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LOS ANGELES — In its 
opening credits, Oscar-win-
ning director Emerald Fen-
nell’s “Wuthering Heights” 
self-identifies as “based on 
the novel by Emily Brontë.”

Yet as Fennell has proven 
in a slew of interviews about 
the already polemical film, 
released Friday, the relation-
ship between Brontë’s Goth-
ic epic and its latest adap-
tation is more complicated 
than that.

Penned by a young female 
author perpetually adrift 
in the dark world of fanta-
sy, “Wuthering Heights” is 
a transgressive novel today 
and was exponentially more 
so at the time of its pub-
lication in 1847. Its protag-
onists are vengeful, and its 
romances — including Cath-
erine Earnshaw (Cathy) and 
Heathcliff’s — are ridden 
with violence, both psycho-
logical and physical. While 
Fennell’s film anchors itself 
in Brontë’s narrative land-
scape, it also takes creative 
liberties in service of approx-
imating the director’s per-
sonal experience reading it 
as a teen.

Whereas Brontë’s novel 
contains “mere glimmers of 
physical intimacy,” Fennell’s 
picture is erotic, laden with 
steamy scenes inserted from 
the director’s imagination.

“They’re part of the book 
of my head,” Fennell recent-
ly told The Times. “I think 
they’re part of the book of all 
of our heads.”

Some book purists beg to 
differ with Fennell’s inter-
pretation. Well in advance of 
the film’s release, the direc-
tor was criticized for cast-
ing her former “Saltburn” 
collaborator Jacob Elordi 
as Heathcliff, who is repeat-
edly described through-
out Brontë’s novel as non-

white. Brontë fans have 
also accused the director of 
reducing a complex work 
rife with social critique into a 
popcorn romance.

Perhaps anticipating such 
backlash, Fennell in a recent 
interview with Fandango 
explained her decision to 
enclose the film’s title in quo-
tation marks, saying, “You 
can’t adapt a book as dense 
and complicated and difficult 
as this book.”

“I can’t say I’m making 
‘Wuthering Heights.’ It’s not 
possible,” the director said. 
“What I can say is I’m mak-
ing a version of it.”

Here are seven ways 
Fennell’s interpretation of 
“Wuthering Heights” differs 
from its source material.

FENNELL’S HEATHCLIFF 
IS WHITE

Brontë’s “Wuthering 
Heights” leaves Heathcliff’s 
racial identity ambiguous, 
with characters referring to 
him as a “gipsy brat,” “las-
car” and “Spanish castaway” 
at different points through-
out the novel. But one thing 
is clear: He is not white.

As the Lousiana State 

Unversity professor Elsie 
Michie writes in the aca-
demic jour nal ar ticle, 
“From Simianized Irish 
to  Or ienta l  Despots : 
Heathcl i f f ,  Rochester 
and Racial Dif ference,” 
Heathclif f ’s racial other-
ing is how “he becomes, 
for others, a locus of both 
fear and desire.” In other 
words, Heathclif f ’s role 
in the novel, and thus his 
fraught romance with 
Cathy, is predicated upon 
his non-white identity.

Fennell’s film instead 
relies on class differences 
— and a meddling Nelly 
(to be discussed later) — 
to form the rift between its 
love interests.

CATHY’S BROTHER 
DIES YOUNG

When Mr. Earnshaw 
presents a young Cathy 
with her companion-to-be 
early in the film, she 
declares that she will name 
him Heathclif f, “after my 
dead brother.”

For the remainder of the 
film, Brontë’s character 
Hindley Earnshaw is sub-
sumed into Mr. Earnshaw. 

Rather than Hindley, it is 
Mr. Earnshaw who devolves 
into the drunk gambling 
addict whose vices force 
him to cede Wuthering 
Heights to Heathcliff. Mr. 
Earnshaw’s abuse of young 
Heathcliff in the film makes 
the latter’s revenge plot 
more personal than his 
book counterpart’s against 
Hindley.

CATHY MEETS EDGAR 
LINTON AS AN ADULT
In Brontë’s novel, Cathy 

and Heathcliff first encoun-
ter their neighbors, the Lin-
tons, after an outdoor esca-
pade gone awry. Cathy gets 
bitten in the ankle by an 
aggressive dog and stays at 
the Lintons’ for a few weeks 
to heal.

Cathy sustains a similar 
injury in the film, but this 
time, she’s an adult woman, 
who falls from the Thrush-
cross Grange garden wall 
after attempting to spy on 
its grown residents Edgar 
and Isabella. (In the book, 
the two are siblings. Here, 
Isabella is referred to as 
Edgar’s “ward.”)

Aside from providing 

some comic relief, Fennell’s 
revision also fast-tracks the 
marriage plot that severs 
Cathy and Heathcliff.

NELLY IS A MEDDLER, 
AND A SPITEFUL ONE
Whereas Brontë writes 

Nelly as a largely passive 
narrator, Fennell abandons 
the frame narrative structure 
altogether and instead fash-
ions the housekeeper into a 
complex character with sig-
nificant control over Cathy’s 
life.

