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Portrait of a young woman (The Duchess of Wellington).

[From Lord Ronald Sutherland Gower, Sir Thomas Lawrence (London, 1900), p. 152]
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1. This is part of a machine-made dress from 1810–1811 owned by the Victoria and Albert Museum. Clothes were increasingly manufactured by machine in this early stage of the Industrial Revolution, making them cheaper and encouraging the growing use of cotton, which was especially suited to mechanical production. The fabric beneath the net of this dress is most likely muslin, a light cotton that had become the most popular material for women’s gowns and is often referred to in Austen’s novels, including this one.

2. The white color of the underlying fabric was common for gowns; more than one character in Emma refers to her white gown. White was associated with classical dress, which was the principal inspiration for female fashion during this period.

3. The short sleeves and relatively low neckline indicate that this is an evening dress. Such features, along with the lightweight muslin, necessitated the use of shawls and other accessories for warmth. At an evening dance in Emma one character in poor health, Jane Fairfax, is urged by her aunt to bring a shawl and to wear a tippet, a small cape, when going through a cool passageway.

4. The borders on this gown are made of chenille, a silk and wool material used for edging on clothes and furniture. Many gowns of the time had such trimmings, and one character in Emma, Mrs. Elton, displays a particular fondness for them. Women sometimes added their own embroidered trimmings to their clothing.
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Plot disclosures: Several mysteries, involving many of the main characters, are crucial to the story in Emma. Jane Austen developed these mysteries with great skill, and part of the value of an annotated edition lies in discussing the clues she provides and the way that seemingly innocuous words and actions take on special significance in the light of what is ultimately revealed. This means, however, spoiling the surprise for those unfamiliar with the story. Hence the small number of annotations where mysteries are revealed are labeled CAUTION: PLOT SPOILER to alert first-time readers to skip them if they wish to preserve the surprise. None of these annotations contain historical or other background information.

Literary interpretations: Comments on the techniques and themes of the novel, more than other types of entries, represent the personal views and interpretations of the editor. Such views have been carefully considered, but inevitably they will provoke disagreement among some readers. I can only hope that even in those cases the opinions expressed provide useful food for thought.

Differences of meaning: Many words then, like many words now, had multiple meanings. The meaning of a word that is given at any particular place is intended only to apply to the way the word is used there; it does not represent a complete definition of the word in the language of the time. Thus some words are defined differently at different points, while many words are defined only in certain places, since in other places they are used in ways that remain familiar today.

Repetitions: This book has been designed so it can be used as a reference. For this reason many entries refer the reader to other pages where more complete information about a topic exists. This, however, is not practical for definitions of words, so in some cases definitions are repeated at appropriate points.
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Emma marks in many respects the culmination of Jane Austen’s work as a novelist. It is her longest novel and the last that she was clearly able to finish to her satisfaction (the brevity and the thinness of some of the subplots in Persuasion, the one novel completed later, indicate that her failing health may have prevented her from polishing it as much as she would have done otherwise). Emma is also the novel that has most frequently been judged the finest by critics of her work.

Jane Austen was born on December 16, 1775, in Hampshire, a county southwest of London (and adjacent to Surrey, the county in which Emma is set). Her father, George Austen, was a clergyman, and her mother, Cassandra Leigh Austen, whose father was a clergyman, came from a family consisting principally of landed gentry; thus Jane Austen grew up among the social class she consistently depicts in her novels. She was the second youngest of eight children, and she always remained close to her family, most especially her one sister, Cassandra. Though she attended school for only a brief period, she grew up in an atmosphere that fostered intellectual development: her father supplemented his income by running a school for boys, several of her brothers tried their hands at literary composition, and the family in general were lovers of books. They also encouraged Jane’s literary efforts, the first surviving examples of which date to age thirteen. Her earliest writings were highly comical and show the influence of other literary works of the time, many of which she satirized. As she matured, she wrote longer and more serious works, which reveal an increasing interest in the delineation of character.

Her first known completed novel was Elinor and Marianne, which was probably finished in 1795, when she was nineteen. Late in 1796 she began First Impressions, which impressed her family sufficiently that her father sent the manuscript to a publisher, who rejected it. She next produced a modified version of Elinor and Marianne, now called Sense and Sensibility, and a new novel, Susan. The latter was also submitted to a publisher, who purchased the rights but never published it.

During this time Jane Austen continued to live with her parents and her sister in her childhood home in Steventon. It was a small rural village that exposed her to the types of people depicted in her novels; she was also exposed to rural life in other parts of England through visits to relatives. Her surviving letters from this period indicate regular attendance at balls and other social events, as well as an interest in men, though no sustained romance or offer of marriage. In 1801, at the age of twenty-five, she experienced her first major change when her father retired and moved the family to the popular spa and resort town of Bath, where they lived for the next four years. After Mr. Austen’s death in 1805, Mrs. Austen and her two daughters left Bath and settled eventually in Southampton, a port city in Hampshire. Throughout this time Jane Austen did not finish any other novels, though she began at least one, the fragment called The Watsons. She also rejected, after briefly accepting, her one known offer of marriage. Finally, in 1809, she and her mother and sister were able to move into a cottage owned by her brother Edward in the Hampshire village of Chawton, a community with many affinities to that depicted in Emma.

