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THE LIFE AND TIMES OF JANE AUSTEN






	1775


	The American Revolutionary War begins in April with the battles of Lexington and Concord.







	 


	Jane Austen is born on December 16, in Steventon, Hampshire, England; she is the seventh of eight children.







	1778


	Fanny Burney—one of the most popular, well-paid, and influential female novelists of the late eighteenth century—publishes Evelina, a landmark in the history of the novel of manners.







	1782


	Fanny Burney publishes Cecilia.







	1783


	Austen and her older sister Cassandra attend school in Southampton.







	1785


	William Cowper, one of Austen’s favorite poets, publishes his most well-known poem, The Task, in which he praises, among other things, the virtues of the countryside.







	1788


	King George III suffers the first bout of a mental illness that will eventually cause him to relinquish the crown to the Prince Regent.







	 


	George Gordon Byron (commonly known as Lord Byron), one of England’s greatest poets and a seminal figure in British Romanticism, is born.







	1789


	George III recuperates.







	 


	The French Revolution begins.







	 


	Songs of Innocence by William Blake, radical artist and poet of the early Romantic movement, is published.







	1791


	American journalist Thomas Paine publishes the first part of Rights of Man, in which he justifies political revolution when a government ceases to protect the natural rights of its citizens.







	 


	Ann Radcliffe’s blockbuster gothic novel The Romance of the Forest—which Harriet recommends to Mr. Martin in Emma—is published.







	1792


	Romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley is born.







	 


	Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman is published; in this work Wollstonecraft argues that it is precisely in order to perform their domestic duties better that women should be better educated.







	1793


	Louis XVI of France executed. The Reign of Terror begins.







	 


	England declares war on France, marking the start of the War of the First Coalition.







	1794


	The right of habeas corpus is suspended in England.







	 


	Austen’s brothers Francis and Charles serve in the Royal Navy.







	 


	Austen likely starts writing Lady Susan, an epistolary novel.







	 


	Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho, which Austen will parody in Northanger Abbey, is published.







	1795


	The Speenhamland system begins in England as an attempt to remedy problems with the relief system for the poor in which wages had not kept up with rising prices; the new system gauges relief according to the price of bread so as to prevent bread riots in an age of revolution.







	 


	Austen likely begins writing Elinor and Marianne, the first version of Sense and Sensibility.







	 


	John Keats, the youngest of the Romantic poets, is born.







	 


	The Treasonable Practices Act is passed in England, curtailing freedom of the press. The Seditious Meetings Act is also passed, restricting the size of public meetings and requiring a license for meetings in which political policies are discussed.







	1796


	Austen begins First Impressions, which she will later revise as Pride and Prejudice.







	1798


	Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads is published; the collection is a landmark of Romantic poetry, in which everyday expression is championed as a vehicle for the representation of universal human emotions.







	 


	Thomas Robert Malthus, the political economist, publishes An Essay on the Principle of Population, arguing that the human population will eventually outstrip the food supply, thereby posing the primary obstacle to any achievement in the future improvement of humanity.







	 


	Austen begins writing Susan, which she will later revise as Northanger Abbey.







	 


	The War of the Second Coalition begins; Austria and Russia join England against Napoleon.







	1799


	The Anti-Combination Act is passed in England, banning workers’ strikes.







	 


	Austen’s aunt Jane Leigh Perrot is charged with shoplifting and arrested in Bath.







	1801


	Austen’s father, the Reverend George Austen, retires and moves the family to the fashionable resort town of Bath.







	1802


	Austen becomes engaged for one night to Harris Bigg-Wither.







	1803


	Austen sells Susan to Crosby and Co. for ten pounds, but will eventually ask for its return when, after six years, it remained unpublished.







	 


	The United States buys Louisiana from France.







	 


	The War of the Third Coalition begins.







	 


	Ralph Waldo Emerson, the American philosopher noted for leading the transcendentalist movement, is born.







	 


	During either this year or the next, Austen begins The Watsons, which she never completes, possibly abandoning the novel when her father dies.







	1804


	Napoleon proclaims himself emperor of France.







	 


	Spain declares war on Britain.







	1805


	Austen’s father dies.







	 


	The Battle of Trafalgar, in which England’s beloved Lord Nelson is mortally wounded, marks the turning point in the Napoleonic Wars, resulting in the French and Spanish naval powers’ being crushed.







	 


	The Lay of the Last Minstrel by Sir Walter Scott, one of the most popular novelists and poets of the period, is published.







	1806


	Napoleon initiates the Continental System whereby he compensates for the French naval defeat at Trafalgar with a policy of economic warfare; the Berlin Decree forbids trade with England.







	1807


	England responds to the Continental System with a blockade of French and allied ports, thereby initiating an economic blockade of continental Europe. The action triggers an embargo on British trade by the United States.







	 


	The slave trade is abolished in England and its colonies.







	 


	Austen, her sister, and her mother move to Southampton.







	1809


	The three Austen women settle at Chawton Cottage on the Hampshire estate of Jane’s brother Edward.







	 


	Charles Darwin (the most important proponent of evolutionary theory) and the poet Alfred, Lord Tennyson are born.







	1810


	Elizabeth Gaskell (née Stevenson), the novelist and biographer of Charlotte Brontë, is born.







	 


	George III is declared insane.







	1811


	Sense and Sensibility is published anonymously by the publisher T. Egerton, London.







	 


	George III’s son George, the Prince of Wales, becomes the Prince Regent.







	 


	Novelist William Makepeace Thackeray is born.







	 


	The Luddite riots begin, in which skilled textile workers burn machines installed to replace them.







	1812


	The first volume of Fairy Tales by the Brothers Grimm is published.







	 


	Novelist Charles Dickens is born.







	 


	The United States declares war on Great Britain.







	 


	Napoleon invades Russia.







	1813


	Pride and Prejudice is published.







	1814


	Austen’s Mansfield Park, Fanny Burney’s The Wanderer, and Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley are published.







	 


	Napoleon is exiled to Elba.







	 


	The Treaty of Ghent officially ends the War of 1812 between the United States and Great Britain, although fighting continues until May 1815.







	1815


	Napoleon returns and is defeated at Waterloo.







	 


	Emma is published.







	 


	In August, Austen starts writing Persuasion.







	1816


	In his anonymous review of Emma, Sir Walter Scott would be the first writer to recognize Austen’s reinvention of domestic realism.







	 


	Charlotte Brontë is born.







	 


	Austen completes Persuasion.







	 


	Austen’s brother Henry repurchases the manuscript of the still-unpublished Susan (later Northanger Abbey).







	1817


	Austen begins Sanditon, but never finishes it; she dies on July 18.







	1818


	Austen’s Northanger Abbey and Persuasion are published posthumously.







