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Thesis abstract  

Gothic fiction, with its eerie atmosphere and mysterious characters, had a great influence on 

many later authors. That was without a doubt also the case of the Brontë sisters. 

Emily’s Wuthering Heights, with Charlotte’s Jane Eyre and Villette, all contain profound 

elements of the Gothic. One of the most interesting aspects and perhaps the leading element 

here is the variety of Gothic character types, which can be found in these novels. By their 

actions, motivations, and even physical appearance, these characters very much contribute 

to the creation of a Gothic atmosphere in the novels. The Gothic novel genre has been 

described as relying on stock character types, some of which indeed entered later fiction, 

and here were variously transformed. The thesis will therefore identify such characters, 

trace their Gothic history, and consequently focus on analysing their relation with other 

important stock Gothic attributes - the environment (such as buildings or landscapes) and 

the elements of the supernatural - and their role in the overall atmosphere of the novels. 

 

Gotická literatura, známa svou strašidelnou atmosférou a záhadnými postavami, měla velký 

vliv na množství pozdějších spisovatelů. To byl bez pochyby případ i sester Bronteových. 

Emilynino dílo Na Větrné Hůrce, spolu s Charlottinými Jana Eyrová a Villette obsahují 

rozsáhlé gotické prvky. Jeden z nejzajímavějších a možná i nejjasnějších prvků je škála 

typů gotických postav, které v těchto románech můžeme najít. Svým jednáním, motivací a 

snad i tělesným vzhledem napomáhají při tvorbě gotické atmosféry, která romány 

prostupuje. Žánr gotické literatury používal jisté ustálené typy postav, které se dostaly i do 

pozdější literatury, i když prošly určitými změnami. Účelem této práce je takové postavy 

najít, určit jejich gotické stránky a analyzovat jejich vztah k dalším gotickým prvkům, jako 

je například krajina či místa, kde se děj odehrává, nebo stopy nadpřirozena či jeho náznaků.
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1. INTRODUCTION	

 

Many critics, writers, professors, and perhaps readers alike have attempted to 

create a somewhat solid definition of what Gothic literature actually entails, however 

their attempts have never been met with complete satisfaction. Whether they tried to 

explain the term “Gothic” itself, or rather approached the topic as a whole literary genre, 

they encountered a very similar problem concerning the main definitions, and that is the 

general problem of delimiting the concept. It seems to be very elusive no matter which 

route we decide to take.  

Defining the word “Gothic” alone can become increasingly misleading. As 

Jarrold E. Hogle says at the beginning of the introductory chapter to his book The 

Cambridge Companion to Gothic Literature, “Gothic fiction is hardly ‘Gothic’ at all.”

1 It came into existence long after the Middle Ages, their art and architecture, to 

which the term was mostly applied. The sole reason for the choice of this particular 

word lies with Horace Walpole and his tale The Castle of Otranto, first published in 

1764 as a counterfeit medieval work, claiming to be “A Gothic Story”, which gave rise 

to the genre of Gothic fiction as most people seem to understand it as of now. The term 

“Gothic novel” is in fact a matter of the twentieth-century, a very recent term that came 

to be used.2 However, without the knowledge of what exactly is meant by “Gothic” 

fiction, one could hardly understand it on his own. A person who is less knowledgeable 

in literary history would, upon hearing the term, most probably think of the medieval 

                                                 
1 Jarrold E. Hogle. ed., The Cambridge Companion to Gothic Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002) 1. 
2 Hogle, 21 
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period, or a very contemporary usage of the word referring to a music genre or fashion 

taste, rather than a literary tradition of the eighteenth-century.  

Trying to base the definition on the grounds of the time period or an era can also 

become problematic. While we may think of the year 1764 as the beginning of Gothic 

writing, there is not a specific date with which we could mark its definite end. Moreover, 

as is often claimed, Gothic fiction was part of a whole Gothic aesthetic, which rose from 

the early eighteenth-century. We might actually say that Gothic fiction is still being 

written to this day, giving horror stories and movies or vampire romances as examples. 

Were we to keep with the more traditional concepts, we could say that the original pure 

Gothic works, such as those of Clara Reeve, Ann Radcliffe, or Matthew Gregory Lewis, 

with the traditional aspects intact, were being written till the end of the eighteenth-

century, but even this assumption carries certain problems. It is commonly assumed 

now by literary historians that the last Gothic novel per se was Melmoth, the Wanderer 

by Charles Maturin (1820). Still during the time of the Gothic’s prime, other genuine 

Gothic works with a new take on the system were being created, such as Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein; also both the genre and its readers were being parodied and satirized, as 

in Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey, thus new versions of the Gothic were being created 

at the same time. Not only did these works carry the Gothic notions, they also had great 

influence on many later works, such as those of Nathaniel Hawthorne or Herman 

Melville, whose writing is considered to be Gothic as well. We must also not forget a 

major important Gothic work – Bram Stoker’s Dracula, which was published at the 

very end of the nineteenth-century. As we can see, to decide when exactly the end of the 

period of Gothic fiction can be found, or if it can be found at all, is perhaps up to the 

individual and the view of the matter. If we look at the time frames used by some of the 
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literary critics, we will see a great diversity in their approach. For Hogle, the concept of 

the Gothic never truly ends. He talks of it as being ever-present throughout the time 

since its creation, from the Romantic period, through Victorian realistic novels and the 

whole nineteenth century, all through the 1900’s in films, ghost stories, computer games, 

or music videos.3 He claims that even all of the modern and even postmodern culture 

produced Gothic fiction, “… however archaic the Gothic label may make it seem.”4 

Another person who would agree with this notion is David Punter, as his work deals 

with the history of the Gothic fiction from 1765 to the present day. Robert Miles creates 

a genealogy of Gothic writing with a very specific frame of 1750-1820, however even 

with these strict boundaries, he admits that other later works can be read along with the 

Gothic in mind, though with a shift in its understanding, such as Byron’s Werner, or 

Brontë’s Wuthering Heights.5 H. P. Lovercraft, for example, rather deals with the term 

terror than the Gothic. We can say he sees the period of the Gothic fiction as beginning 

with Walpole and ending with Maturin, however everything that comes soon after is 

marked as either semi-gothic, the aftermath of the Gothic fiction, or quite often as being 

the literature of the “weird”. The rest is termed as the literature of terror, or supernatural 

horror in literature. As we can see, critics use different approaches to the time framing 

of the Gothic, however most of them agree on the fact that it is traceable even much 

later on in literary history.  

The easiest way of determining what Gothic fiction truly encompasses is perhaps 

through the means of a list of traditional recurring themes. In this way, we would be 

looking at individual literary works without the limitation of finding a precise definition 

                                                 
3 Hogle, 1 
4 Hogle, 2 
5 Robert Miles, Gothic Writing, 1750-1820, A Genealogy (London: Routledge, 1993) 220. 
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of a single term, the time of their creation, or the genre in which they were primarily 

written. As Robert Miles anticipates, during and after Walpole’s time, we were not 

dealing with the rise of a specific genre but rather with an area of concern, using a broad 

subject matter, crossing the genres of novels, as well as drama or poetry.6 He claims that 

Gothic writing works with a certain level of intertextuality; not actually fully building 

on a particular predecessor but rather initiating what he calls a “dialogue” with other 

works. This idea would certainly support the thoughts of Maggie Kilgour who sees the 

Gothic as something that cannot be separated from other literary forms, its predecessors 

as well as its descendants (such as the contemporary horror movies, as was hinted 

above), nor can it be easily defined or captured, much like a gothic ghost.7 She even 

goes as far as to say that the form of the Gothic is in “itself a Frankenstein’s monster, 

assembled out of the bits and pieces of the past.”8 In other words, the Gothic genre, if 

we may call it a genre at all, was wrought together by taking different aspects of many 

different preceding works regardless of their genres, using them as sources, and shifting 

its weight from side to side in order to accommodate any given periods, authors, or 

goals to come.  

Going back to the primary features of the Gothic itself, we may paraphrase 

Hogle’s parameters by which he identifies fiction as being Gothic. The story usually 

takes place in an antiquated (or seemingly so) enclosed space, such as a castle, an abbey, 

a foreign palace even in a foreign country, a prison, a large old house, an aging city, a 

laboratory, a graveyard. These places can often hide certain secrets that were carried 

from either recent or a very far away past, which haunt the characters either 

                                                 
6 Miles, 4 
7 Maggie Kilgour, The Rise of the Gothic Novel (London: Routledge, 1997) 3. 
8 Kilgour, 4 
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psychologically or physically, or perhaps both. This haunting can be performed in many 

different forms, however they are usually brought about by ghosts, monsters, or spectres, 

which can come both from the world of the living or the world of the dead, and in some 

cases from a completely different realm altogether, in order to bring some unresolved 

matter into view. As Hogle states, “It is at this level that Gothic fictions generally play 

with and oscillate between the earthly laws of conventional reality and the possibilities 

of the supernatural.”9 This idea and the theme of the supernatural is perhaps what is 

most Gothic about such works. It is what makes it different from other forms or genres, 

if you will; we could say it is the most ostentatious aspect that can be found within the 

Gothic, and by utilizing it, it is easier for the author to create the feelings of terror or 

horror inside the reader, as that was one of the primary goals of the Gothic fiction to 

begin with. On the other hand, the supernatural was also one of the reasons, along with 

its features being seen as overly stereotypical, why Gothic fiction received so much 

critique. If we take Walpole’s Otranto into consideration, however, it might not be so 

surprising. His story was built on supernatural occurrences, which might have been seen 

as a mere fantastic escapist aspect of no real value, but what is also important is that his 

first publishing of the tale claimed to be an original medieval story lost and found. The 

combination of creating a story that was not real, at least in the sense of its history, and 

the usage of non-realistic aspects, could be the initial reason for Gothic’s critique. This 

problem was partly solved with the emergence of Radcliffe’s technique of explained 

supernatural, however the idea of the Gothic being too artificial, naïve and simple,10 a 

mere form of escapism into the realm of the fantastic, remained.  