This quieter setting allowed her to dedicate herself more fully to writing. She turned first to revising Sense and Sensibility and managed to get the new version published in October 1811, with a title page that simply said “By a Lady.” It enjoyed modest sales, along with a couple of favorable reviews. She next returned to First Impressions, a revised version of which was published in January 1813 as Pride and Prejudice. It experienced even greater success and was followed by Mansfield Park, a completely original composition that was finished in 1813 and published in May 1814. In January of that year she began work on Emma, completing it in March 1815. By this time her novels, while not bestsellers, had developed a following—though she continued to remain anonymous, identifying herself on the title page only as the author of her previous books. Informal knowledge of her identity had grown sufficiently, however, that in late 1815, while visiting her brother in London, she was told that the Prince Regent, the reigning monarch of Britain, was a great devotee of her novels, keeping copies in each of his royal residences, and was interested in having her next novel dedicated to him. Such a dedication accordingly appeared at the beginning of Emma when it was published in December 1815. Emma, though not the biggest seller of her novels, enjoyed the distinction of receiving more reviews than any previous book, including a long and mostly positive one appearing in March 1816 by Sir Walter Scott, the most popular author of the day.

Unfortunately, she was not able to savor this success long, for during 1816 she grew increasingly ill. Her ailment has never been identified for certain, though many have suggested it was what is now known as Addison’s disease, an endocrine disorder caused by a malfunction of the adrenal glands. She did manage to finish Persuasion and to begin another novel, Sanditon, before growing too weak to write. On July 18, 1817, in the town of Winchester in Hampshire, where she had gone to seek medical help, she died. Persuasion and Northanger Abbey (the new title of her earlier novel Susan) were published later in the year, along with a brief biographical notice by her brother Henry that finally revealed her identity to the world.

Emma stands out as the one Austen novel named for its main character. This is not accidental, for the novel centers around this character to a greater degree than in any other (the one exception is Northanger Abbey, which was originally named for its heroine, but which is also a shorter and less sophisticated work from the author’s youth). All the other novels she completed in her maturity begin with the heroine’s family and move to a focus on the main character after a few chapters. Emma begins with a description of Emma Woodhouse and keeps her at the center throughout.1

One reason for this greater focus is that Emma is the most flawed of all Austen heroines. Among the others, Elinor Dashwood, Fanny Price, and Anne Elliot have no serious flaws. Catherine Morland, Marianne Dashwood, and Elizabeth Bennet do, but their weaknesses are more understandable. Those of Catherine and Marianne are as much the product of larger cultural trends that the author means to satirize as of the young women themselves; they also have the partial excuse for their folly of being only seventeen. As for Elizabeth Bennet, her prejudiced and unfair treatment of Darcy is heavily provoked by his arrogant and insensitive behavior toward her and others. In contrast, neither external influence nor provocation nor immaturity principally explain Emma’s mistakes. Furthermore, the other heroines’ mistakes bring harm mostly upon themselves (though the misery Marianne inflicts on herself brings great distress to those who love her). Emma, however, in addition to harming herself, unthinkingly harms others who are far from deserving it: she manipulates one woman into refusing a man whom she loves and sets her up for a humiliating rejection, casts unjustified aspersions on a second, and cruelly and publicly insults a third. It is not surprising that Jane Austen herself is supposed to have said, regarding Emma, “I am going to take a heroine whom no one but myself will much like.”2

One effect of these flaws is to allow for an especially intensive psychological and moral exploration of the main character. Because she also possesses genuine virtues, Emma is an extremely complex mixture of qualities that often struggle for primacy within her. The moral defects in her attitudes and behavior also allow her to undergo the greatest moral growth and development of any Austen heroine, a process that is always an important concern for the author and that she presents here with particular complexity, subtlety, and thoroughness.

Finally, the heroine’s nature allows her to actively set the plot in motion to a degree unequaled in the other novels. In all the others, the heroine’s move to a new place or the arrival of new people in her neighborhood (or some combination of the two) initiates the main action. Moreover, the complications and difficulties that give the other stories their interest are generally caused by others’ actions, with the heroines’ main function being to respond, wisely or not. By contrast, the opening drama of this novel—Emma’s attempt at matchmaking between Harriet and Mr. Elton—results purely from her own initiative.

A significant reason for Emma’s greater ability to drive the plot is that the other Austen heroines are all in a state of dependence, inhabiting households run by others and subject to others’ wills. Furthermore, they all suffer because of people around them who scorn or neglect or mistreat them in some way. Emma, while severely restricted geographically by her need to care constantly for her father, is mistress of all she surveys (within her limited field). She is completely in charge of her household and able to guide her father, restrained only by her own concern for him, in those areas where he retains nominal leadership. She is also in a supreme position socially, by far the most important woman in her neighborhood. Moreover, though this novel contains Jane Austen’s usual complement of foolish, comical characters with annoying traits, they are a more genial lot than those found in any other novel, and, whatever their foibles, they are united in uncritical adoration of Emma. The one exception, Mrs. Elton, does not appear until the second half and is never in a position to be more than a nuisance to Emma. As the author states on the opening page, the power and adulation Emma enjoys are reasons for the arrogance and presumption that afflict her. They also give greater scope for her to act in error and inflict damage on others.

These distinguishing features of Emma and her novel appear most vividly in her early scenes with Harriet and Mr. Elton. The early parts of other Austen novels introduce a wide range of characters and set two or more story lines in motion. Here, while a number of characters are mentioned, only six appear in speaking roles for a long time, and three of those six, Mr. Woodhouse, Mr. Knightley, and Mrs. Weston, exist primarily to react to and comment upon the actions of Emma, Harriet, and Mr. Elton, the sole focus of interest at this stage. This concentration, and the dominance of the action by a flawed heroine, allows for a superb joining of plot, character, and theme, one that represents a summit of Austen’s art. Each incident and action of Emma’s at once advances the story, reveals her character, and develops the themes of her moral folly, with each of these reinforcing the other. Moreover, even as she sinks further into delusion the reader grows in awareness of her folly and of the disaster that must inevitably result. The entire episode achieves the structural elegance and inexorable force of classical tragedy.