	 


	Emily Brontë is born.







	 


	Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is published anonymously.







	1819


	The Peterloo Massacre occurs when soldiers in Manchester, England, charge a crowd of peaceful demonstrators asking for parliamentary reform.







	 


	Marian, or Mary Anne, Evans—who will later write novels under the pseudonym George Eliot—is born.







	1820


	George III dies.







	1827


	Austen’s mother dies at the age of eighty-eight.







	1833


	The commercially successful publisher Richard Bentley issues a collected edition of Jane Austen’s novels along with a “Biographical Notice” by her brother Henry.







	1845


	Austen’s sister Cassandra dies.







	1870


	A Memoir of Jane Austen is published by her nephew James Edward Austen-Leigh.


























INTRODUCTION


WITH TRADEMARK IRONY, JANE AUSTEN FAMOUSLY DESCRIBED the beautiful and rich eponymous heroine of Emma, her fourth major novel, as someone “whom no one but myself will much like.” Snobby, self-centered, and a bit of a bully, Emma nevertheless sparkles with a wit, playfulness, and generosity of spirit that have delighted readers for more than two hundred years. When her longtime governess and devoted friend leaves to get married and begin a family of her own, Emma embarks on a scheme of match-making antics that inadvertently place her center stage in a farce of her own making. A landmark of domestic realism in which the representation of everyday life achieves the excitement of an adventure, a charming romance in which love springs from surprizing places, a riveting mystery in which a secret’s final revelation is artfully prepared by hidden clues, a story of emotional growth in which self-knowledge and fellow feeling temper the raw exercise of power, Emma remains first and foremost a hilarious comedy: As each of Emma’s projects degenerates into an unwitting blunder of cross-purposes, laughter emerges as the uncontested achievement of Austen’s most skillfully crafted novel.


Born on December 16, 1775, Jane Austen was the seventh child of Cassandra and George Austen, the latter an Anglican rector in the parish of Steventon in Hampshire, England. Educated in a busy and sociable home, filled with brothers, a sister, lodging students, and servants, Jane enjoyed access to her father’s extensive library, which included the most popular novels of the day, even gothic shockers and raunchier (by Victorian standards) eighteenth-century fare such as Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones (1749). Austen’s domestic circle composed the first of what would be her many fan clubs, some of which now constitute a robust Austen industry of societies, reading groups, and websites. Admiring and critiquing her writing, Austen’s family encountered her fiction first by hearing it read aloud, a popular form of family entertainment akin to television today. Although later male novelists, notably Charles Dickens and William Makepeace Thackeray, would capitalize on this form of entertainment by staging lucrative public readings of excerpts from their novels, the perceived boundaries between public and private life precluded female authors from peddling their wares in this way. Despite Austen’s obvious literary gifts, financial pressures for the Austen family grew when, in 1801, Reverend Austen gave the Steventon living to his son, James, and retired to Bath, a fashionable resort town that would serve as the setting for parts of two of Jane’s novels, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion. After her father’s death in 1805, Jane, along with her mother and beloved sister, Cassandra, spent several years visiting friends and relatives before settling in a house on an estate belonging to her brother Edward, who had been adopted by wealthy childless relatives in 1783. It was there, in the Chawton cottage, that Austen wrote and revised the six completed novels (some of which she had started earlier) that stand as her oeuvre today: Sense and Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice (1813), Mansfield Park (1814), Emma (1815), and Northanger Abbey and Persuasion (published together posthumously in 1818). After becoming ill with what might have been Addison’s disease, in 1817, Austen moved to Winchester in order to be closer to her physician. She died there on July 18 of that year, at the age of forty-one.


Despite recent Hollywood movies—and to the frustration of many biographers—much remains speculative about Austen’s life, due to the draconian measures taken by her family to preserve a posthumous reputation of which they approved, one that culminated in her nephew’s 1870 biography, A Memoir of Jane Austen. Cassandra burned many of Jane’s letters and cut large swaths out of others, repressing representations that did not mesh with an idealized portrait of a matronly woman modestly writing away amid a busy parlor for the unsullied entertainment of her family and friends. The savvy businesswoman who, with an unapologetic eye for profit, left one publisher’s office to seek better terms with another, does not appear. The woman who jilted an accepted lover after less than a day’s engagement never emerges to explain herself. The novelist who invented lines like, “It was a delightful visit; perfect in being much too short” (Emma, chapter 13) is overshadowed by the notoriously precious description she gave of her own writing as “the little bit (two inches wide) of ivory on which I work with so fine a brush as produces little effect after much labor.” Victorian prudery perpetuated the omissions made by her relatives, who deliberately veiled many of the potentially salacious details of Jane’s life and family, such as the facts that: one of her brothers was institutionalized for madness, another brother given up for adoption by wealthy relatives, an aunt was tried for grand larceny, and her father was implicated in the opium trade. On top of it all, Austen was a bad speller!


What we do know is that Austen hailed from an emerging professional class, one that benefited from the age’s increasingly meritocratic spirit but nevertheless judged itself in the same language that governed traditional forms of authority. As a clergyman, Austen’s father belonged to one of the four traditional professions, the others being military service, the practice of law, and the practice of medicine. Two of Austen’s six brothers would join those ranks as clergymen and two would join the navy, the latter an increasingly profitable and prestigious career during the prolonged Napoleonic Wars. The professional classes of this period are sometimes called “pseudo-gentry” by virtue of their resemblance to the land-owning gentry: Professional families often went to the same schools, read the same books, and shared the same taste as the gentry, but they did not own land that could be bequeathed to subsequent generations. In this sense, their social status relied on professional work rather than on landed property. It is perhaps no accident that so many novelists of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries issue from these professional classes for which the idea of property increasingly came to include spiritual and intellectual forms in addition to land. While most of Austen’s heroines are rewarded in their concluding marriages with landed estates, they generally earn that reward through properties of mind and spirit that they already possess. Furthermore, though Austen’s fictional world seems to refer to a highly stratified social hierarchy, nearly all of her main characters fall within the middle ranks; even among the wealthiest of her property-owners, few can boast an aristocratic title. The implicit shift in the definition of property and the focus on an emerging middle-class culture animate Austen’s novels with a democratic, even liberal, air despite the conservative values superficially assumed by a marriage plot as lucrative as it is inevitable.


