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    general introduction


    Wordsworth Classics are inexpensive editions designed to appeal to the general reader and students. We commissioned teachers and specialists to write wide ranging, jargon-free introductions and to provide notes that would assist the understanding of our readers rather than interpret the stories for them. In the same spirit, because the pleasures of reading are inseparable from the surprises, secrets and revelations that all narratives contain, we strongly advise you to enjoy this book before turning to the Introduction.


    Keith Carabine


    General Advisor
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    University of Kent at Canturbury

  


  
    introduction


    It is a grim truth, not universally acknowledged, that academic study is all that keeps most of the classics of English literature in print. The exceptions deserve to be celebrated. One of the greatest tributes to Pride and Prejudice is that readers can still turn to it, more confidently than to almost any other novel in the language, for sheer enjoyment. Published in three volumes by Thomas Egerton, it appeared in January 1813, and Jane Austen had the satisfaction of seeing her ‘darling child’ become an immediate success among the fashionable novel-reading public. From the playwright R. B. Sheridan (‘Buy it immediately,’ he advised a fellow dinner-guest) to Annabella Milbanke, the future wife of Lord Byron, who found it ‘a very superior work’, they read it, talked about it and for the most part praised it. Within six months this first edition of 1,500 copies had sold out, and a second edition was in print before the end of the year. Almost two centuries later it remains the most popular of all Jane Austen’s novels.


    To understand why, we should perhaps look first at the fractured circumstances of its composition. According to the Memorandum by Jane’s sister Cassandra, a draft of the novel, with the title First Impressions, was written between October 1796 and August 1797 while Austen was still living in the rectory at Steventon, where she had grown up. This was offered by her father to the publisher Cadell as ‘a manuscript novel, comprising three volumes, about the length of Miss Burney’s Evelina’. Even though publication was to be at the author’s expense, Cadell turned it down. The next few years saw Austen’s removal first to Bath, and then in 1809, after a brief stay in Southampton following the death of her father, to Chawton in Hampshire, where she spent the rest of her life. It was only after her return to Hampshire that she went back to her early manuscripts and started thinking again about publication. The scope of her revisions to First Impressions is uncertain. We know that she used the calendar for 1811–12 in replotting the novel, we can guess that she hit on the new title when she came across the phrase in Fanny Burney’s Cecilia, we can tell by comparing it with Evelina that it is now a good deal shorter than it was. Beyond that, it is probably idle to speculate. What matters is that after fifteen years she had managed to bring to the novel the adult perceptions of middle age without burying the satirical good humour of the twenty-two year old. In the broad comedy of Mr Collins, we can still hear the tones of the author of Love and Freindship[sic], but even as we laugh at him, his role in the novel brings us up against an older, more disenchanted awareness of the pressures and compromises of adult life.


    The most significant of these pressures is famously introduced in the book’s opening sentence: ‘It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.’ The process of translating this into its opposite – a single woman must be in want of a husband with a good fortune – takes us to the heart of Jane Austen’s world, and by the time we’ve read a few more paragraphs, we should have acquired a clear enough idea of the surrounding landscape. The first page tells us pretty well all we need to know about the man who is apparently to be the book’s hero – his name is Bingley, he is young, unmarried and has an income of four or five thousand a year. Age, income and marital status are the defining attributes of the newcomer.


    If Pride and Prejudice were a slightly different sort of novel, Bingley would indeed have been the hero and beautiful, long-suffering Jane the heroine. What turns the book into much more than a conventional romance is in the first place Austen’s choice of Elizabeth rather than Jane as the heroine, and in the second her grasp of the social context within which their stories are worked out. The confidence of this grasp is suggested in the coolly ironic reversal of the opening sentence. There is no fear that her meaning will be misunderstood. Desire for a man in possession of a good fortune is the overriding concern of the female characters in this world. As in all Jane Austen’s novels, the main business of Pride and Prejudice is the disposal of young women in marriage.


    At one level, the importance of marriage is simply a matter of status. Right through to Anne Elliot in Persuasion, Austen’s work is sprinkled with dire warnings of how much social standing is lost if a woman fails to achieve this goal. The mere fact of being married, no matter how unsatisfactorily, carries at least a minimum guarantee of status. ‘Ah! Jane, I take your place now,’ says Lydia on her return to the family home, ‘and you must go lower, because I am a married woman’ (p. 212). This, in part, is what being a married woman is about.