Yet Emma is not a tragedy. One could imagine a novel in which this story line, further elaborated and deepened, stretches until the end and leads to general misery. Jane Austen, however, is always a thoroughly comic writer, whose stories and central characters end in happiness, even if not always unalloyed. Not only does the author lace Emma’s and Mr. Elton’s misreadings of each other with the humor that she always deploys so skillfully, but the folly of Emma’s scheme, with its attendant embarrassment, humiliation, and even pain (for Harriet, at least), is confined to the first third of the book, and Austen uses it principally as a vehicle for the heroine to learn a valuable lesson and commence her all-important task of moral reformation.

This does, however, present the author with the difficulty of how to fill the rest of the story. The imperative of the heroine’s gradual reform means she can neither continue in her initial error nor proceed to others equally foolish and harmful. Jane Austen’s solution is to introduce a separate intrigue, that involving Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfax, and to have Emma make incorrect surmises about it that are indelicate and unfair in themselves and that lead to less-consequential folly, such as her encouragement of a supposed romance between Harriet and Frank. But this means that the principal plot interest in the second two-thirds of the book comes from supporting characters. In addition, since the heroine’s errors regarding them depend on their acting mysteriously, even this plot development is not fully perceived and appreciated by the reader. A common initial complaint against the novel, one made by Sir Walter Scott in his review, is that it lacks story. In fact, Jane Austen has carefully arranged a series of events that lead to final resolution, in the forms of both the heroine’s amelioration and the marital unions that always crown Austen’s novels—but the significance of these events is mostly screened from the reader’s understanding as they unfold. All of the clues fall into place only after the major revelations near the end.

Another distinctive feature of this novel that contributes to its seeming lack of story is that it is the only one in which the heroine’s own romantic situation is not at the forefront. Emma declares she will never marry, and while there are various indications of the unreliability of this vow, until the end she spends little time in consciously considering possible mates. Mr. Elton, the first to be interested in her, never presents a serious possibility. She is genuinely attracted by the next candidate, Frank Churchill, and he does flirt with her at times, but neither ever manifests symptoms of deep attachment to the other, and Emma decides reasonably early in their acquaintance that she is not in love with him. The third candidate, Mr. Knightley, is the next most important character in the novel, and obviously the most suitable. But Emma’s neglect of this highly eligible possibility constitutes an important aspect of her folly and lack of self-understanding, so the prospect of their marriage never emerges overtly until very late in the story.

Despite these criticisms of the story at its heart, Emma nonetheless has managed over the years to attract more interest than any Austen novel other than Pride and Prejudice. A major reason is the fascinating character of Emma, who manages to be sympathetic in spite of her flaws. Mr. Knightley, at the end of a dialogue in which he has sharply criticized her, is still able to declare, “There is an anxiety, a curiosity in what one feels for Emma. I wonder what will become of her.” Legions of readers have felt the same. Emma presents a tangled and intriguing mixture of merits and faults, and an excellent case study of how someone of high intelligence can fall victim to one delusion after another. She also furnishes a perpetual drama of internal struggle, as her active imagination leads to a series of speculations and projects and her acute self-consciousness and keen sense of right lead her to wonder about their validity and to agonize when they go awry. It is a drama that has a clear overall arc, as she gradually moves toward greater wisdom and self-awareness and humility, but that at each stage involves a complex struggle whose immediate result is in doubt, as Emma vacillates between different perspectives and is often tempted to revert to mistaken attitudes or courses of action that she has earlier renounced.

One reason why this internal drama can arouse such interest is that the story is told almost completely through the eyes of the main character, with every event refracted through her reactions and reflections. This is largely true of every Austen novel, but the centrality of Emma causes her consciousness to be especially all-encompassing. Moreover, her flawed nature gives this method of presentation particular value here, for it means that the reader’s sympathies remain with Emma despite her many follies and misdeeds. Told from the perspective of a character she snubs or manipulates, she could be an object of revulsion. But here the reader continues to hope for her ultimate reform, to detect the possibilities for that reform in her character and the increasing signs of it as the novel progresses, and finally to appreciate and to acknowledge the fitness of the happy fate that concludes her story.3

This immersion in the heroine’s inner life is balanced by the portrait of the community surrounding her, which is presented more fully than in any other Austen novel. The other novels also feature country neighborhoods, but many of their scenes and important actions occur elsewhere. This widens their scope but also diminishes their exploration of a specific locale, so that only the two or three leading families in a community are portrayed. Emma, however, is set completely in the village of Highbury, and its complex society is presented in much more detail. Austen focuses, as in all her novels, on those who are genteel, but here she includes a greater variety, including two leading and long-established families (the Knightleys and the Woodhouses), two others whose members have more recently risen into gentility (the Westons and the Eltons), another family of genteel origins that has fallen on hard times (the Bateses) and whose youngest member, Jane Fairfax, faces the prospect of further social descent; an individual from a family whose rank and wealth exceed any in the village (Frank Churchill), and another individual (Harriet Smith) of illegitimate birth and questionable background whom the heroine attempts unsuccessfully to establish in her own social circle.

Even more interestingly, this picture of genteel society is supplemented by a wider view that is unique in Austen’s oeuvre. Here we see numerous characters just below the level of gentility: a prosperous family of farmers (the Martins), a nouveau riche household from London (the Coles), the local attorney and his family (the Coxes), and the local apothecary and his wife (the Perrys). Glimpses of people even lower in the social scale also appear, such as poor families in need of charity, villagers milling about on the street, a roving band of Gypsies, and the servants of local households, with their gossip and rivalries and links to one another. To this are added brief pictures of parish government, a local girls’ school and its staff, the principal general store, the village inn, and a ball that attracts the denizens of an even wider area. In this way the novel delineates both the elaborate social hierarchy that segments the members of the community and the affinities and relations of dependence that bind them. It also pairs a sense of the general stability of this society with hints of limited social change, such as the gradual rise of those attaining new wealth or position. Moreover, the very lack of dramatic events in the novel allows it to evoke the texture of typical day-to-day country living, with its rounds of reciprocal visits, its exchange of trivial pieces of news, and its excitability in the face of any variation in routine.