                                                 
9 Hogle, 2 
10 Kilgour, 4 
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This however poses an interesting question. Why was the Gothic criticized for 

its supernatural occurrences, or other Gothic-ly stereotypical aspects, while other works 

containing them were not? The supernatural was most likely not considered naïve in 

Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, as Robert D. Hume notes in the defence 

of the supernatural within the Gothic. 11  A possible explanation perhaps lies in 

combination. Where certain aspects of the Gothic were used along with other features, 

or even within a completely opposite genre as literary realism, the naivety and 

simplicity was not called upon. In Coleridge’s case, it could have also been due to the 

fact that he worked with myths, aspects of essential Christian legends, and their poetry, 

while supernatural in Gothic fiction evokes the disreputable genre of romance. This 

connection was also enhanced by the relation to women writers and the themes most 

such novels dealt with, such as love. Many authors that came after the period of the 

genuine Gothic literature worked with different elements of the Gothic fiction and its 

aesthetics, such as the settings, character types, mysteries, feelings evoked, and even the 

supernatural occurrences. The Brontë sisters are only a small fraction of such authors. 

Even though each sister had her own style of writing, their works are pervaded with a 

certain sense of darkness and mystery – the typical atmosphere that makes Gothic 

gothic - which is definitely deserving of analysis. Due to the limited space of this thesis, 

and in order to have the room to attempt a more in depth analysis, I have chosen the 

works of only two of the sisters – Charlotte and Emily – and using their three major 

novels, Jane Eyre, Villette, and Wuthering Heights, I will find, analyse, and compare the 

aspects and features of the Gothic heritage within them.  

                                                 
11 Robert D. Hume, “Gothic versus Romantic: A Revaluation of the Gothic Novel” PMLA March 1969: 
284. 
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2. SETTING	AND	ISOLATION	

When it comes to the settings of the former purer forms of the Gothic fiction, 

such as in the works by Walpole, Radcliffe, or Lewis, there are certain generally 

accepted and common features that recur. What we can see as the key geographical 

features are for example the rocks, the mountains, sometimes even more specified such 

as the Alps or the Pyrenees, a valley, a dark forest, a graveyard, as well as the idea of 

either a foreign land, or a secluded place, or both, where the action of the story takes 

place. With typical architectural features, we may speak of castles, abbeys, nunneries or 

convents, ancient houses, or basically anything that seems to have a sense of history or 

even a level of hauntedness to it. Some of the works even transcend the spatial distance 

by pushing back the time, by making the story happen in the past, so the distance from 

the reality seems even greater. Some critics claim that the actual time and place of the 

storyline were irrelevant as long as they were vague and remote.

1 However, we can see that what these settings were most likely after is the 

atmosphere their presence produces, the feelings that arise in the readers when their 

imagination is taken to a different place and time. Another aspect that is very often 

brought about by this is the sense of isolation or separation, be it due to a certain 

enclosed space the characters find themselves in or a foreign place which they are not 

familiar with.  Though the Brontës do not create mysterious faraway lands or push the 

storyline far into the past, many of these said features reappear in their works. The 

brooding darker atmosphere is often created by their settings and even without openly 

writing about it, the reader can definitely feel it. The themes of isolation or an escape 

                                                 
1 Hume, 286 
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are very often expressed through the means of space. What more, there are several 

almost iconic places or their definitions that keep coming back to haunt the protagonists.  

 

2.1. Geographical	features	

What makes it slightly easier to talk about the Brontës as a literary group, or a 

pair in this case, is quite unsurprisingly the fact that they are siblings. What is meant by 

this is that they share the same background, situation, and upbringing which made their 

way into their writing. Them being one family means they were exposed to the same 

food for thought and inspiration. The country of their birth - West Yorkshire - had a 

major influence on the setting of their novels. This can be especially seen in Wuthering 

Heights which takes place on the rough Yorkshire moors. Another major source for 

inspiration, which had an impact especially on Charlotte and her earlier works, were 

paintings and engravings of landscapes, which appeared in the Annuals that were both 

visually and verbally appealing to the sisters and were known for their air of gothicness. 

At the time, fantastic sublime landscapes were very fashionable within the realm of art 

and the Brontë family was said to have owned several large engravings of such 

landscapes, “which constantly fed their imagination.”2 Looking at such paintings by 

John Martin, with their apocalyptic volcanoes, dramatic skies and trees, one can 

instantly see their potential in the development of a certain Gothic feeling of 

hopelessness and isolation, and the monumental power of something that a mere man 

cannot control.  

                                                 
2 Christine Alexandre, ‘ “That Kingdom of Gloom”: Charlotte Brontë, the Annuals and the Gothic’ 
Nineteenth-Century Literature March 1993: 416. 
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What we know of the original Gothic works is that the scenery – the landscape – 

was often admired within the text. 3  This can be exemplified by The Mysteries of 

Udolpho and its way of portraying La Vallee, the place where the main protagonist 

lived. It is described as a small paradise with beautiful pastoral fields, cut off from the 

rest of the world by high mountains which were often shrouded in clouds, rolling 

vapours, and gloomy forests. These, as Kilgour states, form two contrasting types of 

landscape: the soft beauty of a pastoral rural world and the awful sublime of the 

mountains. 4  If we look at Wuthering Heights however, this distinction becomes 

somewhat problematic. The moors on which the story is built are well known for their 

lack of hospitability on the grounds of both the soil and the weather. These wide wild 

expanses of sodden ground are unable to be cultivated and used for agriculture, making 

them an infertile land. Waterlogged patches are what makes the land dangerous as there 

is a probability of drowning in them, which is mentioned on several occasions 

throughout the novel. Heathcliff himself hints at the dangerous combination of such a 

land and bad weather when he wonders at Lockwood’s lack of self-preservation. “Do 

you know that you run a risk of being lost in the marshes? People familiar with these 

moors often miss their road on such evenings, and, I can tell you, there is no chance of a 

change at present.”5 This harshness of the land is what poses the problem. Where is the 

beauty that forms the contrast to the awful sublime? Lockwood does indeed openly state 

at the beginning that the country is beautiful,6 however that is before he is properly 

introduced to it. Therefore we may see the land as a combination of the two types, the 

beautiful and the awful, with the latter being more pronounced, and perhaps we must 
                                                 

3 Kilgour, 32 
4 Kilgour, 116 
5 Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights (London: Penguin Books, 2006) 11-12. 
6 E. Brontë, 3 
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look for the beautiful in smaller things, such as the garden that comes to existence at the 

end, or in the scene where Cathy is lying on her back on the moors, watching the sky. 

The obvious contrast to Wuthering Heights is Thrushcross Grange. Unlike the farm 

house which stands at the top of the moors and is exposed to the harsh elements, Grange 

is situated lower down the valley, in a vast park with trees, and gives off a much calmer 

vibe than the Heights. When Heathcliff walks Lockwood back to the Grange after the 

snowstorm, he actually leaves him at the entrance to the park, deeming it safe to 

continue alone. This points to the overall image of the surrounding grounds being more 

welcoming and easier to live on. It is perhaps this place that represents the beautiful; the 

contrast to the awful sublime of what surrounds the Heights. Though what remains as a 

fact is that the land is somewhat isolated from the rest of the world, both by the country 

and the way the story is told, which never actually leaves the moors. Lockwood himself 

remarks that he could not have “fixed on a situation so completely removed from the 

stir of society.”7 

 

As we can see, landscape and nature plays a very important role in the narrative 

of Emily’s novel. If we look closely at Charlotte’s Jane Eyre, we could say the detailed 

architectural settings could be seen as more important, however, especially at 

Thornfield and during Jane’s flight, nature comes to play an important role as well. We 

might see Jane’s voluntary interaction with nature as means to her escape and at times 

of distress or desperation, she seems to prefer its companionship. She appears to enjoy 

walks and spends time outside in Thornfield’s garden. During her escape, the forest 

offers her protection. Jane herself says: “Nature seemed to me benign and good; I 

                                                 
7 E. Brontë, 3 
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thought she loved me, outcast as I was; and I, who from man could anticipate only 

mistrust, rejection, insult, clung to her with filial fondness.”8 Also, when she feels like 

death by starvation is upon her, she states she would rather die outside on the hills 

behind the fields, than be buried in a coffin. Nature also shows its awful side when the 

lightning splits the chestnut tree in the garden after her engagement to Rochester as a 

sure form of a sign, or when it pours while Jane is stranded outside with nowhere to go. 

With that we can see the beauty of nature, or landscape, through her eyes, while 

witnessing its awful power. Despite that, what makes Jane Eyre very different from 

Wuthering Heights is the idea of movement, as throughout the novel, Jane moves over 

the country to several different locations, while Emily’s story never truly leaves the 

moors and the only time the urban world enters the picture is through the reference to 

Heathcliff’s mysterious antecedents as a Liverpool slum boy.9 Charlotte followed in the 

steps of Walter Scott and took the typically exotic setting of Gothic novels and placed 

them upon the British Isles. She did not transport them to for example Africa but to the 

landscape of England, which was well known from Turner’s paintings.10 We might also 

perceive Emily’s Yorkshire moors as a rather exotic place for a regular Englishman 

such as Lockwood, as he does not understand the land, underestimates it, and is 

constantly surprised by its harshness. When he learns the full extent of what it is like to 

live there, he returns to “civilization”. Jane on the other hand turns to nature and - 

especially during her flight - seems to prefer it over the civilized areas. Charlotte’s 

descriptions of the landscape are not as treacherous and awe-inspiring as Emily’s moors, 

and Jane would rather become a part of its nature, either as a small insect, or food for 

                                                 
8 Ch. Brontë, 422-423 
9 Allan Pritchard, “The Urban Gothic of Bleak House” Nineteenth-Century Literature March 1991: 437. 
10 Alexander, 423-425 
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the ravens. When it comes to the exotic faraway places, the references to them represent 

a certain sense of dread and isolation for Jane. The only living relative she knew of – 

her uncle – lived in Madeira and was therefore unreachable to her, the distance keeping 

them separated until his death. St. John Rivers attempts to persuade Jane to leave for 

India with him and though she is not opposed to the trip (and even learns the language), 

she is well opposed to them being married. India in this case comes to represent Jane’s 

unwanted future, a fate she would not have under her control and would not have 

chosen for herself. In this light, St. John can be seen as the usurper of the heroine. 

