
 

WUTHERING HEIGHTS 

May 2018: Supernatural Elements 
 

b) The supernatural elements in Wuthering Heights make it unbelievable. With reference 
to Brontë’s narrative methods, and relevant contextual information, show to what extent 
you agree with the above statement. 

 
**NB: In the following essay plan, I have used a colour-coding system whereby narrative 
methods are presented in red, context is presented in green and quotations are highlighted.** 
 
There is perhaps some merit in the claim that the supernatural elements in Wuthering Heights 
make it unbelievable. Coming from a much more sceptical world than the novel’s original 
readership, modern readers may find Brontë’s portrayal of Lockwood’s encounter with 
Catherine Earnshaw’s ghost and the implication that she also appears to Heathcliff at the end 
of the novel somewhat farfetched. Yet it could also be argued that the novel’s supernatural 
elements actually enhance the novel’s atmosphere due to the way Brontë embeds them within 
in a realistic context.  
 
The main reason why the supernatural elements in Wuthering Heights have the potential 
to make it unbelievable is that modern readers are much less likely to believe in ghosts. 
Today’s world is much more scientifically-minded and much less superstitious than nineteenth-
century England, and to a modern reader who does not believe in supernatural phenomena, 
Brontë’s depiction of Lockwood’s encounter with Catherine Earnshaw’s ghost in Chapter III 
could appear unconvincing, especially given that it is rendered so vividly through the use of 
tactile imagery to report how Lockwood’s fingers ‘closed on the fingers of a little, ice-hold 
hand’ and direct speech to describe Catherine wailing in a ‘melancholy’ tone, ‘Let me in!’ The 
implication in Chapter XXXIII that Catherine’s ghost appears to Heathcliff, as suggested by 
the image contained in Nelly’s report that ‘he gazed at something within two yards’ distance’, 
could similarly threaten the novel’s believability for readers who doubt the existence of a 
supernatural world. Sceptical modern readers might also find it somewhat unbelievable that 
Heathcliff is frequently described using nouns relating to the supernatural, which Brontë uses 
to emphasize Heathcliff’s status as a terrifying Gothic villain; for instance, Nelly ponders, ‘Is 
he a ghoul or a vampire?’, while Isabella questions whether he is human: ‘Is Mr. Heathcliff a 
man? … if not, is he a devil?’ While these descriptors would likely have awakened fear in the 
novel’s original readers, to the modern reader the implication that Heathcliff has links to the 
supernatural world may seem credulous and exaggerated.  
 
Other supernatural elements in Wuthering Heights that have the potential to make it 
unbelievable are Nelly’s frequent forebodings. Brontë portrays Nelly as having strong 
feelings about future events that are later proven to be true; for instance, when recounting 
Heathcliff’s return to Wuthering Heights in Chapter X she reports having had ‘a presentiment 
in the bottom of my heart that he had better have remained away,’ while in Chapter XI, she has 
a vision of Hindley as a child that induces her to visit Wuthering Heights, which Brontë 
presents using a portentous image: ‘my bodily eye was cheated into a momentary belief that 
the child lifted its face and stared straight into mine!’ While Nelly’s premonitions serve to 
propel the novel’s action and foreshadow later events, modern readers who do not believe in 
clairvoyance may struggle to find such reports of premonitions credible.  
 



 

Yet while these elements might be off-putting to a modern reader, it is unlikely that the 
novel’s original readers would have found the supernatural elements in Wuthering 
Heights unbelievable, because belief in the occult was widespread in nineteenth-century 
England. While the Church of England was the dominant faith in Brontë’s era, non-conformist 
attitudes were common among the lower classes. According to Sir Llewellyn Woodward in 
The Age of Reform, 1815-1870 (1938), ‘The poor… were largely pagan with a veneer of 
religious observance and much hidden superstition’. The currency that belief in the 
supernatural had among the working classes in nineteenth-century England is reflected in 
Nelly’s admission, after she feels ‘an irresistible yearning to be at the Heights’ in Chapter XI, 
that ‘Superstition urged me to comply with this impulse.’ It is therefore unlikely that the 
supernatural occurrences related in the novel would have made the novel unbelievable for its 
original readers.  
 
It could also be argued that the supernatural elements in Wuthering Heights make it 
unbelievable due to the melodramatic fashion in which they are presented. Modern-day 
readers who are used to more subtle depictions of supernatural phenomena in contemporary 
horror films may find Brontë’s grotesque depiction of Lockwood’s violent encounter with 
Catherine’s ghost farfetched and unconvincing. The violent imagery used to describe how 
Lockwood ‘pulled its wrist on to the broken pane, and rubbed it to and fro till the blood ran 
down’ arguably detracts from the incident’s believability due to its sensationalism. 
 
However, a key argument against the supernatural elements in Wuthering Heights 
making it unbelievable is that when considered alongside the novel’s other Gothic 
elements, they can be seen as enhancing its atmosphere. Supernatural occurrences are a 
marked feature of Gothic literature, which is concerned with evoking fear and horror in the 
reader. An example of a Gothic novel that revolves around a ghost story is The Turn of the 
Screw by Henry James (1898), which relates the experiences of a governess who goes to work 
at a haunted house. The supernatural events depicted in Gothic novels are arguably made to 
appear plausible due to the fact that the author has typically already, through the use of various 
other narrative methods, immersed the reader in a world of such dramatic intensity that it 
becomes relatively easy for them to suspend their disbelief when faced with the depiction of 
paranormal phenomena. Brontë creates such a world in which supernatural events seem 
plausible in Wuthering Heights through her use of vivid natural imagery to emphasize the eerie 
remoteness of the dwelling’s setting, noting that it sits on a ‘bleak hill-top’ and describing the 
hostile landscape of the moors as ‘one billowy, white ocean’, and her use of pathetic fallacy to 
reflect Heathcliff’s intense suffering on the night that he flees Wuthering Heights, as seen in 
the violent natural imagery she uses to describe how ‘the storm came rattling over the Heights 
in full fury’. She also establishes an atmosphere of heightened emotion through her use of 
dramatic imagery to convey the intensity of her characters’ feelings, as evidenced by her use 
of violent imagery and an animal simile to convey Heathcliff’s desolation upon hearing of 
Catherine’s death, describing how he ‘dashed his head against the knotted trunk’ of a tree and 
‘howled… like a savage beast’. Within the context of the ominous atmosphere established by 
these Gothic features, the supernatural elements in Wuthering Heights take on a more 
believable quality and can be seen as enhancing rather than detracting from the reader’s 
enjoyment of the novel.  
 