A consideration of the political values of Austen’s novels can only begin by noting that during her lifetime England was at continual war with revolutionary, and then Napoleonic, France. With revolution abroad, but also riots and mutinies at home, English politics around the end of the eighteenth century was marked by a series of repressive measures—such as the 1795 Seditious Meetings Acts (which restricted the size of public meetings and required a license for meetings in which political policies were discussed) and the suspension of habeas corpus in 1794—that culminated in the Peterloo Massacre in August 1819, when the British Army charged into a peaceful crowd gathered to demand parliamentary reform. Many critics see Austen’s fiction as contributing to this reactionary climate by following the cues of earlier conservative female novelists such as Fanny Burney, Hannah More, and Maria Edgeworth, to name a few. Led by Marilyn Butler, these critics place Austen in an anti-Jacobin literary tradition that responded to the threat of French revolutionary politics and to the radical ideas of such writers as Mary Wollstonecraft and William Godwin. They point out that Austen’s novels never pose any programmatic remediation for the social injustices they so astutely represent: Austen’s novels never imagine sustainable work opportunities for women; they never criticize the system of primogeniture whereby an estate is entailed only to the eldest male relative, thereby dislocating dependent female relatives; they do not speak out against the press gangs that fought so much of the war; they never propose a coeducational system of national schools. Although Emma voices social protest through the rival heroine, Jane Fairfax, who compares the work of being a governess to slave labor, the novel ultimately uses romantic resolution to sidestep the implication that personal freedom relies on economic power.


Austen’s apparent conservatism generally coalesces around her representation of the landed estate itself. Taking her cues from the political philosopher Edmund Burke, who famously compared English political rights to an “entailed inheritance,” the linchpin of the system of primogeniture, Austen similarly uses the entailed estate to ground her central characters morally. Although the contemporary American reader often balks at the idea that property should pass to the nearest male heir regardless of merit or inclination, the logic of entailment, as the literary scholar Sandra MacPherson has suggested, supports an unwavering commitment to the common good insofar as the claims of unknown others are put before the pursuit of self-gain. Because Mr. Knightley’s estate, Donwell, for example, is entailed to the closest male heir, Mr. Knightley acts merely as its steward for most of the novel. In one of her more transparent delusions, Emma argues that Mr. Knightley cannot marry because a son would deprive her nephew, Henry, the closest male relative, of the estate’s inheritance. Of course, she conveniently forgets her allegiance to her nephew when a son of her own enters into the imagined inheritance, but the novel has nevertheless called our attention to the fact that Donwell is entailed. That Mr. Knightley holds the land only temporarily does not alter the energy with which he goes about improving it, enriching it, caring for it. Indeed, he is the novel’s hero by virtue of his recognition of the claims of others, a quality central to the idea of entailment.


As the literary critic Tony Tanner has pointed out, Emma begins the novel with much wealth and little land. In this sense, she begins without the traditional patterns of socially responsible behavior that Mr. Knightley, as landowner and local magistrate, enjoys. The scale according to which Mr. Knightley judges the world correctly corresponds to his role as the community’s consummate provider—of apples for the poor spinster Miss Bates, a carriage for the untended Miss Fairfax; strawberries for his neighbors; company for Emma’s elderly father, Mr. Woodhouse; and romantic love for Emma. It is no wonder that his estate, the coyly dubbed Donwell (he does indeed do well), is presented through a montage of fecundity: The “sweet view” Donwell affords contains all the “appendages of prosperity and beauty, its rich pastures, spreading flocks, orchard in blossom, and light column of smoke ascending.” Although Austen’s brother admonished her for agricultural errors in this famous description of a late spring strawberry-picking outing that includes the scorching heat of summer, the spreading flocks of early spring, the apples of fall, and the fireplace smoke of winter, many readers have persuasively identified the scene as a pastiche of the passing seasons, Donwell emerging not out of a historical past, but out of an ahistorical cycle of seasons, not of a time, but for all time. This celebration of Donwell and its values enables a reading of Emma’s marriage plot as conservative in the submission of Emma’s individualistic and imaginative impulses to the rules of sociability and reason. Equally conservative would be Emma’s eventual dismissal of her friend Harriet, the project of improving Harriet’s social status short-circuited by the “stain of illegitimacy, unbleached by nobility or wealth.” For many readers, the severity of Austen’s language undoes the generosity, however self-aggrandizing, with which Emma began the project in the first place.


In contrast to these conservative readings, other critics, led most persuasively by the literary scholar Claudia Johnson, remark that the center of consciousness of each novel remains a woman, one who stands outside traditional authority and whose point of view must ultimately encompass the perspective of the politically disenfranchised. They argue that, though Austen seems to accept the traditional class structure, she nevertheless discloses nasty truths about the forfeiture of paternal responsibilities, the selfishness and hypocrisy of brothers, the fallibilities of self-fashioned mentors, and above all, the inexorable force of a sociability that veils the tyranny of coercion. As a community leader, the character of Mrs. Elton, with her vulgar chatter, officious impertinence, and associations to the slave trade of Bristol, poses a very real threat to Jane Fairfax’s personal freedom and privacy. In Mrs. Elton’s abuse of the community’s governing language—her informalities of address (calling Mr. Knightley, “Knightley”; Miss Fairfax, “Jane”; and her husband, “Mr. E.”), Austen protests the arbitrariness of social power, which Emma herself articulates as “the difference of women’s destiny” when she compares “Mrs. Churchill’s importance in the world” and Jane Fairfax’s in chapter eight of volume three. But this perception of Austen as a radical subversive generally pivots on her use of irony to cleverly cloak a very real and biting cultural and historical commentary at a historical moment unfriendly to social critique.


We understand irony as the humorous recognition of the disparity between what a statement apparently means and what it can be understood to mean. A perfect example of how irony works in Emma occurs not within the story itself, but in Austen’s dedication of the book to the Prince Regent. Supposedly, the Prince Regent’s librarian informed Austen that His Highness was such a big fan of her books that he was giving her permission to dedicate her upcoming novel to him. Lambasted in newspapers as a profligate spender during an expensive war, a corrupt manager who conferred appointments on favorites, and an unapologetic philanderer who, unsuccessful in divorcing his wife, pursued a succession of mistresses and fathered several illegitimate children, the future George IV cannot be said to have enjoyed immense popularity among his subjects, and his invitation was not joyfully received by Austen. Although she initially planned to refuse, her well-mannered siblings and market-savvy publisher persuaded her to view the invitation as a command—that is, as a request that precluded refusal. Thus, the powerful forms of polite culture colluded with the politics of an increasingly commercial literary marketplace to produce a great Austenian irony. Whereas the novel begins with a dedication to a womanizer, it concerns itself primarily with the exercise of female power in what has been called by literary scholars Emma’s “right rule”; what appears respectful might in fact be cheeky insubordination.