Another reference to an exotic land is through the hidden marriage of Rochester, as he 

married Bertha in Jamaica. This is yet another place that poses an obstacle for Jane and 

represents the lie and delusion that tears her world apart and she flees from it. All of 

these exotic settings bring forth mainly negative aspects, they keep the heroine 

separated from those she wants to be with, and limit her decisions and future. In this 

respect, Jane may not have been spirited away to a castle in a faraway land, but the 

possibility of it – such as the marriage and India – still comes to haunt her. However, we 

must keep in mind that at the same time the fortunes of the three main protagonists 

come from these exotic places, as Jane inheritance comes from Madeira, Rochester 

marries Bertha in Jamaica partly for wealth, and St. John makes a successful career in 

India.  

In Villette, we see a completely different approach to this matter. Lucy 

deliberately moves from her homeland to a foreign country and the distance and 

isolation is even more pronounced by the body of water she crosses alone, which 

separates her from all that she knows. At the very beginning of her journey, when she 
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“lie[s] in the shadow of St. Paul’s”,11 we see Lucy Snowe breaking down when she says 

her “position rose on [her] like a ghost”12 and she asks herself what prospects she has in 

life, what friends she has left, and where it is that she should go. At that moment, she is 

completely alone, isolated and lonely, separated from the rest of the world, and she 

deals with this through the means of a new start, far away. Even though she comes to 

live in an urban environment, we can sense that Lucy is still somewhat isolated from the 

different culture, alone when surrounded. We must keep in mind that the story is very 

much based on Charlotte’s own experience from Brussels’ boarding school, where she 

herself felt homesick and returned back home. For Lucy, this was not an option, as we 

learn early on that she has no one to return to. Quite similarly to Jane Eyre, one 

reference to a faraway country also evokes a negative. It is that of M. Paul’s three years 

long voyage to the West Indies. This was not only a short term separation of the two, 

but a permanent one, as it is strongly hinted at the end by Lucy that M. Paul perished in 

a storm on the sail back, leaving her once again alone. 

To summarise, we can see that the novels depict the landscape by using nature 

and its power, by showing the contrast between the beautiful aspects of it, such as the 

calmness of the Thrushcross Grange park, the garden at Thornfield Hall, or the 

protection the forest offers Jane in her flight, and the awful sublime features of nature, 

such as its elements, with the harsh winds, sudden snowstorms, or rain. The novels also 

deal with the concept of faraway lands as something to be feared and respected. Instead 

of taking the imagination of the reader to an exotic fantastic place away from reality, we 

get real believable places and situations which are either familiar to the readers, such as 

                                                 
11 Charlotte Brontë, Villette (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Classics, 1999) 40. 
12 Ch. Brontë, 39 
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those on the British Isles, or, albeit a foreign country, dealt with in such a manner 

through the means of personal experience that the reader comes to understand the true 

notion of being alone in a foreign land, as can be seen in Villette. Despite all this, all 

three novels are well equipped with the idea of isolation and solitude which has always 

been considered a major aspect of Gothic literature in any given period of time. We can 

clearly observe the reshaping of the traditional setting, as the romantically distant 

setting had usually been regarded as essential for Gothic fiction. However, be it an old 

manor house in an isolated rural part of Britain or a castle in a distant foreign land,13 the 

same idea is still there. 

 

2.2. Architectural	features	

What was very common for the original Gothic fiction is that the novels were 

often titled with the name of a castle, or in other cases a house or an abbey.14 The prime 

examples of this are The Castle of Otranto and The Mysteries of Udolpho. This feature 

was carried well into later works which also poses the air of the Gothic, such as The 

House of Seven Gables, Bleak House, or even a very contemporary work – Miss 

Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar Children. Wuthering Heights falls within the same 

category. Emily herself explains the meaning behind its name when Lockwood speaks 

about Heathcliff’s dwelling. He says: “‘Wuthering’ being a significant provincial 

adjective, descriptive of the atmospheric tumult to which its station is exposed in stormy 

weather.”15 Pritchard compares this definition with a similar definition that appears in 

Dickens’s Bleak House, where the harsh winds the house is exposed to are not so literal 
                                                 

13 Pritchard, 435 
14 Pritchard, 434 
15 E. Brontë, 4 
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but rather represent a moral and social failure.16 This could be figuratively true for the 

Heights as well. If we look at the outer appearance of the house, Lockwood tells us that 

it was constructed to withstand the unfriendly weather of the moors, yet it was slightly 

shaped by it as well.  

 

… one may guess the power of the north wind, blowing over the 

edge, by the excessive slant of a few, stunted firs at the end of the house; 

and by a range of gaunt thorns all stretching their limbs one way, as if 

craving alms of the sun. Happily, the architect had foresight to build it 

strong: the narrow windows are deeply set in the wall, and the corners 

defended with large jutting stones.17  

 

If we were to see the moral and social wrongdoings that happened at the house, 

or at least were done by its inhabitants, as being reflected on its outer appearance, it 

could almost gain the quality of Dorian Gray’s painting. Whether we consider this true 

or not, it is still evident from Lockwood’s description that even though the house offers 

protection against the forces of nature, its outright appearance is far from friendly. The 

inhabitants’ later frosty welcome of Lockwood only confirms the fact. Thrushcross 

Grange on the other hand represents the safe haven of the two homes, so to speak. 

Though it is only a four mile walk away from the Heights, it seems like the weather 

conditions are considerably milder. Its outright appearance is never as clearly stated as 

Lockwood described the Heights, however there are hints throughout the novel with 
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which we can determine the main features. When Catherine and Heathcliff sneak off to 

see the Grange, we receive some idea of what it looks like through Heathcliff’s 

narration. The light emitting from its windows is what draws the duo closer, an almost 

Hansel and Gretel like moment, though with a mirror image result, as it is Gretel – 

Catherine – who is kept at the Grange, which is far from being the witch’s hut, but like 

from the den of a witch she does emerge transformed. They look in through the window 

of a drawing-room from where the soft light was coming. Right here we get two 

differences compared to the Heights. First, the window was large enough for them to 

peek through, unlike the narrow deep-set windows of the other house (though still 

representing a barrier of sorts), and second, the existence of a drawing-room is never 

mentioned at the Heights, almost as if there was no place for a room that simply existed 

for pleasure alone (however they do seem to have a room functioning as parlour which 

Isabella inquires after, although Joseph only sneers and claims they have no such thing.) 

What they saw “was beautiful,” as Heathcliff recalls. “A splendid place carpeted with 

crimson, and crimson-covered chairs and tables, and pure white ceiling bordered by 

gold, a shower of glass-drops hanging in silver chains from the centre, and shimmering 

with soft tapers.”18 By this description, the overall image of the Grange comes to light. 

What captures the reader’s attention here is the abundance of colour. There is no colour 

to speak of at the Heights. Also, by reading the words such as “splendid”, “pure”, 

“shimmering”, or “soft”, the idea we form in our heads is that of a calm, warm, clean, 

safe place. If we look closely at where the light is coming from, we find a chandelier, 

while at the Heights, we will always find a roaring inferno of a burning fire, such as 

                                                 
18 E. Brontë, 56 



17 
 

when Cathy was “reading a book by the aid of the blaze.”19 Its strong stone walls and 

burning fireplaces rather resemble a castle than a regular home. In her letter to Nelly, 

Isabella herself states that it was “as if we lived in an ancient castle.”20 If we apply 

Kilgour’s ideas about Udolpho, we may say that Wuthering Heights almost resemble 

Udolpho in a way, as it is also far from society, mostly detached from it, and it becomes 

a private space in which the freedom of uncontrolled individualism becomes destructive. 

“Udolpho is a private domestic sphere of feudal power, based on the absolute authority 

of the despotic lord.” 21 Heathcliff later becomes this tyrannical overlord, and appears to 

be strongly connected to it. Even though he eventually becomes the owner of the 

Grange, he forever remains at the less accommodating house of the two. Another aspect 

that connects him to it is the vampirish nature of both him and the Heights, as they both 

seem to drain the life, the vitality out of people who come in contact with them.22 On 

top of that, the house can also represent a prison, a confinement,23 from which the 

heroines – first Catherine and later at the end also Cathy – strive to escape. Therefore, 

we may see the Heights as a Gothic house.  

As was said before, Jane Eyre moves to several different locations throughout 

the novel; these locations are primarily those of an architectural type, as she quite 

literally moves from house to house. In the opening chapter, we find the first trace of 

isolation, when little Jane is excluded from the family company by her own aunt and 

finds shelter in the next room, alone, with a book to keep her company. She seats herself 

on the window-seat and draws the curtain close. In this way, she is isolated both from 

                                                 
19 E. Brontë. 35 
20 E. Brontë, 161 
21 Kilgour, 119 
22 Hogle, 162 
23 Kamila Vránková, Aspects of Gothic Novel in the 19th and the 20th Century Fiction (Unpublished Ph.D. 
dissertation, 2001) 28.  
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the outside world behind the window, which offers her no escape, and is protected from 

the cold weather, as well as from the rest of the house by the curtain, which offers her 

no comfort and protection. She herself says: “I was shrined in double retirement.”24 The 

choice of the word “shrined” could imply something sacred; perhaps the solitude, or the 

false feeling of safety away from John Reed, who she learned to fear every day. The 

most stunning and iconic place, with far-reaching consequences, is the red room. It 

becomes a symbol for Jane, something she constantly recalls even later on in her 

adulthood. It is a place of forced confinement, behind which is Mrs. Reed, the villain in 

this case. Jane describes it in such a way that it does not evoke feelings of beauty but 

rather fear of its stateliness. It is the largest room in the house, cold and silent, with 

furniture made of polished mahogany, every fabric, from the window drapes to the 

carpet, coloured red, with a bed that stood out like a tabernacle, and a footstool looking 

like a throne.25 This description, especially with the appearance of a throne, could once 

more remind us of a castle; of our heroine locked inside. When Jane went to check the 

door, she exclaimed: “Alas! yes: no jail was ever more secure.”26 We could say that for 

Jane, the confinement in that room represented a turning point, the moment she resolved 

to fight for her own freedom and just treatment, the moment she strongly wished to 

“achieve escape from insupportable oppression”27 and perhaps realised that she can 

fight to begin with. She later recalls the red room when trying to clear her unjust 

reputation at the school with Miss Temple, and even later on, right after the cancelled 

marriage ceremony, she dreams of it again and is told to “flee temptation,”28 which can 

                                                 
24 Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre (London: Bounty Books, 2005) 2. 
25 Ch. Brontë, 10 
26 Ch. Brontë, 11  
27 Ch. Brontë, 12 
28 Ch. Brontë, 417) 



19 
 

be viewed as her escape from the oppression of Rochester’s lies and manipulation. 

