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Writers aren’t always equally inspired, and books aren’t always
uniformly good, or bad. A book can come alive—or to bits—
unexpectedly; it may be more alive in its parts than as a whole;
and the parts that are most alive aren’t always those that look as
if they ought to be. The life of a book, that is, isn’t always where
it seems.

Bleak House, for instance, is a very great book but is so
despite just about everything to do with Esther Summerson, who
is not only, supposedly, its main character but one of its two
narrators. It has wonderful things in it right from the start but
doesn’t properly come to life until Inspector Bucket appears, a
third of the way through. And, as Leavis said, Daniel Deronda
would be a better book as Gwendolen Harleth.

Wuthering Heights is another book that isn’t always most
alive where it seems it ought to be. The main point of weakness
is Heathcliff himself—mnot the boy and not so much the middle-
aged man we see at the start of the novel—but the young man
who, three years after he ran away, reappears as a jealous and
revengeful lover. The following, in which Catherine is trying to
warn off her sister-in-law Isabella, could only be taken seriously
if it weren’t meant seriously, weren’t meant (by the author as
well as the speaker) to represent Heathcliff as, in an anti-heroic
or Byronic way, seriously impressive :

Heathcliff is: an unreclaimed creature, without
refinement, without cultivation: an arid wilderness of
furze and whinstone. I’d as soon put that little canary
into the park on a winter’s day, as recommend you to
bestow your heart on him! ... he’s a fierce, pitiless,
wolfish man. I never say to him, “Let this or that
enemy alone, because it would be ungenerous or cruel
to harm them”; I say, “Let them alone, because |
should hate to them to be wronged”: and he’d crush
you like a sparrow’s egg, Isabella, if he found you a
troublesome charge.



And once Isabella has been married to Heathcliff for a while, she
is able to confirm for herself the truth of what Cathy says in
terms not so different from Cathy’s own:

a tiger or a venomous serpent could not rouse terror in
me equal to that which he wakens.

And when Heathcliff speaks, he lives up to the billing the
women give him:

I’d wrench [her nails] off her fingers, if they ever
menaced me.

You’d hear of odd things if I lived alone with that
mawkish, waxen face: the most ordinary would be
painting on its white the colours of the rainbow, and
turning the blue eyes black, every day or two:

God forbid that he should try! God keep him meek
and patient. Every day I grow madder after sending
him to heaven!

I wish you joy of the milk-blooded coward, Cathy! I
compliment you on your taste. And that is the
slavering, shivering thing you preferred to me! |
would not strike him with my fist, but I’d kick him
with my foot, and experience considerable
satisfaction.

Do you suppose I’'m going with that blow burning in
my gullet? By hell, no! I’ll crush his ribs in like a
rotten hazle nut before I cross the threshold! If T don’t
floor him now, I shall murder him some time; so, as
you value his existence, let me get at him!

Get up, wretched idiot, before I stamp you to death!

And when he and Isabella elope—to show her that that’s what
he’s like—he hangs her dog from the washing line.

We are meant to take all this, I suppose, as indirectly marking
the strength of his frustrated passion for Catherine: love,
recoiling upon itself, is discharged in brutality, violence, sadism.
But ... who could possibly find the effect equal to the intention?
It’s pantomime villainy and pantomime passion, expressed in a
pantomime speech borrowed from Scott’s Black Dwarf.

But, although it is ridiculous, it’s not just ridiculous. It seems



to me an honourable failure, with an honourable place in the
Romantic rebellion against the eighteenth century. Emily Bronté
is trying to do something (something Shakespearian? something
Macbeth-like?) that she hasn’t the means for— hasn’t because
those means aren’t a possibility of nineteenth century prose, are
no longer a possibility of the language, the times, at large. To do
it, she’d not just have to write a novel but remake the language
and undo history. What she’s trying to do may prove to be
beyond her, and perhaps beyond the novel or the post-
enlightenment world altogether, but she’s not just foolish for
trying.

And then, within what has to be accounted failure, there are
distinctions to be drawn. The following attempt to render
Heathcliff’s passion more directly doesn’t come off, quite, I
think, but it’s not, like the examples above, merely risible:

“ ... I pray one prayer—I 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 murders, 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.

