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1. This novel centers around Mansfield Park, a grand country house similar to the one in this painting. Such houses were a prominent feature of the English countryside, and their denizens were in the highest echelons of society and politics. The face of this house, Wentworth Woodhouse in Yorkshire, displays the classical style of architecture, most notably in its prominent columns and strict symmetry, that dominated country-house construction in the century preceding this novel. Mansfield Park, described at one point as a “spacious modern-built house,” would look similar.

This picture comes from the book Picturesque Views of Seats of Nobleman and Gentlemen of Great Britain and Ireland, published later in the nineteenth century. Books that displayed hundreds of engraved pictures of houses in their many volumes were popular in Jane Austen’s time, and a character in the novel reflects that Mansfield Park deserves to be in such a collection.

2. The same character describes Mansfield Park as being “well screened,” referring to a line of trees on one side of the house akin to the one seen here. Such screens of trees were often planted to provide an attractive frame for the house when seen at a distance and to block unsightly views from the house.

3. An important episode in the novel involves a visit to another grand house, Sotherton Court. It is described as having “spacious stone steps before the principal entrance” as well as numerous windows for its many rooms, both common features of grand houses displayed prominently in this picture.

4. A large park around the house, such as is suggested here, was a basic element of country houses and the reason why many had “Park” in their name. These parks provided privacy and recreation for the inhabitants while also enhancing the house’s appearance and demonstrating the wealth and taste of the owner. The deer depicted here were a frequent feature of these parks. The conversion of most of England to farmland had made deer relatively rare, and being able to set aside a large enough tract of land to support a deer population, valued both for aesthetic appeal and for food, was a sign of great wealth. Venison, treasured for this reason as a special delicacy, is mentioned as a regular part of dinner fare at Mansfield Park.
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A young woman reading.
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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 in Jane Austen’s era, 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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    Two editions of Mansfield Park appeared during Jane Austen’s lifetime: the first in 1814 and the second in 1816. A letter of hers to her publisher (dated December 11, 1815) indicates that she herself made corrections to the second edition. The most significant correction concerns a speech of Mr. Price’s containing naval matters (see this page and this page, note 42). Other changes mostly involve punctuation, as well as in a few cases the alteration, omission, or addition of specific words. It cannot be known how many of these smaller changes were initiated by Austen herself, for printers often revised spelling and punctuation on their own (for more, see this page, note 32). Printers also made mistakes in typesetting, something seen in all contemporary editions of Austen’s novels. For these reasons, and due to the lack of any original manuscripts of the novels, there can never be certainty as to what Austen herself intended to write.

This edition of Mansfield Park adopts the usual practice of relying on the 1816 edition, since it is clear that at least some of the differences between it and the earlier edition are due to Austen’s own choices. It follows the 1816 text as closely as possible, altering it only in a small number of cases, mostly involving punctuation, where it seems clearly wrong.
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Mansfield Park, the fourth of Jane Austen’s six complete novels, draws extensively—perhaps more than any of her other novels—on knowledge she acquired from her family members and on her personal experience of a variety of social levels.

Jane Austen was born on December 16, 1775, in the rural county of Hampshire in southern England. Her father, George Austen, was a clergyman, like the hero of Mansfield Park, and her mother, Cassandra Austen Leigh, while the daughter of a clergyman, also came from a family of landed gentry like the Bertrams. Jane Austen spent her entire youth in the same rural setting, and while her family lived modestly, they socialized with more prosperous members of the local gentry. Her parents had six boys and two girls, and they encouraged learning and a love of books among their children. Several of her brothers tried their hands at literary composition, and Jane, with family approval and support, began her own literary efforts at thirteen. These ranged from short, highly comical sketches, often parodying literature of the day, to more serious pieces that reveal the interest in delineation of character that marks all her novels. The family’s interest in literature extended to plays: Jane Austen made a few brief efforts in that genre, and she and other family members participated in a number of amateur theatrical performances like the one that figures prominently in Mansfield Park.

As she matured, Austen began to write entire novels. The first known example was Elinor and Marianne, probably written in 1795, when she was nineteen. In the following year she began First Impressions, which upon completion impressed her family sufficiently that her father sent the manuscript to a publisher; it was, however, rejected. Her third novel, probably completed in 1799, was Susan, the original form of Northanger Abbey. Surviving letters of hers from this period show her regularly attending balls and other social events and expressing an interest in men, though no evidence exists in this period of a sustained romance or an offer of marriage. She experienced a major change in 1801 when her father retired and moved the family to the popular spa and resort town of Bath. She lived there for five years and set substantial portions of two novels there. During this period her literary production slowed; her only new effort was an unfinished novel called The Watsons. At some point she also returned to Susan, and in 1803 a revised version was submitted to a publisher, who purchased the rights but never published it. Around the same time, she rejected, after briefly accepting, her one known offer of marriage. In 1805 her father died, and in 1806 reduced financial circumstances forced Jane, her mother, and her sister to leave Bath.