However, Jane is let out of her tyrannical prison of her aunt’s house after all, and sent to 

Lowood school, which was based on another personal experience of Charlotte’s – the 

Clergy Daughters’ School in Lancashire, which she, as well as her sisters (except for 

Anne), attended. That was a very dark period of Charlotte’s life, because the poor 

conditions at the school sped the deaths of her two eldest sisters. This is reflected in 

what Jane goes through at her school. The tyranny was back, this time in the form of Mr. 

Brocklehurst, who was poisoned by Mrs. Reed’s hate for Jane, and his almost non-

existent care for the well-being of the children.  

When Jane first enters Thornfield Hall, the description of the place somewhat 

resembles that of Thrushcross Grange. The imagery drawn by words such as “snug 

small room”, “cheerful fire”, or “the beauideal of domestic comfort” 29  definitely 

procure the air of safety and warmth, a definite change to Jane’s prior experience of 

living, something akin to moving away from Wuthering Heights. However, things are 

not as simple, for there is evil lurking within this house as well. It is slightly hinted at 

that when Jane finally sees another part of the house. She remarks that “A very chill and 

vault-like air pervaded the stairs and gallery, suggesting cheerless ideas of space and 

solitude…”30 Here again solitude – or isolation – appears as a negative. Therefore it is 

slightly puzzling that Jane finds comfort in her small “safe haven”, her “solitary room” 

of “no fears”, although the Gothic heroines often find the castle a prison, yet they seem 

to seek refuge in their own small private rooms and draw strength from it. However, we 

learn later on that even there, she is not safe, as the madwoman escapes her own 

                                                 
29 Ch. Brontë, 122 
30 Ch. Brontë, 125 
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confinement and spies on Jane while she sleeps. There is a strange opposition between 

Jane liking small enclosed spaces and fearing any confinement. It is quite possible that 

the reason behind this is her experience within the red room. Perhaps it is the reason 

why she makes a distinction between putting herself voluntarily into an isolated space, 

and being placed into it. In the scene where she is asked by Mr. Rochester to care for the 

bleeding patient, she is locked in from the outside because of Rochester’s fearing his 

dark secret would be known. She says: “I experienced a strange feeling as the key 

grated in the lock”, and - “Here then I was in the third storey, fastened into one of its 

mystic cells; night around me; […] a murderess hardly separated from me by a single 

door…”31 She finds herself confined to a (prison-like) cell, a potential death bed as well, 

looking at creepy decoration within the room, and listening to fear-inducing sounds 

coming from the rest of the manor. She is trapped within a space she is not familiar with, 

due to an extraordinary situation she was involved in by external circumstances, 

similarly to the heroines of the classical Gothic works. As was seen at the Wuthering 

Heights with Heathcliff being the despotic lord, the Gothic environment is often 

controlled by men with the female remaining submissive, until she gains freedom away 

from the tyrant and his property. Kilgour raises the question whether the fortress 

represents the confines that men impose on women to deprive them of their powers.32 

Thornfield Hall is a place of confinement for Jane, as despite the fact that he does let her 

go to see her aunt, Rochester makes sure she will come back to the house, he 

manipulates her into staying in some parts of it while steering clear of others, and it 

becomes even more of a confinement after she learns the dreaded truth, as it is then she 
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truly wants to escape. In this way, Thornfield Hall can represent the Gothic castle, with 

all its hidden secret lockable rooms, from which the heroine flees at the end. To make 

this likeness even more pronounced, we may use Pritchard’s idea of ruins, and claim 

that Thornfield Hall approaches even more the idea of a Gothic building after it burns 

down and collapses, much like Castle of Otranto did at the end of Walpole’s novel, and 

how the house of Usher fell at the end of Poe’s story. This collapse can, of course, even 

symbolize a fall on the moral grounds, after Rochester’s secret is finally revealed, or 

perhaps even a purge, as he is maimed much like the building is with the disappearance 

of his lies, yet at the very end he regains the ability to see, when his deeds are forgiven.  

In Villette, we have a woman trapped in a city, instead of a castle. To be more 

specific, we may say that Lucy is a prisoner at the Catholic boarding school in 

continental Labassecour, from where she has nowhere to escape, only at the very end 

does she manage to gain freedom and independence through the helping hand of M. 

Paul – a very generous helping hand at that – by running her own school. The idea of 

Lucy being a prisoner at the boarding school is an image created by Sally Shuttleworth 

who sees Madame Beck’s constant surveillance as means to maintaining discipline 

among the inmates while being trapped in a prison, “isolated in their cells, subject to the 

gaze of authority, without themselves being able to see.”33  Truly, Madame Beck’s 

vigilance seems to have no bounds, as she goes through the personal belongings of the 

so-called “inmates”, ridding them of privacy which is scarce in prisons as well. 

Shuttleworth even goes as far as saying that this may “describe the underlying 

nightmare of Villette from which Lucy is forever trying to escape.”34  
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The majority of Lucy’s time is spent at Rue Fossette, where Madame Beck’s 

pensionnat is located. In later part of the novel, albeit with some exceptions, it seems 

that Lucy is either there, or at La Terrasse, the house of Dr. Graham. It becomes 

somewhat obvious that the happier times are spent at La Terrasse and it is the place 

where Lucy’s saviour from loneliness is at home. Interestingly enough, it is located 

outside of Villette, so we may say that Lucy finds preferable company outside of the 

city, further away from her “prison”. What is interesting about Rue Fossette is that it is 

said to have been a convent in the past, and we learn that possibly centuries before, 

“something had happened on this site which, rousing fear and inflicting horror, had left 

to the place the inheritance of a ghost story.”35 A convent with a nun for its ghost is a 

typical Gothic setting; what is lacking however is a strong belief in its existence at the 

time of literary realism. What Lucy did enjoy, however, was the old garden behind the 

house. We can see that within the confines of Rue Fossette, she was the happiest when 

outside in the garden, even though it was still surrounded by a wall. It is also this garden 

which is “haunted” by the nun. Throughout the novel, Lucy situates herself deliberately 

into Gothic locales, such as the alley in the garden which is said to be occupied by the 

aforementioned nun, or the school attic, or even a Roman Catholic confessional box.36 

To be fair, however, we must state that the last two were not visited with as much 

freedom of choice as the first. It was under the influence of a fever Lucy visited the 

church. As for the attic, she was dragged there and locked inside by M. Paul, finding 

herself, like Jane Eyre had, confined within a room, locked from the outside, in an 

unpleasant dirty – and potentially dangerous – place. It is described as being full of old 
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broken things, with cobwebs, beetles, and rats, possibly haunted by the nun. It almost 

seems like a place that could be a forgotten dungeon in a castle. Lucy herself, upon 

exiting the attic, almost mockingly says about her seat of boxes, that her “throne was 

abdicated.”37 

Out of the three novels, it is probably Villette in which it is most difficult to find 

an equivalent to the Gothic castle or a house. We might say it is the boarding school 

itself, slightly supported by the fact that old boarding school buildings do carry a certain 

level of Gothic hauntedness to them, however we may as well claim that the whole city 

is guilty of that trait. Even though Lucy manages to escape from the first, she remains in 

the city. Possibly, we may see it as Lucy coming to terms with the place, taking control 

of her future, and becoming the queen of her own castle.  
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3. CHARACTERS	

The original Gothic texts made use of what we could call stock character types, 

which appeared across a series of works by different authors, and marked them as being 

Gothic. Some of these are, for example, the main heroine, of the persecuted maiden type, 

who finds herself in the wrong place at the wrong time, a Gothic villain, usually having 

something to do with the heroine’s distress, a rightful heir

1, children who represent innocence and freedom or an idealized time, servants 

are sometimes central to the plot development, or even a mad nun that appears in 

several different stories. The Brontës made use of such characters, which is another 

reason why we can sense the air of the Gothic in their works. However, we must keep in 

mind that these characters were placed into a more realistic setting and therefore lost 

some of their iconic Gothic values. We will find some direct differences between how 

the characters were treated in the older Gothic and how they are treated within the three 

novels. Some characters may even come to represent more than one character type, 

making the analysis more complicated, as the protagonists are rarely merely black and 

white, which is also a very realistic trait, making them appear more human. Some critics 

claim that Gothic literature did not attempt to depict a character in any profound way, 

Gothic was usually far from being psychologically profound, as its primary goal was to 

create a certain feeling in the reader by taking him to the state of thrilling suspense and 

uncertainty, 2  rather than having the goal to characterize a protagonist as much as 

possible. This is obviously not fully true for the Brontës. As was hinted at before, their 
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work is a combination of the Gothic and realism; therefore it comes as no surprise that 

we see psychological realism as well in their novels.3 Another important fact deserving 

of notice is that all three novels have a specific narrator – a character from the inside of 

the story, and this fact may consequently change the image of the characters we get to 

see, as some things may be kept from us (such as in the case of Lucy Snowe who 

refused to tell the end), told differently, or simply not known even by the narrator 

himself, thus being an unreliable narrator. Especially in the case of Jane Eyre and 