The surprising thing is not that this side of the novel should
be unconvincing but that it is as convincing as it is, that it isn’t
just out-and-out tosh, like Jane Eyre. In places, Emily Bronté
does understand what, apparently, she doesn’t understand in
others, that there are things she can’t do, not directly anyway or
not in isolation.

Heathcliff wants, passionately, absolutely, to be reunited
with Catherine; he doesn’t want just to be reunited with her, he
wants to merge with her. When the book opens he’s been
wanting, longing, to merge with her for twenty years. And Emily
Bronté wants us to take this longing seriously, when, for the
most part, it seems to me (if we haven’t put our intelligences to
sleep), we’re not disposed to (prose disposes us not to,
everything about the way we ourselves live disposes us not to).
So she’s got a problem. Part of her solution is to acknowledge
the existence of the problem by embedding Heathcliff’s heroic
longings for reunion-merger in comedy.

That’s why her starting point is Lockwood—a wonderful
creation, part Mr Collins, part Malvolio, part Stan Laurel—and



the sustained comedy of the first three chapters, of which
Lockwood is both the reporter and the butt. Take, for example,
her treatment of Heathcliff, in chapter three, when he’s been
woken by Lockwood yelling in fear after dreaming that ‘Cathy’
is trying to get into his room. It’s true that Heathcliff is described
as feeling “violent emotion” and “uncontrollable passion” here;
and it’s also true that Lockwood’s dream gives a kind of
credence to such feelings. But Heathcliff’s behaviour is mostly
that of any gentlemanly host, trying to keep his temper when
exasperated to breaking point by a guest who is both demanding
and uninvited. At the end of the scene, he may call out, when he
thinks he’s in private, “Come in! come in! Cathy, do come. Oh
do—once more! Oh! my heart’s darling! hear me this time,
Catherine, at last!” but, until this point, such longings have
entered into the scene only as an element of the comic trial
Lockwood puts him through. Here he is, this Heathcliff—the
unreclaimed creature, without refinement, without cultivation,
the arid wilderness of furze and whinstone, the savage beast—
faced with a guest who would try the patience of a saint, striving
heroically to be ... polite:

Heathcliff gradually fell back into the shelter of the
bed, as I spoke; finally sitting down almost concealed
behind it. I guessed, however, by his irregular and
intercepted breathing, that he struggled to vanquish an
excess of violent emotion. Not liking to show that I
had heard the conflict, I continued my toilette rather
noisily, looking at my watch, and soliloquized on the
length of the night: “Not three o’clock yet! I could
have taken oath it had been six. Time stagnates here:
we must surely have retired to rest at eight!”.

“Always nine in winter, and always rise at four,!”
said my host, suppressing a groan: and, as I fancied,
by the motion of his shadow’s arm, dashing a tear
from his eyes. “Mr Lockwood,” he added, “you may
go into my room: you’ll only be in the way, coming
downstairs so early; and your childish outcry has sent
sleep to the devil for me.”

Even when he’s rude to Lockwood, his rudeness is of a perfectly
ordinary, gentlemanly kind, even down to forebearing to swear:
“Oh God confound you, Mr Lockwood! I wish you were at the—
. It’s a sign, I think, of Emily Bronté’s intelligence that she
begins by making the larger-than-life passion she wants to take
seriously an element in a knockabout domestic comedy narrated,
as well as caused, by a sort of Stan Laurel with social, and
sentimental, pretentions.

In chapter twenty-nine, Heathcliff tells Nelly about the two
occasions on which he has broken into Catherine’s grave, the



earlier one, on the day of her funeral eighteen years before, when
he didn’t quite open the coffin, the later one, on Edgar’s funeral,
just the day before, when he did. He tells Nelly about the latter
first but not, as you might expect, with lots of ‘drama’ or
‘passion’ but matter-of-factly, even humorously: “Ill tell you
what I did yesterday! ... ” What he did was to dig her up to look
at her face and then to try to arrange with the sexton that when
eventually buried on one side of her, with Edgar on the other, it
will be his remains that mix with hers not Edgar’s: “ ... and then,
by the time Linton gets to us he’ll not know which is which!”