It is she who ensures 
Heathcliff overhears Cathy 
as she laments how marry-
ing him would degrade her, 
causing him to flee Wuther-
ing Heights and leave Cathy 
to marry Edgar. Nelly’s ploy 
comes shortly after Cathy 
demeans the housekeeper, 
claiming that she wouldn’t 
understand Cathy’s predica-
ment given she’s never loved 
anyone, and no one has 
ever loved her. Thus, Nelly 
is characterized as vengeful 
toward Cathy — although, 
as the latter lies in her death 
bed, the two share a brief 
moment that complicates 
their relationship to each 
other.

Regardless, Fennell gives 
Nelly and Cathy’s relation-
ship psychological depth 
that Brontë’s novel doesn’t 
seem to afford them.

ISABELLA IS A 
WILLING SUBMISSIVE
One particular still of 

Alison Oliver’s Isabella is 
already making the rounds 
online, and for good reason. 
The shot, which depicts the 
young woman engaging in 
BDSM-style puppy play, is 
a stark contrast to Brontë’s 
characterization of Isabella 
as a victim of domestic vio-
lence.

In Brontë’s book, Isabel-
la marries Heathcliff naively 

believing he might shape up 
into a gentleman and flees 
with their son when she real-
izes that is out of the ques-
tion. In the film, Heathcliff 
is clear from their first 
romantic encounter that he 
does not love Isabella, will 
never love her and pursues 
her only to torture Cathy — 
and the young woman still 
chooses to be with him.

THERE IS NO SECOND 
GENERATION

Perhaps Fennell’s most 
glaring diversion from her 
source material is her com-
plete omission of the second 
half of Brontë’s novel, which 
centers on a second genera-
tion comprised of Cathy and 
Edgar’s daughter Catherine 
Linton, Heathcliff and Isa-
bella’s son Linton Heathcliff 
and Hindley and his wife 
Frances’ son Hareton Earn-
shaw.

In her introduction to the 
Penguin Classics edition 
of “Wuthering Heights,” 
Brontë scholar Pauline 
Nestor writes that many lit-
erary critics interpret the 
novel’s latter half as “sig-
nifying the restoration of 
order and balance in the 
second generation after the 
excesses and disruption of 
the first generation,” while 
others contend the vio-
lence that stains Cathy and 
Heathcliff’s relationship is 
bound to be replicated by 
their children. Either way, 
the structure of Brontë’s 
novel encourages read-
ers to interpret each half 
through the lens of the 
other.

Fennell’s film instead ends 
where Brontë’s first act clos-
es, hyper-focused on Cathy 
and Heathcliff. In the same 
way the doomed lovers see 
each other, Fennell figures 
them as the center of the 
world.

6 ‘Wuthering Heights’ movie changes that will surprise fans of the book
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Jacob Elordi, left, as Heathcliff and Margot Robbie as Catherine Earnshaw in “Wuthering 
Heights.”
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S tella and Gerry 
might not have a bad 
marriage, but they 

don’t have especially 
healthy one either. In 
the new film “Midwinter 

Break,” 
out Friday, 
these 
two Irish 

empty nesters beautifully 
portrayed by Lesley 
Manville and Ciarán 
Hinds have become 
the embodiment of the 
words “alone together” 
in their late 60s and 
early 70s. She goes to 
church. He reads, and 
drinks, and passes out 
on the recliner. Repeat. 
But one Christmas Eve, 
Stella decides to break 
the monotony: She 
books a trip for two to 
Amsterdam, departing 
as soon as possible. 
Gerry beams that it’s 
a fantastic idea and off 
they go to try to get 

out of their routine and 
maybe remember why 
they made this lifelong 
commitment in the first 
place.

An adaptation of a Bernard 

MacLaverty novel of the 
same name, “Midwinter 
Break” is a delicate film that 
stays in a minor key, but 
whose impact is profound 
if you can get on its level. 

Directed by theater veteran 
Polly Findlay making her 
feature debut, the film 
parachutes the audience 
into the current state of this 
relationship, in all its quietly 

contradictory beauty.
These are two people 

who have walked through 
most of their adult lives 
together, raising a child, 
living a self-imposed exile 
in Glasgow and now sort 
of watching the clock tick 
down on their lives. The film 
teases that something violent 
and traumatic happened 
many years ago in Belfast, 
but that they don’t talk about 
that, or the Troubles, at all.

We gather that nothing 
quite so dramatic has 
happened since, but you can 
see the distress in Stella’s 
face as she sits down for 
the nth time to remove the 
plastic wrap to eat some 
sandwiches she prepared 
while Gerry sleeps. It 
seems both then and now, 

they’ve opted for a change 
of location instead of a 
serious chat about things. 
But there’s nothing like a 
new location to bring all that 
buried discontent to the 
surface.

One of the loveliest things 
about “Midwinter Break” is 
how it lets Stella and Gerry 
be all things at once. In some 
moments, they’re loving and 
intimate, sharing a sweet 
before their flight takes off, 
laughing in the red-light 
district and resting their 
tired feet in their nice hotel 
room. Other times, they 
seem like strangers. Stella 
has only grown more devout 
as they’ve gotten older, while 
Gerry can’t be bothered 

‘Midwinter Break,’ a quiet marriage drama with Lesley Manville and Ciarán Hinds
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This image released by Focus Features shows Ciarán Hinds, left, and Lesley Manville in a 
scene from “Midwinter Break.”

“MIDWINTER BREAK”
3 out of 4 stars
MPAA Rating: PG-13
Running Time: 90 minutes
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