    But for most of Austen’s women, there are more pressing concerns than social status. In Pride and Prejudice the test case is Elizabeth’s friend, Charlotte Lucas. Described by the narrator as ‘a sensible, intelligent young woman’, Charlotte does not have the advantage of being rich, beautiful, or the heroine of a novel, and at twenty-seven she knows what she must do. If the appalling Mr Collins is the only suitable male on offer, she will take him and be grateful:


    Mr Collins to be sure was neither sensible nor agreeable; his society was irksome, and his attachment to her must be imaginary. But still he would be her husband. – Without thinking highly either of men or of matrimony, marriage had always been her object; it was the only honourable provision for well-educated young women of small fortune, and however uncertain of giving happiness, must be their pleasantest preservative from want. This preservative she had now obtained;


    [p. 85]


    Dropped into the middle of a novel that is, as Austen herself called it, ‘light & bright & sparkling’, this is bitter stuff, and it perhaps shows something of the experience of life that intervened between First Impressions and Pride and Prejudice. One particular episode, at least, must have been in her mind. On 2 December 1801, while staying at Manydown Park, the home of the Bigg-Wither family, Jane Austen had accepted a proposal of marriage from the heir to the estate, Harris Bigg-Wither. It was a marriage that promised to take her out of the relatively confined circumstances of her previous life and make her the mistress of precisely the kind of mansion to which her heroines aspire. The house, its courtyard, its park of cedars and beech trees had been known to her since childhood. Confronted by the unexpected proposal, she must have reflected, like Elizabeth in the grounds of Pemberley, that to be mistress of Manydown might be something. There was only one real problem, and that was Harris Bigg-Wither himself, an awkward, shambling, somewhat uncouth character, six years younger than her, for whom she had no absolute dislike but certainly no love. She was just on twenty-seven, Charlotte’s age when Mr Collins proposes, and she would have known that her chances of attracting many more proposals were diminishing rapidly. She accepted, regretted, and next morning retracted.


    As the carriage hurried her away from Manydown, there must have been deep bitterness at the fate which had offered her so much so tantalisingly. It is a bitterness which perhaps finds its way into Elizabeth’s harsh judgement that Charlotte has ‘sacrificed every better feeling to worldly advantage’, but this indignation provides no answer to Charlotte’s chilling assessment of practical realities. It is not, after all, the desire for worldly advantage that motivates Charlotte but the stark need for what Austen mordantly refers to as a ‘preservative from want’. And in a society that left unmarried women at the mercy of their relations’ charity, this was a powerful consideration. In the decade since Bigg-Wither’s proposal Austen had discovered a good deal more about what it might mean. With the death of her father, the female members of the family found themselves reliant on annual hand-outs from brothers whose incomes were themselves far from assured. Small wonder that Austen took a keen interest in the meagre earnings that came to her from her novels. In any case, the outcome of Charlotte Lucas’s marriage cannot really be said to prove her choice mistaken; she has made a bargain and lives with it in reasonable contentment. However much the romantic heroine may deplore it, this is the kind of compromise out of which the texture of ordinary social life is woven. Mrs Bennet’s frantic concern to see her daughters married may be comically uncontrolled but it reflects a firm enough grasp of practical necessity. It is this side of Jane Austen that has led critics from Leonard Woolf onwards to highlight her understanding of the economic determinants of social action - what W. H. Auden, in ‘Letter to Lord Byron’, called ‘the amorous effects of “brass” ’.


    Just how deeply the marital imperative reaches into the society of Austen’s novels is revealed with wonderful comedy in Mr Collins’s proposal to Elizabeth. Not unnaturally, Elizabeth says no – or at least that is what she tries to do. But Mr Collins is too much a man of the world to be deceived. He is a clergyman with a comfortable living who has asked a young woman with no fortune and no outstanding beauty to marry him. For her to say no in this context can only be an oblique way of saying yes. What she must really mean is, ‘Of course l will marry you but it would be immodest to agree at once so please ask me again later’. The pressures of social expectation are strong enough to twist language out of shape, leaving Elizabeth powerless to say no in any way that will actually convey a negative. It is, quite literally, an offer she can’t refuse; and Mr Collins goes on his way rejoicing. True, his bland confidence is at one level a comic reflection of his enormous egotism, but as Charlotte Lucas’s speedy acceptance of him demonstrates, it is well founded in social reality. Moreover, when Darcy first proposes to Elizabeth, he starts from exactly the same assumption.


