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Close Reading and Creative Portfolio – Ecocriticism and Romanticism

A close reading of Wuthering Heights by Jasmine Rees.
I will be discussing my close reading of Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronte. I have chosen this novel because I believe that it aligns with the core theme of Ecocriticism and Romanticism, encapsulating the relationship between humans and nature within Wuthering Heights. In its own way, with its wild moors and harsh weather, Wuthering Heights is not just a backdrop, but a character itself, shaping everything the characters say, do and feel. However, it can also be argued that Wuthering Heights is primarily the breakdown of language reflecting the breakdown of social boundaries. It is a story about its own freedom of social convention and unparalleled emotional intensity. Using Emily Bronte’s gothic novel along with secondary sources, I will be analysing the text to see how romanticism and ecocriticism play its role in this socio-historical setting of the Yorkshire moors.
Wuthering Heights has always considered to be a Gothic Romance, with the unparalleled connection between Cathrine and Heathcliff living in a society that demands and controls both of their lives. However, Gothic stories are not just about people’s intense emotions or their ‘madness’ but also focus’ on how characters are deeply tied to the nature and weather around them. [footnoteRef:24899] The affective and material forces of the story, such as the mud, wind and rain, sets the tone within, and brands itself not just as a love story, but a story about its environment. How its latent interplay almost blurs together; not really knowing where the storm of the moors ends and where Heathcliff’s anger and Cathrine’s rage begins. [24899:  https://www-tandfonline-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/doi/full/10.1080/14748932.2025.2501212#abstract] 

Romanticism: Seeing Oneself in the Mirror.
In the sense of the Romantics, such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the ultimate ‘raw-feeling’ was seen to be as ‘the sublime’. How human beings were born naturally good and that ‘reason’ and civilisation corrupts our pure, raw emotions. During chapter nine, the character of Cathrine Earnshaw declares to Nelly in a desperate plea her rejection, or her reasoning, of marrying a kind, rich man such as Edgar Linton in favour of a “raw feeling” that is destructive, elemental, and illogical. 
"If all else perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; and if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the universe would turn to a mighty stranger... Nelly, I am Heathcliff! He’s always, always in my mind: not as a pleasure, any more than I am always a pleasure to myself, but as my own being." [footnoteRef:31550] [31550:  Emily Bronte, Wuthering Heights, (Reading: Penguin Popular Classics, 1994),  p. 81.] 

This can be determined by her love and grief she feels for Heathcliff, someone whom she sees within herself as she conveys her raw, emotional state. The syntax Bronte uses is clear and straight forward; how she begins with Cathrine’s awareness of the world she is currently living in and what living in a world without Heathcliff would look like. Even if the world still exists with him in it, she will continue to exist in this world. However, without him in it, she would see the world as a stranger, something she would not know or recognise. Because without him in it, she would lose a part of herself, claiming to be Heathcliff herself. In other words, this is her way of saying she and Heathcliff are two parts of the same landscape; their bond is a literal force of nature, not just a human emotion.
To emphasise further, in chapter fifteen, Cathrine Earnshaw serves as a literary embodiment of Kate Soper’s critique of the ‘naturalized woman’ [footnoteRef:1577], as she finds herself violently torn between her raw, ‘animal-like’ affinity for the moors and the suffocating cultural expectations of Victorian domesticity. She expresses to Nelly,  [1577:  Kate Soper, and others, The Green Studies Reader From Romanticism and Ecocriticism (New York: Routledge, 2000), p. 139.] 

“I’m tired of being enclosed here. I’m wearying to escape into that glorious world, and to be always there: not seeing it dimly through tears, and yearning for it through the walls of an aching heart: but really with it, and in it.” [footnoteRef:289]  [289:  Bronte, Wuthering Heights, p 143.] 