Austen’s move from the publisher of Pride and Prejudice and Mansfield Park, Thomas Egerton, to John Murray was calculated to capitalize on Murray’s abilities to finesse a changing literary marketplace. Not only was Murray the publisher of Lord Byron’s exceedingly popular romantic poetry, but he owned a literary and political periodical, the Quarterly Review, whereby he was able to secure the famous novelist and poet Sir Walter Scott to review Emma. Like Austen’s previous novels, Emma had initially received mildly positive notices, but nothing written by a luminary such as Scott. Scott’s review is particularly important insofar as he saw in Emma the future of the novel as a genre. By drawing characters and incidents from ordinary contemporary day-to-day life, Austen proved that a good story did not have to be set on a pirate ship, on a desert island, or in an idealized medieval past. This dramatic shift in subject material is what the realist nineteenth-century novel is all about.


Along the same lines, no discussion of Emma would be complete without addressing what is arguably the single most important technical invention in the history of the novel: Austen’s use of what is called free indirect discourse. In direct discourse, punctuation and verb tense maintain the distinction between narrative facts and personal feelings: “Mr. Woodhouse gratefully observed, ‘It is very kind of you, Mr. Knightley, to come out at this late hour to call upon us’ ” (chapter 1). In indirect discourse, the uttering voice begins to be blended into the narrating of facts, so that this sentence would read, “Mr. Woodhouse gratefully observed that it was very kind of Mr. Knightley to come out at this late hour to call upon them.” In free indirect discourse, however, the uttering voice is completely absorbed into the narration. This sentence would look something like, “How very kind it was of Mr. Knightley to come out at this late hour to call upon them!” Punctuation would attest to the immediacy and personality of the voice, which is nevertheless woven into the texture of the narration. Through barely perceptible shifts in point of view, both the narrator and the character contribute to the novel’s representation of reality. When Mr. Elton, for example, returns from London with the notorious picture (his interest in which Emma sees as his attachment to Harriet, the subject, rather than to Emma, the artist), the novel records, “. . . he got up to look at it, and sighed out his half sentences of admiration just as he ought.” Whereas the statement starts as an objective statement of facts (“he got up to look at it”), it ends as a ventriloquizing of Emma’s own voice and her own subjective experience of the facts (“just as he ought”); and with ingenious economy, the sentence lays bare the central flaw in Emma’s character and the thematic motor of the novel’s plot, what Austen called Emma’s “imaginism”: that is, her misperception of the world as reflecting what only her imagination has created. Free indirect discourse allows Austen not only to convey the complexity of this psychological orientation, but also to capitalize on Emma’s energy and vitality. Indeed, Emma’s own speech is characterized in the text by an abundance of dashes, a grammatical representation of a happy, confident liveliness that spills over into the novel’s omniscient narrative spaces as well.


These shifts in voice and perspective are fundamental in Emma, which Austen masterfully structured around Emma’s misinterpretations of the material world. Indeed Emma is celebrated for its precocious and virtuoso sustaining of an irony that allows us to see the world as Emma sees it at the same time that we see what she cannot (although the pleasure of that irony gains significantly in the process of re-reading the book), and much of the novel’s hermeneutical fun derives from the perception of this irony. In straddling a subjective and an objective point of view, Austen is generally seen, as demonstrated by the literary critic Ian Watt, as synthesizing two distinct eighteenth-century literary modes: On the one hand, the first-person subjective storytelling of Samuel Richardson, whose novels take shape as letters, or of Daniel Defoe, whose novels imitate journal writing, and on the other hand, the third-person objective storytelling of Henry Fielding, for whom the material world precedes and ultimately determines the perceiving subject. The straddling lends Austen’s prose tremendous agility as it moves in and out of the characters’ internal lives, conveying a sense of reality that encompasses multiple subjective experiences and thereby illustrates the cultural studies scholar Elizabeth Ermath’s useful definition of realism itself as the coordination of various moments of perception into a single system. In this narrative complexity, Emma challenges us to read with both feeling and discernment, and invites us to balance the competing ideological claims that govern the social lives of individuals not very different from ourselves.


Monica Feinberg Cohen was educated at Yale College and Columbia University, where she now teaches nineteenth-century literature. She is author of Professional Domesticity in the Victorian Novel: Women, Work and Home.
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CHAPTER I


EMMA WOODHOUSE, HANDSOME, 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. 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.


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.


The real evils indeed of Emma’s situation were the power of having rather too much of 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. 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-people 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 unexceptional character, easy 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; but it was a black morning’s work for her. The want 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 amuse her in health—and how nursed her through the various illnesses of childhood. 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 peculiarly interested in herself, in every pleasure, every scheme of hers;—one to whom she could speak every thought as it arose, and who had such an affection for her as could never find fault.


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 valetudinarian all his life, without activity 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 talents 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; and many a long October and November evening must be struggled through at Hartfield, 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, to which Hartfield, in spite of its separate lawn and shrubberies and name, did really belong, afforded her no equals. The Woodhouses were first in consequence here. All looked up to them. She had many acquaintances 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. 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 forever and bear all my odd humours, when she might have a house of her own?”


“A house of her own!—but where is the advantage of a house of her own? This is three times as large.—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.”


“My dear, how am I to get so far? Randalls is such a distance. 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 to for such a little way;—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. 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!”


“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; 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, in a very pretty manner; and when you have had her here to do needle-work, 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, and hoped, by the help of backgammon, to get her father tolerably through the evening, and be attacked by no regrets but her own. The backgammon-table was placed; but a visitor immediately afterwards walked in and made it unnecessary.


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. 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 connections in London. He had returned to a later dinner after some days absence, and now walked up to Hartfield to say that all were well in Brunswick Square. It was a happy circumstance and animated Mr. Woodhouse for some time. Mr. Knightley had a cheerful manner which always did him good; and his 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. It is a beautiful, moonlight night; and so mild that I must draw back from your great 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.”


“Especially when one of those two is such a fanciful, trouble-some 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! 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: 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 everything 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.”


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; she knows how very acceptable it must be at Miss Taylor’s time of life to be settled in a home of her own, 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 anything.”


Mr. Knightley shook his head at her. Her father fondly replied, “Ah! my dear, I wish you would not make matches and foretell 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! 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 town 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 deathbed, and others of the son and the uncle not letting him. 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, when, because it began to mizzle, he darted away with so much gallantry, and borrowed two umbrellas for us from Farmer Mitchell’s, 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 delicately 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! 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 ever 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 anything 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 up his house so comfortably that it would be a shame to have him single any longer—and I thought when he was joining their hands today, he looked so very much as if he would like to have the same kind office 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 pretty young man to be sure, and a very good young man, and I have great regard for him. But if you want to show 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 chicken, but leave him to choose his own wife. Depend upon it, a man of six or seven-and-twenty can take care of himself.”




















CHAPTER II


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. He had received a good education, but on succeeding early in life to a small independence, 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 country, then embodied.


Captain Weston was a general favourite; and when the chances of his military life had introduced him to Miss Churchill, of a great Yorkshire family, 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, which the connection would offend.