    Given the critical importance of marriage, the social manoeuvres by which people signal their preferences and respond to the signals of others become vital. ‘Only think of that my dear,’ Mrs Bennet tells her husband after the Meryton ball; ‘he actually danced with her twice’ (p. 9). This is not just Mrs Bennet being silly. By dancing twice with Jane, Bingley has made at the very least a declaration of particular interest, and his action is the inevitable focus of Elizabeth and Jane’s conversation afterwards. In a society that allows little scope for the direct display of sexual interest, such clues are eagerly sought. It is Jane’s inability to play the game with enough skill that almost costs her the chance of marrying Bingley. Clear-eyed as usual, Charlotte points out that she is failing to give the necessary signals. In the ordinary way of social intercourse, Bingley will simply not see enough of her to get the message – ‘Jane should therefore make the most of every half hour in which she can command his attention’ (p. 15).


    It is against this background that the coded language of sexual invitation, in which Elizabeth finds herself entangled when she tries to refuse Mr Collins, becomes so important. Austen’s wry analysis of how social context can refract the meaning of language is a strikingly modern achievement. She understood perfectly the mechanisms by which, unable to say certain things directly, we say something quite different as a way of conveying them indirectly. A scene in one of Françoise Sagan’s early novels hinges on the confusion of a young man who, at the end of an evening with an older Parisian woman, asks if he can come up to her flat for a drink. The request is innocent, but the woman, more sophisticated than he, at once translates it into the language of sexual encounters. In the circumstances, ‘May I come up for a drink?’ must surely have another, unspoken meaning; it is tantamount to a proposition. Jane Austen was there long before. There are circumstances in which a remark about libraries can be tantamount to a proposal. ‘When I have a house of my own,’ says Caroline Bingley, ‘I shall be miserable if I have not an excellent library.’ In translation: What a suitable wife I would make for Mr Darcy, with his splendid library at Pemberley. Or again, ‘It would surely be much more rational if conversation instead of dancing made the order of the day [at balls]’ (p. 38). In translation: What a suitable wife I would make for Mr Darcy, with his low opinion of dancing. And so on. No chance here that her preferences will be misunderstood.


    That of course is the trouble; her oblique self-promotion is so clumsy that Darcy sees it for what it is without the slightest difficulty. Wickham, on the other hand, judges his moves perfectly. In a social world where everything depends on meanings that are implicit rather than explicit – a movement of Darcy’s chair slightly closer to Elizabeth and then back again carries its own message – Wickham above all demonstrates the need for an alert critical intelligence if we are to negotiate the minefield successfully. It is only when Elizabeth reviews his conduct and conversation, having read Darcy’s letter of explanation, that she realises how decisively her own intelligence has in this case failed:


    Many of his expressions were still fresh in her memory. She was now struck with the impropriety of such communications to a stranger, and wondered it had escaped her before. She saw the indelicacy of putting himself forward as he had done, and the inconsistency of his professions with his conduct. She remembered . . .


    [p. 140]


    In the manner of a detective she goes back over the evidence, searching for the clues she had missed before. And though Wickham’s delinquency is moral, the clues which should have alerted her – the impropriety of this, the indelicacy of that – are social. The disciplines of social propriety are a protection as well as a constraint, and it is the ability to sift social information and judge it impartially that qualifies people to distinguish between the worthy and the merely plausible, between, say, a Colonel Brandon and a Willoughby a Darcy and a Wickham. This process of sifting and judging is exactly what Elizabeth has suspended in the case of Wickham: ‘His countenance, voice, and manner, had established him at once in the possession of every virtue’ (p. 139).


    But a critical intelligence is only as good as the information it has to work on, which is one reason why Austen’s novels keep returning to the damage done by the misinformation that comes from gossip and concealment. Darcy’s remorse for having suppressed what he knew of Wickham is not just rhetorical; accurate information about the people around one is vital to the business of judging their words and actions. In Emma, Frank Churchill is barely forgiven for concealing his engagement to Jane Fairfax; his deceit undermines the whole basis of social intercourse. There are plenty of foolish and unpleasant people in Jane Austen’s world, but the really dangerous ones almost always come from outside. They are the ones about whom not enough is known and who can therefore mislead their new neighbours with relative ease. ‘Of his former way of life,’ Elizabeth reflects about Wickham, ‘nothing had been known in Hertfordshire but what he told himself’ (p. 139).