Austen continued to have frequent contact, including both letters and regular visits, with her brothers, and through them she expanded her knowledge of various matters central to Mansfield Park. Her eldest brother, James, succeeded their father in his clerical position; at one point while writing the novel she directed an inquiry to him regarding church practices. Another brother, Edward, had the good fortune to inherit a large estate and a grand home very like Mansfield Park. During several extended visits Austen commented on her often novel experiences there; she also had occasional exposure to relatives of her mother living in similar homes, including one that served as a model for the other grand estate in the novel, Sotherton Court. Her brother Henry, with whom she was especially close, moved to London and thereby gave her regular opportunities to enjoy its pleasures and become acquainted with life there. Finally, her two youngest brothers, Francis and Charles, became naval officers and were able to furnish her with invaluable information about the navy for this novel. Moreover, when she, her mother, and her sister left Bath, they moved in with Francis and his wife in the town of Southampton. Their three years there acquainted Jane Austen with the nearby town of Portsmouth as well as the much less comfortable conditions of life depicted in the Portsmouth sections of Mansfield Park, for in Southampton she lived in a crowded urban home and under greater financial constraint than at any other time in her life.

Eventually, in 1809, the three women were able to move into a comfortable cottage, owned by Jane’s brother Edward, in the Hampshire village of Chawton. Its quiet setting allowed Jane to dedicate herself more fully to writing. She began by revising Elinor and Marianne and successfully getting it published, in October 1811, as Sense and Sensibility; its title page said simply “By a Lady,” and she maintained this anonymity in subsequent books. This book’s modest success led her to revise First Impressions: the resulting Pride and Prejudice, appearing in January 1813, enjoyed even greater success. She next turned to entirely new compositions. Mansfield Park, which she began in 1812, was completed in 1813 and published in May 1814. While not enjoying the success of Pride and Prejudice, it did well enough to justify a second edition in 1816. Meanwhile, Emma appeared in December 1815, and a sixth novel, Persuasion, was already under way in that year. Unfortunately, even as knowledge and appreciation of her work was steadily growing, she began to suffer increasing illness during 1816, which probably forced her to make Persuasion a much shorter work than originally intended. Her health worsened in early 1817, and while still able to start another novel, Sanditon, she soon had to cease work. On July 18, 1817, she died. At the beginning of 1818 Persuasion and Northanger Abbey (the new title of her earlier novel Susan) came out together, along with a brief biographical notice by her brother Henry that finally revealed her identity to the world.

Mansfield Park occupies a curious position among Austen’s novels. It is the first of her mature novels, those composed completely when she was older and already an accomplished writer. These share several features that distinguish them from her earlier novels. Their stories rely less on dramatic, or melodramatic, events and on improbable coincidences. Their characters are more muted and subtle and less like the exaggerated “types” that populated the plays and novels of the period. They also explore more fully and intricately the inner psychology of the characters, especially the heroines. Finally, they focus more on depicting and evoking the atmosphere and social milieu within which the characters operate. All this means that even if they tend to lack the general high spirits of the early novels, and the sparkling cleverness and wit of the last and best of those, Pride and Prejudice, they offer greater depths and are accordingly seen by most commentators—and I certainly concur—as the summit of her art. This is especially true of the two longest of the three, Mansfield Park and Emma. Their greater length compared with all the others is itself a testimony to the author’s effort to extend herself artistically, and to her increased confidence.

In evaluating these two novels, recent opinion has most often rated Emma highest. But this was not always so. Commentators in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries frequently preferred Mansfield Park. In 1862 the novelist and literary biographer Julia Kavanagh wrote that it is, “in the opinion of many, [her] most perfect novel,” while the journalist and essayist H. L. Mencken stated that in 1945, deciding to try Austen, “My choice, naturally, was ‘Mansfield Park,’ for all the authorities seemed to agree that it was the best.” *1 Also in 1945, the noted literary critic Edmund Wilson declared in a New Yorker article “that Mansfield Park is artistically the most nearly perfect of her novels.” *2 A few years later Wilson recommended the novel when asked by Vladimir Nabokov for advice on English works to include in an upcoming course on European fiction. Nabokov replied, “I dislike Jane, and am prejudiced, in fact, against all women writers. They are in another class. Could never see anything in Pride and Prejudice.” Wilson, however, persisted, declaring that Austen “is, in my opinion, one of the half-dozen greatest English writers (the others being Shakespeare, Milton, Swift, Keats, and Dickens).” This persuaded Nabokov to try Mansfield Park, and he was sufficiently impressed to include it in his course; his lecture notes, published in Lectures on Literature, contain many valuable insights.*3

Yet more recently not only has Mansfield Park fallen somewhat in critical favor, but it has also become, along with Northanger Abbey, by far the least popular of Austen’s novels among readers, which was not true earlier.

One probable reason for this is the serious moral and religious message of the book. The novel was influenced by the then-popular genre of evangelical fiction, which principally began with the appearance in 1808 of Coelebs in Search of a Wife, by Hannah More, a leader of the powerful evangelical movement and a writer of religious tracts. Her novel, the story of a morally upright man seeking a like-minded wife, inspired a spate of similar stories. Jane Austen was familiar with these books and commented on them in letters in a tone of limited respect combined with criticism. Another leading example was Self-Control (1811), by Mary Brunton, and Austen speaks in one letter of having tried unsuccessfully to get hold of a copy (April 30, 1811). She eventually succeeded, for she later declares, “I am looking over Self Control again, & my opinion is confirmed of its being an excellently meant, elegantly-written Work, without anything of Nature or Probability in it. I declare I do not know whether Laura’s passage down the American River, is not the most natural, possible, every-day thing she ever does” (Oct. 11, 1813). She makes a similar critique of Rosanne (1814), by Laetitia-Matilda Hawkins: “Mrs Hawkins’ great excellence is on serious subjects. There are some very delightful conversations and reflections on religion: but on lighter topics I think she falls into many absurdities; and, as to love, her heroine has very comical feelings. There are a thousand improbabilities in the story” (early 1815—exact date uncertain).