Another argument against the supernatural elements making Wuthering Heights 
unbelievable is that many are embedded in realistic circumstances, which serves to 
enhance their plausibility. Lockwood interprets his encounter with Cathy’s ghost as ‘a 
frightful nightmare’, thereby creating ambiguity for the reader around whether or not it actually 



 

took place and allowing Brontë to inspire horror in her readers whilst preserving a sense of 
realism. Heathcliff’s encounters with Catherine’s ghost, meanwhile, are merely suggested, as 
opposed to being depicted explicitly, with Brontë using Nelly’s first-person narrative to simply 
report Heathcliff’s reactions to the presumed apparition, which she is unable to see. The images 
in Nelly’s account describing how Heathcliff ‘looked at the opposite wall… with glittering, 
restless eyes’ strongly imply that he is communicating with Catherine’s ghost, whilst allowing 
Brontë to avoid making any definitive comment about the reality of his vision. Furthermore, 
Brontë’s decision to ascribe the sighting of Catherine and Heathcliff’s ghosts at the end of the 
novel to a shepherd boy through the use of direct speech allows her to present this supernatural 
event in a way that obviates the need for Nelly as narrator to vouch for its validity, and in doing 
so allows the reader to decide for themselves whether the boy’s account is credible: ‘“There’s 
Heathcliff and a woman, yonder, under t’nab”, he blubbered, “un I darnut pass them.”’ At the 
same time, Brontë’s use of Yorkshire dialect, in conjunction with the image created by her use 
of the verb ‘blubbered’ and Nelly’s report that the boy ‘was crying terribly’, makes his story 
appear more believable by humanizing his character and showing him to be traumatized by his 
experience.  
 
An additional reason for seeing the supernatural elements in Wuthering Heights as 
believable is that Brontë supplies details that enhance the credibility of the characters’ 
ghostly visions. The fact that Catherine Earnshaw’s ghost identifies herself to Lockwood in 
Chapter III as ‘Catherine Linton’ despite him only having read her name as Catherine Earnshaw 
– as Brontë makes clear through his rhetorical question ‘why did I think of Linton? I had read 
Earnshaw twenty times for Linton’ – forces the reader to consider the possibility that this was 
a genuine supernatural encounter as opposed to a mere dream or hallucination, since Lockwood 
could not have acquired this information by any other means. Indeed, the very fact that 
Lockwood, a stranger to Wuthering Heights, sees Catherine’s ghost at all lends credibility to 
the subsequent implication that she appears to Heathcliff, which Brontë hints at in Chapter 
XXXIV through her use of imagery to describe Heathcliff’s ‘anguished, yet raptured 
expression’ as he gazes ‘at something within two yards’ distance’.  
 
The claim that the supernatural elements in Wuthering Heights make it unbelievable can 
also be challenged on the basis that the novel’s realistic elements balance out its 
supernatural aspects. While ghostly encounters and premonitions pervade the novel’s action, 
its realistic settings, psychologically complex characters and faithful picture of nineteenth-
century social conditions keep it rooted in the real world and provide a plausible backdrop for 
the paranormal occurrences being depicted. One way in which Brontë prevents the novel from 
spiraling into the realm of Gothic melodrama is by showing that characters remain subject to 
the constraints of the social hierarchy: Catherine’s decision to marry Edgar shows that she is 
bound by nineteenth-century class distinctions and attitudes towards marriage, as evidenced by 
the way she tells Nelly in Chapter IX ‘It would degrade me to marry Heathcliff now’, and 
Brontë’s use of detailed imagery to contrast the opulence of Thrushcross Grange, described as 
‘a splendid place carpeted with crimson’, with the more rustic appearance of Wuthering 
Heights with its floor of ‘smooth, white stone’ illustrates the differences between the lifestyles 
of those belonging to the agricultural middle class and the professional upper middle class. 
Brontë’s faithful depiction of nineteenth-century social conditions arguably enhances the 
believability of the novel’s supernatural elements by presenting them within a fictional world 
that represents reality in all other respects as it really is. Her use of the technique of dual 
narration, whereby much of the story is focalized from Nelly’s perspective as she narrates the 
history of Wuthering Heights to Lockwood, the novel’s outermost narrator, also makes the 



 

supernatural events related in the novel appear more believable by providing two narrators who 
can offer first-person testimony about the ghostly goings-on at the homestead.  
 
This discussion has shown that rather than making the novel unbelievable, it can be argued that 
the supernatural elements of Wuthering Heights complement the novel’s realistic elements and 
enhance its overall atmosphere. By embedding them within a plausible context and combining 
them with other Gothic elements that contribute to the novel’s dramatic and ominous 
atmosphere, Brontë encourages even the most sceptical modern reader to suspend their 
disbelief and come to appreciate Wuthering Heights as a novel that, through its blending of the 
features of a range of genres, has rightly secured its place in the literary canon as a unique and 
unforgettable classic. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


