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WAS CATHERINE EARNSHAW A VAMPIRE?

A REVISITING OF WUTHERING HEIGHTS
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One of the greatest novels in English literature, Emily Bronté&’s Wuthering
Heights, has been the object of numerous and various interpretations, some of
which include sociological, phenomenological, deconstructivist, feminist and
psychological (both Freudian and Jungian) interpretations. The text has been read
as Victorian and Romantic discourse, but several critics in the late 20™ century
made reference to the vampire-like quality of the character of Heathcliff, and a
few saw the relationship between Catherine and Heathcliff as vampiric, therefore
shedding new light on a text readers thought had nothing left to offer in the way
of fresh interpretations. This essay will present all the vampiric elements in the
novel, providing a brand new reading of the classic, this time as vampiric
discourse.

Key words: Wuthering Heights, Catherine, Heathcliff, vampire

Emily Bront€’s Wuthering Heights (1847) has long since been regarded as one of
the classics of English literature. As such, it has been the subject of numerous
interpretations and re-interpretations. Some of these interpretations have included
viewing the text from a Marxist, feminist, deconstructivist, psychological or
phenomenological points of view. Different characters and different elements,
including the geography, genealogy, the animals, the literal and the metaphorical,
have been analysed by many critics and yet, the novel seems to be a true
cornucopia for research, as it never seems to run out of hermeneutic possibilities.

In the late 20™ and early 21%' centuries a rise in the interest in vampires, in both
folklore and literature, inspired some to view Heathcliff (see Twitchell) as indeed
what Nelly suggested when she asked the famous questions “Is he a ghoul, or a
vampire?” (Bronté, 1998:330). Later on, some critics allowed for vampiric traits
in Catherine Earnshaw as well (see Senf, Thilmany). Furthermore, the relationship
between the two was also seen as having characteristics of a vampiric relationship
(see Nelson, Twitchell). However, the vampiric traits in the interpretations of the
novel, for most part, have had the tendency to be viewed as metaphorical (see
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Hollinger, Krishnan). While these are, undeniably, valid possible interpretations,
in our opinion, a more literal one might shed more light in some of the greatest
mysteries of the novel, namely, Catherine’s and Heathcliff’s deaths.

Although, traditionally, Heathcliff is seen as the diabolical one in the couple, our
focus will be on Catherine and her transitioning to the ‘dark side’. As mentioned
previously, one of the questions the novel leaves us with is what exactly did
Catherine and Heathcliff die of? Let us look at Catherine first. Does she fulfill any
of the criteria for becoming a vampire, according to lore and legend?

During her lifetime, Catherine was, first, a strange and unusual “child of storm”
who, according to Nelly:

“had ways with her such as I never saw a child take up before; and she put all of
us past our patience fifty times and oftener in a day: from the hour she came down
stairs till the hour she went to bed, we had not a minute’s security that she
wouldn’t be in mischief” (Bronté, 1998:40)"

So, not only was Catherine a mischievous child, but she told Nelly, after the dream
of being flung out of heaven (very similarly to Lucifer himself) that “heaven did
not seem to be my home” (80), suggesting that she considered herself unworthy
of heaven, as great sinners are. Sin is also mentioned in one of Mr. Lockwood’s
nightmares upon his visit to Wuthering Heights, involving reverend Jabes
Branderham and the sermon he delivers entitled “Seventy Times Seven and the
First of the Seventy-First”. The biblical allusion here is to the question Jesus was
asked by Peter: “Lord, how oft shall my brother sin against me, and I forgive him?
Till seven times?” and Jesus replied “I say not unto thee until seven times: but
until seventy times seven” (Matthew, 18:21-22). According to Shannon (in Bell,
1962) the title of the sermon and the following nightmare of the child ghost of
Catherine suggest that she has committed “an unpardonable sin beyond the
ordinary scale of human wrongs” (188) and has therefore been cursed to live out
eternity in damnation. Her unpardonable sin is suggested to be the betrayal of
Heathcliff and the denial of their powerful love for each other.

Not only this, but after her death, Heathcliff prays that she may:

“...wake in torment! [...] And I pray one prayer - [ repeat it till my tongue stiffens
- Catherine Earnshaw, may not rest, as long as [ am living! You said I killed you
- haunt me, then! [...] Be with me always - take any form - drive me mad!” (167)

This is not only Heathcliff’s prayer, but Catherine’s as well who says:

"all the quotes from the text come from Emily Bronté, Wuthering Heights. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1998).
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“I’1l not lie there by myself; they may bury me twelve feet deep, and throw the
church down over me, but I won’t rest till you are with me...I never will!” (126)

The suggestion that Catherine was not a ‘normal’ child, that she herself felt that
she was such a great sinner to equal Lucifer himself, and the fact that she was
cursed to never find peace in death, are enough to meet some of the criteria of
people who become vampires. According to the beliefs of many different cultures,
some of the categories of people who would be more likely to become vampires
after death include those who have led sinful lives (betrayal, especially, is seen as
one of the greatest sins in folklore), those who couldn’t stand to be separated from
their loved one/s and women in the 40 days after giving birth to a child
(Vrazinovski, 1998:223). Let us not forget that Catherine died merely two hours
after giving birth to her daughter, therefore completing most of the necessary
requirements for becoming a vampire after her death.