In Mansfield Park Jane Austen attempts a work that includes some of these novels’ serious concerns and themes, but departs from them on the critical issues of probability and realism.*4 As always, Austen presents a variety of human types who are complex and contain mixtures of good and bad qualities. Most important, while her hero is a man who intends to be a clergyman and has a deep sense of his vocation, he also spends most of the novel infatuated with, and often blind to the faults of, a woman who rejects most of the principles that he expounds so eloquently. Meanwhile, the similarly religious and earnest Fanny, while never making that serious an error, still succumbs at various points to feelings of jealousy or resentment. In all this Edmund and Fanny are unlike the paragons of perfection who typically served as the heroes and heroines of evangelical novels.

Yet even with this complexity of character, the story’s strict morality and religious themes, often an attraction to nineteenth-century readers, have proven less congenial, and even sometimes repellent, to many readers of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, largely because of the changed mores of our times. Fanny and Edmund have been censured as sententious and priggish. The harsh punishment of the fallen Maria has provoked condemnation. Finally, the nefarious part played in the story by the young people’s amateur theatrical production has been seen variously as incomprehensible, ridiculous, or close-minded and philistine.

Another commonly expressed reason for dislike of the novel is dislike of Fanny Price herself. In forums and discussions on the Internet, the vehement disagreements relating to her have been sometimes labeled the “Fanny Wars.” She has aroused far greater animosity than any other Austen heroine, with the possible exception of the title character of Emma. Yet Emma is a heroine the reader is supposed to dislike initially, at least in part, because her flaws and her gradual correction of them are the center of the story. Fanny, in contrast, is meant to be a figure of sympathy throughout, and an exemplar of wise judgment and moral correctness, so dislike of her and rejection of her wisdom and virtue are inevitably a rejection of much of the underlying moral stance of the story. This animosity stems in part from reactions against her stringent moral code; the pettiness, envy, and bitterness she does display at times; and her negative judgment of her home and parents while staying in Portsmouth, which strikes some as excessively sensitive and finicky, if not snobbish and callous.

Moreover, even many of those who do not dislike or disapprove of Fanny find it hard to feel much enthusiasm or affection toward her. She, unlike the principal heroine in every other Austen novel, is almost completely humorless (a quality she shares with Edmund). Because of her quietness and reserve she often says little of note and rarely engages in the repartee that is a frequent highlight of Austen’s work. Her passivity and timidity also mean that she simply does less; the one significant action she takes in the novel is to refuse an offer of marriage. These qualities, along with her physical frailty, low social position, and frequent hardships, while they can make her an object of sympathy or even pity, form a barrier to her being an object of admiration or emulation.

Yet Fanny’s particular combination of traits does offer some appealing compensations. She draws on one of the most powerful literary archetypes, the Cinderella story, thanks to her relative poverty, her mistreatment (including by two selfish stepsister-like cousins), her almost-angelic gentleness and kindness, and her eventual vindication and reward. The wish to see justice done for her drives much of the suspense and interest of the plot for many readers.

Another advantage is simply the exploration of a character type that does not often figure at the center of novels. In all her previous novels, Jane Austen offered heroines who were outgoing and energetic, and generally confident as well; her last heroine before Fanny, Elizabeth Bennet of Pride and Prejudice, was distinctive particularly for her confidence and outspokenness as well as her wit. Austen shows throughout her works a fascination with the varieties of human character, and creates a vast array of distinctive characters, so it is not surprising to see her attempt a heroine as different as Fanny. Moreover, in doing so she can demonstrate how such a person, the very sort who is often ignored or neglected, if not scorned, can in fact possess many interesting or valuable qualities, an underlying strength that more than once inspires her to resist external pressures that most would not, and an extremely rich inner life.

In fact, Fanny arguably has the richest inner life of any character in Jane Austen: she is in many respects both the most intellectual and the most emotional of all the heroines. She is very bookish, in part because her shyness and her lowly social position have caused her to turn to books for diversion and education and consolation. Her reliance on books, though it can lead to naivete, encourages her to relate the particulars of her experience to general principles, and this stimulates her many sustained reflections and allows important themes to emerge in her thoughts and words. At the same time, she reacts with extreme sensitivity to almost everything that occurs, which frequently causes her anguish and distress and leads at times to foolish overreactions or unattractive feelings. Her acute reactions and emotions, coupled with her strenuous efforts to guide and control her feelings through moral principles, create conflicts that can make even the most ordinary occurrence an occasion for inner drama.

