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Practice exam question 

Time and love 
Cathy O’Neill 

Guidance for the question on p. 12 of the magazine. 

The opening to an answer 
Time, in some ways, has little effect on the love of Cathy and Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights (1847). It 
resembles ‘the eternal rocks beneath’, withstanding separation, marriage and death. Yet Brontë’s 
narrative structure makes the reader acutely aware of the passing of time as the past constantly 
haunts the present. Ellen Dean’s story of the childhood of Cathy, Heathcliff and Hindley forms what 
Helen Small has called ‘the most brutal [of] revenge narratives’.  The power of childhood to shape our 
adult imagination was an idea Brontë discovered through her reading of the Romantic poets, as in 
Blake’s ‘The Garden of Love’ (1794), where he finds a childhood green of pleasure ruined by a 
restrictive chapel. Time is reshaped by Rossetti in ‘Remember’ (written only two years after Brontë’s 
novel). She offers her beloved the human comfort of momentary forgetting, an unusual Victorian poem 
in its rejection of religious consolation.  

To Brontë, the power of childhood love is greater than conventional love, such as Cathy’s love for 
Edgar Linton. In claiming to Nelly that Heathcliff is ‘more myself than I am’ Cathy focuses on their 
shared childhood: ‘My great miseries in this world have been Heathcliff’s miseries, and I watched and 
felt each from the beginning’. The effect of time on this love does not alter — we see their violent 
embrace in Thrushcross Grange as a confirmation of this much earlier claim, as sibling allies against 
Hindley’s tyranny. What makes Wuthering Heights such an unusual Victorian novel is it doesn’t frame 
love in terms of morality — love is shown to be tormenting, violent, and even sadistic. Time brings 
disenchantment for Isabella Linton who abandons Edgar ‘under a delusion’; she sees Heathcliff as a 
Byronic hero but discovers his cruelty soon afterwards, asking Nelly ‘Is Mr Heathcliff a man?  If so, is 
he mad?  And if not, is he a devil?’. Her imaginary love soon turns to wretchedness and terror: 
Heathcliff keeps her in order to torment her further.  

For Blake, the loss of childhood delight and play is blasted in time by the imposition of organised 
religion. In ‘The Garden of Love’ the emphatic beats of ‘Thou shalt not’ interrupt the free pleasures of 
the speaker’s childhood, replacing ‘sweet flowers’ with graves and Priests ‘walking their rounds/ And 
binding with briars my joys and desires’. While Brontë challenged her early readers to accept a world 
where morality is set on one side where love is concerned, Blake was also revolutionary in redefining 
love as freedom to play and to express desires, not constrained by the hypocrisy of the Church. The 
sense of lost innocence is felt in the first verse where the speaker returns to a known and loved place 
to find it destroyed. The regret at seeing the chapel built ‘in the midst’ is expressed by the painful 
backward glance of ‘Where I used to play on the green.’ The priest in Blake’s engraving for the poem 
is shown instructing an adolescent boy and girl, who bow their heads in silence, forced to listen. There 
is no happy resolution to Blake’s poem, except perhaps in the interplay of another state — that of 
Innocence — where, in poems such as ‘The Echoing Green’ the generations are united in harmony. 
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The symmetrical structure of Wuthering Heights ensures that the narrative of revenge extends to the 
next generation, as Heathcliff traps the younger Catherine into a marriage with Linton, his son. After 
his death she says to Heathcliff: ‘You have left me so long to struggle against death, alone, that I feel 
and see only death!  I feel like death!’ So, time makes love nothing but bitterness and suffering for the 
young Catherine, her childish interest in her cousin manipulated by Heathcliff to wreck his revenge on 
the Lintons. The final stage of the novel, however, also allows us to see that early bonds of love can 
bear fruit and bring about harmony rather than the desire for punishment. Hareton’s natural good 
nature is not debased by Heathcliff. The Earnshaw–Linton alliance is celebrated finally with loving 
kindness, not torment. 

Commentary 
• The essay engages confidently with the debate set up in the question, exploring the 

significance of the effects of time on love in the novel and the two selected poems in inventive 
ways. Crucially, the poems are well chosen to respond to this debate. 

• The comparison is coherently argued and integrated, with the treatment of childhood love 
being discussed in relation to two of the texts in tandem. 

• The student links the texts by exploring the influence of the Romantic poets on Brontë’s novel. 
A more explicit understanding of the poem’s place in Songs of Innocence and Experience 
might have helped the answer but the mention of the engraving deepened the argument. 

• Although the answer has not yet turned to the Rossetti poem in detail, the initial connection 
between ‘Remember’ and the novel in pushing the boundaries of Victorian morality and 
convention looks promising. 

• The student is alert to differences in genre, noticing how the narrative structure of the novel, 
for example, makes us aware of the past in relation to the present.  There were moments of 
poetic analysis in the Blake section of the essay but it is to be hoped that there might be more 
of this when the essay turns to focus on ‘Remember’ where the repetition of ‘Remember me’ is 
interrupted by the crucial shift to ‘Yet if’. 

• The student’s ability to select key extracts from the novel and poem to support the argument 
about the effects of time on love reveals depth of knowledge. Given this is an open book 
exam, there is the chance to check quotation — but knowing where to find it is crucial. 
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