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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING MYSTERY OF A GOTHIC MASTERPIECE

Since its publication in 1847, Wuthering Heights has captivated readers with its raw passion,
bleak moorland setting, and complex, often unsympathetic characters. The novel’s fierce exploration
of love, revenge, and the supernatural has secured its place as a cornerstone of English literature.
Yet, for decades after its release, a shroud of mystery hung over the book. Readers and critics alike
were consumed by a single, compelling question: who wrote Wuthering Heights? The answer, as
fascinating as the novel itself, leads us to the isolated parsonage of Haworth, Yorkshire, and into the
life of one of literature’s most enigmatic figures.
This  article  delves  into  the  definitive  answer  to  that  question,  exploring  the  author’s  identity,  the
historical context of the novel's creation, the initial confusion surrounding its authorship, and the
enduring legacy of the woman behind the masterpiece. We will untangle the myth from the fact,
examining the evidence, the speculation, and the ultimate truth about the origin of this singular
work of fiction.

THE DEFINITIVE ANSWER: MEET EMILY BRONTË

The simple, direct answer to the question who wrote Wuthering Heights is Emily Jane Brontë.
She was born on July 30, 1818, in Thornton, Yorkshire, and later moved with her family to the
Haworth  Parsonage  in  1820.  Emily  was  the  fifth  of  six  children  born  to  Patrick  Brontë,  an  Irish
Anglican clergyman, and his wife Maria Branwell Brontë. The early death of their mother and two
eldest sisters cast a long shadow over the family, forging an intense, inward-looking bond between
the remaining siblings: Charlotte, Branwell, Emily, and Anne.

The Brontë Family Background
To truly understand the creative force behind Wuthering Heights, one must appreciate the unique
environment in which Emily Brontë lived. The Brontë children, isolated in the remote village of
Haworth on the edge of the Yorkshire moors, created a rich inner world. Following the deaths of their
elder sisters, the four surviving children began to chronicle the lives and wars of the imaginary
kingdoms of Angria and Gondal. While Charlotte and Branwell focused on the passionate, political
world of Angria, Emily and Anne developed their own intricately detailed world of Gondal, a fictional
island realm. This childhood immersion in collaborative storytelling and imaginative world-building
was crucial. It was in these early writings that Emily honed her ability to create landscapes of
emotional  intensity  and  characters  of  fierce,  untamed will.  The  bleak  beauty  of  the  moors  around

Haworth became the spiritual and physical landscape of her only novel, providing the atmospheric
backdrop that is as crucial to the story as any character.

The Pseudonym: Ellis Bell
When Emily Brontë sought to publish her novel in 1847, she, like her sisters Charlotte and Anne,
chose to use a masculine pseudonym. Emily adopted the name Ellis Bell. Why? In the Victorian era,
female  authors  faced  significant  prejudice.  It  was  widely  believed  that  a  woman’s  delicate
sensibilities could not produce works of serious literary merit, particularly a novel featuring such
brutal passion and morally ambiguous characters as Wuthering Heights. By publishing under a male
or gender-neutral name, Emily and her sisters hoped to be judged on the quality of their writing, not
their sex. The sisters (Charlotte as Currer Bell, Emily as Ellis Bell, and Anne as Acton Bell) took their
secret with them to London, creating one of the great literary mysteries of the 19th century. The use
of the pseudonym is a crucial part of the story of who wrote Wuthering Heights, as it led directly
to years of speculation and misattribution.

THE PUBLICATION OF WUTHERING HEIGHTS IN 1847

Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights was published in a three-volume set alongside her sister Anne’s
novel, Agnes Grey. Thomas C. Newby was the publisher. The arrangement was a practical one, as
Newby was less than enthusiastic about the risk of publishing two unknown authors. The novel was
released in December 1847, shortly after Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre had taken the literary world
by  storm.  This  serendipitous  timing,  while  initially  beneficial,  would  later  create  confusion  when
some critics accused Wuthering Heights of being an early, cruder work by the author of Jane Eyre
(Currer Bell).

Initial Reception and Criticism
The initial critical reception of Wuthering Heights was deeply divided and largely negative. Early
reviewers were shocked and repelled by the novel’s violence, its portrayal of cruelty, and its lack of
conventional  morality.  The  intense,  obsessive  relationship  between  Heathcliff  and  Catherine
Earnshaw, and the multi-generational cycle of revenge, was seen as brutal and distasteful. One critic
famously called it “a disagreeable story” full of “coarse and loathsome” characters. Another
described it as a “pennerman’s nightmare.” The book was considered structurally clumsy and
thematically disturbing. At this point, the question of who wrote Wuthering Heights was often
answered with a sneer, assuming it  was the work of a rough, uncultured man or a woman of
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questionable  morality.  The  very  elements  that  we  now  celebrate  as  the  novel’s  greatest
strengths—its raw emotional power, its refusal to sentimentalize love, its complex, unsympathetic
protagonists—were the very things that drew the harshest critical fire.