Furthermore, the evidence of vampiric activity abounds in the days before her
death as well. When she starts feeling unwell, for reasons which never become
clear, Catherine exhibits some symptoms which could be interpreted as pure
patient’s folly, but they could also be interpreted as her being the victim of a
vampire. The vampire preys upon his victims at night and Catherine tells Nelly:

“These three awful nights, I’ve never closed my lids-and oh, I’ve been tormented!
I’ve been haunted, Nelly!” (121-122)

Then she starts talking of a presence only she herself can see and feel, and she
asks Nelly:

“Don’t you see that face? [...] It’s behind there still! [...] and it stirred. Who is it?
I hope it will not come out when you are gone! Oh! Nelly, the room is haunted!
I’m afraid of being alone!” (123)

So, we might see this as evidence of Catherine losing her mind after she has been
assaulted by a vampire, who kept coming back, night after night, draining the life
out of her. She is terrified by the mirror in her room, in which she keeps staring
unable to either recognize herself or perhaps see the phantom that casts no
reflection in the mirror, but only lurks in the darkness where Nelly is unable to
see him. She is aware that there is something terribly wrong and different about
herself when she asks: “Why am I so changed?” (126).

Towards the very end of her life, the change in her is so apparent and resembling
one who has been turned that it is difficult not to make the assumption:

“Mrs. Linton sat in a loose, white dress, with a light shawl over her shoulders...her
appearance was altered...but when she was calm, there seemed unearthly beauty
in the change. The flash of her eyes had been succeeded by a dreamy and
melancholy softness: they no longer have the impression of looking at the objects
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around her; they appeared always to gaze beyond, and far beyond — you would
have said out of this world — then the paleness of her face....stamped her as one
doomed to decay [...] Her present countenance had a wild vindictiveness in its
white cheek, and a bloodless lip, and scintillating eye...colorless skin.” (156/159)

Both her and, as we shall see later, Heathcliff, refused sustenance of any form, as
if they could no longer be nourished by food and water, as human beings, so it is
safe to assume that they were perhaps nourished by blood from their invisible
maker.

The evidence keeps increasing after Catherine’s death, when Heathcliff unearths
her coffin twice. When he does it the first time, right after her burial this is how
he describes the experience:

“The day she was buried...I went to the churchyard....I got a spade from the
toolhouse, 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, I was on
the point of attaining my object, when it seemed that I heard a sigh from some one
above, close at the edge of the grave, and bending down [...] there was another
sigh, close at my ear. I 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 [...]I[...] turned consoled at once, unspeakably consoled. Her presence was
with me...” (289-290)

This description suggests that Catherine may not have left the earthly plane, but
that her spirit lingered on. This spirit, which may have been cursed or vampiric,
remained dormant, however, until seventeen years later, when Heathcliff
unearthed Catherine’s grave once again, and this time he

“...got the sexton, who was digging Linton’s grave, to remove the earth off her
coffin lid, and I opened it. I though, once, I would have stayed there, when I saw
her face again — it is hers yet...” (288)

Accounts of bodies of people believed to have turned into vampires and their
unearthing even years after their death, only to reveal corpses still looking fresh
and live-like, abound in folklore. This begs the assumption that Catherine, not
having decomposed in almost eighteen years, was indeed a vampire. But, how
come she didn’t appear to anyone until this fated second unearthing of her grave?

Let us look to Mr. Lockwood’s nightmare, which he has only three months after
Heathcliff opens her coffin. In this nightmare, Mr. Lockwood, who happens to be
in Catherine’s childhood room and bed, is woken up by what he thinks is a branch
beating against his window. When he reaches out the window to get rid of it, his
“fingers closed on the fingers of a little, ice-cold hand!” (23). He then hears the
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child speak and sob, begging “Let me in — let me in!”” and when he asks her who
she is, she says “Catherine Linton [...] I’'m come home, I’d lost my way on the
moor!” (23). Therefore, it would appear that Catherine couldn’t find her way back
home, to Wuthering Heights until Heathcliff showed up at her grave and brought
her home with him. And this was no ghost, as Mr. Lockwood would find out,
because upon cutting her wrist on the window, Catherine bled profusely, as is
known to happen to vampires, gorged on blood. It is also known that vampires are
repelled by religious objects and it is the Bible that he puts up against the broken
window that prevents Catherine from getting inside.

So far, we have accounts of Catherine appearing both as a spirit and in flesh and
blood after her death and this is still in accordance with the vampire lore as
vampires can exist and present themselves in both forms.

If we go back to the incident with Mr. Lockwood who, upon waking Heathcliff
up with his screams, tells him that Catherine told him “she had been walking the
carth these twenty years’: a just punishment for her mortal transgressions, I’ve no
doubt!” (25), it is very curious that, after sending Mr. Lockwood away from the
room, Heathcliff addresses the unseen Catherine and asks her to “Come in! come
in! [...] Cathy, do come. Oh, do-once more! Oh! my heart’s darling, hear me this
time - Catherine, at last!” (27).