    The converse of this is the horror of a social situation in which everything is known. Horror is scarcely too strong a word. In Northanger Abbey Henry Tilney is already talking of every man being ‘surrounded by a neighbourhood of voluntary spies’, and the ferocity with which they go about their business is a continuing theme of the novels. (In Emma, we remember, Miss Bates was unfortunate in having no intellectual superiority to ‘frighten those who might hate her, into outward respect’.) There is a vein of cynicism in Jane Austen that would not have seemed out of place in La Rochefoucauld. When news of Lydia’s marriage to Wickham spreads through the neighbourhood, there is disappointment that she has not, as was hoped, been driven to prostitution or, failing that, been secluded in some remote farmhouse; but in the absence of scandal there is the consolation of gossip, ‘and the good-natured wishes for her well-doing, which had proceeded before, from all the spiteful old ladies in Meryton, lost but little of their spirit in this change of circumstances, because with such an husband, her misery was considered certain’ (p. 207).


    Families themselves, as Elizabeth knows all too well, can be enough of a trial, but these occasional glimpses of a malign social world beyond the family make it even clearer why Austen’s heroines feel such genteel desperation to escape. When Charlotte Brontë, having just read Pride and Prejudice, commented with distaste in a letter to G. H. Lewes (12 January 1848) on its pervasive sense of confinement – ‘no glance of a bright, vivid physiognomy, no open country, no fresh air, no blue hill, no bonny beck’ – she was perhaps being less hostile to Jane Austen’s own feelings than she believed. It’s not difficult to imagine the Elizabeth who walks three or four miles to Netherfield, ‘crossing field after field at a quick pace, jumping over stiles and springing over puddles with impatient activity, and finding herself at last within view of the house, with weary ankles, dirty stockings, and a face glowing with the warmth of exercise’ (p. 23) heartily agreeing with her. The release of stifled energy is palpable, and we might be reminded of another of Austen’s early heroines, Catherine Morland, who as a young girl was ‘noisy and wild, hated confinement and cleanliness, and loved nothing so well in the world as rolling down the green slope at the back of the house’. Because adulthood and the constraints of society in Austen’s world enforce a different order, we should not therefore assume that she was unaware of the price to be paid for this order. On the contrary, there is a strain in Austen’s work which reveals what the critic D. W. Harding, in a resonant phrase, called ‘regulated hatred’ for many aspects of the society with which she is so closely identified.


    It is in terms of Austen’s deep misgivings about the quality of social life available to an intelligent woman that we can make sense of one of the most crucial features, repeated in novel after novel, of the romantic relationship between hero and heroine. At the Netherfield ball, Elizabeth’s feelings towards Darcy reach a new low. She enters the drawing room to find that Wickham has absented himself on the other’s account, and she resolves to have no conversation with Darcy. Later, however, she finds herself forced to dance with him. After a period of silence, she decides to punish him with polite conversation and makes some slight observation on the dance:


    He replied, and was again silent. After a pause of some minutes she addressed him a second time with


    ‘It is your turn to say something now, Mr Darcy – I talked about the dance, and you ought to make some kind of remark on the size of the room, or the number of couples.’


    He smiled, and assured her that whatever she wished him to say should be said.


    ‘Very well. – That reply will do for the present. – Perhaps by and by I may observe that private balls are much pleasanter than public ones. – But now we may be silent.’


    [p. 63]


    Elizabeth’s father, who, for all his failings, is redeemed by his wit and his fondness for Elizabeth herself, is probably the only other character in the novel who would have relished this exchange. Bingley, for example, would have been quite baffled. The irony of Elizabeth’s tone depends on an ability to view social convention with a detachment that is outside his range. Again we might think of Northanger Abbey, where Henry Tilney conducts a parody of the sort of polite conversation expected of newly introduced couples at the Assembly Rooms in Bath. The point in both episodes is the same, and it is central to the emotional structure of Austen’s novels. What she has successfully conveyed is the meeting of two sympathetic intelligences; the couple are identified not just as potential lovers but as potential allies. Bingley and Jane, like the average romantic hero and heroine, are simply lovers, and that is all they need to be because there is no sense of their being at an angle to the social world they inhabit. People only need allies when there is something to be allied against – and Jane Austen’s heroines always need allies. In Austen’s version of the Cinderella story, the Prince is the one who is capable of appreciating the special quality of the heroine’s intelligence.