And that is the, as it seems to me, intelligently placed
preliminary to the longer story of the earlier occasion on which
he opened her grave—a story in which his feelings of
bereavement and longing are presented quite straight and, I
would say, movingly. The passage is a long one but needs, |
think, quoting in full. Having been rebuked by Nelly at the end
of his first story for “disturbing the dead”, Heathcliff replies:

“I disturbed nobody, Nelly,” he replied; “and I gave
some ease to myself. I shall be a great deal more
comfortable now; and you’ll have a better chance of
keeping me underground, when I get there. Disturbed
her? No! she has disturbed me, night and day, through
eighteen years—incessantly—remorselessly—till
yesternight; and yesternight I was tranquil. I dreamt I
was sleeping the last sleep by that sleeper, with my
heart stopped and my cheek frozen against hers.”
“And if she has been dissolved into earth, or
worse, what would you have dreamt of then?” I said.
“Of dissolving with her, and being more happy
still!” he answered. “Do you suppose I dread any
change of that sort? I expected such a transformation
on raising the lid: but I am better pleased that it shall
not commence till I share it. Besides, unless I had
received a distinct impression of her passionless
features, that strange feeling would hardly have been
removed. It began oddly. You know I was wild after
she died; and eternally, from dawn to dawn, praying
her to return to me her spirit! I have a strong faith in
ghosts: I have a conviction that they can, and do, exist
among us! The day she was buried there came a fall of
snow. In the evening I went to the churchyard. It blew
bleak as winter—all round was solitary. [ didn’t fear
that her fool of a husband would wander up the den so
late; and no one else had business to bring them there.
Being alone, and conscious that two yards of loose
earth was the sole barrier between us, I said to
myself—‘D’ll have her in my arms again! If she be
cold, I’'ll think it is this north wind that chills me; and
if she be motionless. it is sleen.” 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; [ was on
the point of attaining my object, when it seemed that I
heard a sigh from someone above, close at the edge of
the grave, and bending down. ‘If I can only get this
off,” I muttered, ‘I wish they may shovel in the earth
over us both!” and I wrenched at it more desperately
still. There was another sigh, close at my ear. |
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 certainly I felt that Cathy
was there: not under me, but on the earth. A sudden
sense of relief flowed from my heart through every
limb. I relinquished my labour of agony, and turned
consoled at once: unspeakably consoled. Her presence
was with me; it remained while I refilled the grave,
and led me home. You may laugh, if you will; but I
was sure | should see her there. I was sure she was
with me, and I could not help talking to her. Having
reached the Heights, I rushed eagerly to the door. It
was fastened; and, I remember, that accursed
Earnshaw and my wife opposed my entrance. |
remember stopping to kick the breath out of him, and
then hurrying upstairs, to my room and hers. I looked
round impatiently—I felt her by me—I could almost
see her, and yet I could not! I ought to have sweat
blood then, from the anguish of my yearning—from
the fervour of my supplications to have but one
glimpse! I had not one. She showed herself, as she
often was in life, a devil to me. And since then,
sometimes more and sometimes less, I’ve been the
sport of that intolerable torture! Infernal! keeping my
nerves at such a stretch, that, if they had not
resembled catgut, they would long ago have relaxed to
the feebleness of Linton’s. When I sat in the house
with Hareton, it seemed that on going out, I should
meet her; when I walked on the moors I should meet
her coming in. When I went from home, I hastened to
return: she must be somewhere at the Heights, I was
certain! And when I slept in her chamber—I was
beaten out of that. I couldn’t lie there; for the moment
I closed my eyes, she was either outside the window,
or sliding back the panels, or entering the room, or
even resting her darling head on the same pillow as
she did when a child; and I must open my eyes to see.
And so I opened and closed them a hundred times a
night—to be alwavs disanpointed! It racked me! I’ve



often groaned aloud, till that old rascal Joseph no
doubt believed that my conscience was playing the
fiend inside of me. Now, since I’ve seen her, I'm
pacified—a little. It was a strange way of killing! not
by inches, but by fractions and hairbreadths, to
beguile me with the specture of a hope, through
eighteen years!”