These features of Fanny also result in a distinctive amount of action and drama that is not directly related to the heroine. Austen’s novels always contain the dual elements of a story involving a wide array of people and a single person through whose consciousness the story unfolds. This single consciousness focuses the novel, but it also means almost everything must transpire within her observation. This limitation proves less restrictive than usual in Mansfield Park, in great part due to Fanny’s special characteristics. Because she is so quiet and inconspicuous she is able to witness many important events, and because she is so sensitive and thoughtful she is able to understand more than others do; hence she can be peripheral to the action for much of the novel while still being present to the reader. Moreover, the continuing lively saga of her interior life means that she never ceases to be an object of interest. Finally, as a thoughtful and sympathetic listener, whose own sentiments are frequently not perceived by others, she becomes a sounding board, most notably for Edmund and Mary Crawford. They make her their confidante about their feelings for each other, while never suspecting Fanny’s love for Edmund, allowing their romance to play out substantially before her. All this permits Mansfield Park to go further than any other Austen novel in three important ways: the depiction of a variety of social milieus, the development of a number of complex characters, and the unfolding of a plot that is both eventful and realistic.

In the matter of social milieu, while Emma is distinctive for its comprehensive description of a single rural community, Mansfield Park shines for its portrait of three very different social worlds. Its principal world is Mansfield Park itself. Grand houses were at the pinnacle of English society and play a critical role in all Austen’s novels, and their particular characteristics are explored in their greatest depth here. The second world is fashionable London society, another leading element of contemporary England. It receives here its sole sustained evocation by Jane Austen, through the characters of Mary and Henry Crawford. The third world is Fanny’s home in Portsmouth, the author’s only foray into such a humble milieu. In these scenes she vividly describes both the personal and the material aspects that contrast the Prices’ life with the wealthier and more genteel society she otherwise depicts.

The novel also uses these worlds, and the contrasts among them, to develop fundamental moral themes. Mansfield Park is ostensibly the site of an ideal blend of sound moral principles and polished manners, contrasted with fashionable London society, whose exterior elegance and politeness are accompanied by moral laxness. Yet through the Crawfords—with their wit, charm, good humor, and clever and erudite conversation, along with their fine manners—Austen acknowledges the attractiveness of their sphere and why it could exercise such influence. Furthermore, the powerful effect of the Crawfords upon the Bertrams underlines the critical weakness of the Mansfield Park family: their focus on elegant manners, and on the wealth and social position that help support them, has caused them to neglect moral principles, which leads ultimately to the tragic denouement of the story. As for the Prices, they adhere, even if imperfectly, to a basic moral code, but their lack of manners causes continual conflict and frequent unhappiness, demonstrating that while manners may be of lesser importance, they still have value. Finally, Fanny herself, who is not a full member of any of these worlds, serves as an additional locus of contrast. Her memories of Mansfield Park make her more keenly aware of the social defects in Portsmouth. Her consistently firm moral stance in her exchanges with both Crawfords highlights their moral deficiencies. Most important, she reveals more than anyone the defects at Mansfield Park. Her bookishness and her social apartness mean that the high-minded principles in books have substantially guided her; in contrast, most of the Bertrams, like so many wealthy families, have paid only lip service to those principles and instead let fashionable and worldly mores guide their behavior. Fanny’s resulting independent standards allow her to perceive the failings around her in the early part of the book, to stand on principle with unexpected firmness later, and, finally, to serve as a moral corrective and source of inspiration at the end.

This complex interplay of theme and milieu is matched by similar complexity of character. In all other Austen novels, at most two characters are multifaceted ones who struggle with contradictory feelings and who evolve over the course of the story: the main heroine and either a second heroine (in Sense and Sensibility) or the hero (to varying degrees in the other four novels). Mansfield Park, however, has at least four such characters: Edmund, Mary, Henry, and Fanny. All four receive extensive treatment, with the first three revealed at times by the author’s direct presentation of their thoughts or private conversations, and even more by Fanny’s careful observation of them. Edmund and Mary are portrayed as being strongly attracted to each other while strongly objecting to each other’s principles and priorities, which creates parallel internal conflicts. Each in turn becomes angry or frustrated with the other and vows to abandon aspirations of romance, before regretting this decision and relenting, leading to a period of positive hopes and plans, eventually dashed by reminders of the gulf between them. At the same time, their respective stories do exhibit an overall arc, as each gradually becomes more inclined to choose the other—with Mary in particular seeming to accept more and more the previously unthinkable notion of marrying a clergyman—before their siblings’ scandal leads to a definitive break and a revelation of their profound differences. Even after this, both display some regret and hope for reconciliation.

Henry presents initially a less multifaceted character, seeming to be simply an intelligent man in perpetual pursuit of amusement, most notably through the temporary conquest of female hearts. But as his pursuit of Fanny gradually leads to genuine interest and then affection, he reveals additional dimensions. He comes to understand and appreciate her unusual moral qualities. He also displays, in his reaction to William Price and in conversations with Sir Thomas and Edmund, glimpses of more general moral seriousness. By the time he visits Fanny in Portsmouth, he exhibits clear evidence both of efforts toward personal reform and of his continued mercurial nature. The complexities and ambiguities of his character are such that the author takes the unusual step at the end of declaring that a trivial decision of his, one he almost made differently, could have led to a completely different outcome for him (and in consequence for the other principals). In fact, more than any other Austen character, Henry has inspired numerous readers over the centuries to wish he had made an alternative decision and met a happier fate, or to believe this should have happened, that his acting differently at the end would be more plausible. Such a sentiment seems to have been shared by Jane Austen’s sister, Cassandra, the person she was far closer to than any other: a fan of Austen’s novels, relating a conversation she had in the 1850s with an Austen niece, reports that the niece recalled hearing Cassandra argue with Jane that she should allow Henry to marry Fanny. In a letter the author, speaking of her brother, writes, “Henry is going on with Mansfield Park; he admires H. Crawford—I mean properly—as a clever, pleasant Man” (March 2, 1814), a sign that she was far from condemning her creation, even as her story ultimately condemns him to unhappiness.