    And vice-versa. The hero and heroine rescue each other, and what they escape is the fate that society has ordained for them. There is a shadow novel in Pride and Prejudice whose outlines are revealed in the expectations of the main characters – that Bingley will marry Darcy’s sister, that Darcy will marry his cousin, or possibly Bingley’s sister, that Elizabeth will either take Mr Collins or be left, like Jane Austen herself, to enjoy the doubtful pleasures of spinsterhood. This is the story as it would unfold in reality, given the pressures exerted by family, property and the weight of traditional social arrangements. On one reading, the steps by which Darcy and Elizabeth manage to escape it are part of a romantic fantasy that evades the social realities established so clearly elsewhere in the book. This is true enough, but it should not lead us to disregard those elements in their relationship which are actually a response to social realities.


    For contemporary readers, Elizabeth’s irreverent wit, her unladylike tramp to Netherfield, her impatience with elegant female inanity would all have situated her within an ongoing debate about the proper role of women, which ranged from the writings of Mary Wollstonecraft to the decorous pieties of the female conduct books. And this debate in turn reflected the wider political tensions of the period. The historical events which defined the social and political background of Jane Austen’s adult life were the French Revolution and the subsequent wars between England and France. It is a well worn fact that these events make little explicit appearance in her novels; but in so far as they highlighted the question of relations between the classes and also, through the repressive social response to them in England, the limits of individual rights to free expression, they are central to Pride and Prejudice, and specifically to the relationship between Darcy and Elizabeth.


    No one has a stronger sense of the social impossibility of this relationship than Lady Catherine de Bourgh:


    ‘My daughter and my nephew are formed for each other. They are descended on the maternal side, from the same noble line; and, on the father’s, from respectable, honourable, and ancient, though untitled families. Their fortune on both sides is splendid. They are destined for each other by the voice of every member of their respective houses; and what is to divide them? The upstart pretensions of a young woman without family, connections, or fortune. Is this to be endured! But it must not, shall not be. If you were sensible of your own good, you would not wish to quit the sphere, in which you have been brought up.’


    [p. 239]


    Lady Catherine speaks for the aristocratic concept of marriage as a contract between families, Elizabeth and Darcy oppose to this the concept of marriage as a personal agreement between individuals. Indeed, Darcy must specifically divest himself of the idea of it as an alliance between families before he can propose to Elizabeth without evident and offensive misgivings. But in doing this, he moves away from the assumptions of his class. Elizabeth’s spirited reply to Lady Catherine that since Darcy is a gentleman and she the daughter of a gentleman she would not be quitting her proper sphere in marrying him is true as far as it goes, but it leaves unanswered Lady Catherine’s question, ‘Who was your mother? Who are your uncles and aunts?’ The question is relevant because Elizabeth herself has already put the Gardiners at the centre of her relations with Darcy. As she surveys the grounds of his house, she begins to reflect on what it would have meant to be mistress of Pemberley, but her dreams are checked by the thought that ‘my uncle and aunt would have been lost to me: I should not have been allowed to invite them’ (p. 164). If Elizabeth can just about treat with Darcy on equal terms, the Gardiners are placed firmly on the other side of the gulf that separates ‘trade’ from the upper reaches of the landed gentry.


    But if we look at the closing words of the novel, it becomes clear that the process that unites Darcy to Elizabeth is in its way a social revolution as well as a personal one: ‘With the Gardiners, they were always on the most intimate terms. Darcy, as well as Elizabeth, really loved them; and they were both ever sensible of the warmest gratitude towards the persons who, by bringing her into Derbyshire, had been the means of uniting them.’ The novel ends therefore with an emphatic statement that the social gulf, much stressed by Elizabeth in earlier passages of the novel, has been crossed. With her dangerous tendency to mock authority and challenge convention, she has brought ‘a little more liveliness’ to Darcy, but she has also, on a social level, brought the middle classes into the home of the aristocracy. We might want to question the process by which, as so often in the English novel, problems that depend on the economic structure of society are apparently resolved at the level of personal relationships, but the fact remains that in Pride and Prejudice Jane Austen is clearly aware of the social tensions that the events of the previous two decades had brought into prominence.


