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Teachers’ Notes 

 

Author / Work: Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights 

Theme: Fantasy and Realism 

Rationale 
In this activity, students will consider the two elements of fantasy and realism that combine to 

create the compelling narrative in Wuthering Heights (1847). Emily Brontë’s novel belongs to 

the Gothic genre – it contains death and diabolical plots, ghosts and hauntings, compulsions 

and obsessions, remote locations, a demonic central protagonist and uncanny doublings. The 

setting of the Yorkshire moors is sublime; both beautiful and brutal, mirroring the emotional 

complexity of the characters and the story as it unfolds. However, it also contains significant 

commentary on social and economic concerns. In this activity, students will explore the 

significance of nature within the narrative, its Gothic elements, and the backdrop of Northern 

industrialisation, according to Emily Brontë’s philosophy and treatment. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 Manuscript of Emily Brontë’s Gondal poetry (1844-48) 

 Geography book annotated by the Brontës 

 Sanitary report on Haworth, home to the Brontës by Benjamin Herschel Babbage 

(1850) 

 20th century photographs by Fay Godwin of Howarth Parsonage, home of the Brontës, 

and Top Withens (1979) 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

The melding of fantasy and realism in Wuthering Heights by Professor John Bowen 

Walking the landscape of Wuthering Heights by Professor John Bowen  

Who is Heathcliff? by Professor John Bowen  

The origins of the Gothic by Professor John Mullen 

The Victorian supernatural by Roger Luckhurst  

Documentary films: 

A selection of short documentary-style films (approx. 10 minutes each): 

www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/videos 

Key questions 

 How does Emily Brontë construct elements of the Gothic genre within the novel? 

 How do descriptions of the landscape add to both the real and fantastical nature of the 

narrative form? 
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 What are the differing realistic perspectives from which to analyse and interpret the 

novel? 

Activities 
1) Wuthering Heights begins with a double framing device, which sets the tone of the novel. 

Lockwood, who introduces the novel, relates the story of Catherine and Heathcliff by reporting 

the words of Nelly Dean. This structure serves a number of purposes: it authenticates the story 

by distancing the reader, who in turn feels privy to a ‘true’ and personal account. Discuss what 

aspects of the character of Nelly Dean add realism to the story. Nelly Dean is, however, an 

unreliable narrator. Explore how this device adds realism to the opening scene by provoking the 

reader to question the authenticity of various aspects of the story.  

2) Wuthering Heights can be read as a clash between economic forces. List the realistic 

elements within the novel that reflect mid-19th century concerns with property, education, 

marriage and money.  Discuss the class struggle within the novel in terms of the ambitions and 

aspirations of key characters.  

3) In addition, students can investigate the novel by considering its representation of the 

following: patriarchal structures; the treatment of children; escape and imprisonment; exile and 

displacement. 

4) Haworth itself was a busy town containing several mills and a degree of social unrest. Its 

poor housing and sanitation caused so much ill health and high mortality that Patrick Brontë 

requested an enquiry into the causes of cholera, typhus and dysentery. It was discovered that 

rainwater passed through the graveyard and contaminated the water supply. The parsonage 

overlooks the graveyard and church. Charlotte Brontë believes Emily died as a result of catching 

a chill at their brother Branwell’s funeral. Research the history of death and bereavement in the 

family. Where and how in the novel does Brontë use her experience of death to inform the 

narrative?  

5) The Yorkshire moors lie to the back of the Haworth Parsonage. Geographical realism is fully 

intertwined within the fantasy of the novel. At heightened parts of the story, how do specific 

details about weather, geographical and architectural features work to enhance the Gothic 

element? 

6) The Brontë children were fascinated by geography and their early writings reflect an interest 

in maps and exotic locations. Research the locality of Haworth and find the ‘real’ locations used 

in Wuthering Heights. 

7) Emily Brontë recognised that nature is never gentle, frequently inhospitable and that it 

cannot be tamed for human purpose. How is this observation about the natural world used in 

Brontë’s construction of character and action? Does this intertwining make her characters more 

realistic or less? 

8) Compile a profile of Heathcliff and Catherine’s ‘Gothic’ characteristics. Students can 

investigate the Byronic hero. How far does Emily Brontë’s main protagonist depart from this 

model? How is the female Gothic configured in the character of Catherine?  
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9) Fantasy and realism can be explored by examining the novel from a psychoanalytical 

viewpoint. Heathcliff and Catherine claim to be one and the same person, each unable to live 

without the other. The Gothic trope of mirroring can also be explored in the following ways: 

 A Freudian interpretation of Wuthering Heights identifies Heathcliff as the id, Cathy as 

the ego, and Edgar as the superego. Research and discuss. 

 A Jungian interpretation of Wuthering Heights identifies Catherine as Heathcliff’s anima 

and Heathcliff as Catherine’s animus respectively. Research and discuss. 

10) The Gothic fantasy contains the quest for a resolution to the problem of the divided self. 

The conflict involved crosses both internal and external landscapes. The cost for the protagonist 

is high, usually involving destruction and loss. How far does the second part of Wuthering 

Heights ameliorate the overarching narrative of destruction by restoring normality and order? 

Who, if anyone, is responsible for a return to order? Consider the Gothic scene where 

Heathcliff exhumes Catherine’s body and “sees her face”.  

Extension activities  

 What do ghosts and ghostly occurrences add to the fantastical aspect of the novel? 

Catherine looks forward to transcendence. What does this suggest about the Emily’s 

religious beliefs and the afterlife?  

 Emily Brontë can be described as a mystic and metaphysical poet. Research both these 

terms in relation to her novel and her works of poetry. 

 Compile a list of the episodes where dreams are mentioned and investigate their 

significance. 

 Examine the function of cruelty in the novel. Explore the roots of passion, adultery, 

incest, murder and revenge in the fantasies of Angria and Gondal (the Brontës’ 

juvenilia). 

 In terms of the plot, the conflict within the novel follows a logical and realistic chain of 

cause and effect. The complicated sequence also reveals Heathcliff’s psychological need 

to control events and avenge Catherine’s betrayal; in this way he orchestrates much of 

the action. Discuss to what extent the events can be considered ‘realistic’. 

 Research the novel Shirley (1849) written by Charlotte Brontë. Charlotte said her 

heroine was based on Emily. The work gives further insight into the industrial context of 

Yorkshire during the early part of the 19th century. 