This novel also presents a uniquely complex parental figure in Sir Thomas Bertram. All Austen heroines (and some heroes) have parents who play important roles in the story. Yet in all other cases they are primarily marked by a few characteristics and remain essentially unchanged throughout the novel. Sir Thomas, however, shows a variety of dimensions, being at the outset a man of high intelligence and responsibility and good moral principles who also, through aloofness and coldness of manner and excessive concern for social position, neglects the education and moral development of his children and remains blind to the true nature of his daughters, of Fanny, and of Mrs. Norris. Moreover, he undergoes a significant evolution that forms another important story arc, first showing, after he returns from Antigua, an increased appreciation of Fanny and doubt about Mrs. Norris, then revealing his continued limits in his reaction to Fanny’s refusal of Henry, and finally realizing his profound errors. Furthermore, unlike another father forced to confront a family disaster due in part to his own negligence, Mr. Bennet of Pride and Prejudice, Sir Thomas experiences more than temporary regret and alters his outlook and conduct, a development made plausible by the moral seriousness and reflectiveness he has always displayed.

Finally, the variety of significant and interesting characters in Mansfield Park contributes to the strongest plot in all of Austen’s novels. Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice are similar in having dramatic and eventful plots, but these two, especially the former, rely for their drama on melodramatic developments, including some told in a long and woeful backstory, a common device in other novels of the time that Austen ridicules in some of her writings. Moreover, both, especially Pride and Prejudice, contain highly improbable coincidences that are crucial for the plot, another device common in the novels Austen satirizes and that conflicts with her general preference for strict realism and ordinariness. The other three, Northanger Abbey, Emma, and Persuasion, are more subdued in their plots, employing less melodrama and coincidence (though all three still have some of both). But their plots are also much simpler and less eventful. The hero and heroine like and appreciate each other from the beginning, and the story mostly involves waiting for them to become fully cognizant of their affection and suitability. In Northanger Abbey and Persuasion this means a short and generally straightforward march toward the denouement, while in Emma progress is lengthened and complicated by subplots involving supporting characters.

In contrast, Mansfield Park contains no coincidences as well as no significant melodrama other than the final elopement of Henry and Maria, while its plot is full of developments and twists and remains in a state of acute uncertainty and tension until the end. It alone does not follow the pattern of having a heroine encounter early on a man who both is right for her and is, or has been, interested in her, a more typical scenario that leaves the author the option of either letting the course of true love run fairly smoothly or impeding and resolving it with often melodramatic developments. Mansfield Park follows a different pattern, linking the four main characters in a chain of affection, where A (Henry) loves B (Fanny), who in turn loves C (Edmund), who in turn loves D (Mary); in each case the beloved object is hostile or unconscious or ambivalent. The chain is further extended by the two lesser characters of Mr. Rushworth, who loves Maria, and Maria, who loves Henry. This situation allows new developments to arise naturally and realistically, with no recourse to extraneous causation, while leaving the final outcome in doubt until the end.

The crucial handicap of this structure, and the almost certain reason why Jane Austen does not resort to it elsewhere, is that it shifts the action away from the main heroine, the figure who is always central to her novels and through whose eyes the story always occurs. This is not a fatal problem in this case, because Fanny’s passivity, along with her sensitivity and reflectiveness, allows her to serve as an excellent observer of others’ actions and recipient of their confidential disclosures. Yet not everything can be witnessed or heard by Fanny; nor can the author have too many scenes occurring away from her, or too many descriptions of the thoughts of other characters, without abandoning the heroine’s centrality. This problem is especially acute in the case of Henry and Maria, for their final action, if fully narrated as its importance would seem to demand, would require a substantial portion of the novel to occur outside Fanny’s view.

The author attempts to resolve that problem with two devices. The first is the priority given in the first third of the novel to the visit to Sotherton and to the theatrical performances. These episodes are notable because, despite their prominence and their superb artistry, they lead in the immediate term to no significant plot developments. Edmund and Mary’s relationship progresses during both episodes, but it also progresses through other incidents, rendering these scenes in no way necessary for this purpose. They are more important for Maria and Henry’s relationship, but they conclude with the two characters back essentially where they started; he has resumed his usual nomadic pursuit of pleasure, and she proceeds with her marriage to Mr. Rushworth. Yet the episodes’ long-term function is crucial. In both, Maria and Henry elope together in a metaphorical sense. Moreover, they reveal the characteristics that will eventually lead to their fateful final action, namely, her powerful feelings for him and his willingness, from vanity and a love of variety and amusement, to encourage her beyond what both decency and prudence would allow. Hence these episodes allow the author, through vivid early scenes that occur directly in Fanny’s presence or awareness, to foreshadow and adumbrate the final scenes that can be summarized only from a distance and in retrospect.