    She is aware of them, but, unlike some of her critics, she does not dwell on them, any more than she dwells on other causes of guilt and misery. It’s true of course that the world is still out there, that Mrs Bennet will continue to be embarrassing and Miss Bingley unpleasant, that marriage will still depend more on money than love, and that somehow we have to reach an accommodation with this reality. But the novel does not end among the painful social realities of ordinary life, it ends at Pemberley. It is here, in a sort of secular Paradise, that the characters receive their just reward, the degree of access to Pemberley being nicely calculated according to their behaviour during the novel. To call this fantasy is merely to recognise that whatever else Pride and Prejudice may be, it is in the first place a supremely successful romantic fiction. Literary critics are notoriously suspicious of happy endings, and as critics we are free, if we wish, to emphasise all the shadows of unhappiness that the author herself has chosen not to emphasise. We might do better to accept that in literature, as in life, it is sometimes preferable to shut the gates against reality.


    Dr Ian Littlewood


    University of Sussex

  


  
    bibliography


    Armstrong, Nancy, Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel, London 1987


    Austen-Leigh, J. E., A Memoir of Jane Austen (1870), R. W. Chapman (ed.), Oxford 1926


    Butler, Marilyn, Jane Austen and the War of Ideas, Oxford 1975


    Copeland, E., and McMaster, J. (eds), The Cambridge Companion to Jane Austen, Cambridge, 1997


    Duckworth, Alistair, The Improvement of the Estate: A Study of Jane Austen’s Novels, Baltimore and London 1971


    Fergus, Jan, Jane Austen: A Literary Life, London 1991


    Gillie, Christopher, A Preface to Jane Austen, London 1974


    Gilson, David, A Bibliography of Jane Austen, Oxford 1982 (reprinted with corrections, Winchester 1997)


    Grey, J . David et al. (eds), The Jane Austen Companion, New York 1986 (published in UK as The Jane Austen Handbook)


    Honan, Park, Jane Austen: Her Life, London 1987


    Johnson, Claudia L., Jane Austen: Women, Politics and the Novel, Chicago and London 1988


    Kirkham, Margaret, Jane Austen: Feminism and Fiction, Brighton 1983


    Laski, Marghanita, Jane Austen and her World, London 1969


    Le Faye, Deirdre (ed.), Jane Austen’s Letters, Oxford 1995


    Littlewood, Ian (ed.), Jane Austen: Critical Assessments, Robertsbridge 1998


    Litz, A. Walton, Jane Austen: A Study of her Artistic Development, London 1965


    Moler, Kenneth, Jane Austen’s Art of Allusion, Lincoln, Nebraska 1968


    Mudrick, M., Jane Austen: Irony as Defense and Discovery, Princeton, New Jersey 1952


    Newton, Judith Lowder, Women, Power and Subversion: social strategies in British fiction, 1778–1860, Athens, Georgia 1981


    Nokes, David, Jane Austen, A Life, London 1997


    Poovey, Mary, The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer, Chicago 1984


    Poplawski, Paul, A Jane Austen Encyclopedia, London 1998


    Southam, B. C. (ed.), Jane Austen: The Critical Heritage, two volumes, London 1968 and 1976


    Tanner, Tony, Jane Austen, London 1986


    Watt, Ian (ed.), Jane Austen: A Collection of Critical Essays, Englewood Cliffs, NJ 1963 (includes D. W. Harding’s essay, ‘Regulated Hatred: An Aspect of the Work of Jane Austen’)


    Woolf, Virginia, ‘Jane Austen’ in The Common Reader, First Series, London 1925

  


  
    





Chapter 1


    It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.


    However little known the feelings or views of such a man may be on his first entering a neighbourhood, this truth is so well fixed in the minds of the surrounding families, that he is considered as the rightful property of some one or other of their daughters.


    ‘My dear Mr Bennet,’ said his lady to him one day, ‘have you heard that Netherfield Park is let at last?’


    Mr Bennet replied that he had not.


    ‘But it is,’ returned she; ‘for Mrs Long has just been here, and she told me all about it.’


    Mr Bennet made no answer.


    ‘Do not you want to know who has taken it?’ cried his wife impatiently.


    ‘You want to tell me, and I have no objection to hearing it.’


    This was invitation enough.