Emma is thus at once one of the greatest portraits in literature of an individual consciousness and one of the greatest portraits of a social world. This is not a coincidence, for the two reinforce each other. First, the precise delineations of the world around the heroine make her misjudgments of that world more vivid for the reader. For example, the folly of Emma’s aspirations for Harriet is underlined not only by Harriet’s character but also by the evident way that she is not really part of the higher social milieu that Emma sees as her natural sphere. Second, some of Emma’s behavior becomes even more obviously wrong when it is shown to be violating the principles and practices of the community. Thus, Emma’s insult to Miss Bates takes on greater significance after Miss Bates has been revealed as a vital member of village society who frequently tries to assist others, maintains friendly relations with everyone, including some who are undoubtedly aware of her foolish and annoying characteristics, and continues to command respect despite her pinched circumstances.

Finally, the larger setting provides a crucial balance of tone and mood. The three Austen novels with the most virtuous heroines, Sense and Sensibility, Mansfield Park, and Persuasion, also have the least-pleasant milieus, with a number of malicious or selfish characters and major acts of neglect or mistreatment of the heroines, even by members of their own families. In contrast, Emma has the least-agreeable heroine but the gentlest general atmosphere. The community is consistently depicted in harmonious and benevolent terms, and the other characters are rarely worse than irritating. The one serious example of misbehavior, aside from Emma’s own, is the secret engagement of Jane Fairfax and Frank Churchill, and Frank is a type found in all Austen’s mature novels: the charming and affable man who woos or tempts the heroine before proving to be unprincipled or dangerous. But he is easily the least malignant of all such figures, being mostly immature and irresponsible and never doing anything truly villainous. At the same time, the novel’s hero, Mr. Knightley, is the most wise and virtuous of all Austen heroes, and the one with the most power within his social world.

As already mentioned, the benevolence of her surroundings allows Emma greater scope in many respects for her own misdeeds. But it also helps the novel maintain a comic mood and atmosphere throughout, even as these misdeeds unfold and the heroine tries the reader’s tolerance. Thus the happy ending that crowns the story does not jar with what precedes it, but seems a suitable climax. A sense of ultimate harmony—moral, social, and artistic—in which all elements fit logically and naturally together is one of the strongest final impressions of the novel, as Emma marries the man we now realize has been right for her all along and they take their place together in a social world where we can well believe, as Austen assures us, that they will be truly happy.




1The rest of this introduction will include plot spoilers for those not familiar with the novel.

2The source for this quotation is A Memoir of Jane Austen, by her nephew J. E. Austen-Leigh, who had known his aunt only as a boy and who wrote this work more than fifty years after her death but drew upon general family memories.

3For an excellent analysis of this issue, see Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago, 1983), pp. 243–62.




VOLUME ONE

Chapter One

Emma Woodhouse,1 handsome,2 clever, and rich, with a comfortable home and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best blessings of existence; and had lived nearly twenty-one years in the world with very little to distress or vex her.

She was the youngest of the two daughters of a most affectionate, indulgent father, and had, in consequence of her sister’s marriage, been mistress of his house from a very early period.3 Her mother had died too long ago for her to have more than an indistinct remembrance of her caresses, and her place had been supplied by an excellent woman as governess, who had fallen little short of a mother in affection.4

Sixteen years had Miss Taylor been in Mr. Woodhouse’s family, less as a governess than a friend, very fond of both daughters, but particularly of Emma. Between them it was more the intimacy of sisters. Even before Miss Taylor had ceased to hold the nominal office of governess, the mildness of her temper had hardly allowed her to impose any restraint; and the shadow of authority being now long passed away, they had been living together as friend and friend very mutually attached, and Emma doing just what she liked; highly esteeming Miss Taylor’s judgment, but directed chiefly by her own.5

The real evils6 indeed of Emma’s situation were the power of having rather too much her own way, and a disposition to think a little too well of herself; these were the disadvantages which threatened alloy to her many enjoyments.7 The danger, however, was at present so unperceived, that they did not by any means rank as misfortunes with her.

Sorrow came—a gentle sorrow—but not at all in the shape of any disagreeable consciousness.—Miss Taylor married. It was Miss Taylor’s loss which first brought grief. It was on the wedding-day of this beloved friend that Emma first sat in mournful thought of any continuance. The wedding over and the bride-people8 gone, her father and herself were left to dine together, with no prospect of a third to cheer a long evening. Her father composed himself to sleep after dinner, as usual, and she had then only to sit and think of what she had lost.

    The event had every promise of happiness for her friend. Mr. Weston was a man of unexceptionable character, easy9 fortune, suitable age and pleasant manners; and there was some satisfaction in considering with what self-denying, generous friendship she had always wished and promoted the match;10 but it was a black morning’s work for her. The want11 of Miss Taylor would be felt every hour of every day. She recalled her past kindness—the kindness, the affection of sixteen years—how she had taught and how she had played with her from five years old—how she had devoted all her powers to attach and amuse12 her in health—and how nursed her through the various illnesses of childhood.13 A large debt of gratitude was owing here; but the intercourse of the last seven years, the equal footing and perfect unreserve which had soon followed Isabella’s marriage on their being left to each other, was yet a dearer, tenderer recollection. It had been a friend and companion such as few possessed, intelligent, well-informed, useful, gentle, knowing all the ways of the family, interested in all its concerns, and peculiarly14 interested in herself, in every pleasure, every scheme15 of her’s;—one to whom she could speak every thought as it arose, and who had such an affection for her as could never find fault.16

How was she to bear the change?—It was true that her friend was going only half a mile from them; but Emma was aware that great must be the difference between a Mrs. Weston only half a mile from them, and a Miss Taylor in the house; and with all her advantages, natural and domestic, she was now in great danger of suffering from intellectual solitude. She dearly loved her father, but he was no companion for her. He could not meet her in conversation, rational or playful.