This is Catharine's way of, once again, indefinably rejecting the feminised domesticity that Kate Soper critiques. The way Emily Bronte uses her diction throughout this text are not peaceful words, but harsh, real, and spoken with raw ‘yearning’. The use of the word ‘tired’ can be seen as Cathrine’s state of being drained, exhausted of living a life where she feels trapped, enclosed. And that ‘glorious world’ she expresses, how ‘glorious’ that death is her only answer to rid her of a conformed world in which she can never be happy. In my opinion, Cathrine views the civilized world as a prison and sees her natural self as her only true identity. But only through death can she truly feel her sense of spiritual freedom can she finally be with the ‘real’ Heathcliff. The man she had come to known as her equal. 
The most beautiful and tragic thing about Heathcliff and Cathrine is that, with their shared trauma in the death of Mr Earnshaw, and the fact they are both considered ‘outcasts’, they rely on the other to survive in a society that demands and curates against those who are different. Heathcliff being dark-skinned and a gipsy, while Cathrine is considered to being reckless, wild and wicked. They contemplate each other through their unlikeness. Through this, they promise each other to grow up as rude as savages almost the same way to those who have treated them like so. Hence, running to the moors and laughing at their ‘punishments’. Nothing mattered more than them being free and together. Two people who are different in appearance and stature, but relate to the absurdity of social convention, not wanting to follow its apparent hand.
Ecocriticism: Nature as a Force to be Reckoned With.
The relationship between humans and nature has always been connected. A study, in which, is the relationship between literature and the physical environment. There have been arguments on if this movement should be called ecocriticism or green studies. Hence, through the 1970’s in America, it is still being named an ‘emergent’ movement which addresses environmental concerns.[footnoteRef:28246] In the sense of Bronte’s narrative concerning ecocriticism, she uses her liminal space to reflect how her characters, in their internal states, feel within moments of intense vulnerability. The physicality of the windows, doors and thresholds encourage the reader to see Wuthering Heights itself as a character, setting the "ecological" and "affective" tone with adjective and verbs she uses so diligently. For example, Lockwood, as the amusing narrator of the story who has no idea what exactly he has gotten himself into, describes his own version of the house, inviting the reader to go on his interpretation. [28246:  Peter Barry, Beginning Theory an Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory, 4th edn. (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017), p. 248] 

"‘Wuthering’ being a significant provincial adjective, descriptive of the atmospheric tumult to which its station is exposed in stormy weather. Pure, bracing ventilation they must have up there at all times, indeed: 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." [footnoteRef:22064] [22064:  Et al, p. 20.] 

[bookmark: _Int_HX2jdtjU]In this passage, Lockwood covers the personification of nature itself with beautiful and imaginative exposition. “...stretching their limbs one way, as if craving the alms of the sun.” This simple yet effective sentence tells us these trees are reaching for something, as if they were starving beggars. I suppose living in an area where there is no sun can make the trees stretch their dead limbs. Emily truly wants you to feel as Wuthering Heights itself as a solemn, melancholy place. Desperate and sad. The 'excessive slant' of the trees serves as a visual metaphor for the characters themselves; just as the north wind forces the firs to grow at an angle, the 'atmospheric tumult' of the moors will inevitably warp the psychological development of Catherine and Heathcliff. Here, nature is not just a backdrop, but an active sculptor of identity, a physical force that dictates the shape of living things. With this, who is to say that the characters living within the house (like Heathcliff) is also "stunted" or "slanted"? 
During chapter three, when Lockwood dreams of a chapel after reading one of Cathrine’s diaries, he claims to have walked it “twice or thrice”; a place he is familiar with.
“We came to the chapel. I have passed it really in my walks, twice or thrice, it lies in a hollow, between two hills: an elevated hollow, near a swamp, whose peaty moisture is said to answer all the purposes of embalming on a few corpses deposited there.” [footnoteRef:31303] [31303:  Et al, p. 35.] 

It makes me question why exactly Bronte wrote this and what it meant. Especially how it made me feel when she describes a chapel with a haunting tone. Much like Wuthering Heights itself.  But then I remembered reading Emily Martin’s article on her “Regenerative Death” idea. She suggests that because Cathrine and Heathcliff were ‘severed’ from nature while they were alive (living in a controlling environment, following social rules), they were miserable and hollow. [footnoteRef:8305] Just like this chapel. I agree with her thesis because this seems to be leading towards Cathrine and Heathcliff’s fate. By dying and being buried in the moors, they finally reconnect with the earth. Their deaths are not a sad ending, but a way to finally ‘plug back in’ to the natural world itself. However, as we meet the ghost of Cathrine herself. I ask myself, is she a figment of the imagination, an apparition, or truly the ghost of Cathrine haunting Heathcliff and Wuthering Heights itself? She appears suddenly after Lockwood reads her diary. [8305:   Emily Martin, (2025) ‘‘Doomed to decay:’ Endogenic Nature and Impersonal Affect in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights’, Brontë Studies, 50(3), pp. 273 doi: 10.1080/14748932.2025.2501212.] 

In the same chapter, we are introduced to Cathrine Linton, the one who haunts the narrative, in an abrupt display. With Lockwood telling Heathcliff this, and after leaving the room only to stand by and watch as Heathcliff calls out to Cathrine in a frenzy, bursting into tears as he calls her name. And then, Bronte, once again, uses the power of nature itself to display her characters emotions. 
“The spectre showed a spectre’s ordinary caprice: it gave no sign of being; but the snow and wind whirled wildly through, even reaching my station, and blowing out the lights.” [footnoteRef:4242] [4242:  Et al, p. 39.] 