Miss Churchill, however, being of age, and with the full command of her fortune—though her fortune bore no proportion to the family estate—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. 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 everything 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; 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 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, 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, having brothers already established in a good way in London, which afforded him a favourable opening. 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 competence—enough to secure the purchase of a little estate adjoining Highbury, which he had always longed for—enough to marry a woman as portionless even as Miss Taylor, and to live according to the wishes of his own family 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 settling 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 temper had secured him from that, even in his first marriage; but his second must show him how delightful a well-judging and truly amiable woman could be, and must give him the pleasantest proof of its being a great deal better to choose 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. 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 merit and prospects a kind of common concern.


Mr. Frank Churchill was one of the boasts of Highbury, 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.


Now, upon his father’s marriage, it was very generally proposed, as a most proper attention, that the visit should take place. 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. 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 mother 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.”


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!


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. And then there was such comfort in the very easy distance of Randalls from Hartfield, so convenient for even solitary female walking, 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.


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 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 center of every domestic comfort, or saw her go away in the evening attended by her pleasant husband to a carriage of her own. 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 neighbors were over; he was no longer teased by being wished joy of so sorrowful an event; and the wedding-cake, which had been a great distress to him, was all eaten 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,1 on the subject. Mr. Perry was an intelligent, gentleman-like man, 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.




















CHAPTER III


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, and Donwell Abbey in the parish adjoining, the seat 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, 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.


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, was in no danger of being thrown away.


After these came a second set; among the most come-at-able of whom were Mrs. and Miss Bates and Mrs. Goddard, three ladies almost always at the service of an invitation from Hartfield, 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, was a very old lady, almost past everything but tea and quadrille.1 She lived with her single daughter in a very small way, 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. 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 merits; thought herself a most fortunate creature, and surrounded with blessings in such an excellent mother and so many good neighbours and friends, and a home that wanted for nothing. The simplicity and cheerfulness of her nature, her contented and grateful spirit, were a recommendation to every body and a mine of felicity to herself. She was a great talker upon little matters, which exactly suited Mr. Woodhouse, full of trivial communications and harmless gossip.


Mrs. Goddard was the mistress of a School—not of a seminary, or an establishment, or anything which professed, in long sentences of refined nonsense, to combine liberal acquirements with elegant morality upon new principles and new systems—and where young ladies for enormous pay might be screwed out of health and into vanity—but a real, honest, old-fashioned Boarding-school, where a reasonable quantity of accomplishments were sold at a reasonable price, and where girls might be sent to be out of the way and scramble themselves into a little education, without any danger of coming back prodigies. Mrs. Goddard’s school was in high repute—and very deservedly; for Highbury was reckoned a particularly healthy spot; she had an ample house and garden, gave the children plenty of wholesome food, let them run about a great deal in the summer, and in winter dressed their chilblains with her own hands. It was no wonder that a train of twenty young couple now walked after her to church. She was a plain, motherly kind of woman, who had worked hard in her youth, and now thought herself entitled to the occasional holiday of a tea-visit; and having formerly owed much to Mr. Woodhouse’s kindness, felt his particular claim on her to leave her neat parlour hung round with fancy-work2 whenever she could, and win or lose a few sixpences by his fireside.


These were the ladies whom Emma found herself very frequently able to collect; and happy was she, for her father’s sake, in the power; though, as far as she was herself concerned, it was no remedy for the absence of Mrs. Weston. She was delighted to see her father look comfortable, and very much pleased with herself for contriving things so well; but the quiet prosings of three such women made her feel that every evening so spent, was indeed one of the long evenings she had fearfully anticipated.


As she sat one morning, looking forward to exactly such a close of the present day, a note was brought from Mrs. Goddard, requesting, in most respectful terms, to be allowed to bring Miss Smith with her; a most welcome request: for Miss Smith was a girl of seventeen whom Emma knew very well by sight and had long felt an interest in, on account of her beauty. A very gracious invitation was returned, and the evening no longer dreaded by the fair mistress of the mansion.


Harriet Smith was the natural3 daughter of somebody. Somebody had placed her, several years back, at Mrs. Goddard’s school, and somebody had lately raised her from the condition of scholar to that of parlour-boarder. This was all that was generally known of her history. She had no visible friends but what had been acquired at Highbury, and was now just returned from a long visit in the country to some young ladies who had been at school there with her.


She was a very pretty girl, and her beauty happened to be of a sort which Emma particularly admired. She was short, plump and fair, with a fine bloom, blue eyes, light hair, regular features, and a look of great sweetness; and before the end of the evening, Emma was as much pleased with her manners as her person, and quite determined to continue the acquaintance.


She was not struck by anything remarkably clever in Miss Smith’s conversation, but she found her altogether engaging—not inconveniently shy, not unwilling to talk—and yet so far from pushing, showing so proper and becoming a deference, seeming so pleasantly grateful for being admitted to Hartfield, and so artlessly impressed by the appearance of everything in so superior a style to what she had been used to, that she must have good sense and deserve encouragement. Encouragement should be given. Those soft blue eyes and all those natural graces should not be wasted on the inferior society of Highbury and its connections. The acquaintance she had already formed were unworthy of her. The friends from whom she had just parted, though very good sort of people, must be doing her harm. They were a family of the name of Martin, whom Emma well knew by character, as renting a large farm of Mr. Knightley, and residing in the parish of Donwell—very creditably she believed—she knew Mr. Knightley thought highly of them—but they must be coarse and unpolished, and very unfit to be the intimates of a girl who wanted only a little more knowledge and elegance to be quite perfect. She would notice her; she would improve her; she would detach her from her bad acquaintance, and introduce her into good society; she would form her opinions and her manners. It would be an interesting, and certainly a very kind undertaking; highly becoming her own situation in life, her leisure, and powers.


She was so busy in admiring those soft blue eyes, in talking and listening, and forming all these schemes in the in-betweens, that the evening flew away at a very unusual rate; and the supper-table, which always closed such parties, and for which she had been used to sit and watch the due time, was all set out and ready, and moved forwards to the fire, before she was aware. With an alacrity beyond the common impulse of a spirit which yet was never indifferent to the credit of doing everything well and attentively, with the real good-will of a mind delighted with its own ideas, did she then do all the honours of the meal, and help and recommend the minced chicken and scalloped oysters with an urgency which she knew would be acceptable to the early hours and civil scruples of their guests.


Upon such occasions poor Mr. Woodhouse’s feelings were in sad welfare. He loved to have the cloth laid, because it had been the fashion of his youth; but his conviction of suppers being very unwholesome made him rather sorry to see anything put on it; and while his hospitality would have welcomed his visitors to everything, his care for their health made him grieve that they would eat.