The evil of the actual disparity in their ages (and Mr. Woodhouse had not married early) was much increased by his constitution and habits; for having been a valetudinarian17 all his life, without activity18 of mind or body, he was a much older man in ways than in years; and though everywhere beloved for the friendliness of his heart and his amiable temper, his talents19 could not have recommended him at any time.

Her sister, though comparatively but little removed by matrimony, being settled in London, only sixteen miles off, was much beyond her daily reach;20 and many a long October and November evening must be struggled through at Hartfield,21 before Christmas brought the next visit from Isabella and her husband and their little children to fill the house and give her pleasant society again.

Highbury, the large and populous village almost amounting to a town,22 to which Hartfield, in spite of its separate lawn and shrubberies and name,23 did really belong,24 afforded her no equals. The Woodhouses were first in consequence25 there.26 All looked up to them. She had many acquaintance in the place, for her father was universally civil, but not one among them who could be accepted in lieu of Miss Taylor for even half a day.27 It was a melancholy change; and Emma could not but sigh over it and wish for impossible things, till her father awoke, and made it necessary to be cheerful. His spirits required support. He was a nervous man, easily depressed; fond of every body that he was used to, and hating to part with them; hating change of every kind. Matrimony, as the origin of change, was always disagreeable; and he was by no means yet reconciled to his own daughter’s marrying, nor could ever speak of her but with compassion, though it had been entirely a match of affection, when he was now obliged to part with Miss Taylor too; and from his habits of gentle selfishness and of being never able to suppose that other people could feel differently from himself, he was very much disposed to think Miss Taylor had done as sad a thing for herself as for them, and would have been a great deal happier if she had spent all the rest of her life at Hartfield. Emma smiled and chatted as cheerfully as she could, to keep him from such thoughts; but when tea came, it was impossible for him not to say exactly as he had said at dinner,

“Poor Miss Taylor!—I wish she were here again. What a pity it is that Mr. Weston ever thought of her!”

“I cannot agree with you, papa; you know I cannot. Mr. Weston is such a good-humoured, pleasant, excellent man, that he thoroughly deserves a good wife;—and you would not have had Miss Taylor live with us for ever and bear all my odd humours, when she might have a house of her own?”28

“A house of her own!—but where is the advantage of a house of her own? This is three times as large.29—And you have never any odd humours, my dear.”

“How often we shall be going to see them and they coming to see us!—We shall be always meeting! We must begin, we must go and pay our wedding-visit very soon.”30

“My dear, how am I to get so far? Randalls is such a distance.31 I could not walk half so far.”

“No, papa, nobody thought of your walking. We must go in the carriage to be sure.”

“The carriage! But James will not like to put the horses to32 for such a little way;33—and where are the poor horses to be while we are paying our visit?”

“They are to be put into Mr. Weston’s stable, papa. You know we have settled all that already. We talked it all over with Mr. Weston last night. And as for James, you may be very sure he will always like going to Randalls, because of his daughter’s being housemaid there.34 I only doubt whether he will ever take us anywhere else. That, was your doing, papa. You got Hannah that good place. Nobody thought of Hannah till you mentioned her—James is so obliged to you!”
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Orwell Park, Suffolk: a modern house (from the perspective of 1814), such as Hartfield is later described as being.

[From John Preston Neale, Views of the Seats of Noblemen and Gentlemen, Vol. V (1822)]
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“I am very glad I did think of her. It was very lucky, for I would not have had poor James think himself slighted upon any account; and I am sure she will make a very good servant;35 she is a civil, pretty-spoken girl; I have a great opinion of her. Whenever I see her, she always curtseys and asks me how I do,36 in a very pretty manner; and when you have had her here to do needlework,37 I observe she always turns the lock of the door the right way and never bangs it. I am sure she will be an excellent servant; and it will be a great comfort to poor Miss Taylor to have somebody about her that she is used to see. Whenever James goes over to see his daughter you know, she will be hearing of us. He will be able to tell her how we all are.”

Emma spared no exertions to maintain this happier flow of ideas,38 and hoped, by the help of backgammon,39 to get her father tolerably through the evening, and be attacked by no regrets but her own. The backgammon-table40 was placed; but a visitor immediately afterwards walked in and made it unnecessary.

    
        [image: ]

        A backgammon game; one assumes Emma and her father were more restrained.

        [From Joseph Grego, Rowlandson the Caricaturist Vol. II (London, 1880), p. 193]
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Mr. Knightley, a sensible man about seven or eight-and-thirty, was not only a very old and intimate friend of the family, but particularly connected with it as the elder brother of Isabella’s husband.41 He lived about a mile from Highbury, was a frequent visitor and always welcome, and at this time more welcome than usual, as coming directly from their mutual connections42 in London. He had returned to a late dinner after some days absence,43 and now walked up to Hartfield to say that all were well in Brunswick-square.44 It was a happy circumstance and animated Mr. Woodhouse for some time. Mr. Knightley had a cheerful manner which always did him good; and his45 many inquiries after “poor Isabella” and her children were answered most satisfactorily. When this was over, Mr. Woodhouse gratefully observed,


“It is very kind of you, Mr. Knightley, to come out at this late hour to call upon us. I am afraid you must have had a shocking walk.”

“Not at all, sir.46 It is a beautiful, moonlight night; and so mild that I must draw back from your great47 fire.”

“But you must have found it very damp and dirty. I wish you may not catch cold.”

“Dirty, sir! Look at my shoes. Not a speck on them.”

“Well! that is quite surprizing, for we have had a vast deal of rain here. It rained dreadfully hard for half an hour, while we were at breakfast. I wanted them to put off the wedding.”