This sad and harrowing scene feels cold, as it should be. At this point, we do not know the reason for Heathcliff’s reaction.
A Kind of Motif
My favourite possible motif for this narrative is the introduction to the dogs in the very first chapter.  to the reader may have been Brontes way of foreshadowing Lockwood's fate with getting himself involved, especially with Heathcliff's legacy. When the dogs attack Lockwood after a slight wink, in sheer panic, Lockwood exclaims,
“You might as well leave a stranger with a brood of tigers!” [footnoteRef:17844] [17844:  Et al, p. 22.] 

I believe this to be Bronte’s way of pointing out to the reader that Lockwood will entangle himself in this family’s drama with the worst possible outcome. Knowing the truth of the story is one thing, but to get involved with a band of people who do not want prying eyes on you in another. As Heathcliff states, his dogs merely attack those who do nothing.
‘“They won’t meddle with persons who touch nothing,” he remarked, putting the bottle before me, and restoring the displaces table. “The dogs do right to be vigilant.”’ [footnoteRef:20348] [20348:  Et al, p. 22/23.] 

In conclusion, Emily Bronte’s story aims to arise a wide range of emotions within her readers, and encourages you to think, see and feel what the central parts of the story conveys whilst covering intense and emotional turmoil to the rich gothic sense of class and social issues. However, despite all these important and harrowing themes, the smallest of details or the most simplistic dialogues can be so significant and important. Especially as ecocriticism and romanticism plays a major role within the story. Wuthering Heights is a tragic and melancholy tale of two people who serve as a quintessential romantic exploration of the ‘sublime’, charting the cycle of vengeance and obsession with two characters to see each other as equals and can only be their true selves in death. Through an ecocritical lens, the novel functions as a study of environmental contrast, pitting the wild, elemental ferocity of the moors, in which both Cathrine and Heathcliff embody. Ultimately suggesting that human passion if a force of nature that cannot be contained by the social structures or even the boundaries of morality. 