    ‘Why, my dear, you must know, Mrs Long says that Netherfield is taken by a young man of large fortune from the north of England; that he came down on Monday in a chaise and four1 to see the place, and was so much delighted with it that he agreed with Mr Morris immediately; that he is to take possession before Michaelmas,2 and some of his servants are to be in the house by the end of next week.’


    ‘What is his name?’


    ‘Bingley.’


    ‘Is he married or single?’


    ‘Oh! single, my dear, to be sure! A single man of large fortune; four or five thousand a year. What a fine thing for our girls!’


    ‘How so? how can it affect them?’


    ‘My dear Mr Bennet,’ replied his wife, ‘how can you be so tiresome! You must know that I am thinking of his marrying one of them.’


    ‘Is that his design in settling here?’


    ‘Design! nonsense, how can you talk so! But it is very likely that he may fall in love with one of them, and therefore you must visit him as soon as he comes.’


    ‘I see no occasion for that. You and the girls may go, or you may send them by themselves, which perhaps will be still better, for as you are as handsome as any of them, Mr Bingley might like you the best of the party.’


    ‘My dear, you flatter me. I certainly have had my share of beauty, but I do not pretend to be anything extraordinary now. When a woman has five grown-up daughters, she ought to give over thinking of her own beauty.’


    ‘In such cases, a woman has not often much beauty to think of.’


    ‘But, my dear, you must indeed go and see Mr Bingley when he comes into the neighbourhood.’


    ‘It is more than I engage for, I assure you.’


    ‘But consider your daughters. Only think what an establishment it would be for one of them. Sir William and Lady Lucas are determined to go, merely on that account, for in general you know they visit no newcomers. Indeed you must go, for it will be impossible for us to visit him, if you do not.’


    ‘You are over-scrupulous surely. I dare say Mr Bingley will be very glad to see you; and I will send a few lines by you to assure him of my hearty consent to his marrying whichever he chooses of the girls; though I must throw in a good word for my little Lizzy.’


    ‘I desire you will do no such thing. Lizzy is not a bit better than the others; and I am sure she is not half so handsome as Jane, nor half so good-humoured as Lydia. But you are always giving her the preference.’


    ‘They have none of them much to recommend them,’ replied he; ‘they are all silly and ignorant like other girls; but Lizzy has something more of quickness than her sisters.’


    ‘Mr Bennet, how can you abuse your own children in such a way? You take delight in vexing me. You have no compassion on my poor nerves.’


    ‘You mistake me, my dear. I have a high respect for your nerves. They are my old friends. I have heard you mention them with consideration these twenty years at least.’


    ‘Ah! you do not know what I suffer.’


    ‘But I hope you will get over it, and live to see many young men of four thousand a year come into the neighbourhood.’


    ‘It will be no use to us, if twenty such should come since you will not visit them.’


    ‘Depend upon it, my dear, that when there are twenty, I will visit them all.’


    Mr Bennet was so odd a mixture of quick parts, sarcastic humour, reserve, and caprice, that the experience of three and twenty years had been insufficient to make his wife understand his character. Her mind was less difficult to develop. She was a woman of mean understanding, little information, and uncertain temper. When she was discontented she fancied herself nervous. The business of her life was to get her daughters married; its solace was visiting and news.

  


  
    





Chapter 2


    Mr Bennet was among the earliest of those who waited on Mr Bingley. He had always intended to visit him, though to the last always assuring his wife that he should not go; and till the evening after the visit was paid, she had no knowledge of it. It was then disclosed in the following manner. Observing his second daughter employed in trimming a hat, he suddenly addressed her with,


    ‘I hope Mr Bingley will like it Lizzy.’


    ‘We are not in a way to know what Mr Bingley likes,’ said her mother resentfully, ‘since we are not to visit.’


    ‘But you forget, mamma,’ said Elizabeth, ‘that we shall meet him at the assemblies, and that Mrs Long has promised to introduce him.’


    ‘I do not believe Mrs Long will do any such thing. She has two nieces of her own. She is a selfish, hypocritical woman, and I have no opinion of her.’


    ‘No more have I,’ said Mr Bennet; ‘and I am glad to find that you do not depend on her serving you.’


    Mrs Bennet deigned not to make any reply; but unable to contain herself, began scolding one of her daughters.


    ‘Don’t keep coughing so, Kitty, for heaven’s sake! Have a little compassion on my nerves. You tear them to pieces.’


