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    Jane Austen was born in Hampshire in 1775, the daughter of an Anglican rector. Although the Austens had a modest income, Jane and her siblings were encouraged to read widely. She wrote her first spoof novella, Love and Freindship (1790) – misspelling deliberate – when she was just 14. Jane apparently read excerpts of the work aloud to her family, developing a writing style characterised by social observation and wit.


    In 1801, Jane moved from Hampshire to Bath with her parents and sister Cassandra. Their life in the city was cut short, however, when her father died in 1805. Jane, her mother and Cassandra finally settled in the village of Chawton, where Jane wrote her most famous novels: Sense and Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, Northanger Abbey (1818) and Persuasion. In 1816, at the age of 41, she became ill and died the following year, possibly of Addison’s disease. She continued to write until the very end and is buried in Winchester Cathedral.

  


  
    EMMA


    A COMEDY OF MANNERS
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      	Reference edition: Austen, J. (1966) Emma. London: Penguin.


      	1st edition: 1816
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    Emma was the last novel Jane Austen saw published in her lifetime; Persuasion, written in the months before her death, was published posthumously in 1818. While preparing to write Emma, Austen declared: “I am going to take a heroine whom no-one but myself will much like.” Indeed, her eponymous heroine is far from flawless, with the novel following Emma’s disastrous attempts to matchmake those around her.


    The novel, perhaps surprisingly, is dedicated to the Prince Regent, the future King GeorgeIV. He was a huge fan of Austen who, for her part, could not stand him. The dedication is notoriously unenthusiastic: “To his Royal Highness, the Prince Regent, this work is, by His Royal Highness’s Permission, most Respectfully Dedicated by his Royal Highness’s Dutiful and Obedient Humble Servant, the Author.” It is a dedication dripping with the irony that characterises Emma itself.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE MATCHMAKING BEGINS


    The novel opens with a description of Emma Woodhouse, who is “handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home and happy disposition” (p.37). She seems to have every advantage, except that she is used to “having rather too much her own way, and a disposition to think a little too well of herself” (ibid.). Because her mother is dead, Emma and her sister Isabella have been brought up by a governess, Miss Taylor, alongside their loving but querulous father. When Isabella gets married, Emma and Miss Taylor – who rely on each other’s company – become close friends. However, as the novel begins, Miss Taylor has just got married herself. Mr Woodhouse dislikes change and considers Miss Taylor’s moving in with her new husband, Mr Weston, a loss for everyone involved.


    The evening after the wedding, Mr Woodhouse and Emma are visited by Mr George Knightley, the brother of Isabella’s husband. He is intimate with the family, soothing Mr Woodhouse’s worries and gently reproaching Emma when she claims credit for the marriage between the Westons. Emma believes she has a talent for matchmaking and announces her intention to marry off the local rector, Mr Elton.


    We learn that Mr Weston has been married before. His first wife, Miss Churchill, was a wealthy heiress whose brother disapproved of the marriage on account of Mr Weston’s class. Mr and Mrs Weston had a son, Frank, but when Mrs Weston died just a few years later, Frank was adopted by his uncle and aunt. He took the surname Churchill and became their heir. Now a young man, he writes to his new stepmother promising to visit.


    In an attempt to cheer her father after the departure of Miss Taylor, Emma arranges a dinner party. The guests comprise a number of local acquaintances: the ancient Mrs Bates, her middle-aged spinster daughter, Miss Bates, and Mrs Goddard, mistress of a girls’ boarding school. Mrs Goddard asks if she can bring Harriet Smith, “the natural daughter of somebody” (p.53), who has grown up in the school and does not know who her parents are. At the party, the two girls become friends. Emma learns that Harriet is friends with the Martins, a farming family, and decides to introduce her to more genteel society – detaching her from the Martins in the process.


    As Harriet replaces Miss Taylor as Emma’s walking companion, Emma questions her about her origins and says she could be the daughter of a gentleman. Whilst walking, the girls bump into Robert Martin. Emma is unimpressed to observe that there is clearly affection between him and Harriet. She encourages Harriet to compare Mr Martin to gentlemen such as Mr Elton, whom she has resolved to match with Harriet.