Villette, Wolstenholme sees the first person narration of the heroines as something that 

reflects their double relationship to the tale being told.4 

 

3.1. Heroines	

It would be best to start by drawing an exemplary image of a typical imaginary 

Gothic heroine, although we must keep in mind that her final form varies in different 

novels. There are several characteristics that the critics seem to agree upon. We usually 

see an infantile, pure, passive and persecuted heroine, who also falls victim to her own 

imagination and sensibility.5 She can be an unprotected orphan, helpless and alone in a 

place she does not know. Oppressed by the excess of male and patriarchal dominance, 

she wishes to free herself.6 She might or might not be the rightful heir to some property 

or fortune, as was a very typical plot twist development of the time. Very commonly, 

she has to make some sort of a choice which culminates the tension between duty and 

desire, social order and individual will. All this can be embodied in a choice between a 
                                                 

3 Susan Wolstenholme, Gothic (Re)Visions: Writing Women as Readers (Albany: State University of New 
York, 1993) 58. 
4 Wolstenholme, 59 
5 Kilgour, 6 
6 Hogle, 5 
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marriage and a service to higher purpose or a “calling”.7 A Gothic heroine, such as 

Radcliffe’s Emily, typically goes through what can be called the Gothic version of the 

process of education, which is her movement from an isolated world without social 

relations, to the involvement in them. However, she can enter the society only by means 

beyond her own control, so that her purity and passivity remain intact.8 Ann Radcliffe, 

and many other imitators of her style, took the typically Gothic scene “of a woman 

confined and turned it into a journey of women coming into power and property by their 

own and other feminine agency,” although it was still within a male-dominated world, 

with terror waiting behind every corner for the unsuspecting female.9 This tradition can 

definitely be seen in Jane Eyre and Villette. In the case of Wuthering Heights, we have 

to approach the heroines more carefully, from a slightly different angle than Jane and 

Lucy, as the novel is very different from the other two, which are narrated by the 

obvious main heroines themselves, while the focus of Wuthering Heights is not solely 

on one protagonist, but rather the fates of several people within a family. All of these 

mentioned features are in some ways represented by the heroines of the three novels, in 

some cases more or less altered, influenced by the realism and the overall epoch, or 

complicated by the doubling of heroines, as it is in Wuthering Heights. 

 

It is possible to say that the main heroines are no longer simply passive and 

naïve; they are definitely strong characters in their own right. If we look at them in the 

light of Radcliffe’s female journey, we will see that is the case as they, though still in a 

world mostly governed by men, do indeed move forward by their own will. Jane Eyre is 
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the prototypical example of this. There was something about her since childhood, a 

sharp tongue and eye, an ability to think for herself and stand up to unjust or unwanted 

behaviour and situations. It is perhaps this quality, this rebellious disposition, which 

makes Jane as strong and independent as she is. We might say that this whole journey 

was driven by her want for independence and identity. Pritchard notes that the search 

for origins, identity, and family is a very typical Gothic trait.10 In the case of Jane, this 

could hardly be more obvious. She starts out as an orphan (Gordon claims that the 

image of an orphan was used as an image of the fragmentary nature of Gothic texts11), 

left in the care of her aunt, who did not want to have anything to do with her. Mrs. Reed 

even goes as far as telling Jane that she doubts there are any relatives of Jane’s out in 

the world and if there were, they would most likely be beggars. She lets her believe that 

there is no one else to whom she could go; only on her death bed does she admit she 

received the letter from Jane’s other uncle several years prior. This leaves Jane for the 

first half of the novel believing in her absolute solitude, not remembering her own 

parents, not knowing of anyone else. She searches for some sense of identity, to become 

someone, find a place to stay at, and we could take her first attempt at marriage with 

Rochester as a way of searching for a new family to belong to. The journey she 

undertakes is either done by her own will, through the dominant male influence, or by 

some predetermined fate and simple chance or luck. It is her own choice to leave 

Lowood school and search for employment elsewhere. She is almost married to 

Rochester under his influence. Fate intervenes at the last moment and learning the truth, 

she decides to flee. We may say it was fate again, or mere luck, when she finds herself 

                                                 
10 Pritchard, 447 
11 Jan B. Gordon, “Gossip, Diary, Letter, Text: Anne Brontë’s Narrative Tenant and the Problematic of 
the Gothic Sequel” ELH winter 1984: 739. 
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at the house of her lost relatives. Yet again, she falls under the male influence of St. 

John Rivers, who tries to shape her to his image, but alas, she once more decides to run 

away and chooses Rochester. She does find her family in the end, both the blood related 

one and the new one, either of which she was denied before. Another common Gothic 

trait is the search for the rightful heir, who comes to light at the end of the story. This 

too is true for Jane. She learns she is the rightful heir to a fortune and in this way she 

comes to “power and property,” as was stated by Radcliffe.  

Throughout the novel, Jane definitely had to make several choices that bordered 

on the conflict between duty and desire. One of the first examples of Jane trying to cope 

with this contrast is the scene of her rebellious outburst at her aunt’s unjust behaviour. 

Even though she feels awed and elated at her victory at that point, that was brought 

about by the “desire” to stand up to tyranny and being accused of something that was 

simply not true, she is also painfully aware of the “duty” of being a child. “A child 

cannot quarrel with its elders, as I had done; […] without experiencing afterwards the 

pang of remorse and the chill of reaction.”12 Such choices she must make even later on, 

as the question of duty or desire comes up especially in marriage. Kilgour says that Jane 

is one of the individuals who must choose between marriage – seen as private pleasure, 

and service to a higher purpose – also seen as public service.13 Jane desired to marry 

Rochester, out of love, however it was her duty as a Christian to escape the sin brought 

upon her, as well as being made into someone she was not that repulsed her, with 

expensive dresses and jewellery, something she never desired. The second offer of 

marriage made to her, though for different reasons, was similar, as St. John, as was said 
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before, tries to mould her into a different person, a missionary’s wife. Although he 

claims she would not become his wife for his pleasure, rather for his service, still he 

stakes his claim on her: “You shall be mine: I claim you […].”14 Jane is not opposed to 

the work itself; she is even easily persuaded, as she feels that without Mr. Rochester, 

England is empty to her. Her objection lies with the sudden marriage proposal. She does 

not want to marry in the absence of affection and love, to which St. John replies by 

confirming his dominant nature: “I want a wife: the sole helpmeet I can influence 

efficiently in life, and retain absolutely till death.”15 This dominance is repulsive to Jane, 

for she shudders at the thought of him having such a hold on her. Only when he shows 

gentleness does she truly consider consenting to his wishes, submissively, thinking only 

of duty, not love. However, with a mysterious push, the desire to return to Rochester 

and her love for him won and made her leave.  

 

Jane does, on several occasions, fall victim to her own imagination. We can see 

at the very beginning of the novel, where she goes through her book, that imagination is 

not something that she is lacking. Despite usually being a positive trait in people, it 

causes her distress on several occasions, however it also adds to the Gothic atmosphere 

in the scenes. The red room is a good example of that. We might say her fear at that 

particular point was raised by an overactive imagination of a mere child, however it 

stands that what happened to her in that room marked her for the remainder of the story. 

Her imagination acts up of course during her stay at Thornfield Hall whenever Bertha 

escapes her confinement and the house is filled with noises during some nights. The 
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way she sometimes describes things also hints at her ability to see more than there truly 

is. When she is locked inside with the bleeding patient, she describes the room in a very 

fearful dramatic way, paying close attention to the door with metal heads.  

According as the shifting obscurity and flickering gleam hovered 

here or glanced there, it was now the bearded physician, Luke, that bent his 

brow; now St. John’s long hair that waved; and anon the devilish face of 

Judas, that grew out of the panel, and seemed gathering life and threatening 

a revelation of the arch-traitor – of Satan himself – in his subordinate’s 

form.16 

This of course only adds to her fear of being locked inside, however it also adds 

a very Gothic atmosphere to the whole scene.  

 

Lucy Snowe is also a heroine who undertook a great journey, with the aim of 

finding an identity for herself, something she could become. At the beginning, we also 

find her as an orphan, though not as young as Jane was. Pritchard observes that a 

mysterious concealed parentage is also a Gothic trait.17 Though she never speaks of her 

family apart from her godmother, we do understand that she has no true relatives left. 

One cannot be completely sure, as Lucy is a very secretive narrator. Because of this, the 

very start of her journey is somewhat unclear. When walking in the evening with stars 

for company, and possibly contemplating what to do from that point on, Lucy tells us 

that the Aurora Borealis, which appears in the sky at that precise moment, sends her a 

thought on the breeze: “ ‘Leave this wilderness,’ it was said to me, ‘and go out 
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hence.’ ”18 We may assume that it was indeed Lucy’s own will that starts her journey, 

similarly to that of Jane Eyre. Other parts of it however were due to luck and chance 

meeting. After arriving in the foreign land, two people have determined her fate. One is 

Miss Fanshawe, who tells her of Villette and Madame Beck, and the other is the 

meeting with Dr. Graham on arriving there, which was mere luck. Again, in her flight 

from the two suspicious men in the dark alleys, it is coincidence, or fate, which lands 

her at the door of Madame Beck herself. Lucy comments on this event: “Fate took me in 

her strong hand; mastered my will; directed my actions…”19 We could claim that out of 

all the heroines of the three novels, Lucy is the heroine that resembles the previous 

Gothic models the most. Even if we accept the start of her journey as being her own 

volition, she is relatively passive and compliant through the rest of it. Chance is what 

brings her to Madame Beck (although we may assume that had she found the inn she 

was originally looking for, she would have called on Madame Beck at some point), and 

it is through the influence of others that she moves forward, namely M. Paul, who is the 

male dominant figure and he ultimately is the one who brings her power, in the form of 

independence, as well as property, by giving her her own small school to run. 

