple narrators. Lockwood himself experiences the ghost of Catherine’s
on his very first night at Wuthering Heights, and Nelly relates stories of the villagers who claim to
see spectres of Heathcliff and Catherine. This gives an ethereal quality and power to the love of
Catherine and Heathcliff, yet grounded in reality when spoken to readers by the very pragmatic
Nelly and ‘romantic’ Lockwood. The strict timeline established by Bronte maintains reality, and the
supernatural experiences of numerous narrators imbue the text with a sweeping power which
heightens the passionate love of Heathcliff and Catherine.

Central to the novel is the complex structure and the perspectives of various characters regarding
Catherine and Heathcliff’s love, and the latter’s suffering. However, it is Bronte’s ability to depict and
make credible the unique, all consuming passion of Heathcliff and Catherine and evoke sympathy
for Heathcliff, which makes Bronte’s device so effective. Despite the savage and destructive nature
of their passion, and the numerous villainous acts committed by a vengeful man, readers are
compelled to feel sympathy for Heathcliff and to understand, if not condone their love. Ultimately,
readers are intrigued by the love of Heathcliff; swept away by the beauty and power that reflects the
wild, savage moors. Thus Bronte’s multiple narrators are astonishingly effective in its ability to evoke
such an awe within readers.
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