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Wuthering Heights (William Wyler, 1939; Robert Fuest, 1970; Jacques Rivette, 

1985; Peter Kosminsky, 1992) 
 

Wyler’s ghastly sentimental version concedes nothing to the proletariat: with the exception of 

Leo G. Carroll, who discards his usual patrician demeanour and sports a convincing 

Yorkshire accent as Joseph, all the characters are as bourgeois as Sam Goldwyn could have 

wished. Not even Flora Robson as Ellen Dean – she should have known better – has the nerve 

to go vocally downmarket. Heathcliff may come from the streets of Liverpool, and may have 

been brought up in the dales, but Olivier’s moon-eyed Romeo-alternative version of him (now 

and again he looks slightly dishevelled, and slightly malicious) comes from RADA and 

nowhere else. Any thought that Heathcliff is diabolical, or that either he or Catherine come 

from a different dimension altogether was, it’s clear, too much for Hollywood to think about. 

Couple all this with Merle Oberon’s flat face, white makeup, too-straight nose and curtailed 

hairstyles, and you have a recipe for disaster. 

 We’re alerted to something being wrong when, on the titles, the umlaut in Emily’s 

surname becomes an acute accent. 

 Oberon announces that she “is Heathcliff!” in some alarm, as if being Heathcliff is the 

last thing she’d want to be. 

 

 

       When Heathcliff comes back, he can of course speak as 

high and mightily as one could wish – and does: and the 

returned Olivier has that puzzled way of looking straight 

through a person as if they weren’t there which was one of his 

trademarks (see left): for a moment the drama looks as if it 

might ratchet up a notch or two. But Oberon can’t match him: 

she thinks intense emotion is best conveyed by rapid delivery, 

with the result that it’s often quite hard to work out what she 

just said. 

      She comes to life when dying – though that’s partly to do 

with Greg Toland’s skill in photographing her. Likewise 

Geraldine Fitzgerald as Isabella is much more fetching 

(almost  sexy,  which no-one  else in this film  ever is),   when 

suffering and downtrodden as Heathcliff’s wife. 

 If you don’t empathise with Catherine and Heathcliff to the point of going crazy, then 

Wuthering Heights becomes a pointless tale of unconsummated, middle-class, adulterous 

longing. Anyone who knew only this film wouldn’t see what else it could be, and wouldn’t 

know what the fuss was about. 

 

         
 

 No-one in this version of the tale has any children – there’s no young Cathy, no young 

Hindley, and no Hareton. And we look in vain for a close-up of David Niven, as Edgar, trying 
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without success to weep over Catherine’s deathbed.
1
 He weeps in a group medium shot and 

you don’t really notice him. 

 The landscape of Thousand Oaks, California, doubles bravely as Yorkshire, with 

expertly-built dry stone walls stretching away as far as the eye can see. Even the studio mock-

up of Penistone Crag, used in the medium shots, convinces: it’s only when they cut from 

Catherine’s death-scene to a “long-shot” of the Crag in the distance – and we see it’s a 

painting (see above) – does our suspended disbelief crash to the floor. 

 

———————— 

 

However, it’s when you see someone else trying to do Wuthering Heights that you realise 

what style, economy and professionalism Wyler and Toland bring to the job. Anna Calder-

Marshall is a much more lively and individual actress than Merle Oberon, and she has a kind 

of mad intensity in some scenes which suggests that she’s read the novel. She’s attractive in a 

way the unfortunate Oberon could never be, much more so when bedraggled and muddy. But 

Robert Fuest directs her and the rest with a flatness which suggests a cable television series, 

and Timothy Dalton … well, he’s not Laurence Olivier – though, like Calder-Marshall, he is 

prepared to get much dirtier, though the script won’t let him be evil. It’s when they’re 

windswept and dirty, you see, that this Heathcliff and this Catherine get turned on – wind, 

dirt, and a bit of slapping around is what does it for them. Emily Brontë would have stared, so 

crude are the objective correlatives the version finds for what her words convey. I think she’d 

object quite strongly too, when, on Heathcliff’s return, he and Catherine (after a bit of 

slapping around), go for a roll in the heather. Thus we’re not clear in our minds who little 

Cathy’s father is (not that little Cathy ever appears). 

 

                             
 

 At one hour forty, the film is exactly the same length as Wyler’s, but feels an hour longer. 

All sorts of things are wrong with it, starting with the make-up, with some characters looking 

different shades of orange from shot to shot. Wyler has a good pair of children as the infant 

protagonists – the Catherine is especially good, American accent or no – but the kids here 

can’t act at all. 