Paradoxically, it almost seems as if Lucy resembled the epitome of a pre-Radcliffean 

heroine, one that does not use her own agency to get power, but rather simply observes. 

If that were the case, who would be the oppressor? Perhaps the foreign city or the 

different culture she finds herself in. At the beginning, she is not running away from any 

confinement other than solitude. She could be taken for that kind of Gothic heroine, 

who, as Kilgour said, enters society through means beyond her control, to assure her 
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purity and passivity remains undisturbed. As for her imagination and sensibility, that 

too affects her, especially when it comes to the famous nun. Lucy, inherently a very 

calm person, who evidently hints at the fact she does not believe in the story of the nun, 

as she calls it “romantic rubbish,”20 becomes increasingly frightened by the apparition 

and even adds to it characteristics and air which a person in simple disguise could not 

possess. In this way, Lucy is a victim of her own imagination which makes the spectre 

seem even more real.  

 

Speaking of Catherine and Cathy as Gothic heroines can become problematic. It 

does not seem as if they were undertaking a certain journey. Both of them however find 

themselves under the dominant male influence of Heathcliff at some point. It almost 

seems possible to approach them as one character, as they share more than a name, 

blood, similar traits, and Heathcliff’s power over them being some of the shared aspects. 

On top of that, Catherine, starting out as Earnshaw, becomes Linton, and Cathy Linton, 

as is hinted at the end, becomes Earnshaw, thus the circle becomes complete. Catherine 

too had to make the choice between desire and duty. Her desire was to stay with 

Heathcliff, as she said she loved him so much she thought they were one person, 

however the knowledge of loving Heathcliff being destructive, the idea of good social 

standing and wealth - the duty she had to her family, natural expectations, and her own 

future as well, won over, and she chose Edgar Linton as her partner. It seems as if for 

the Catherines the only means to an escape is through death. Catherine escapes her 

choice of duty by dying. For Cathy, death becomes a saviour twice: first when young 

Linton dies, and she is freed from being tied to such a natural tyrant, and second by the 
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actual death of Heathcliff, when she is finally free to make her own choices, escape the 

castle of Wuthering Heights, which will be mostly shut up, for ghosts to inhabit it. 

There is one other heroine within the story, which can be seen as typically 

Gothic, and that is the character of Isabella. She is well usurped by Heathcliff, 

mistreated throughout her whole stay at the Heights, a place worse than solitude for 

her,21 as she was to suffer there instead of Edgar. Isabella, the only one of the heroines, 

manages to escape to London, away from her prison, away from the tyranny and the 

usurper himself. What remains true is that marrying Heathcliff was her own decision. 

With this, we may see her as a victim of her desires or false romantic illusions, possibly 

spurred by his lies or deception. 

 

3.2. Villains		

A typical Gothic villain is an aggressive sexual male who wants to indulge in his 

own will, put in contrast with the heroine.22 He can be both a daring person undertaking 

superhuman task, as well as a boy who wants to live in his fantasies.23 Within the three 

novels, villains are represented by a great variety of characters, not all subordinated to 

the same definition, as for example being a female rather than a male, and we may even 

come across the lack of a stock character type villain altogether. If we look for villains 

after the original Gothic period, we might find examples of a modern materialistic 

individual taken to an extreme,24 which for us could be Heathcliff and Rochester.  In the 

case of Heathcliff, his materialistic revenge does not stem from his lack of fortune, as he 
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comes back to the Heights wealthy and even lends money to Earnshaw, but rather from 

the want of total power gained through the possession of both houses and, dare we say, 

its inhabitants. His motivation was thus different from Radcliffe’s Montoni, who was 

driven not by thoughts of revenge, but the acquisition of fortune and property. What the 

Brontës add as something new to their Gothic is the image of a Byronic hero, which 

subsequently becomes the image of their villains. A typical Byronic hero is seen as “a 

man proud, moody, cynical, with defiance on his brow, and misery in his heart, a 

scorner of his kind, implacable in revenge, yet capable of deep and strong affection.”25 

Both Heathcliff and Rochester can be found within this definition. Heathcliff definitely 

is “implacable in revenge”, as that is his ultimate driving force, yet he is capable of 

affection, namely towards Catherine. Rochester is a proud moody individual, definitely 

carrying misery in his heart, yet he cares deeply for Jane. This Byronic element is why 

we may call them both villains and heroes, yet they remain the love objects of the 

heroines. The villain-heroes, as Hume states, often represent the confusion of good and 

evil, usually through a non-Christian feeling, 26  accompanied by the discrepancies 

between precisely good and evil, or even love and hate. Heathcliff, nearing his death, 

had been warned by Nelly Dean of the very non-Christian way of life he led, and he was 

also defined as satanic on several occasions. He was even called a “hellish villain”27 by 

Mr. Earnshaw. Heathcliff can be considered the most prototypical villain of all in the 

three novels discussed. He is a definite tyrant, an usurper, imposing his will on all who 

come in contact with him, driven by the thoughts of revenge, thoughts of evil. It is 

possible to see the story of Wuthering Heights as a story of hate, rather than love; this 
                                                 

25  Rupert Christiansen, Romantic Affinities: Portraits From an Age, 1780-1830 (New York: G.P. 
Putnam’s Sons, 1989) 201.  
26 Hume, 287 
27 E. Brontë, 162 
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being true especially due to Heathcliff. He is constantly stranded between his love for 

Catherine and the hate he feels toward everything that comes to represent her, or remind 

him of her, such as Hareton’s eyes.  

Charlotte Brontë once again followed in the steps of Walter Scott as she did with 

landscapes, and she modified her villains in order to possess a “certain conviction of 

reality.”28 This may be the reason why her villains are different from Emily’s Heathcliff, 

as they seem to have more sides to them, more faces to show. Such an elaborate villain-

hero is Mr. Rochester. He too can be seen as an anti-Christian character since he 

attempts to marry Jane when he was already married to another; with marriage being 

usually called by the Christian phrase of “Holy Matrimony,” and with discarding the 

“holy” part of it, we can see that at least in that respect, in the eyes of Christians, he was 

not one of them. He is torn between love and hate, love for Jane and hate for his secret. 

Despite the fact that it is obvious he is truly in love with her, at the same time he 

monopolises her and imposes his will on her.  

 

It is your time now, little tyrant, but it will be mine presently; and 

when once I have fairly seized you, to have and to hold, I’ll just – 

figuratively speaking – attach you to a chain […]29 

 

 The power of his feelings toward her seems almost frightening, if they are true. 

The image of being “seized” and “attached to a chain” definitely has to be 

overwhelming for the heroine. It is almost as if he plans on trapping her in a dungeon of 
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a castle. On top of that, he is shrouded in deception as well, lying to her about his status, 

or trying to coax out of her what her feelings towards him are by means of disguise. 

Other characters within the storyline can also be seen as being a villain. Mrs. Reed 

along with her son are definitely candidates for the title. Jane is not only confined or 

locked away by them, they even use physical violence against her. Mr. Blocklehurst, 

first described as a “black pillar” by Jane, is another usurper, somewhat on a larger scale 

however, as he is the indirect cause of girls dying at his own school. Finally, St. John is 

also an emblem of a male-dominated world Jane shies away from. He does want to 

indulge in his own will when it comes to the heroine, he even tries to mould her to his 

picture.  

It seems almost impossible to find a true Gothic villain in Villette. The only two 

characters that come to mind are M. Paul and Madame Beck. In the case of Madame, 

this idea only comes to mind due to her constant surveillance and oppression of her 

teachers. M. Paul can be again seen as the dominant male figure, who tries to shape the 

heroine to his own ideals. Even though he most definitely is not a non-Christian 

character, and at the end becomes Lucy’s benefactor, if not more, yet Lucy does not 

always feel well under his scrutiny, similarly to Jane under Rochester’s influence. Lucy 

even admits that at one point he was difficult to live with and that she felt a flash of 

danger and discomfort around him.30 She observes his behaviour as strange, especially 

his overbearing nature. We can see that he was most satisfied with Lucy being a 

compliant person, for he hated people who were self-complacent, such as in the scene 

where he drives the new teacher away from the school. He himself admits to being very 

passionate about such matters and that “an unspeakable and active aversion impelled 
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him to a war of extermination.”31 His scrutiny and sharp penetrating eyes can be seen as 

weapons with which he pierces others, much like the eyes of other Gothic villains were 

perceived.32  

 

 

3.3. Servants		

The characters of servants were always present within the Gothic. For Walpole, 

they played a very important part in the development of the story. Some see the shift in 

their role from the feudal times and the master-servant relation based on loyalty and 

love to that based purely on economic relation, while within the Gothic, the relationship 

of a devoted servant and a master is still idealised. 33  It seems we can trace both 

traditions in the Brontës. Most of the characters working at the Wuthering Heights are 

not kept there by their mere loyalty to Heathcliff or even Earnshaw. They would be the 

ones staying for economic purposes. However in the case of Rochester’s Grace Poole, 

this becomes less true, as she is loyal to her master and even lies for his sake, to keep 

his secret hidden. Another important role of servants in the Gothic was to tell stories to 

convey information to which other characters had no access.34 This of course refers to 

Nelly Dean, who subsequently becomes the real narrator of Wuthering Heights. It has 

always been true that the lower classes tend to gossip about the higher classes, however 

it is never the other way around, which is a feature of gossip that allows her to be such a 

complex narrator. What she says presents itself as direct knowledge, however we must 

                                                 
31 Ch. Brontë, 327 
32 Kilgour, 173 
33 Kilgour. 181 
34 Kilgour, 181 



38 
 

keep in mind that it might be tainted by either servant’s envy35 (although Nelly Dean 

does not arouse such suspicion), or by other aspects of gossiping. After all, she was very 

willing to disclose the history of a family she served for so long to a complete stranger. 