Such another small basin of thin gruel4 as his own, was all that he could, with thorough self-approbation, recommend, though he might constrain himself, while the ladies were comfortably clearing the nicer things, to say:


“Mrs. Bates, let me propose your venturing on one of these eggs. An egg boiled very soft is not unwholesome. Serle understands boiling an egg better than any body. I would not recommend an egg boiled by any body else—but you need not be afraid—they are very small, you see—one of our small eggs will not hurt you. Miss Bates, let Emma help you to a little bit of tart—a very little bit. Ours are all apple tarts. You need not be afraid of unwholesome preserves here. I do not advise the custard. Mrs. Goddard, what say you to half a glass of wine? A small half glass—put into a tumbler of water? I do not think it would disagree with you.”


Emma allowed her father to talk—but supplied her visitors in a much more satisfactory style; and on the present evening had particular pleasure in sending them away happy. The happiness of Miss Smith was quite equal to her intentions. Miss Woodhouse was so great a personage in Highbury, that the prospect of the introduction had given as much panic as pleasure—but the humble, grateful, little girl went off with highly gratified feelings, delighted with the affability with which Miss Woodhouse had treated her all the evening, and actually shaken hands with her at last!




















CHAPTER IV


HARRIET SMITH’S INTIMACY AT HARTFIELD WAS SOON A settled thing. Quick and decided in her ways, Emma lost no time in inviting, encouraging, and telling her to come very often; and as their acquaintance increased, so did their satisfaction in each other. As a walking companion, Emma had very early foreseen how useful she might find her. In that respect Mrs. Weston’s loss had been important. Her father never went beyond the shrubbery, where two divisions of the grounds sufficed him for his long walk, or his short, as the year varied; and since Mrs. Weston’s marriage her exercise had been too much confined. She had ventured once alone to Randalls, but it was not pleasant; and a Harriet Smith, therefore, one whom she could summon at any time to a walk, would be a valuable addition to her privileges. But in every respect as she saw more of her, she approved her, and was confirmed in all her kind designs.


Harriet certainly was not clever, but she had a sweet, docile, grateful disposition; was totally free from conceit; and only desiring to be guided by anyone she looked up to. Her early attachment to herself was very amiable; and her inclination for good company, and power of appreciating what was elegant and clever, showed that there was no want of taste, though strength of understanding must not be expected. Altogether she was quite convinced of Harriet Smith’s being exactly the young friend she wanted—exactly the something which her home required. Such a friend as Mrs. Weston was out of the question. Two such could never be granted. Two such she did not want. It was quite a different sort of thing—a sentiment distinct and independent. Mrs. Weston was the object of a regard, which had its basis in gratitude and esteem. Harriet would be loved as one to whom she could be useful. For Mrs. Weston there was nothing to be done; for Harriet everything.


Her first attempts at usefulness were in an endeavour to find out who were the parents; but Harriet could not tell. She was ready to tell everything in her power, but on this subject questions were vain. Emma was obliged to fancy what she liked—but she could never believe that in the same situation she should not have discovered the truth. Harriet had no penetration. She had been satisfied to hear and believe just what Mrs. Goddard chose to tell her; and looked no farther.


Mrs. Goddard, and the teachers, and the girls, and the affairs of the school in general, formed naturally a great part of her conversation—and but for her acquaintance with the Martins of Abbey-Mill Farm, it must have been the whole. But the Martins occupied her thoughts a good deal; she had spent two very happy months with them, and now loved to talk of the pleasures of her visit, and describe the many comforts and wonders of the place. Emma encouraged her talkativeness—amused by such a picture of another set of beings, and enjoying the youthful simplicity which could speak with so much exultation of Mrs. Martin’s having “two parlours, two very good parlours indeed; one of them quite as large as Mrs. Goddard’s drawing room; and of her having an upper maid who had lived five and twenty years with her; and of their having eight cows, two of them Alderneys, and one a little Welch cow, a very pretty little Welch cow, indeed; and of Mrs. Martin’s saying, as she was so fond of it, it should be called her cow; and of their having a very handsome summer-house in their garden, where some day next year they were all to drink tea: a very handsome summer-house, large enough to hold a dozen people.”


For some time she was amused, without thinking beyond the immediate cause; but as she came to understand the family better, other feelings arose. She had taken up a wrong idea, fancying it was a mother and daughter, a son and son’s wife, who all lived together; but when it appeared that the Mr. Martin, who bore a part in the narrative, and was always mentioned with approbation for his great good nature in doing something or other, was a single man; that there was no young Mrs. Martin, no wife in the case; she did suspect danger to her poor little friend from all this hospitality and kindness—and that if she were not taken care of, she might be required to sink herself forever.


With this inspiring notion, her questions increased in number and meaning; and she particularly led Harriet to talk more of Mr. Martin—and there was evidently no dislike to. Harriet was very ready to speak of the share he had had in their moonlight walks and merry evening games; and dwelt a good deal upon his being so very good-humoured and obliging. “He had gone three miles round one day, in order to bring her some walnuts, because she had said how fond she was of them—and in everything else he was so very obliging! He had his shepherd’s son into the parlour one night on purpose to sing to her. She was very fond of singing. He could sing a little himself. She believed he was very clever, and understood everything. He had a very fine flock, and while she was with them, he had been bid more for his wool than any body in the country. She believed every body spoke well of him. His mother and sisters were very fond of him. Mrs. Martin had told her one day, (and there was a blush as she said it,) that it was impossible for any body to be a better son; and therefore she was sure whenever he married he would make a good husband. Not that she wanted him to marry. She was in no hurry at all.”


“Well done, Mrs. Martin!” thought Emma. “You know what you are about.”


“And when she had come away, Mrs. Martin was so very kind as to send Mrs. Goddard a beautiful goose: the finest goose Mrs. Goddard had ever seen. Mrs. Goddard had dressed it on a Sunday, and asked all the three teachers, Miss Nash, and Miss Prince, and Miss Richardson, to sup with her.”


“Mr. Martin, I suppose, is not a man of information beyond the line of his own business. He does not read?”


“Oh, yes!—that is, no—I do not know—but I believe he has read a good deal—but not what you would think anything of. He reads the Agricultural Reports and some other books, that lay in one of the window seats—but he reads all them to himself. But sometimes of an evening, before we went to cards, he would read something aloud out of the Elegant Extracts—very entertaining. And I know he has read the Vicar of Wakefield. He never read the Romance of the Forest, nor the Children of the Abbey.1 He had never heard of such books before I mentioned them, but he is determined to get them now as soon as ever he can.”


The next question was:


“What sort of looking man is Mr. Martin?”


“Oh! not handsome—not at all handsome. I thought him very plain at first, but I do not think him so plain now. One does not, you know, after a time. But, did you never see him? He is in High-bury every now and then, and he is sure to ride through every week in his way to Kingston. He has passed you very often.”