To dig up a lover’s body for a last look at her face might be the
act of someone ruled by a heroically, an operatically grand
passion—of a piece with crushing ribs like rotten hazlenuts or
hanging a dog to teach its owner that one can. But that isn’t—it
seems to me—what Emily Bronté or Heathcliff makes of it here.
Firstly, Heathcliff tells the story, as he told the earlier one, rather
matter-of-factly and without suspending his sense of humour, as
someone at a narrator’s distance from what he describes, as a
listener or reader might be. He does narrate the story, as
someone concerned to make it intelligible. And then, as he
describes it, what he felt at the time wasn’t romantic love-
passion but bereavement. He felt what the bereaved commonly,
ordinarily do feel: that the world is still full of the presence of
the dead, that they are there, everywhere, just about to come
round the corner, any corner, any minute, like a word lost on the
tip of the tongue. His loss and his desire for the recovery of what
he has lost seem to me both convincing and ordinary.

But ... for eighteen years? For half his life at this point, his
entire young manhood, from nineteen to thirty-seven? That isn’t
ordinary, and isn’t, I think, very convincing either. What’s
unconvincing about it isn’t so much the behaviour in itself as the
way Emily Bronté asks us—or doesn’t ask us—to see it. Her
view of the character has too little in it of the vulgar,
commonsense view that to behave like that—for eighteen years
without a break, to the waste of one’s own life, and the
annoyance of everyone else’s—must have something of the
wilfully, the childishly self-destructive—cutting off one’s nose
to spite one’s face—about it. Heathcliff’s self-destructiveness
has too much of the heroic about it. It’s too little like that of
another famous character who wants her own back on the world
for being disappointed in love, Miss Havisham.



*

But there is more to Wuthering Heights than an
unsuccessfully epic love story and more to Heathcliff than an
heroically self-tortured lover. Rochester in Jane Eyre talks tosh
from first to last. Nothing he says (or is said about him) could
possibly be taken seriously. But Heathcliff, his Black Dwarf vein
aside, has to be taken seriously as a truth-teller, and a truth-liver
too; and as that, the character he partners is less Catherine than
Nelly Dean, one of literature’s great liars. Although she does,
when she needs to, simply and straightforwardly lie, she’s not an
lago, for she’s got a lot in common with Jane Austen’s Mr
Collins, speaking in a way that makes it nearly as hard
straightforwardly to lie as to tell the truth. Wuthering Heights is
a very easy novel to misread, and to misjudge; and a sure test is
what the reader makes of Nelly Dean. No intelligent reading of
the novel is possible that takes Nelly at anything like her own
valuation and most unintelligent readings follow, more or less,
Charlotte Bronté in finding Nelly a reliable judge or witness and
a picture of “true benevolence and homely fidelity”.

As soon as Nelly begins her narration, in chapter four, with
Heathcliff’s arrival at Wuthering Heights as a child of about six
or seven, it’s plain that she is wonderfully, stupendously moral,
and that her morality is one nobody could possibly argue with.
She favours everything everyone favours—gratitude, sense,
reason, patience, gentleness, justice, truthfulness—deprecates
everything everyone deprecates—the wrong, the shameful, the
grasping, cowardice, inhumanity, persecution, bad feeling,
sulleness, hardness, partiality, insensibility, blackmail, revenge,
vindictiveness, tale-telling etc., etc.. But it’s all bluff, quite
plausible but bluff all the same.

Judging morally is more than naming what you’re for and
against, and it’s more even than naming and pointing to
examples. It does, rather obviously, entail saying things, in
sentences, paragraphs, stories—saying things that cohere. And if
the things you say don’t cohere, why then you are just bluffing.

The account Nelly gives to Lockwood of Heathcliff and his
effect on the Earnshaw household is incoherent, and its
incoherence and its plausible dishonesty are made beautifully
clear—and could only only have been made so by someone who
was a very great writer, capable not only of creating character in
speech but of picturing in the speech of a particular character a
standard by which character and speech generally might be
judged.

Mr Earnshaw finds Heathcliff on a Liverpool street, “dirty,
ragged ... starving, and houseless” and known to no one around.
Although he looks “big enough both to walk and talk”—
something one might say of a three- or four-year old?—his face



“looks older than Catherine’s”. She is “hardly six years old”.
(Hindley is fourteen.) Perhaps he is small for his age, perhaps his
face shows signs of experience beyond his years, perhaps a bit of
both. Mr Earnshaw not only rescues him from the street but,
when he gets him home—because his wife and children see the
“gipsy brat” as an interloper and threat—has to be his friend and
protector there too.