 

                                                 
35 Gordon, 723 
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4. SUPERNATURAL,	ITS	COGNATES,	AND	TERROR	

The supernatural elements are what often made the Gothic looked down upon, as 

being naïve, superfluous, or even childish. The exaggerated fantasies of the authors 

were seen as something that draws the reader’s attention away from what was more 

important, such as the questions of class conflicts or immense power of the lords. 

However it is also its most distinctive feature which helps to create the typical Gothic 

atmosphere. Walpole himself tried to justify the presence of the supernatural in The 

Castle of Otranto by claiming that it accorded with the manners of the time (as he 

claimed the tale to be an original medieval work), as well as explaining that the story 

was written with the purpose of reinforcing the idea of superstition, as the continuous 

learning was threatening its existence1. Later, Radcliffe introduced the idea of explained 

supernatural “in order to reconcile Protestant incredulity and the taste for ghostly 

terror.”2 Within the works of the Brontës, we can find traces of both traditions: the 

“authentic” supernatural, as well as the explained supernatural. This means we will be 

looking at the supernatural aspects from two points of view. One will be the kind that 

the characters only perceive as real up to a point, the other will be less clear, as we may 

only wonder what exactly happened, reaching the conclusion that the authentic 

supernatural would be the only explanation. Another typical Gothic element is that of 

horror and terror. Hogle makes a distinction between two types of Gothic: the terror 

Gothic, when readers are kept in anxious suspense for the safety and lives of the 

characters, and the horror Gothic, which arises when characters are confronted with 
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gross physical or psychological violence.3 We can find traces of both of these traditions, 

with physical or psychological mistreatment, at which the reader could become appalled, 

though not necessarily through the means of a supernatural event.  

It is known that Charlotte Brontë was fascinated by the possibilities of the 

supernatural and the satanic,4  and that fact definitely shows in her work. Her two 

discussed novels can be taken as containing illustrative examples of the explained 

supernatural. The original Gothic narratives usually moved towards a revelation of a 

mystery.5 The revelation, in this case, would be the actual act of explaining a possible 

supernatural situation through solid facts. In Jane Eyre, this is the revelation of the 

mysteries at Thornfield Hall. During the first day of her employment, when she sees the 

mostly abandoned gloomy quarters of the house, Jane enquires after ghosts or their 

stories tied to the place, but receives the answer that there are none. She is thus greatly 

surprised when she starts hearing strange sounds and witnesses several peculiar 

happenings around the house. When she first hears such sounds coming from one of the 

rooms, she is informed, and shown as well, that it is but Grace Poole. It is most likely 

because of this she ties all the strange things with the servant, such as a candle left 

burning in the middle of the hall in front of her own door, or a specific “goblin” laugh 

sometimes heard. By the time she is asked to care for the bleeding patient, Jane comes 

to see Grace Poole as the beast that roams at night. By making her responsible for all 

that happens, we can see that Jane herself is trying to explain the strange things by 

reason, though it does confuse her to find Grace so normal and composed in any other 

everyday situations, as well as hearing such outlandish things as when the bitten Mr 
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Mason claims to have his blood sucked. This reasoning however fails as a good enough 

explanation for her when she wakes up from the “dream” of seeing a beast shaped as a 

woman which reminded her of a vampire, an image most likely drawn up by Mr. 

Mason’s previous testimony, and finding her ripped wedding veil in the morning. At 

this, Rochester stops persuading her it was but a dream and he himself accuses Grace 

Poole of the act. When the novel is read for the first time, Rochester’s peculiar 

behaviour, and the lack of evidence for it all being done by the servant, can lead us to 

believe, as Jane did for some time, that there might be something unreal happening, as 

Bertha, or any other possible suspect, was never actually mentioned before the 

attempted wedding. Here again we can see Rochester’s absolute dominance over Jane 

when he asks her “Do you accept my solution of the mystery?”6 and Jane merely 

accepts, as she admits it is the only possible explanation anyway, and she feels relieved 

to have a plausible solution for the situation at all. By the time we learn of Bertha’s 

existence, it all becomes clear. Throughout the mystery, we can observe Jane herself 

striving for a physical explanation for the different situations, be it a dog scratching at 

her door or Grace Poole roaming the halls at night; it is this struggle for an explanation 

that forms the suspense of the plot at Thornfield Hall. Thus, in contrast to the traditional 

Gothic where the existence of ghosts is not disputed by the heroines (such as Emily who 

does not know all the solutions, e.g. the wax corpse effigy), here the heroine as if knows 

that ghosts should not exist. She tries to make rational sense of it, but this effort of hers 

actually makes the mystery greater, as it still remains unclear and her conclusions 

remain indefinite.  
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In the case of Villette, this unveiling of the supernatural mystery is even clearer. 

This is of course referring to the nun. Kilgour reminds us that the character of a veiled 

nun was a typical Gothic villain,7 which can be found in several forms in for example 

Udolpho, The Italian, or The Monk. As was said before, when we learn that Madame 

Beck’s dwelling was formerly a convent, and therefore there is a story of a roaming nun 

connected to it, we see that Lucy does not necessarily believe in her existence. 

Notwithstanding this claim, she is greatly frightened when she meets the form of the 

nun for the first time. When the nun is reappearing throughout the novel, we can see a 

certain shift in Lucy, in her behaviour towards the “spectre.” She does not stop 

believing in her existence; however she seems less and less frightened by her 

reappearances. She tries to communicate with her, upon which the nun flees 

immediately, and at the end, she even “tears her up” on her bed. When we learn the true 

nature of the nun, being a young man in disguise, we finally understand the mystery. 

Unlike in Jane Eyre, where the mystery of Bertha’s madness and captivity is central to 

the plot, the nun’s mystery is not. We could rather perceive her as a meter for Lucy’s 

character development than a plot twist. Her true identity, when finally revealed, could 

almost be considered a disappointment. Upon reading the novel for the second time, 

however, we can clearly see just how much of the Gothic haunted atmosphere is added 

to their meetings only by Lucy’s imagination alone, when she speaks of shadows or 

strange light. When the reader is aware of it merely being a young man disguised as a 

nun, the reading of the scenes could almost produce a comic effect. Wein claims that the 

nun appears to Lucy whenever she is about to find some level of “happiness beyond the 
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walls of her confinement,”8 however, armed with the knowledge of the nun’s identity, 

we can see it is more a matter of coincidence than a sign.  

Despite being written in the era of realism, there are certain traces of “authentic” 

supernatural within the novels as well. While reading Jane Eyre carefully, we can 

definitely find certain aspects of Jane’s, which can be seen as prophetic or otherworldly. 

On her death bed, Mrs. Reed claimed that there always was something different about 

Jane since she was but a baby, different from other children. After her illness induced 

by the suffering in the red room, Jane claims she felt that a change was near, that she 

felt an instinctive certainty she would no longer reside at her aunt’s house. This is a very 

subtle hint at her potential ability, which only seems to become stronger with age. When 

she is contemplating what to do and where to go from Lowood school, she tells us that 

no matter what, she could not come up with an answer, yet lying down in her bed, it 

seems as if she has a conversation with another being, “a kind fairy”9 who instructs her 

in great detail on how she should proceed. We can see that a certain haunted quality of 

Jane’s even manifested itself in her paintings, which are described as dark, gloomy, and 

sinister, with images of dead corpses and wild eyes. Rochester seems very surprised that 

a mere schoolgirl could paint such a depth to evil eyes, or even a place that seems to 

truly exist, and one can interpret his abrupt change of subject as a certain level of fear. 

Jane herself tells the reader that the images came to her by “the spiritual eye,” 10 

however we may only wonder where exactly she got the inspiration for them. Another 

example are Jane’s prophetic dreams. She says that signs and presentiments are strange 

things, and she admits: “I never laughed at presentiments in my life, because I have had 
                                                 

8 Toni Wein, ‘Gothic Desire in Charlotte Bronte’s “Villette” ’ Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900 
autumn 1999: 736. 
9 Ch. Brontë, 109 
10 Ch. Brontë, 161 
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strange ones of my own.”11 Not only was she dreaming of a child (a sign of trouble) 

before several major events, such as when she hears the cry upstairs, before she is 

summoned to the dying Mrs. Reed, or before her wedding. A very prophetic dream, that 

later comes true, is her dream of finding Thornfield Hall in ruins. Upon revisiting the 

manor, Jane finds it in the exact shape as she had seen it in the dream. These drawings 

and dreams could somewhat point to the multiple sides of Jane, as her sense of herself 

moves between poles. The dreams and premonitions, something that warns her, helps 

her, might be the part of the spiritual Helen Burns she carries within herself. The sinister 

drawings with the evil eyes and corpses, could be the side of Bertha Rochester, with her 

madness and brutality. All of the occurences could perhaps be explained by a mere 

coincidences or the working of an overly active imagination, however one unexplained 

mystery remains: the strange startling feeling and Rochester’s cry Jane hears in her head. 

Later on Rochester confirms he had actually said the words she heard, and he in turn, 

heard her answer. This occurrence is accompanied by a similar question-answer 

situation as was seen at Lowood with the application letter advised to her by a “fairy”. 