 Perhaps because it’s English, it isn’t shy of class difference and conflict, but you don’t 

care too much. It’s also not shy of a bit of violence and debauchery (Julian Glover has fun 

going to the dogs as Hindley). There’s one really imaginative shot, done from the top of a 

four-poster bed, with Catherine trying to pull herself up with the help of a curtain zooming up 

into the camera, and then collapsing when the curtain comes away. 

 But you have to wait a long time for it, and sit staring numbly for a long time after it’s 

over. 

 

———————— 

 

“Nelly,” says Catherine, in Jacques Rivette’s 1985 version; “je suis Roche!” as if slightly 

worried about the fact. Roche (pronounced “Rock”) is Heathcliff’s new French name, and 

                                                 
1: See Niven, The Moon’s a Balloon (Coronet 1972), pp.197-8. 
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“Hurlevent” the new French name of both the film and of the establishment. The whole is 

transplanted to rural 1930s France (ten years later than in Claude Berri’s famous Pagnol 

films); and the tone is clipped, controlled, and objective. No sooner has she proclaimed total 

identification with her Significant Other, than Guillaume (as Hindley now is) enters, and she 

has to shut up. The remaining thirty-seven words of her confession aren’t there. Rivette, 

sparing with close-ups and music, doesn’t want to get us too involved – thereby showing that 

he’s missed the point as surely as have the previous two adaptations, for all his commitment 

and expertise. 

 Only the first half of the novel is covered. 

 Rivette’s Catherine – hearing the word pronounced in French reminds us of Jules et Jim – 

is Fabienne Babe, an excellent actress with a distractingly beautiful figure. She’s such 

crumpet that when near the end we realise that she and Roche (Heathcliff) have hardly 

touched, we aren’t convinced. Rivette underscores what we assume is their passion with 

strange, piercing, Bulgarian music for a female vocal trio: violent, yes – sexy, no – but not 

spiritual either. We’re still more flummoxed by the actor playing Roche, who zombies his 

way through the role with all the unfocussed quality of a recently-qualified drama school 

student. He looks a bit like Philippe Léotard, but with no dangerous edge at all. Any thought 

that Heathcliff is a Satanic or Byronic figure is at once dispelled. Nelly (“Hélène”) is the same 

generation as the lovers – miles from Flora Robson – and molto simpatico: so now and again 

we wonder, Catherine being so moody, why Roche doesn’t make a grab for her instead. 

 Rivette has made a strange string of miscalculations. 

 

———————— 

 

Juliette Binoche had, I imagine, when she played Catherine, read Wuthering Heights several 

times, both as Wuthering Heights and as Les Hauts de Hurle-vent. She’s also ten times better-

looking than either of her English-language predecessors in the role, and the best of the four 

actresses by far. Whether or not awed by her stellar presence, everyone in all departments in 

Peter Kosminsky’s 1992 film takes maximum care. Dark photography, eerie music (by 

Ryuchi Sakamoto), and gothick costumes and direction, all suggest what none of the previous 

versions seem to have thought of – that what’s going on between Catherine and Heathcliff is 

not of this world. Ralph Fiennes is Heathcliff, and his long black hair and lowering dark 

scowl makes him look a thing from a parallel universe; so that when Binoche whispers to 

Janet McTeer’s witch-Nelly Dean that she “is” him, and a tear starts from her eye, we’re 

convinced. Fiennes, too, has read the book. Unlike Olivier and Dalton, he eschews charm 

(though he does talk Yorkshire), and makes no attempt at all to be a nice guy – he’s closer to 

Dracula, or to Peter Quint from The Turn of the Screw. 
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Heathcliff’s attitude to women is uncompromising. 

 

 Sophie Ward is by far the best of the Isabellas, and shows what can be done with what 

seems a small thankless part (though she has more to do than her rivals). Jeremy Northam, 

like Julian Glover, enjoys himself as the debauched Hindley (though he has less to do). 

 The film is only a minute longer than the other two English-language ones, but it manages 

to bring in the novel’s second part, after Catherine’s death, and to introduce young Cathy 

(also played by Binoche), plus young Hindley, and Hareton. Thus it gives us not one but both 

of the fights over a key (Chapters 11 and 27), and is not shy of having the “scoundrel” 

Heathcliff slap young Cathy until “she were not sure whether her ears were on or off” (yes, 

Emily Brontë had a robust sense of humour – though you mustn’t tell film-makers that). 

 Watching Heathcliff growing old (and crueller still), after Catherine’s death makes it 

clear what a nasty person he is – which the other three versions don’t want you to know. 

 

It helps, when you make a film of a great and famous book, to have read it before you start. 