Nelly’s attitude to Heathcliff is not immediately easy to make
out, partly because it isn’t easily distinguished from that of the
others, partly because the attitude she has as adult narrator isn’t
easily distinguished from that she had at the time. In fact, her
attitude as narrator isn’t easily distinguished from the attitudes
the others had at the time. She’s a moral chameleon or echo,
reproducing the attitudes of the members of the family that
employs her—even when they conflict with one another and
even when they conflict with her own wish to appear decent and
fair-minded. Elizabeth Bennet says of Mr Collins, “He must be
an oddity, I think. I cannot make him out.” Something similar
might be said of Nelly.

There are two places in which she might be taken to
condemn the way she treated Heathcliff as a child. She says one
thing she did lacked “sense”, and she might also be taken to say
it was “cowardly and inhumane” too. And she calls the general
way she behaved for a time shameful, unjust and unreasonable.
But the self-criticism here is more apparent than real.

The first act that prompts her to something that might be
taken for self-criticism has two aspects to it: it is unkind, to
Heathcliff, and disobedient, to Mr Earnshaw. The night
Heathcliff is brought to the house, Mr Earnshaw tells Nelly to let
him sleep with the other children but they refuse to accept him,
“and,” says Nelly, “I had no more sense, so [ put it on the
landing of the stairs, hoping it might be gone in the morning.”
When Mr Earnshaw finds “it” outside his door,

Inquiries were made as to how it got there; I was
obliged to confess, and in recompense for my
cowardice and inhumanity was sent out of the house.

The two, related questions are: (1) from what point of view has
she failed to have enough sense? and (2) is “cowardice and
inhumanity” her description of what she did or only that of the,
as it were, sentencing magistrate?

Her employer having said one thing, and his children having
said another, Nelly—piggy-in-the-middle—sides with the
children, the weaker party, and is duly punished for it. She
lacked the “sense”, that is (this is what, as an adult she is
convicting herself of), to see what side her bread was buttered
on. It is— presumably—her failure to resist the pressure of the
children (her companions as much as anything else) to be



“inhumane” that earns her the extra charge of “cowardice”.
Except as a kind of joke, which is (surely there could be no
dispute?) quite outside Nelly’s range, it makes no sense to say
she was cowardly and inhumane from a want of sense. And this
helps to give us—doesn’t it?—our answer to that other question
of whether she condemns herself as cowardly and inhumane: i.e.
being exercised by the thought of the mistake she made in
disobeying her employer, she is not concurring in his adverse
judgement of her—which ‘disobedience’ forms no part of—
merely echoing it.

And that reading—of Nelly as supposing her mistake was
being disobedient to Mr Earnshaw, and Mr Earnshaw as thinking
it was being unkind to Heathcliff and doing wrong from
weakness—fits in with other things in the immediate context.
When he hits his daughter for spitting at Heathcliff, Nelly thinks
it is to teach her not kinder but cleaner manners. And she calls
the Heathcliff “it” just because everybody called him “it”, that is,
uncritically. It passes her by that whereas Mrs Earnshaw,
Hindley and Catherine made the term a simple insult, Mr
Earnshaw found a quite different possibility in it: “e’en take it as
a gift of God.” It is something generally true of Nelly that, while
she fully understands and enters into the (conventionally coarse)
view of things of the other members of his family, she doesn’t
understand Mr Earnshaw’s—why, for instance, he would
generally believe what Heathcliff told him—that being, merely,
“generally the truth”!

Moreover, if you did want to credit “my cowardice and
inhumanity” to Nelly as much as to Mr Earnshaw, you would
also have to credit to her, as much as to the six-year old Cathy,
the attitude displayed in the following: “Cathy ... showed her
humour by grinning and spitting at the stupid little thing.” You
would have to credit to her all her references to Heathcliff as
“it”. But if she were repudiating her own past “inhumanity” in
one place, how could she be content still to call the child “it and
a “stupid little thing” in others? If she repudiates the inhumane
deeds of her younger self, surely she has to repudiate the words
that made them possible?

There is another little crux where she is, or might be taken to
be, self-critical. She says Hindley and she “plagued and went on
with [Heathcliff] shamefully; for I wasn’t reasonable enough to
feel my injustice.” Now, firstly, to my mind, that “shamefully”,
following “plagued” and “went on with”, comes in rather
routinely or for form’s sake rather than truly expressing shame;
and, secondly, to say that she wasn't reasonable enough to feel
her injustice excuses or palliates the injustice rather than
confirms or adds to it.