In this case, Jane is at the verge of making an important decision regarding her marriage 

to St. John, and she longs to do what is right. Rochester’s voice comes to her shortly 

after her wish to the Heavens: “Show me, show me the path!”12 We can see that again, 

her answer came to her through unnatural means. This, if not anything else, is an 

example of an unexplained supernatural event.  
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Within the story of Wuthering Heights, the supernatural seems to manifest itself 

mainly through ghosts. The first mentioning of a ghostly otherworldly figure is within 

Lockwood’s dream. While reading Catherine’s names scratched onto many surfaces, he 

claims that “a glare of white letters started from the dark, as vivid as spectres”.13 

Although he was under the influence of fever, it seems as if something had drawn him 

to it. Catherine’s ghost’s appearance at the window is a mystery in itself, as at the time, 

Lockwood was not aware who this Catherine truly was, or even if she was still alive, yet 

he dreams she is dead, for her hand was ice-cold, with immense power and no regard for 

pain. Even though he says she had the face of a child, she mourns it had been twenty 

years since she left the home. Lockwood was not aware of this fact either, and as she 

introduces herself as Linton, the name she actually had upon her death, Lockwood 

wonders why his mind picked that name of all the three he read. Some of these 

uncertainties can make us wonder about the plausibility of it being a mere dream 

induced by fever. Heathcliff comes crashing into the room in hope of finding Catherine 

back within her room, and later Lockwood even overhears him crying by the window 

for her to come back. This scene is one of the rare moments when Heathcliff is shown 

without rage or want of revenge. Heathcliff is quite possibly the only character who 

truly believed, or wanted to believe, in her ghost. Upon her death, he even calls to her:  

 

[…] 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 
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murderers. I believe – I know that ghosts have wandered on earth. Be with 

me always – take any form – drive me mad!14 

 

His will of being with her again even drives him to the uncovering of her coffin, 

twice, moreover during one of these instances, he even stares at her corpse, working out 

a plan how to be together after death. Vančura sees these scenes as something that 

nearly approaches necrophilia or vampirism, something traditionally Gothic, however 

Emily retains the Victorian notion of propriety.15 These shocking graveyard scenes help 

depicting Heathcliff’s demonic character, although he speaks of these events in a 

humble and confused way. These graveyards scenes along with Lockwood’s dream 

represent the most stunning scenes of the novel, and they point to the fact that an 

unfulfilled human passion or love can be fulfilled only within the supernatural realm.16 

For Heathcliff and Catherine, this is their only option. When Heathcliff alone dies, it is 

by the same lattice Catherine was trying to climb through back inside in the dream, with 

a smile on his face. We may assume his own ghost was finally reunited with that of 

Catherine. Nelly Dean almost confirms this fact when she meets the crying boy who 

claims to have seen Heathcliff and a woman roaming the area. Nelly reasons it was 

probably a mere figment of his imagination raised by the nonsense he hears his parents 

repeat, however she also admits she does not like being outside after dark ever since that 

moment. We can see that although the true presence of the ghosts is not explicitly 

confirmed, Brontë leaves this question partially opened for the readers to decide, as she 

did not specifically tell them what to believe in. Compared to Charlotte, it seems that 
                                                 

14 E. Brontë, 199 
15 Zdeněk Vančura ed., Philologia Pragensia: The Stones of Wuthering Heights (Prague: Academia, 1970) 
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Emily was more partial to the possibility that there are mysteries in life and secrets in 

death which we cannot begin to understand.17 Lockwood, at the very end, could be seen 

as the voice an outsider, someone who does not believe, compared to the fiery 

Heathcliff who strongly believed, needed to believe, that the dead can come back. 

Lockwood’s description of the graveyard is that of calmness, with soft wind, benign sky, 

and flowers. With his wondering “how any one could ever imagine unquiet slumbers, 

for the sleepers in that quiet earth”,18 the last sentence of the novel, it would seem, 

determines the air of its end, the scepticism as well as the wish for their peace, although 

Lockwood’s conclusion and approach to death and the peace it brings is in contrast with 

the rest of the novel, perhaps underlining the fact he truly did not belong there. 

Another aspect that makes a novel seem Gothic is the presence of psychological 

or physical mistreatment, accompanied by anxious feelings. The primary example of 

this is Jane Eyre’s childhood, the way she was treated by the Reeds. That is not a good 

start for a character. Locke sees childhood as a period that should be idealized and that 

children should be coaxed, not beaten, otherwise it may backfire.19 This can be seen in 

both Jane and Heathcliff, as their childhood was rather filled with constant terror than 

anything else. The main focus on this matter unquestionably is at the very beginning of 

Jane Eyre. She hides away from those that terrorize her, but she fears them too much 

not to answer their call. John Reed, who seems to have a strong antipathy against Jane, 

is continuously bullying and punishing her every day. This means Jane is constantly 

terrified. She says: “[…] every nerve I had feared him, […] There were moments when 
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I was bewildered by the terror he inspired, […].”20 It is obvious Jane had no way of 

defending herself, as she was a mere child, and everyone around was blind to the acts, 

and we may expect – in the case of Mrs. Reed – even supported them. The aunt always 

reminded Jane, and not in a civil manner, of her complete dependence on her good will, 

and Jane says it is one of the first things she can even remember, showing she was 

psychologically terrorized from very early on. “This reproach of my dependence had 

become a vague sing-song in my ear: very painful and crushing, but only half 

intelligible.”21 What seems to be the most striking and perhaps terrifying for the reader 

are the two things that transpire in a sequence. One is the fact that Jane’s head is 

actually cut open by the blow and is bleeding down her face, which no one seems to pay 

attention to at all, and the second is the merciless way in which she is thrust into the red 

room, which evokes such fear within her, she loses consciousness, almost driven mad 

by the terror she feels. As Pritchard states, in Gothic novels, horrors were often linked 

with madness and the fear of madness,22 which can definitely be exemplified by Bertha 

Rochester. This is where we can see both of the Gothic traditions: the terror Gothic is 

represented by Jane’s fear of the violence of young Reed and his mother’s cruelty, as 

well as the anxiety the reader feels for her safety, the horror Gothic by the actual violent 

and brutal acts which transpire. A product of this agonizing scene is Jane’s 

rebelliousness, as was stated before – her will to fight back, which probably stays with 

her from that point onwards and helps creating who she later becomes. However, this 

brutal attack on little Jane is perhaps the most agonizing to witness for the reader, as it 

is not terror, or horror, done by a spectre, or a ghost, or mental illness, nor is it 
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pardonable through a mystery or a supernatural feature that is later explained. 

Witnessing a child in such a position is possibly more fear inducing than other Gothic 

elements, as it does produce the feelings of both terror and horror in any reader. This 

particular scene does not only stay with Jane for the rest of her life, it might stay with 

the reader as well.  
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5. CONCLUSION	

As we can see, there are many Gothic aspects to the literary works of Charlotte 

and Emily Brontë, ranging from the setting of their novels, characters types, to a certain 

level of the supernatural within them. When it comes to determining why exactly we 

could call Jane Eyre, Villette, and Wuthering Heights Gothic novels, it is best to look at 

the overall atmosphere created by the said features within them, rather than basing the 

reasoning on the word Gothic itself by attempting a fitting definition, or trying to place 

them into boundaries limited by a certain period. It is obvious that the Gothic of the 

Brontës will differ from its forefathers, its predecessors, influenced by its own period 

with traces of realism or the romantic tradition; however there are still many similarities 

between them. The setting, though mostly moved to the British Isles, is very often as 

dark and mysterious as the paintings the Brontës admired. We may not see an outright 

castle, in which the heroine is held captive, but many of the architectural features 

function in a similar way as a castle would, again having a haunted atmosphere, or 

keeping the heroine isolated, giving her something to escape from. The heroines 

themselves also went through a change, namely being stronger characters than their 

predecessors, having a larger say in their own fates, as their purity through passivity 

was no longer important. The villains who usurp them, even in the period of realism, are 

still represented by the dominant patriarchal figures, suddenly appearing also as the 

heroines’ romantic interests, however we can also find females representing the same 

roles. Even though the supernatural aspects, or its cognates, were no longer the primary 

means to developing the plot as it was in Walpole, the supernatural can still be seen as 

means to creating the haunted atmosphere of certain scenes, certain parts of the plot, or 
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the general atmosphere which pervades the story. An interesting fact is that it seems as 

if the Brontës were not afraid of utilizing even the unexplained unearthly occurrences, 

not only Radcliffe’s explained type. As was said before, Gothic’s aim of creating the 

feelings of terror and horror within the readers was easily done by utilizing the 

supernatural elements, and often leaving the readers uncertain, somewhere between the 

earthly conventional laws and the possibility of the impossible. Although this too was 

used by the Brontës, we can see that these feelings were evoked even without the use of 

the supernatural, simply by the unbelievable cruelty of human beings, which 

unfortunately is a very realistic approach.  

 



52 
 

Bibliography: 

 
Alexandre, Christine.  ‘ “That Kingdom of Gloom”: Charlotte Brontë, the Annuals and 
the Gothic.’ Nineteenth-Century Literature March 1993, 409-436. 
 
Brontë, Charlotte. Jane Eyre. London: Bounty Books, 2005. 
 
Brontë, Charlotte. Villette. Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Classics, 1999. 
 
Brontë, Emily. Wuthering Heights. London: Penguin Books, 2006. 
 
Christiansen, Rupert. Romantic Affinities: Portraits From an Age, 1780-1830. New 
York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1989. 
 
Gordon, Jan B. “Gossip, Diary, Letter, Text: Anne Brontë’s Narrative Tenant and the 
Problematic of the Gothic Sequel.” ELH winter 1984, 719-745. 
 
Hogle, Jerrold E. ed. Gothic Fiction. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002. 
 
Hume, Robert D. “Gothic versus Romantic: A Revaluation of the Gothic Novel.” PMLA 
March 1969, 282-290.  
 
Kilgour, Maggie. The Rise of the Gothic Novel. London: Routledge, 1997. 
 
Miles, Robert. Gothic Writing, 1750 – 1820, A Genealogy. London: Routledge, 1993. 
 
Pritchard, Allan. “The Urban Gothic of Bleak House” Nineteenth-Century Literature 
March 1991, 432-452. 
 
Punter, David ed. A Companion to the Gothic. Oxford: Blackwell, 2001. 
 
Vančura, Zdeněk ed. Philologia Pragensia. The Stones of Wuthering Heights. Prague: 
Academia, 1970. 
 
Vránková, Kamila. Aspects of Gothic Novel in the 19th and the 20th Century Fiction. 
Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, 2001.  
 
Wein, Toni. ‘Gothic Desire in Charlotte Bronte’s “Villette.” ’ Studies in English 
Literature, 1500-1900 autumn 1999, 733-746.  
 
Wolstenholme, Susan. Gothic (Re)Visions: Writing Women as Readers. Albany: State 
University of New York, 1993. 
 
 