WHY THE MYSTERY? THE QUESTION OF WHO WROTE WUTHERING HEIGHTS

The  confusion  surrounding  the  authorship  of  Wuthering  Heights  did  not  end  with  the  simple
revelation that Ellis Bell was a woman. In fact, following the publication of Jane Eyre, some critics
and readers speculated that Wuthering Heights might actually be an earlier, inferior work by Currer
Bell (Charlotte Brontë). The dramatic differences in style and subject matter between the two novels
only fueled this debate. Jane Eyre,  while passionate,  is  ultimately a story of  moral  clarity and
triumphant love. Wuthering Heights is a dark, claustrophobic exploration of destructive passion, with
no easy resolutions. The two could not be more different, yet the shared initials of the pseudonyms
(C.  Bell  and  E.  Bell)  and  the  fact  that  they  were  published  by  different  publishers  led  to  endless
speculation.

Speculation About Branwell Brontë
One of the most persistent and romanticized theories about who wrote Wuthering Heights was
that it was the work of Emily’s brother, Branwell Brontë. Branwell was a talented, troubled young
man who battled with alcoholism and opium addiction. He was widely considered the most gifted of
the Brontë children in his youth, particularly in art and poetry. After his death in 1848, and following
the success of the sisters’ novels, a legend grew that Branwell was the true author of Wuthering
Heights. Proponents of this theory pointed to the novel’s intense, raw, and often brutal nature, which
they argued could only have come from a man’s experience. They speculated that Branwell had
written the novel while in the throes of his own passionate, failed romance and that Emily merely
transcribed or published it after his death. This myth persisted for many years, fueled by a romantic
desire to attribute the novel’s dark genius to a Byronic, doomed male figure. However, there is no
credible evidence to support this claim. Emily’s surviving manuscripts, her poems, and her known
intellectual and creative independence strongly point to her being the sole author. The Gondal
poems she wrote are clear precursors to the themes and style of Wuthering Heights, proving the
novel was the product of her own unique vision.

The Collaborative Myth
Another, less dramatic theory was that the novel was the product of a collaboration between the
Brontë siblings. Some suggested that Charlotte and Anne contributed to the plot or the writing of
certain chapters. This idea arose from the intense collaborative nature of the Brontës’ childhood.
However,  again,  there  is  no  evidence of  any such collaboration.  Charlotte  Brontë  herself  was
famously  critical  of  her  sister’s  novel,  finding  it  a  very  different  work  from her  own.  After  Emily’s
death, Charlotte edited a new edition of Wuthering Heights in 1850, but she did so reluctantly, often
commenting on the book’s perceived flaws and roughness. She treated it as the work of a singular,

difficult  genius,  not  a  joint  effort.  The  overwhelming  consensus  among  literary  scholars  today  is
unequivocal:  Emily  Brontë,  and  Emily  Brontë  alone,  wrote  Wuthering  Heights.

EMILY BRONTË'S UNIQUE VOICE AND VISION

To fully appreciate the answer to who wrote Wuthering Heights, we must appreciate what makes
the book so singular. Emily Brontë’s is a voice entirely unlike any other in English literature. She
wrote  only  one  novel,  and  some  of  the  finest  poetry  of  the  19th  century,  but  that  one  novel  has
generated more critical analysis, adaptation, and passionate debate than almost any other book.

Literary Style and Innovation
Emily Brontë’s narrative structure is remarkably complex and innovative for its time. The story is
told through a series of nested narratives. The primary narrator is Mr. Lockwood, a city gentleman
who rents Thrushcross Grange. He, in turn, is told the story by Nelly Dean, the housekeeper, who is
a deeply involved participant in the events she describes. This layered structure creates a sense of
distance  and  unreliability.  The  reader  never  gets  direct  access  to  the  thoughts  of  Heathcliff  or
Catherine;  we  experience  the  story  through  the  often-fallible  filter  of  Nelly  Dean.  This  technique,
decades ahead of its time, adds to the novel’s unsettling and ambiguous nature. The language itself
is stark, powerful, and deeply connected to the natural world. The moors are not just a setting; they
are a character, a force that shapes the lives and passions of the characters. Emily’s prose is
rhythmic and poetic, perfectly capturing the wild, untamed spirit of her story.

Themes of Passion, Nature, and Revenge
The  core  of  the  novel’s  enduring  power  lies  in  its  unflinching  exploration  of  passion.  The  love
between  Catherine  and  Heathcliff  is  not  a  gentle,  socially  acceptable  love.  It  is  a  primal,  all-
consuming force that transcends morality, society, and even death. Catherine’s famous declaration,
“I  am  Heathcliff,”  encapsulates  this  destructive  and  transcendent  connection.  The  novel  also
explores  profound  themes  of  social  class,  cultural  displacement,  and  the  corrosive  nature  of
revenge.  Heathcliff  is  an  outsider,  a  gypsy-like  foundling  who  is  treated  cruelly  by  the  Earnshaw
family. His subsequent quest for revenge against both the Earnshaws and the Lintons drives the plot
for the second half of the book. However, Emily Brontë refuses to provide a simple moral lesson.
Heathcliff is a monster,  yet he is also deeply,  tragically human. He is capable of immense cruelty,
yet his love for Catherine renders him profoundly sympathetic. This moral complexity, which so
shocked Victorian readers, is precisely what makes the novel so resonant and modern.

THE LEGACY OF WUTHERING HEIGHTS

Today, the question of who wrote Wuthering Heights is answered clearly and immediately: Emily
Brontë. Her novel has not only survived its initial harsh reception but has transcended it to become
one of the most studied, adapted, and beloved works in the English language.