    THE FIRST PROPOSAL


    Knightley and Mrs Weston discuss Emma and Harriet. Knightley claims that no good can come of their friendship and that he would like to see Emma in love “and in some doubt of a return; it would do her good” (p.69). Emma, meanwhile, has no thoughts of her own love life. She continues to plan a match between Harriet and Mr Elton, whom she believes are already in love. At a gathering, Elton praises how refined Harriet has become through Emma’s companionship and is quick to support Emma’s plan to paint a portrait of her friend. Once the painting is underway, Mr Elton is full of admiration, and challenges Mrs Weston and Knightley when they point out artistic inaccuracies. He insists that Emma entrust him with taking the portrait to London to be framed.


    Soon afterwards, Harriet receives a letter from Robert Martin asking her to marry him. When Emma suggests ways in which Harriet should phrase her refusal, never imagining her friend would accept, it is evident that Harriet is considering just that. Emma is horrified; she insists she will not influence Harriet but makes it plain that she disapproves. When Harriet tentatively decides to reject the offer, Emma congratulates her, claiming her acceptance would have been the end of their friendship: “I could not have visited Mrs Robert Martin, of Abbey-Mill Farm” (p.80). She cheers Harriet with thoughts of Mr Elton, whom she believes will soon propose to Harriet himself.


    Knightley visits Emma and reveals that Robert Martin has recently asked his advice about proposing to Harriet. Although he is convinced that Robert could marry a woman with more sense, he is nonetheless supportive. When Emma tells him that Harriet has rejected the proposal, Knightley is aghast. Quickly guessing that Emma was involved, he is further enraged at Emma’s claim that Mr Martin is not Harriet’s equal. They part angrily, Knightley declaring that Emma is sorely mistaken if she believes that Mr Elton will marry Harriet.


    Later that evening, Harriet arrives at Hartfield; she is staying with Emma at the estate. The girls have been collecting riddles to copy into a book, and when Mr Elton soon calls upon them to return the newly-framed portrait, they ask him to provide one. Mr Elton initially refuses, but the next day, he drops off a piece of paper. He has written a riddle himself and Emma immediately solves it, realising the answer is “courtship”. She believes Mr Elton has written it to seek permission to court Harriet.


    Emma seeks more inventive ways of bringing Mr Elton and Harriet together, even snapping the lace of her boot as an excuse to fall behind the pair during a walk. She is puzzled, but not discouraged, when none of these attempts work. There is soon distraction when her sister, Isabella, arrives at Hartfield for Christmas. She is accompanied by her husband – John Knightley, George’s brother – and five children. Emma is a little wary of John, whom she believes can be sharp with Isabella and unsympathetic to Mr Woodhouse, but fond of her nieces and nephews. When George Knightley himself arrives for dinner, he and Emma reconcile after their argument over Harriet – though not before he tells her that Mr Martin is incredibly disappointed by the rejection.


    CHRISTMAS EVE


    Mr and Mrs Weston are throwing a party on Christmas Eve, to which the Knightleys, the Woodhouses, Mr Elton and Harriet Smith are invited. However, Harriet becomes ill and is unable to go. When Emma visits her, she bumps into Mr Elton and tries to persuade him that he should also miss the party that evening, for he has a cold and the December weather will make it worse. She expects Mr Elton to seize the excuse, assuming that he will not want to go if Harriet will not be there. However, he is insistent that he will be there. John overhears and warns Emma that Mr Elton might be in love with her, but Emma herself disregards the idea.


    Once they arrive at the party, however, Emma starts to worry John might be right. Mr Elton pays her particular attentions throughout the evening, even squeezing between her and Mrs Weston on a sofa. They had been discussing Frank Churchill, Weston’s son, who is due to visit in January. Although Emma has no plans to renege on her decision to stay single, she is interested by the news; she admits to herself that she has always felt something for the idea of Frank and believes they could be well-matched.


