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SERIES EDITOR’S PREFACE

This series aims to promote sophisticated literary analysis through the concept of character. It demonstrates the necessity of linking character analysis to texts’ themes, issues and ideas, and encourages students to embrace the complexity of literary characters and the texts in which they appear. The series thus fosters close critical reading and evidence-based discussion, as well as an engagement with historical context, and with literary criticism and theory.

Character Studies was prompted by a general concern in literature departments about students responding to literary characters as if they were real people rather than fictional creations, and writing about them as if they were two-dimensional entities existing in an ahistorical space. Some students tend to think it is enough to observe that King Lear goes ‘mad’, that Frankenstein is ‘ambitious’, or that Vladimir and Estragon are ‘tender and cruel’. Their comments are correct, but obviously limited.

Thomas Docherty, in his Reading (Absent) Character: Towards a Theory of Characterization in Fiction, reminds us to relate characters to ideas but also stresses the necessity of engaging with the complexity of characters:


If we proceed with the same theory as we apply to allegory [that a character represents one thing, such as Obstinate in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress], then we will be led to accept that Madame Bovary ‘means’ or ‘represents’ some one essence or value, however complex that essence may be. But perhaps, and more likely, she is many things, and perhaps some of them lead to her character being incoherent, lacking unity, and so on. […] It is clearly wrong to say, in a critical reading, that Kurtz, for example, in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness represents evil, or ambition, or any other one thing, and to leave it at that; nor is Jude a representative of ‘failed aspirations’ in Hardy’s Jude the Obscure; nor is Heathcliff a representation of the proletariat in Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights, and so on. There may be elements of truth in some of these readings of character, but the theory which rests content with trying to discover the singular simple essence of character in this way is inadequate […] (1983, p. xii)



King Lear, for example, is complex, so not easily understandable, and is perhaps ‘incoherent, lacking unity’; he is fictional, so must be treated as a construct; and he does not ‘mean’ or ‘represent’ one thing. We can relate him to ideas about power, control, judgement, value, sovereignty, the public and the private, sex and sexuality, the body, nature and nurture, appearance, inheritance, socialization, patriarchy, religion, will, blindness, sanity, violence, pessimism, hope, ageing, love, death, grief - and so on.

To ignore this, and to respond to Lear as if he is a real person talking ahistorically, means we simplify both the character and the play; it means, in short, that we forget our responsibilities as literary critics. When, for example, Lear cries, ‘Howl, howl, howl, howl! O, you are men of stones!’ (5.2.255), it would be wrong to ignore our emotional response, to marginalize our empathy for a father carrying his dead daughter, but we must also engage with such other elements as: the meaning and repetition of ‘Howl’ (three howls in some editions, four in others); the uncertainty about to whom ‘you are men of stones’ is directed; what ‘men of stones’ meant to Shakespeare’s audience; the various ways in which the line can be said, and the various effects produced; how what Lear says relates to certain issues in the play and introduces new ideas about being human; what literary critics have written about the line; and what literary theorists have said, or might say, about it.

When we embrace the complexity of character, when we undertake detailed, sensitive critical analysis that acknowledges historical context, and literary criticism and theory, and when we relate characters to themes, issues and ideas, the texts we study blossom, beautifully and wonderfully, and we realize that we have so much more to say about them. We are also reminded of why they are worthy of study, of why they are important, of why they are great.

Ashley Chantler
 University of Chester, UK


INTRODUCTION

AN OVERVIEW OF WUTHERING HEIGHTS

The popularity of Wuthering Heights as a text for undergraduate study is unsurprising given its enigmatic protagonists. But some students find it difficult to approach the novel’s characters in a sophisticated way; seminar papers and essays typically dwell on the relationship between Heathcliff and Catherine, or whether Heathcliff is tyrant or victim, but without getting to grips with Bronte’s complex development of these characters. Students also often forget that this novel, which is stereotyped as a novel about doomed love on the solitary Yorkshire moors, is in fact peopled with a large cast of idiosyncratic characters, each of whom plays an important part in the plot. Engaging with these characters will allow students to come to a better understanding of the themes, issues and context of Wuthering Heights.

Readers and critics have been intrigued - and disturbed - by the characters of Wuthering Heights since the novel’s publication in 1847. The earliest reviews registered, on the one hand, revulsion and distaste for the characters, their actions and their language; on the other, the mysterious power of the story and its protagonists. The reviewer of the Literary World saw himself as being strangely compelled to read against his will:


Fascinated by strange magic we read what we dislike, we become interested in characters which are most revolting to our feelings, and are made subject to the immense power, of the book. […] In the whole story not a single trait of character is elicited
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