The second device, a far less happy one, is to present many of the later plot developments in the form of letters. Nabokov, in his comments, says that in this section the novel “shows signs of disintegrating,” and “this letter-writing business is a shortcut of no great artistic merit.”*5 This underrates the usual artistry with which Austen reveals character through the content and style of letters, as well as the letters’ function in giving a sustained insight into the vacillating attitudes of two important characters, Mary and Edmund. Nonetheless, the letters are a poor substitute for the vividly dramatized scenes in the rest of the novel. Mostly they are simply a necessary mechanism to keep Fanny and the reader abreast of other important characters and incidents during the Portsmouth section, which is crucial to the novel, since it highlights certain moral and social themes, teaches Fanny about her true place in the world, and provides the fatal test of Henry’s reform and fidelity by separating him from Fanny.

The concluding chapters that come just after the letters have a similarly summary quality, as a long series of critical events and changes is narrated in quick succession. This makes the last part the weakest section of the novel; yet this is also a symptom of the novel’s greatest strength, its embarrassment of riches when it comes to complex and fully developed story lines, characters, and themes. With so many superb elements in play, far more than in any other Austen novel, the author is forced at the end to be somewhat cursory in wrapping up all these loose strands without extending the novel to far greater length. But the riches that came before are so great, and the overall structure so harmonious and carefully integrated, that the deficiencies at the end fade in importance, and the reader is left with what is, in this writer’s opinion, the finest sustained example of Jane Austen’s artistic brilliance.




*1 Julia Kavanagh, from English Women of Letters, quoted in B. C. Southam, ed., Jane Austen: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge, 1968), p. 187; and H. L. Mencken, “Jane Austen,” in A Second Mencken Chrestomathy, ed. Terry Teachout (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994), p. 231.

*2 “A Long Talk About Jane Austen,” quoted in Ian Watt, ed., Jane Austen: A Collection of Critical Essays (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1963), p. 37.

*3 Vladimir Nabokov, Lectures on Literature, ed. Fredson Bowers (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1980); above quotes are in the introduction by John Updike, p. xxi.

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

*5 Nabokov, Lectures on Literature, pp. 49, 52.







VOLUME ONE





Chapter One

About thirty years ago,1 Miss Maria Ward of Huntingdon,2 with only seven thousand pounds,3 had the good luck to captivate Sir Thomas Bertram, of Mansfield Park,4 in the county of Northampton,5 and to be thereby raised to the rank of a baronet’s lady,6 with all the comforts and consequences of an handsome7 house and large income. All Huntingdon exclaimed on the greatness8 of the match, and her uncle, the lawyer,9 himself, allowed her to be at least three thousand pounds short of any equitable claim to it.10 She had two sisters to be benefited by her elevation; and such of their acquaintance as thought Miss Ward and Miss Frances quite as handsome11 as Miss Maria,12 did not scruple13 to predict their marrying with almost equal advantage. But there certainly are not so many men of large fortune in the world, as there are pretty women to deserve them.14 Miss Ward, at the end of half a dozen years, found herself obliged to be attached to the Rev. Mr. Norris,15 a friend of her brother-in-law, with scarcely any private fortune, and Miss Frances fared yet worse. Miss Ward’s match, indeed, when it came to the point, was not contemptible, Sir Thomas being happily able to give his friend an income in the living of Mansfield,16 and Mr. and Mrs. Norris began their career of conjugal felicity with very little less than a thousand a year.17 But Miss Frances married, in the common phrase, to disoblige her family,18 and by fixing on19 a Lieutenant of Marines,20 without education, fortune, or connections,21 did it very thoroughly. She could hardly have made a more untoward choice. Sir Thomas Bertram had interest,22 which, from principle as well as pride, from a general wish of doing right, and a desire of seeing all that were connected with him in situations of respectability, he would have been glad to exert for the advantage of Lady Bertram’s sister: but her husband’s profession was such as no interest could reach;23 and before he had time to devise any other method of assisting them, an absolute breach between the sisters had taken place. It was the natural result of the conduct of each party, and such as a very imprudent marriage almost always produces.24 To save herself from useless remonstrance, Mrs. Price never wrote to her family on the subject till actually married.25 Lady Bertram, who was a woman of very tranquil feelings, and a temper26 remarkably easy and indolent, would have contented herself with merely giving up her sister,27 and thinking no more of the matter:28 but Mrs. Norris had a spirit of activity,29 which could not be satisfied till she had written a long and angry letter to Fanny, to point out the folly of her conduct, and threaten her with all its possible ill consequences. Mrs. Price in her turn was injured and angry; and an answer which comprehended each sister in its bitterness, and bestowed such very disrespectful reflections30 on the pride of Sir Thomas,31 as Mrs. Norris could not possibly keep to herself, put an end to all intercourse between them for a considerable period.32
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Sutton Hall, Derbyshire, a grand house fitting much of the description of Mansfield Park.

[From John Preston Neale, Views of the Seats of Noblemen and Gentlemen, Vol. V (London, 1822)]
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A barrister of the period (Sir George Trafford Heald, K.C.).

[From Sir Walter Armstrong, Lawrence (London, 1913), p. 56]
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A general in standard army officer uniform, similar to that of the marines.