Creative Portfolio by Jasmine Rees.
Just like the Seed

My husband is a stubborn man. 
He works many hours in the new factory in London; his poor hands and clothes covered in the same black charcoal he so diligently carries. And every time he enters home, there’s this musky smell in which hovers within our home. His poor boots drag on the floor whilst he drops his sack, the clinking of his tools a delightful alarm. And yet, whenever I would enter, he would wear the same glorious smile he has given me since we were young and naive. It is not his fault, of course. He has to work. And money is tight.  
However, I’m starting to worry. Worry that the charcoal is now embedding into his skin, becoming a part of the factory.  
I need to tell him. I need to tell him within the factory he so stubbornly works at and bring that gentle smile back on his face.
My heels click against the cobbled ground. I clutch my purse against my chest, for fear I would trip over the many stray stones laid ahead. The first thing I noticed was the harrowing smell of burning and the clouds of smoke which infestered the air. I almost choked. This place was clearly not meant for a woman, my heels just about cutting the edge on loose wood and metal roads, which seemed to scour my way. Men, in general, wore grim, greasy stained faces. But oh. As soon as they saw me, their charred lips would smile. The blackness of their teeth a grinning joker. I only smiled back.  
But when I turned the corner, my smile faded.  
In its absolute discretion, was the factory. The sun was setting into a lush orange hue as the plush clouds eased itself into the late afternoon. The factory, where the devious smoke resided and escaped like a culprit, pulsed out of its fumes and joined the clouds. A new bird in the flock. Below the fumes, I can see why they called it ‘industrial’. I had never seen such machinery, all cobbled up like a giant with his tools. And all of the boats aligned on the river made me feel so small. 
So, this is where he works. A giant’s playground.  
“Hey! Miss!”
I turned around and saw a blotchy man covered from head to toe in charcoal grim. He smelt unsettling and sour, making my eyes wet. 
“You’re not suppos’t be here. No siree! You best be off b‘fore the cops sees you.”
“Oh, I do apologise. I was just looking for my husband. You may know him?”
He places his hands on his hips, breathing unevenly, “Hm. Depends. Many men workin’ here you know.”
“Yes, I understand completely,” I say, flustered, “It’s just... I wanted to give him his lunch! Can't let a man work on an empty stomach.”
He seemed to like my answer. His small mouth slowly turning into a toothy smirk, “Cor, he’s a luck of the draw then.” For a moment, he looks me up and down. I had to hold myself back. But staying true to myself, I smile back at him. 
“Sorry, miss. ‘fraid you’ll have to give it to me. Don’t worry.” he chuckles, “I’ll keep it safe for you.”
“Maria?”
I gasped, knowing exactly who’s voice that belonged to. I turned around and see my husband, standing there with the same black grim on his face, hands and clothes. My heart flourished at the sight, but I must not be coy. “Darling! There you are.”
The other man, cut 
of mid-sentence, puffs out a lengthy sigh.
He walks up to me, eyes furrowing, “What are you doing here? You’ll get yourself hurt.”
“Oh, don’t be silly. These heels won’t stop me you know.”
He laughs.
“Anyway,” I say, “I have an announcement to make. And do not worry about the expensive! I have it all figured out.”
“You do?” His eyes glistened.
“Indeed.” I take a step forward and wait a moment. A pause, if you will.  I wanted to see his eyes shimmer just a little more. 
“Remember I mentioned about my grandmother? How she grew her own garden in her backyard and planted the most beautiful flowers? Flowers that would be so enticing, you could still smell them from a far-off distance?”
He nods his head slowly.
My smile can only grow, “Well, a certain lawyer contacted me. And guess who’s name is on her will for a certain house in the countryside?”
He gasps lightly, his smile now growing even more. In a whisper, he says, “We got it?”
Biting my lip, I nod my head. Giggling ever so fruitily. “We have it! The house is ours!”
He was lost for words, his eyes wide, mouth agape. Or could not comprehend what exactly I just said to him. I dared not to laugh under my gloved hand. 
The other man, quiet as an unblown whistle, sighs longingly, and turns away. Rumbling under his breath as he goes. 
It was a relief, to say the least. A relief that I had been holding onto for quite some time. For when he smiled at me, the sun began to streak through the smoky clouds, directing itself in faint shimmers behind my husband’s head. For a moment, I had forgotten that the factory even existed. He takes me in his arms and lifts me into the air! Swerling us around like a ballet music box. It was unexpected, but I laughed with joy, nonetheless. He truly a man of simple pleasures. And I, a humble seed; ready to grow in its wuthering soil and flourish in its brilliant gloom. 
-
It took us two days to prepare for our departure. And my husband could not be more ready to leave such a miserable place. 
When I arrived here as a child, it was my grandmother who suggested we leave the countryside so that we may have more opportunities within the city. And after the pass of my grandfather, she did not want to continue to live in the same home. A home with so many memories, I could only imagine the hurt. I remember the brisk change; from the flowery scents overlooking the lush greenery, blue skies circling my eye, to the rapturous thunder and the amounts of rain pelting
 down from the sky. I knew, right there and then, that London was a place of dreary days ahead. And now knowing we were to escape such a place, my hopes began to arise again. 
Just like the seed.
The carriage arrived in due time. And as we placed the last of our luggage, I turned around to see our home. Standing like a blank canvas, all white with no sign of life within. I take a deep breath and feel the weight leave my shoulders. My husband seemed to notice my silence, and places his arm on my waist, and kisses me cheek gently, “It will be alright. Like you said before: what comes around, comes around. Right?”
I breathed out a smile, nodding, “Quite right.”
And so, with one last look with eager smiles, we entered the carriage. 
---

Commentary 
For this creative piece, I wanted to write a story about new beginnings. Specifically, a couple wanting to escape a “dirty, harrowing” industry setting for a rural landscape. My goal was to employ a romantic ideology that nature is viewed as sweet and free, while simultaneously tackling the ecocritical reality: that industrialism land is harsh and unforgiving, and how new beginnings can simply bring new life into a person like a seed.
The wife, Marina, embodies a yearning for her long-lost childhood of living in the countryside. She seeks to rescues her husband from a draining environment that is damaging not only her spirit but to the ecological health of the region. Theirs is a journey about wanting to live by the sun and the seasons. And wanting to take her husband away from a harsh environment that is not only draining him, rather than the factory smoke and whistle. I was heavily inspired by Wuthering Heights and asked myself what would happen if characters like Heathcliff and Cathrine did in fact run away from their trapped lives and simply lived? It would take away the core.
Thus, I have applied a romantic lens to the prose, using sensory language to paint the countryside as a sanctuary of spiritual rebirth. However, I have tempered this with ecocritical subversions. While the Romantics often ‘othered’ nature as pristine, static backdrop, my narrative acknowledges the agency the environment. Teh land is not merely a stage for human emotion; it is a complex system that resists the couple's arrival through depleted soil and legal boundaries. 
Since I did not complete this in due time, I only used the text used for the close reading and will include them in this commentary.
----- 
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