“That may be—and I may have seen him fifty times, but without having any idea of his name. A young farmer, whether on horseback or on foot, is the very last sort of person to raise my curiosity. The yeomanry are precisely the order of people with whom I feel I can have nothing to do. A degree or two lower, and a creditable appearance might interest me; I might hope to be useful to their families in some way or other. But a farmer can need none of my help, and is therefore in one sense as much above my notice as in every other he is below it.”


“To be sure. Oh! yes, it is not likely you should ever have observed him—but he knows you very well indeed—I mean by sight.”


“I have no doubt of his being a very respectable young man. I know indeed that he is so; and as such wish him well. What do you imagine his age to be?”


“He was four-and-twenty the 8th of last June, and my birthday is the 23rd—just a fortnight and a day’s difference! which is very odd!”


“Only four-and-twenty. That is too young to settle. His mother is perfectly right not to be in a hurry. They seem very comfortable as they are, and if she were to take any pains to marry him, she would probably repent it. Six years hence, if he could meet with a good sort of young woman in the same rank as his own, with a little money, it might be very desirable.”


“Six years hence! Dear Miss Woodhouse, he would be thirty years old!”


“Well, and that is as early as most men can afford to marry, who are not born to an independence. Mr. Martin, I imagine, has his fortune entirely to make—cannot be at all beforehand with the world. Whatever money he might come into when his father died, whatever his share of the family property, it is, I dare say, all afloat, all employed in his stock, and so forth; and though, with diligence and good luck, he may be rich in time, it is next to impossible that he should have realised anything yet.”


“To be sure, so it is. But they live very comfortably. They have no in-doors man—else they do not want for anything; and Mrs. Martin talks of taking a boy another year.”


“I wish you may not get into a scrape, Harriet, whenever he does marry; I mean as to being acquainted with his wife;—for though his sisters, from a superior education, are not to be altogether objected to, it does not follow that he might marry any body at all fit for you to notice. The misfortune of your birth ought to make you particularly careful as to your associates. There can be no doubt of your being a gentleman’s daughter, and you must support your claim to that station by everything within your power, or there will be plenty of people who would take pleasure in degrading you.”


“Yes, to be sure—I suppose there are. But while I visit at Hart-field, and you are so kind to me, Miss Woodhouse, I am not afraid of what any body can do.”


“You understand the force of influence pretty well, Harriet; but I would have you so firmly established in good society, as to be independent even of Hartfield and Miss Woodhouse. I want to see you permanently well connected—and to that end it will be advisable to have as few odd acquaintance as may be; and, therefore, I say that if you should still be in this country when Mr. Martin marries, I wish you may not be drawn in, by your intimacy with the sisters, to be acquainted with the wife, who will probably be some mere farmer’s daughter, without education.”


“To be sure. Yes. Not that I think Mr. Martin would ever marry any body but what had had some education—and been very well brought up. However, I do not mean to set up my opinion against yours—and I am sure I shall not wish for the acquaintance of his wife. I shall always have a great regard for the Miss Martins, especially Elizabeth, and should be very sorry to give them up, for they are quite as well educated as me. But if he married a very ignorant, vulgar woman, certainly I had better not visit her, if I can help it.”


Emma watched her through the fluctuations of this speech, and saw no alarming symptoms of love. The young man had been the first admirer, but she trusted there was no other hold, and that there would be no serious difficulty on Harriet’s side to oppose any friendly arrangement of her own.


They met Mr. Martin the very next day, as they were walking on the Donwell Road. He was on foot, and after looking very respectfully at her, looked with most unfeigned satisfaction at her companion. Emma was not sorry to have such an opportunity of survey; and walking a few yards forward, while they talked together, soon made her quick eye sufficiently acquainted with Mr. Robert Martin. His appearance was very neat, and he looked like a sensible young man, but his person had no other advantage; and when he came to be contrasted with gentlemen, she thought he must lose all the ground he had gained in Harriet’s inclination. Harriet was not insensible of manner; she had voluntarily noticed her father’s gentleness with admiration as well as wonder. Mr. Martin looked as if he did not know what manner was.


They remained but a few minutes together, as Miss Woodhouse must not be kept waiting; and Harriet then came running to her with a smiling face, and in a flutter of spirits, which Miss Woodhouse hoped very soon to compose.


“Only think of our happening to meet him!—How very odd! It was quite a chance, he said, that he had not gone round by Randalls. He did not think we ever walked this road. He thought we walked towards Randalls most days. He has not been able to get the Romance of the Forest yet. He was so busy the last time he was at Kingston that he quite forgot it, but he goes again tomorrow. So very odd we should happen to meet! Well, Miss Woodhouse, is he like what you expected? What do you think of him? Do you think him so very plain?”


“He is very plain, undoubtedly—remarkably plain:—but that is nothing, compared with his entire want of gentility. I had no right to expect much, and I did not expect much; but I had no idea that he could be so very clownish, so totally without air. I had imagined him, I confess, a degree or two nearer gentility.”


“To be sure,” said Harriet, in a mortified voice, “he is not so genteel as real gentlemen.”


“I think, Harriet, since your acquaintance with us, you have been repeatedly in the company of some, such very real gentlemen, that you must yourself be struck with the difference in Mr. Martin. At Hartfield you have had very good specimens of well educated, well bred men. I should be surprized if, after seeing them, you could be in company with Mr. Martin again without perceiving him to be a very inferior creature—and rather wondering at yourself for having ever thought him at all agreeable before. Do not you begin to feel that now? Were not you struck? I am sure you must have been struck by his awkward look and abrupt manner—and the uncouthness of voice, which I heard to be wholly unmodulated as I stood here.”


“Certainly, he is not like Mr. Knightley. He has not such a fine air and way of walking as Mr. Knightley. I see the difference plain enough. But Mr. Knightley is so very fine a man!”


“Mr. Knightley’s air is so remarkably good, that it is not fair to compare Mr. Martin with him. You might not see one in a hundred, with gentleman so plainly written as in Mr. Knightley. But he is not the only gentleman you have been lately used to. What say you to Mr. Weston and Mr. Elton? Compare Mr. Martin with either of them. Compare their manner of carrying themselves; of walking; of speaking; of being silent. You must see the difference.”


“Oh, yes!—there is a great difference. But Mr. Weston is almost an old man. Mr. Weston must be between forty and fifty.”


“Which makes his good manners the more valuable. The older a person grows, Harriet, the more important it is that their manners should not be bad—the more glaring and disgusting any loudness, or coarseness, or awkwardness becomes. What is passable in youth, is detestable in later age. Mr. Martin is now awkward and abrupt; what will he be at Mr. Weston’s time of life?”