But even if all such reservations were dismissed as over-
subtle or contrived, and those remarks of hers were to be given
the full credit due to self-criticism, defending her as anything
like an honest woman would still face insuperable difficulties.



One thing she is keen to convince Littlewood of is that any
injustice she ever did Heathcliff is far in the past and certainly
doesn’t taint her present account of him and his effect on the
family he was introduced into. She even locates the change in a
particular incident that occurred not long after his arrival. The
children all got measles, she had to take on “the cares of a
woman”, and, whereas Cathy and Hindley were both
troublesome, Heathcliff, even though dangerously ill, was so
contrastingly good and patient that “I changed my ideas ... and
thus Hindley lost his last ally”.

But this is quite untrue. No such change takes place, and the
proof is the very account in which she says it does. She sums
Heathcliff up:

He seemed a sullen, patient child; hardened,
perhaps, to ill-treatment: he would stand Hindley’s
blows without winking or shedding a tear, and my
pinches moved him only to draw in a breath and open
his eyes, as if he had hurt himself by accident and
nobody was to blame. This endurance made old
Earnshaw furious, when he discovered his son
persecuting the poor, fatherless child, as he called
him. He took to Heathcliff strangely, believing all he
said (for that matter, he said precious little, and
generally the truth), and petting him up far above
Cathy, who was too mischievous and wayward for a
favourite.

So, from the very beginning, he bred bad feeling in
the house; and at Mrs Earnshaw’s death, which
happened in less than two years after, the young
master had learned to regard his father as an oppressor
rather than a friend, and Heathcliff as a usurper of his
parent’s affections and his privileges; and he grew
bitter with brooding over these injuries. I sympathized
awhile; but when the children fell ill of the measles,
and I had to tend them, and take on me the cares of a
woman at once, I changed my ideas. Heathcliff was
dangerously sick: and while he lay at the worst he
would have me constantly by his pillow: I suppose he
felt I did a good deal for him, and he hadn’t the wit to
guess that [ was compelled to do it.[ 1] However I will
say this, he was the quietest child that ever nurse
watched over. The difference between him and the
others forced me to be less partial. Cathy and her
brother harassed me terribly: he was as uncomplaining
as a lamb; though hardness, not gentleness, made him
give little trouble.

So the seven-year old stood the blows and pinches of the two



teenagers without betraying either that he was hurt or who had
hurt him. And what does that mean to the now adult Nelly? That
he was both ‘sullen and hardened’ and ‘patient and enduring’.
But can someone be both? Or, rather, can one, honestly, call
someone else both without being troubled by the thought that
one might contradict the other? Wouldn’t an honest woman want
either to repudiate one pair of terms or to do something to
reconcile the two pairs to one another? After all, she has before
her the example of Mr Earnshaw who was simply angry to see
the endurance with which Heathcliff met the persecutions of his
own, much older, son. Nelly says it was strange that Mr
Earnshaw took to Heathcliff but, if his own son was was a bully
and his daughter mischievous and wayward, what could be less
strange than their father, being the sort of man he evidently is,
should take to the “poor, fatherless child” he had rescued, who
was truthful and who endured persecution patiently? What could
be more fatherly? One very typical touch of Nelly’s is to follow
“He took to him strangely” with “believing all he said”, as if,
contrary to her own testimony, he shouldn’t have; another to is
to follow the phrase “the poor, fatherless child” with “as he
called him”, as if he could possibly call him anything else. And
from this evidence she concludes, “So, from the very beginning,
he bred bad feeling in the house”—wasn't the victim, or even
just the focus, of it but bred it.

As part of her claim to make such judgements impartially, she
testifies that when he was ill he was as uncomplaining as a lamb,
took comfort from her and was grateful. But, she adds—taking
back with one hand what she has given with the other—he was
lamblike from “hardness, not gentleness” and grateful only
because “he hadn’t the wit to guess that [ was compelled to do
it”. She’s a sort of kitchen Atticus, or worse, insinuating fault
even when claiming to like. Emily Bronté must have read Pope.