“By the bye—I have not wished you joy. Being pretty well aware of what sort of joy you must both be feeling, I have been in no hurry with my congratulations. But I hope it all went off tolerably well. How did you all behave? Who cried most?”

“Ah! poor Miss Taylor! ’tis a sad business.”

“Poor Mr. and Miss Woodhouse, if you please; but I cannot possibly say ‘poor Miss Taylor.’ I have a great regard for you and Emma; but when it comes to the question of dependence or independence!—At any rate, it must be better to have only one to please, than two.”48

“Especially when one of those two is such a fanciful, troublesome creature!” said Emma playfully. “That, is what you have in your head, I know—and what you would certainly say if my father were not by.”

“I believe it is very true, my dear, indeed,” said Mr. Woodhouse with a sigh. “I am afraid I am sometimes very fanciful and troublesome.”

“My dearest papa!49 You do not think I could mean you, or suppose Mr. Knightley to mean you. What a horrible idea! Oh, no! I meant only myself. Mr. Knightley loves to find fault with me you know—in a joke—it is all a joke. We always say what we like to one another.”

Mr. Knightley, in fact, was one of the few people who could see faults in Emma Woodhouse, and the only one who ever told her of them:50 and though this was not particularly agreeable to Emma herself, she knew it would be so much less so to her father, that she would not have him really suspect such a circumstance as her not being thought perfect by every body.

“Emma knows I never flatter her,” said Mr. Knightley; “but I meant no reflection on any body. Miss Taylor has been used to have two persons to please; she will now have but one. The chances are that she must be a gainer.”

“Well,” said Emma, willing to let it pass—“you want to hear about the wedding, and I shall be happy to tell you, for we all behaved charmingly. Every body was punctual, every body in their best looks. Not a tear, and hardly a long face to be seen. Oh! no, we all felt that we were going to be only half a mile apart, and were sure of meeting every day.”

“Dear Emma bears every thing so well,” said her father. “But, Mr. Knightley, she is really very sorry to lose poor Miss Taylor, and I am sure she will miss her more than she thinks for.”51

Emma turned away her head, divided between tears and smiles.

“It is impossible that Emma should not miss such a companion,” said Mr. Knightley. “We should not like her so well as we do, sir, if we could suppose it. But she knows how much the marriage is to Miss Taylor’s advantage;52 she knows how very acceptable it must be at Miss Taylor’s time of life to be settled in a home of her own,53 and how important to her to be secure of a comfortable provision, and therefore cannot allow herself to feel so much pain as pleasure. Every friend of Miss Taylor must be glad to have her so happily married.”

“And you have forgotten one matter of joy to me,” said Emma, “and a very considerable one—that I made the match myself. I made the match, you know, four years ago; and to have it take place, and be proved in the right, when so many people said Mr. Weston would never marry again, may comfort me for any thing.”

Mr. Knightley shook his head at her. Her father fondly replied, “Ah! my dear, I wish you would not make matches and foretel things, for whatever you say always comes to pass. Pray do not make any more matches.”

“I promise you to make none for myself, papa; but I must, indeed, for other people. It is the greatest amusement in the world!54 And after such success you know!—Every body said that Mr. Weston would never marry again. Oh dear, no! Mr. Weston, who had been a widower so long, and who seemed so perfectly comfortable without a wife, so constantly occupied either in his business in town55 or among his friends here, always acceptable wherever he went, always cheerful—Mr. Weston need not spend a single evening in the year alone if he did not like it. Oh, no! Mr. Weston certainly would never marry again. Some people even talked of a promise to his wife on her death-bed, and others of the son and the uncle not letting him.56 All manner of solemn nonsense was talked on the subject, but I believed none of it. Ever since the day (about four years ago) that Miss Taylor and I met with him in Broadway-lane,57 when, because it began to mizzle,58 he darted away with so much gallantry, and borrowed two umbrellas59 for us from Farmer Mitchell’s,60 I made up my mind on the subject. I planned the match from that hour; and when such success has blessed me in this instance, dear papa, you cannot think that I shall leave off match-making.”

“I do not understand what you mean by ‘success’ ”; said Mr. Knightley. “Success supposes endeavour. Your time has been properly and delicately61 spent, if you have been endeavouring for the last four years to bring about this marriage. A worthy employment for a young lady’s mind!62 But if, which I rather imagine, your making the match, as you call it, means only your planning it, your saying to yourself one idle day, ‘I think it would be a very good thing for Miss Taylor if Mr. Weston were to marry her,’ and saying it again to yourself every now and then afterwards,—why do you talk of success? where is your merit?—what are you proud of?—you made a lucky guess; and that is all that can be said.”

“And have you never known the pleasure and triumph of a lucky guess?—I pity you.—I thought you cleverer—for depend upon it, a lucky guess is never merely luck. There is always some talent in it. And as to my poor word ‘success,’ which you quarrel with, I do not know that I am so entirely without any claim to it. You have drawn two pretty pictures—but I think there may be a third—a something between the do-nothing and the do-all. If I had not promoted Mr. Weston’s visits here, and given many little encouragements, and smoothed many little matters, it might not have come to any thing after all. I think you must know Hartfield enough to comprehend that.”

“A straight-forward, open-hearted man, like Weston, and a rational unaffected woman, like Miss Taylor, may be safely left to manage their own concerns. You are more likely to have done harm to yourself, than good to them, by interference.”

“Emma never thinks of herself, if she can do good to others”; rejoined Mr. Woodhouse, understanding but in part. “But, my dear, pray do not make any more matches, they are silly things, and break up one’s family circle grievously.”