[From William Alexander, Picturesque Representations of the Dress and Manners of the English (London, 1813), Plate 29]

Their homes were so distant, and the circles in which they moved so distinct, as almost to preclude the means of ever hearing of each other’s existence during the eleven following years, or at least to make it very wonderful33 to Sir Thomas, that Mrs. Norris should ever have it in her power to tell them, as she now and then did in an angry voice, that Fanny had got another child.34 By the end of eleven years, however, Mrs. Price could no longer afford to cherish pride or resentment, or to lose one connection that might possibly assist her. A large and still increasing family, an husband disabled for active service,35 but not the less equal to company and good liquor,36 and a very small income to supply their wants, made her eager to regain the friends37 she had so carelessly sacrificed; and she addressed Lady Bertram in a letter which spoke so much contrition and despondence, such a superfluity of children, and such a want of almost every thing else, as could not but dispose them all to a reconciliation. She was preparing for her ninth lying-in,38 and after bewailing the circumstance, and imploring their countenance39 as sponsors to the expected child, she could not conceal how important she felt they might be to the future maintenance of the eight already in being. Her eldest was a boy of ten years old, a fine spirited40 fellow who longed to be out in the world; but what could she do? Was there any chance of his being hereafter useful to Sir Thomas in the concerns of his West Indian property?41 No situation42 would be beneath him—or what did Sir Thomas think of Woolwich?43 or how could a boy be sent out to the East?44

[image: ]


Steventon Rectory, where Jane Austen grew up.

[From Mary Augusta Austen-Leigh, Personal Aspects of Jane Austen (New York, 1920), p. 12]
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The West India Docks, London, with ships and warehouses related to trade there.

[From Fiona St. Aubyn, Ackermann’s Illustrated London, illustrations by Augustus Pugin and Thomas Rowlandson (Ware, 1985), p. 7]

The letter was not unproductive. It re-established peace and kindness. Sir Thomas sent friendly advice and professions, Lady Bertram dispatched money and baby-linen, and Mrs. Norris wrote the letters.45

Such were its immediate effects, and within a twelvemonth a more important advantage to Mrs. Price resulted from it. Mrs. Norris was often observing to the others, that she could not get her poor sister and her family out of her head, and that much as they had all done for her, she seemed to be wanting to do more: and at length she could not but own46 it to be her wish, that poor Mrs. Price should be relieved from the charge and expense of one child entirely out of her great number. “What if they were among them to undertake the care of her eldest daughter, a girl now nine years old, of an age to require more attention than her poor mother could possibly give? The trouble and expense of it to them, would be nothing compared with the benevolence of the action.” Lady Bertram agreed with her instantly. “I think we cannot do better,” said she, “let us send for the child.”

Sir Thomas could not give so instantaneous and unqualified a consent. He debated and hesitated;—it was a serious charge;—a girl so brought up must be adequately provided for, or there would be cruelty instead of kindness in taking her from her family.47 He thought of his own four children—of his two sons—of cousins in love, &c.;48—but no sooner had he deliberately begun to state his objections, than Mrs. Norris interrupted him with a reply to them all whether stated or not.

“My dear Sir Thomas, I perfectly comprehend you, and do justice to the generosity and delicacy49 of your notions, which indeed are quite of a piece with your general conduct; and I entirely agree with you in the main as to the propriety50 of doing every thing one could by way of providing for a child one had in a manner taken into one’s own hands; and I am sure I should be the last person in the world to withhold my mite51 upon such an occasion. Having no children of my own,52 who should I look to in any little matter I may ever have to bestow, but the children of my sisters?—and I am sure Mr. Norris is too just—but you know I am a woman of few words and professions. Do not let us be frightened from a good deed by a trifle. Give a girl an education, and introduce her properly into the world,53 and ten to one but she has the means of settling54 well, without farther expense to any body.55 A niece of our’s, Sir Thomas, I may say, or, at least of your’s, would not grow up in this neighbourhood without many advantages. I don’t say she would be so handsome as her cousins. I dare say she would not; but she would be introduced into the society of this country56 under such very favourable circumstances as, in all human probability, would get her a creditable establishment.57 You are thinking of your sons—but do not you know that of all things upon earth that is the least likely to happen; brought up, as they would be, always together like brothers and sisters? It is morally impossible. I never knew an instance of it.58 It is, in fact, the only sure way of providing against the connection.59 Suppose her a pretty girl, and seen by Tom or Edmund for the first time seven years hence,60 and I dare say there would be mischief.61 The very idea of her having been suffered to grow up at a distance from us all in poverty and neglect, would be enough to make either of the dear sweet-tempered boys in love with her.62 But breed her up with them from this time, and suppose her even to have the beauty of an angel, and she will never be more to either than a sister.”63

“There is a great deal of truth in what you say,” replied Sir Thomas, “and far be it from me to throw any fanciful impediment in the way of a plan which would be so consistent with the relative situations of each.64 I only meant to observe, that it ought not to be lightly engaged in, and that to make it really serviceable to Mrs. Price, and creditable to ourselves,65 we must secure to the child, or consider ourselves engaged to secure to her hereafter,66 as circumstances may arise, the provision of a gentlewoman,67 if no such establishment should offer as you are so sanguine in expecting.”68
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East India House, the London headquarters of the East India Company, which governed and controlled trade with British India.