Another piece of vampire lore, which has “probably evolved out of the Christian
tradition that the devil cannot go where he is not welcome” (Bunson, 1993:254),
suggests that vampires cannot cross entrances “without the express permission of
the occupant” (ibid.) and it therefore makes sense that Heathcliff is so eager to
invite Catherine in, as she wouldn’t be able to enter without his express
permission. It would also appear that Catherine heard him and used the invitation
to plague his life, because only 5 months later, Heathcliff dies just as inexplicably
as Catherine, with very similar symptoms.

In those months, he changes visibly and tells Nelly that “there is a strange change
approaching — I’'m in its shadow at present — I take so little interest in my daily
life, that I hardly remember to eat and drink...” (323) - just like Catherine he, too,
loses his will to take any sustenance, and notices the strange change, just like
Catherine did when she said “Why am I so changed?”. Furthermore, Nelly
describes Heathcliff with “the same unnatural - it was unnatural - appearance of
joy under his black brows; the same bloodless hue, and his teeth visible, now and
then, in a kind of smile” (328) when he admits to her that he is “animated with
hunger; and, seemingly, I must not eat” (328). The hunger for blood in all
vampires is perhaps their most notable trait, especially in newly turned ones. He

? Catherine died on March 20, 1784 and Mr. Lockwood visited Wuthering Heights in
November 1801 which puts only 17, almost 18, years between her death and his
nightmare, not 20.
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takes up a habit of leaving the house and roaming the moors at night while staying
out of sight during the day, which can easily be interpreted as a behavior of a
vampire and it is this very behavior that prompts Nelly to ask whether he is “a
ghoul or a vampire?” (330). He, too, starts staring into nothing, just like Catherine,
which scares Nelly to the point of shouting “Don’t, for God’s sake, stare as if you
saw an unearthly vision,” (331) to which Heathcliff says “...turn around, and tell
me, are we by ourselves?”. He felt the unseen (unseen for Nelly, at least) presence,
same as Catherine, and then:

“...I perceived he was not looking at the wall, for when I regarded him alone, it
seemed, exactly, that he gazed at something within two yards distance. And
whatever it was, it communicated apparently, both pleasure and pain, in exquisite
extremes: at least, the anguished, yet raptured expression of his countenance
suggested that idea...the fancied object was not fixed, either; his eyes pursued it
with unwearied vigilance...”(ibid.)

Heathcliff, therefore, presents the same symptoms as Catherine and those
symptoms reflect very accurately the state of someone who is a victim of a
vampire. It would appear that he could indeed see Catherine and talk to her, as
Nelly could hear him “mutter detached words, also; the only one I could catch
was the name of Catherine, coupled with some wild term of endearment, or
suffering; and spoken as one would speak to a person present - low and earnest,
and wrung from the depth of his soul” (332). As their relationship evolves and
brings Heathcliff closer to death, he is only more excited and elated, with the
prospect of something so wonderful that can hardly be measured by human
standards and that something would, for him, be the promise of eternity with
Catherine, even if that eternal life would require their damnation.

When Nelly finds him dead one morning, she admits that

“I could not think him dead — but his face and throat were washed with rain; the
bed-clothes dripped and he was perfectly still. The lattice, flapping to and fro, had
grazed one hand that rested on the sill — no blood trickled from the broken skin
[...] I tried to close his eyes [...] they would not shut — they seemed to sneer at
my attempts, and his parted lips and sharp, white teeth sneered too!” (335)

Several details here indicate a death of a vampire victim - his bloodlessness, sharp
teeth, almost life-like semblance of sleep, to suggest that he was not only killed
by a vampire, but on a path to becoming one himself, something he was most
probably looking forward to, judging by the grin on his face.

And, after his death, according to

“...the country folks, if you asked them, would swear on their Bible that he walks.
There are those who speak to having met him near the church, and on the moor,
and even within this house [...] yet that old man by the kitchen fire affirms he has

- 382 -



OUIIKO [IpBa MefyHapopHa Hay4Ha KOHepeHIuja
I[TepBas MeXXyHapoRHas Hay4IHasl KOH(epeHIs
FILKO First International Scientific Conference

seen two of ‘em, looking out of his chamber window, on every rainy night since
his death...” (336)

And a young boy tells Nelly “they’s Heathcliff and a woman, yonder, under t’
Nab” (336).

To summarize, if we look at the vampiric elements in the story of Wuthering
Heights, we can find evidence of Catherine becoming a victim of a vampire who
ends her life prematurely, and we can find evidence that Catherine had many
predispositions to becoming a vampire even without the help of the unseen fiend.
After roaming the earth for seventeen years, trying to find her way back to
Heathcliff, he helps her, unknowingly, by disturbing her grave. From there, it
would appear that she manages to find Wuthering Heights, enter upon his
invitation and slowly drain the life out of him, something that Heathcliff seems to
welcome and enjoy, morbidly, because in just a few short months, he dies of
unexplained causes, just like Catherine, and two are then free to roam the earth
together forever.
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