“Only one more, papa; only for Mr. Elton. Poor Mr. Elton! You like Mr. Elton, papa,—I must look about for a wife for him. There is nobody in Highbury who deserves him—and he has been here a whole year, and has fitted up63 his house so comfortably that it would be a shame to have him single any longer64—and I thought when he was joining their hands to-day,65 he looked so very much as if he would like to have the same kind office66 done for him! I think very well of Mr. Elton, and this is the only way I have of doing him a service.”

“Mr. Elton is a very pretty67 young man to be sure, and a very good young man, and I have a great regard for him. But if you want to shew him any attention, my dear, ask him to come and dine with us some day. That will be a much better thing. I dare say Mr. Knightley will be so kind as to meet him.”

“With a great deal of pleasure, sir, at any time,” said Mr. Knightley laughing; “and I agree with you entirely that it will be a much better thing. Invite him to dinner, Emma, and help him to the best of the fish and the chicken,68 but leave him to chuse his own wife. Depend upon it, a man of six or seven-and-twenty can take care of himself.”


Chapter Two

    Mr. Weston was a native of Highbury, and born of a respectable family, which for the last two or three generations had been rising into gentility and property.1 He had received a good education, but on succeeding early in life to a small independence,2 had become indisposed for any of the more homely pursuits in which his brothers were engaged; and had satisfied an active cheerful mind and social temper by entering into the militia of his county,3 then embodied.4
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An officer in the army.

[From William Alexander, Picturesque Representations of the Dress & Manners of the English (1813), Plate 50]
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Captain Weston was a general favourite; and when the chances of his military life had introduced him to Miss Churchill, of a great5 Yorkshire6 family,7 and Miss Churchill fell in love with him, nobody was surprized except her brother and his wife, who had never seen him, and who were full of pride and importance,8 which the connection would offend.9

Miss Churchill, however, being of age, and with the full command of her fortune10—though her fortune bore no proportion to the family-estate11—was not to be dissuaded from the marriage, and it took place to the infinite mortification of Mr. and Mrs. Churchill, who threw her off with due decorum.12 It was an unsuitable connection, and did not produce much happiness. Mrs. Weston ought to have found more in it, for she had a husband whose warm heart and sweet temper made him think every thing due to her in return for the great goodness of being in love with him; but though she had one sort of spirit, she had not the best. She had resolution enough to pursue her own will in spite of her brother, but not enough to refrain from unreasonable regrets at that brother’s unreasonable anger, nor from missing the luxuries of her former home. They lived beyond their income, but still it was nothing in comparison of Enscombe:13 she did not cease to love her husband, but she wanted at once to be the wife of Captain Weston, and Miss Churchill of Enscombe.

Captain Weston, who had been considered, especially by the Churchills, as making such an amazing match, was proved to have much the worst of the bargain; for when his wife died after a three years’ marriage, he was rather a poorer man than at first, and with a child to maintain. From the expense of the child, however, he was soon relieved. The boy had, with the additional softening claim of a lingering illness of his mother’s, been the means of a sort of reconciliation; and Mr. and Mrs. Churchill, having no children of their own, nor any other young creature of equal kindred to care for, offered to take the whole charge of the little Frank soon after her decease. Some scruples and some reluctance the widower-father may be supposed to have felt; but as they were overcome by other considerations,14 the child was given up to the care and the wealth of the Churchills, and he had only his own comfort to seek and his own situation to improve as he could.

A complete change of life became desirable. He quitted the militia and engaged in trade,15 having brothers already established in a good way in London, which afforded him a favourable opening.16 It was a concern which brought just employment enough. He had still a small house in Highbury, where most of his leisure days were spent; and between useful occupation and the pleasures of society, the next eighteen or twenty years of his life passed cheerfully away. He had, by that time, realized an easy competence17—enough to secure the purchase of a little estate adjoining Highbury, which he had always longed for18—enough to marry a woman as portionless even as Miss Taylor,19 and to live according to the wishes of his own friendly and social disposition.

It was now some time since Miss Taylor had begun to influence his schemes; but as it was not the tyrannic influence of youth on youth, it had not shaken his determination of never settling20 till he could purchase Randalls, and the sale of Randalls was long looked forward to: but he had gone steadily on, with these objects in view, till they were accomplished. He had made his fortune, bought his house, and obtained his wife; and was beginning a new period of existence with every probability of greater happiness than in any yet passed through. He had never been an unhappy man; his own temper21 had secured him from that, even in his first marriage; but his second must shew him how delightful a well-judging and truly amiable22 woman could be, and must give him the pleasantest proof of its being a great deal better to chuse than to be chosen, to excite gratitude than to feel it.

He had only himself to please in his choice: his fortune was his own; for as to Frank, it was more than being tacitly brought up as his uncle’s heir, it had become so avowed an adoption as to have him assume the name of Churchill on coming of age.23 It was most unlikely, therefore, that he should ever want his father’s assistance. His father had no apprehension of it. The aunt was a capricious woman, and governed her husband entirely; but it was not in Mr. Weston’s nature to imagine that any caprice could be strong enough to affect one so dear, and, as he believed, so deservedly dear. He saw his son every year in London, and was proud of him; and his fond report of him as a very fine young man had made Highbury feel a sort of pride in him too. He was looked on as sufficiently belonging to the place to make his merits and prospects a kind of common concern.