[From The Repository of arts, literature, fashions, manufactures, &c, Vol. III (1810), p. 184]

“I thoroughly understand you,” cried Mrs. Norris; “you are every thing that is generous and considerate, and I am sure we shall never disagree on this point. Whatever I can do, as you well know, I am always ready enough to do for the good of those I love; and, though I could never feel for this little girl the hundredth part of the regard I bear your own dear children, nor consider her, in any respect, so much my own,69 I should hate myself if I were capable of neglecting her. Is not she a sister’s child? and could I bear to see her want, while I had a bit of bread to give her? My dear Sir Thomas, with all my faults I have a warm heart: and, poor as I am, would rather deny myself the necessaries of life, than do an ungenerous thing. So, if you are not against it, I will write to my poor sister to-morrow, and make the proposal; and, as soon as matters are settled, I will engage to get the child to Mansfield; you shall have no trouble about it. My own trouble, you know, I never regard. I will send Nanny to London on purpose,70 and she may have a bed at her cousin, the sadler’s,71 and the child be appointed to meet her there. They may easily get her from Portsmouth to town72 by the coach,73 under the care of any creditable person that may chance to be going. I dare say there is always some reputable tradesman’s wife or other going up.”74
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A panorama of London showing part of the city.

[From The Repository of arts, literature, fashions, manufactures, &c, Vol. III (1810), p. 184]

Except to the attack on Nanny’s cousin, Sir Thomas no longer made any objection, and a more respectable, though less economical rendezvous being accordingly substituted,75 every thing was considered as settled, and the pleasures of so benevolent a scheme were already enjoyed. The division of gratifying sensations ought not, in strict justice, to have been equal; for Sir Thomas was fully resolved to be the real and consistent patron of the selected child, and Mrs. Norris had not the least intention of being at any expense whatever in her maintenance. As far as walking, talking, and contriving reached, she was thoroughly benevolent, and nobody knew better how to dictate liberality76 to others: but her love of money was equal to her love of directing, and she knew quite as well how to save her own as to spend that of her friends. Having married on a narrower income than she had been used to look forward to,77 she had, from the first, fancied a very strict line of economy necessary; and what was begun as a matter of prudence, soon grew into a matter of choice, as an object of that needful solicitude, which there were no children to supply.78 Had there been a family to provide for, Mrs. Norris might never have saved her money; but having no care of that kind, there was nothing to impede her frugality, or lessen the comfort of making a yearly addition to an income which they had never lived up to. Under this infatuating79 principle, counteracted by no real affection for her sister, it was impossible for her to aim at more than the credit of projecting and arranging so expensive a charity; though perhaps she might so little know herself, as to walk home to the Parsonage80 after this conversation, in the happy belief of being the most liberal-minded sister and aunt in the world.
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A public coach of the time.

[From Ralph Nevill, Old Sporting Prints (London, 1908)]

When the subject was brought forward again, her views were more fully explained; and, in reply to Lady Bertram’s calm inquiry of “Where shall the child come to first, sister, to you or to us?” Sir Thomas heard, with some surprise, that it would be totally out of Mrs. Norris’s power to take any share in the personal charge of her. He had been considering her as a particularly welcome addition at the Parsonage, as a desirable companion to an aunt who had no children of her own; but he found himself wholly mistaken. Mrs. Norris was sorry to say, that the little girl’s staying with them, at least as things then were, was quite out of the question. Poor Mr. Norris’s indifferent state of health made it an impossibility: he could no more bear the noise of a child than he could fly; if indeed he should ever get well of his gouty complaints,81 it would be a different matter: she should then be glad to take her turn, and think nothing of the inconvenience; but just now, poor Mr. Norris took up every moment of her time, and the very mention of such a thing she was sure would distract him.

“Then she had better come to us?” said Lady Bertram with the utmost composure. After a short pause, Sir Thomas added with dignity, “Yes, let her home be in this house. We will endeavour to do our duty by her, and she will at least have the advantage of companions of her own age, and of a regular instructress.”

“Very true,” cried Mrs. Norris, “which are both very important considerations: and it will be just the same to Miss Lee, whether she has three girls to teach, or only two82—there can be no difference. I only wish I could be more useful; but you see I do all in my power. I am not one of those that spare their own trouble; and Nanny shall fetch her, however it may put me to inconvenience to have my chief counsellor away for three days.83 I suppose, sister, you will put the child in the little white attic, near the old nurseries. It will be much the best place for her, so near Miss Lee, and not far from the girls, and close by the housemaids,84 who could either of them help to dress her you know, and take care of her clothes, for I suppose you would not think it fair to expect Ellis to wait on her as well as the others.85 Indeed, I do not see that you could possibly place her any where else.”

Lady Bertram made no opposition.

“I hope she will prove a well-disposed girl,” continued Mrs. Norris, “and be sensible of her uncommon good fortune in having such friends.”

“Should her disposition be really bad,” said Sir Thomas, “we must not, for our own children’s sake, continue her in the family; but there is no reason to expect so great an evil.86 We shall probably see much to wish altered in her, and must prepare ourselves for gross ignorance, some meanness of opinions, and very distressing vulgarity of manner;87 but these are not incurable faults—nor, I trust, can they be dangerous for her associates. Had my daughters been younger than herself, I should have considered the introduction of such a companion, as a matter of very serious moment; but as it is, I hope there can be nothing to fear for them, and every thing to hope for her, from the association.”

“That is exactly what I think,” cried Mrs. Norris, “and what I was saying to my husband this morning. It
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