But the clincher for a reading of this chapter, and Nelly’s
character, is its last scene: Nelly’s account of the quarrel
between Hindley and Heathcliff over the two horses Mr
Earnshaw had given them.[2] Say you witnessed the following
scene, what would you see in it?

There are two boys, one about 16, one about 8 or 9. In the
previous week the 16 year-old has thrashed the 9 year-old three
times, so badly that the 9 year-old’s arm is black to the shoulder.
Now, the 16 year-old cuffs the 9 year-old round the ears. Then
he picks up an iron weight used on a farm for weighing potatoes
(probably two stone), and throws it into the chest of the 9 year-
old, knocking him down. The 9 year-old gets up and walks
behind a horse, with his back to the 16 year-old, who, from
behind, knocks him down again, between the legs of the horse,
and runs off shouting, “I hope he’ll kick out your brains!” but
without stopping to see whether the horse does or not.

It might seem redundant to ask anyone what they see here—



but not Nelly Dean. She introduces the story as an illustration of
the bad nature of the 9 year-old ...

I couldn’t dote on Heathcliff, and I wondered often
what my master saw to admire so much in the sullen
boy, who never to my recollection, repaid his
indulgence by any sign of gratitude. He was not
insolent to his benefactor, he was simply insensible;
though knowing perfectly the hold he had on his
heart, and conscious he had only to speak and all the
house would be obliged to bend to his wishes. As an
instance ...

... and goes on to emphasize all the points in the story that show
him to disadvantage: (i) he took the handsomer of the two horses
(i1) when it fell lame, he made the older boy give him the other
(iii) if she hadn’t stopped him, he would have got “full revenge”
for the iron weight in the chest by showing Mr Earnshaw the
injury it had caused (iv) after the second blow, he gathered
himself up and went on with his intention of swapping horses
surprisingly “coolly” (v) he didn’t mind his bruises being
blamed on the horse because “he had what he wanted” (vi) from
his willingness not to complain you might have thought he
wasn’t vindictive but, if you did, you’d have been deceived
completely, “as you will hear.”

And that is what Nelly sees in the incident—and persuades
Lockwood to see and many, many readers along with him—
while at the same time claiming to be ashamed of the way she
used to treat Heathcliff, to feel its injustice, to have changed her
ideas in his favour, to have softened towards him and to have
become less partial when judging between him and Hindley.
What a tribute to Emily Bronté’s understanding of human nature
and its familiarity with self-vindicating dishonesty that so many
readers, from her sister onwards, have found her account of this
incident and her claim to be an impartial and truthful witness
perfectly compatible with one another.

The last four words of the chapter (quoted at the end of the
paragraph before last) are as barefacedly dishonest as anything
else the chapter contains. They ask to be taken as referring to the
9 year-old just described and as introducing the evidence that
will justify them. But, weirdly, the next chapter begins, “In the
course of time ... ”’; and Lockwood is only to hear the evidence
of Heathcliff’s vindictiveness much later in Nelly’s narrative and
from a period in Heathcliff’s life when he is ten to thirty years
oler. The adult Heathcliff, in singleminded pursuit of revenge
upon the Earnshaws and Lintons, is shockingly, horrifyingly
brutal and unscrupulous, as vindictive as can be; but that’s one
thing and Nelly’s efforts to read this character back into the child
who is rescued from a Liverpool slum quite another.



Nelly is one of the great liars of English literature ... or
would be if ‘liar’ were not too coarse a word for her. lago’s lies
ask to be exposed, by a straightforward appeal to the evidence
and statement of the truth. But Nelly’s mixture of truth, untruth
and part-truth, self-justification disguised as self-criticism, deceit
and self-deception, moralizing and immorality is much slippery
and much truer to the deceptions and self-deceptions of ordinary
life. It isn’t ‘exposure’ it asks for but criticism—which is what
makes it the test for readers it is.

Her antagonist in the book, a truth-teller but one who, as an
adult, never sounds her lies, is Heathcliff.

[To be continued]

Duke Maskell

1. See Brian Crick, in “On Valuing Wuthering Heights”, in Love
Confounded: Revaluing the Great Tradition, pp.120-1,
Edgeways Books, 2004:

Should one be tempted to regard Nelly’s comments as
evidence of self-critical candour, it must be noted that
this statement appears in the immediate context of
Nelly’s efforts to illustrate Heathcliff’s want of
normal human affection. Nelly cites his failure to
complain of the daily physical abuse he endures as
evidence of Heathcliff’s “sullen” and “hardened”
nature. She refuses to acknowledge his creeping to
Earnshaw’s door on the night of his arrival as an
obvious sign of the child’s need for loving care and
his responsiveness to it.