Mr. Frank Churchill24 was one of the boasts of Highbury,25 and a lively curiosity to see him prevailed, though the compliment was so little returned that he had never been there in his life. His coming to visit his father had been often talked of but never achieved.26

Now, upon his father’s marriage, it was very generally proposed, as a most proper attention, that the visit should take place.27 There was not a dissentient voice on the subject, either when Mrs. Perry drank tea with Mrs. and Miss Bates, or when Mrs. and Miss Bates returned the visit.28 Now was the time for Mr. Frank Churchill to come among them; and the hope strengthened when it was understood that he had written to his new mother29 on the occasion. For a few days every morning visit in Highbury included some mention of the handsome letter Mrs. Weston had received. “I suppose you have heard of the handsome letter Mr. Frank Churchill had written to Mrs. Weston? I understand it was a very handsome letter, indeed. Mr. Woodhouse told me of it. Mr. Woodhouse saw the letter, and he says he never saw such a handsome letter in his life.”30

It was, indeed, a highly-prized letter. Mrs. Weston had, of course, formed a very favourable idea of the young man; and such a pleasing attention was an irresistible proof of his great good sense, and a most welcome addition to every source and every expression of congratulation which her marriage had already secured. She felt herself a most fortunate woman; and she had lived long enough to know how fortunate she might well be thought, where the only regret was for a partial separation from friends, whose friendship for her had never cooled, and who could ill bear to part with her!31

She knew that at times she must be missed; and could not think, without pain, of Emma’s losing a single pleasure, or suffering an hour’s ennui, from the want of her companionableness: but dear Emma was of no feeble character; she was more equal to her situation than most girls would have been, and had sense and energy and spirits that might be hoped would bear her well and happily through its little difficulties and privations.32 And then there was such comfort in the very easy distance of Randalls from Hartfield, so convenient for even solitary female walking,33 and in Mr. Weston’s disposition and circumstances, which would make the approaching season no hindrance to their spending half the evenings in the week together.34

Her situation was altogether the subject of hours of gratitude to Mrs. Weston, and of moments only of regret; and her satisfaction—her more than satisfaction—her cheerful enjoyment was so just and so apparent, that Emma, well as she knew her father, was sometimes taken by surprize at his being still able to pity ‘poor Miss Taylor,’ when they left her at Randalls in the centre of every domestic comfort, or saw her go away in the evening attended by her pleasant husband to a carriage of her own.35 But never did she go without Mr. Woodhouse’s giving a gentle sigh, and saying:

“Ah! poor Miss Taylor. She would be very glad to stay.”

There was no recovering Miss Taylor—nor much likelihood of ceasing to pity her: but a few weeks brought some alleviation to Mr. Woodhouse. The compliments of his neighbours were over; he was no longer teased36 by being wished joy of so sorrowful an event; and the wedding-cake, which had been a great distress to him, was all eat37 up. His own stomach could bear nothing rich, and he could never believe other people to be different from himself. What was unwholesome to him, he regarded as unfit for any body; and he had, therefore, earnestly tried to dissuade them from having any wedding-cake at all, and when that proved vain, as earnestly tried to prevent any body’s eating it. He had been at the pains of consulting Mr. Perry, the apothecary, on the subject.38 Mr. Perry was an intelligent, gentlemanlike man,39 whose frequent visits were one of the comforts of Mr. Woodhouse’s life; and, upon being applied to, he could not but acknowledge, (though it seemed rather against the bias of inclination), that wedding-cake might certainly disagree with many—perhaps with most people, unless taken moderately. With such an opinion, in confirmation of his own, Mr. Woodhouse hoped to influence every visitor of the new-married pair; but still the cake was eaten; and there was no rest for his benevolent nerves till it was all gone.

There was a strange rumour in Highbury of all the little Perrys being seen with a slice of Mrs. Weston’s wedding-cake in their hands: but Mr. Woodhouse would never believe it.40
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A vicar receiving his tithes. Sometimes tithes would be paid in kind.

[From Malcolm Salaman, Old English Colour Prints (New York, 1909), Plate XXXI]
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Chapter Three

Mr. Woodhouse was fond of society in his own way. He liked very much to have his friends come and see him; and from various united causes, from his long residence at Hartfield, and his good nature, from his fortune, his house, and his daughter, he could command the visits of his own little circle, in a great measure as he liked. He had not much intercourse with any families beyond that circle; his horror of late hours and large dinner-parties made him unfit for any acquaintance, but such as would visit him on his own terms. Fortunately for him, Highbury, including Randalls in the same parish,1 and Donwell Abbey2 in the parish adjoining,3 the seat4 of Mr. Knightley, comprehended many such. Not unfrequently, through Emma’s persuasion, he had some of the chosen and the best to dine with him, but evening-parties were what he preferred,5 and, unless he fancied himself at any time unequal to company, there was scarcely an evening in the week in which Emma could not make up a card-table for him.6

Real, long-standing regard brought the Westons and Mr. Knightley; and by Mr. Elton, a young man living alone without liking it, the privilege of exchanging any vacant evening of his own blank solitude for the elegancies and society of Mr. Woodhouse’s drawing-room and the smiles of his lovely daughter,7 was in no danger of being thrown away.

After these came a second set; among the most come-at-able8 of whom were Mrs. and Miss Bates and Mrs. Goddard, three ladies almost always at the service of an invitation from Hartfield,9 and who were fetched and carried home so often that Mr. Woodhouse thought it no hardship for either James or the horses. Had it taken place only once a year, it would have been a grievance.

Mrs. Bates, the widow of a former vicar of Highbury,10 was a very old lady, almost past every thing but tea and quadrille.11 She lived with her single daughter in a very small way,12 and was considered with all the regard and respect which a harmless old lady, under such untoward circumstances, can excite. Her daughter enjoyed a most uncommon degree of popularity for a woman neither young, handsome, rich, nor married. Miss Bates stood in the very worst predicament in the world for having much of the public favour; and she had no intellectual superiority to make atonement to herself, or frighten those who might hate her, into outward respect.13 She had never boasted either beauty or cleverness. Her youth had passed without distinction, and her middle of life was devoted to the care of a failing mother, and the endeavour to make a small income go as far as possible. And yet she was a happy woman, and a woman whom no one named without good-will. It was her own universal good-will and contented temper which worked such wonders. She loved every body, was interested in every body’s happiness, quick-sighted to every body’s
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