    John reports that it is snowing, inspiring horror in Mr Woodhouse and Isabella, who worry that they will not be able to return home. Mr Knightley soothes their nerves, organising their carriage and reassuring the pair. As everyone leaves Randalls, Emma finds herself travelling alone in a carriage with Mr Elton. To her immense surprise, he immediately declares his love for her and asks her to marry him. Believing he has had too much wine at the party, she tells him that he has confused her with Harriet, the true object of his affections. Mr Elton is bewildered and assures Emma that he has no interest in Harriet at all. He claims Emma has encouraged his advances, but Emma sharply denies this. She refuses his proposal and they do not exchange another word for the rest of the journey.


    Having returned to Hartfield, Emma is full of regret and berates herself for misleading Harriet – who, realistically, would never have considered Mr Elton without Emma’s encouragement. She resolves to give up matchmaking and dreads telling Harriet about Mr Elton’s proposal.


    After Christmas, John and Isabella return to London and the Woodhouses receive a letter from Mr Elton, announcing that he is going to spend the next few weeks in Bath. Emma is relieved and takes the opportunity to tell Harriet what happened on Christmas Eve. Harriet receives the news extremely graciously, refusing to blame her friend, and returns to Hartfield with Emma. Whilst taking a walk, they call in upon Mrs and Miss Bates. To Emma’s dismay, Miss Bates is full of Mr Elton’s trip to Bath – Emma had hoped to distract Harriet from thinking about him. Miss Bates also talks at length about Jane Fairfax, who lives with a Colonel Campbell and his wife. Because the Campbells are going to visit their married daughter, Mrs Dixon, in Ireland, Jane will be coming to stay in Highbury. Emma, forever jumping to conclusions, entertains the idea that Jane has been romantically involved with Mr Dixon, making it impossible for her to accompany the Campbells to Ireland.


    FRANK CHURCHILL ARRIVES


    Jane became an orphan aged three, after her father died in battle and her mother from grief. Jane lived with Miss and Mrs Bates in Highbury until she was eight, when Colonel Campbell – a friend of her father’s – took her in. He financed her education but, since she would have no income after coming of age, it was accepted that she would have to become a governess. Her visit to Highbury will be her last period of freedom before she seeks employment. When Jane arrives, Emma feels conflicted. On the one hand, she sympathises with Jane’s situation; on the other, she has never truly liked her, perhaps because – as Mr Knightley believes – she is jealous of her beauty and accomplishments. Emma finds out that Jane met Frank Churchill in Weymouth last year, and Jane’s reluctance to answer her questions on the subject cements Emma’s dislike.


    Shortly afterwards, Mr Knightley calls at Hartfield to give Emma some news. However, when Miss and Mrs Bates arrive with Jane, they beat him to it, announcing that Mr Elton has become engaged to a woman named Miss Hawkins in Bath. Harriet also arrives with news, recounting that she has bumped into Mr Martin and his sister in Highbury. Although the meeting was initially awkward, they parted on friendly terms. Emma allows that the Martins have behaved admirably but decides that they are still too lowly to be considered Harriet’s equals.


    Mr Elton returns to Highbury with his fiancée, Miss Hawkins, who possesses a good fortune. Emma believes she is rather vulgar, but Harriet is far more charitable. Her rekindled affection for the Martins has distracted her from Mr Elton; she is pained when Mr Martin’s sister leaves a note for her at Mrs Goddard’s, asking her to visit. Emma allows that a visit to Abbey-Mill Farm can do no harm, but promises to call for Harriet after 15minutes so as to limit the trip.


    Mr and Mrs Weston announce that Frank’s visit, which had been put off from January, is now arranged. Emma meets “the Frank Churchill so long talked of” (p.202) unexpectedly when he and the Westons call at Hartfield, and finds him every bit as handsome and charming as rumours suggested. It becomes evident that Mr Weston harbours hopes that she and Frank might become attached. By the time Frank leaves to visit Jane Fairfax, whom he met in Weymouth, Emma is imagining them spending time together at Randalls “any hour of the day, with full confidence in their comfort” (p.207).


    During a walk around Highbury the next day, Emma
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