2. Until shown by Brian Crick, I had read this scene many times
without seeing what was going on in it. ‘My’ account, which
follows, perhaps ought to be called ‘His’. His own version is to
be found in Love Confounded, pp.121-2.



Dear Sir,

In writing the piece on Shelley in the April 2006 issue, I did
not appreciate the full extent of the misunderstanding of Shelley,
and indeed, outright aversion to his works, existing among the
adherents to the Leavis school. Even the computer program
editing the piece for the magazine, as if in mindless mechanical
sympathy with the curse redounding on one who attempts the
enterprise, has seen fit here and there to hyphenate words in mid-
sentence, by this presumably to expand and emphasize the
vapourousness of any argument that seeks to favourably
represent a poet whose verse the Master has condemned as being
largely no more than gaseous insubstantiality. I did not wish to
continue the futile argument, prompted by four specific lines of
verse quoted in the essay, within the Edgeways Discussion
Group—though I deem these lines, even more so than before, as
an apt characterization of the postmodern condition; I only wish
to make a few general observations by which to shed some light,
or, as others would have it, obscuration on the subject.

I was struck by how all the criticism of Shelley, whether by
Leavis himself or those of his school, centers on the manner, and
not the matter, of his verse. In fact, the more doctrinaire
adherents of the Leavis school, like Mr Stotesbury (ref.
Edgeways Discussion Group) would claim there is no matter: a
proposition which, in its peremptory dismissal of an opposing
position, gives one a slight whiff of the Danish Cartoons
controversy. Now, one of the charges levied against Leavis by
his critics—thankfully, critics also have their critics, thus
somewhat circumscribing the presumed sanctity of judgements
they deliver with impunity on writers—is that he confounds
matter with form. Although I have no grounds to credit this as
true of his criticism in general, I can see it holding in particular
cases, and certainly in his view of Shelley. It is therefore perhaps
not surprising that although my essay was almost exclusively
about what Shelley says, the criticisms it has prompted are about
how he says it. It would seem that with an almost exclusive
focus on the form, one cannot see the matter, and, further, one
would fail to see that the form is subordinate to the matter and is
the appropriate expression of that matter. Thus, Leavis on
Shelley, as quoted by Mr. Stotesbury: “[his] poetry is repetitive,
vaporous, monotonously self-regarding and often emotionally
cheap, and, in the not very long run, boring”. Viewed through
the Leavis prism, it apparently can be seen this way, although
the third and fourth of the above charges are largely just wrong,



and to the extent that they may apply to some of Shelley's verse,
grossly and selectively unjust, inasmuch as similar occasional
failings in other poets of the period escape his censure. However,
viewed through a prism not blinded to the matter of the poetry,
namely, a divine universe whose physical manifestations are its
symbols, where a tree is not just a tree, and where mind and
matter are part of a larger unity, one sees it quite differently. The
poetry then is no more repetitive than the blue sky or sunrise is
repetitive, and no more vaporous than the expression and
depiction of the larger reality behind the immediate one. To
those who would say that the prism through which the poetry is
viewed in this way is illusory or flawed, an illegitimate view
according to the canon of Leavis, falls the burden of a rather
large extension of the circle of the damned. Within that ambit
they would have to place poets, among others, such as
Tennyson, Robert Browning, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and Yeats,
as well as a considerable body, especially since circa 1960, of
critical opinion. That all these should be quite mistaken and
deluded, and Leavis essentially right, requires considerable
presumption, a feat [ have no doubt the more doctrinaire
followers of the Leavis school like Mr Stotesbury can
accomplish with little difficulty.

In the end I will only say that I stand by my essay, and
although I hardly think it will affect the opinions of those of the
Leavis school, if only one reader familiar with neither Leavis nor
Shelley has been influenced by it to look further into the works
of this truly great poet—in saying this, [ am damned in fairly
distinguished company—then it will have been written to some
beneficial purpose.

Yours faithfully,

Nicholas Somlo