“There is no saying, indeed!” replied Harriet, rather solemnly.


“But there may be pretty good guessing. He will be a completely gross, vulgar farmer—totally inattentive to appearances, and thinking of nothing but profit and loss.”


“Will he, indeed, that will be very bad.”


“How much his business engrosses him already, is very plain from the circumstances of his forgetting to inquire for the book you recommended. He was a great deal too full of the market to think of anything else—which is just as it should be, for a thriving man. What has he to do with books? And I have no doubt that he will thrive and be a very rich man in time—and his being illiterate and coarse need not disturb us.”


“I wonder he did not remember the book”—was all Harriet’s answer, and spoken with a degree of grave displeasure which Emma thought might be safely left to itself. She, therefore, said no more for some time. Her next beginning was:


“In one respect, perhaps, Mr. Elton’s manners are superior to Mr. Knightley’s or Mr. Weston’s. They have more gentleness. They might be more safely held up as a pattern. There is an openness, quickness, almost a bluntness in Mr. Weston, which every body likes in him because there is so much good humour with it—but that would not do to be copied. Neither would Mr. Knightley’s downright, decided, commanding sort of manner—though it suits him very well; his figure and look, and situation in life seem to allow it; but if any young man were to set about copying him, he would not be sufferable. On the contrary, I think a young man might be very safely recommended to take Mr. Elton as a model. Mr. Elton is good-humoured, cheerful, obliging, and gentle. He seems to me, to be grown particularly gentle of late. I do not know whether he has any design of ingratiating himself with either of us, Harriet, by additional softness, but it strikes me that his manners are softer than they used to be. If he means anything, it must be to please you. Did not I tell you what he said of you the other day?”


She then repeated some warm personal praise which she had drawn from Mr. Elton, and now did full justice to; and Harriet blushed and smiled, and said she had always thought Mr. Elton very agreeable.


Mr. Elton was the very person fixed on by Emma for driving the young farmer out of Harriet’s head. She thought it would be an excellent match; and only too palpably desirable, natural, and probable, for her to have much merit in planning it. She feared it was what every body else must think of and predict. It was not likely, however, that any body should have equalled her in the date of the plan, as it had entered her brain during the very first evening of Harriet’s coming to Hartfield. The longer she considered it, the greater was her sense of its expediency. Mr. Elton’s situation was most suitable, quite the gentleman himself, and without low connections; at the same time not of any family that could fairly object to the doubtful birth of Harriet. He had a comfortable home for her, and Emma imagined a very sufficient income; for though the vicarage of Highbury was not large, he was known to have some independent property; and she thought very highly of him as a good-humoured, well-meaning, respectable young man, without any deficiency of useful understanding or knowledge of the world.


She had already satisfied herself that he thought Harriet a beautiful girl, which she trusted, with such frequent meetings at Hartfield, was foundation enough on his side; and on Harriet’s, there could be little doubt that the idea of being preferred by him would have all the usual weight and efficacy. And he was really a very pleasing young man, a young man whom any woman not fastidious might like. He was reckoned very handsome; his person much admired in general, though not by her, there being a want of elegance of feature which she could not dispense with:—but the girl who could be gratified by a Robert Martin’s riding about the country to get walnuts for her, might very well be conquered by Mr. Elton’s admiration.




















CHAPTER V


“I DO NOT KNOW WHAT YOUR OPINION MAY BE, MRS. WESTON,” said Mr. Knightley, “of this great intimacy between Emma and Harriet Smith, but I think it a bad thing.”


“A bad thing! Do you really think it a bad thing?—why so?”


“I think they will neither of them do the other any good.”


“You surprize me! Emma must do Harriet good: and by supplying her with a new object of interest, Harriet may be said to do Emma good. I have been seeing their intimacy with the greatest pleasure. How very differently we feel!—Not think they will do each other any good! This will certainly be the beginning of one of our quarrels about Emma, Mr. Knightley.”


“Perhaps you think I am come on purpose to quarrel with you, knowing Weston to be out, and that you must still fight your own battle.”


“Mr. Weston would undoubtedly support me, if he were here, for he thinks exactly as I do on the subject. We were speaking of it only yesterday, and agreeing how fortunate it was for Emma, that there should be such a girl in Highbury for her to associate with. Mr. Knightley, I shall not allow you to be a fair judge in this case. You are so much used to live alone, that you do not know the value of a companion; and perhaps no man can be a good judge of the comfort a woman feels in the society of one of her own sex, after being used to it all her life. I can imagine your objection to Harriet Smith. She is not the superior young woman which Emma’s friend ought to be. But on the other hand, as Emma wants to see her better informed, it will be an inducement to her to read more herself. They will read together. She means it, I know.”


“Emma has been meaning to read more ever since she was twelve years old. I have seen a great many lists of her drawing up at various times of books that she meant to read regularly through—and very good lists they were—very well chosen, and very neatly arranged—sometimes alphabetically, and sometimes by some other rule. The list she drew up when only fourteen—I remember thinking it did her judgment so much credit, that I preserved it some time; and I dare say she may have made out a very good list now. But I have done with expecting any course of steady reading from Emma. She will never submit to anything requiring industry and patience, and a subjection of the fancy to the understanding. Where Miss Taylor failed to stimulate, I may safely affirm that Harriet Smith will do nothing. You could never persuade her to read half so much as you wished. You know you could not.”


“I dare say,” replied Mrs. Weston, smiling, “that I thought so then;—but since we have parted, I can never remember Emma’s omitting to do anything I wished.”


“There is hardly any desiring to refresh such a memory as that”—said Mr. Knightley, feelingly; and for a moment or two he had done. “But I,” he soon added, “who have had no such charm thrown over my senses, must still see, hear, and remember. Emma is spoilt by being the cleverest of her family. At ten years old, she had the misfortune of being able to answer questions which puzzled her sister at seventeen. She was always quick and assured: Isabella slow and diffident. And ever since she was twelve, Emma has been mistress of the house and of you all. In her mother she lost the only person able to cope with her. She inherits her mother’s talents, and must have been under subjection to her.”


“I should have been sorry, Mr. Knightley, to be dependent on your recommendation, had I quitted Mr. Woodhouse’s family and wanted another situation; I do not think you would have spoken a good word for me to any body. I am sure you always thought me unfit for the office I held.”


“Yes,” he said, smiling. “You are better placed here; very fit for a wife, but not at all for a governess. But you were preparing yourself to be an excellent wife all the time you were at Hartfield. You might not give Emma such a complete education as your powers would seem to promise; but you were receiving a very good education from her, on the very material matrimonial point of submitting your own will, and doing as you were bid; and if Weston had asked me to recommend him a wife, I should certainly have named Miss Taylor.”
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