    ‘Kitty has no discretion in her coughs,’ said her father; ‘she times them ill.’


    ‘I do not cough for my own amusement,’ replied Kitty fretfully.


    ‘When is your next ball to be, Lizzy?’3


    ‘Tomorrow fortnight.’


    ‘Aye, so it is,’ cried her mother, ‘and Mrs Long does not come back till the day before; so, it will be impossible for her to introduce him, for she will not know him herself.’


    ‘Then, my dear, you may have the advantage of your friend, and introduce Mr Bingley to her.’


    ‘Impossible, Mr Bennet, impossible, when I am not acquainted with him myself; how can you be so teasing?’


    ‘I honour your circumspection. A fortnight’s acquaintance is certainly very little. One cannot know what a man really is by the end of a fortnight. But if we do not venture, somebody else will; and after all, Mrs Long and her nieces must stand their chance; and therefore, as she will think it an act of kindness, if you decline the office, I will take it on myself.’


    The girls stared at their father. Mrs Bennet said only, ‘Nonsense, nonsense!’


    ‘What can be the meaning of that emphatic exclamation?’ cried he. ‘Do you consider the forms of introduction, and the stress that is laid on them, as nonsense? I cannot quite agree with you there. What say you, Mary? for you are a young lady of deep reflection I know, and read great books, and make extracts.’


    Mary wished to say something very sensible, but knew not how.


    ‘While Mary is adjusting her ideas,’ he continued, ‘let us return to Mr Bingley.’


    ‘I am sick of Mr Bingley,’ cried his wife.


    ‘I am sorry to hear that; but why did not you tell me so before? If I had known as much this morning, I certainly would not have called on him. It is very unlucky; but as I have actually paid the visit, we cannot escape the acquaintance now.’


    The astonishment of the ladies was just what he wished; that of Mrs Bennet perhaps surpassing the rest; though when the first tumult of joy was over, she began to declare that it was what she had expected all the while.


    ‘How good it was in you, my dear Mr Bennet! But I knew I should persuade you at last. I was sure you loved your girls too well to neglect such an acquaintance. Well, how pleased I am! and it is such a good joke, too, that you should have gone this morning, and never said a word about it till now.’


    ‘Now, Kitty, you may cough as much as you choose,’ said Mr Bennet; and, as he spoke, he left the room, fatigued with the raptures of his wife.


    ‘What an excellent father you have, girls,’ said she, when the door was shut. ‘I do not know how you will ever make him amends for his kindness; or me either, for that matter. At our time of life, it is not so pleasant I can tell you, to be making new acquaintance every day; but for your sakes, we would do anything. Lydia, my love, though you are the youngest, I dare say Mr Bingley will dance with you at the next ball.’


    ‘Oh!’ said Lydia stoutly, ‘I am not afraid; for though I am the youngest, I’m the tallest.’


    The rest of the evening was spent in conjecturing how soon he would return Mr Bennet’s visit, and determining when they should ask him to dinner.

  


  
    





Chapter 3


    Not all that Mrs Bennet, however, with the assistance of her five daughters, could ask on the subject was sufficient to draw from her husband any satisfactory description of Mr Bingley. They attacked him in various ways; with barefaced questions, ingenious suppositions, and distant surmises; but he eluded the skill of them all; and they were at last obliged to accept the second-hand intelligence of their neighbour Lady Lucas. Her report was highly favourable. Sir William had been delighted with him. He was quite young, wonderfully handsome, extremely agreeable, and to crown the whole, he meant to be at the next assembly with a large party. Nothing could be more delightful! To be fond of dancing was a certain step towards falling in love; and very lively hopes of Mr Bingley’s heart were entertained.


    ‘If I can but see one of my daughters happily settled at Netherfield,’ said Mrs Bennet to her husband, ‘and all the others equally well married, I shall have nothing to wish for.’


    In a few days Mr Bingley returned Mr Bennet’s visit, and sat about ten minutes with him in his library. He had entertained hopes of being admitted to a sight of the young ladies, of whose beauty he had heard much; but he saw only the father. The ladies were somewhat more fortunate, for they had the advantage of ascertaining from an upper window, that he wore a blue coat and rode a black horse.


    An invitation to dinner was soon afterwards dispatched; and already had Mrs Bennet planned the courses that were to do credit to her housekeeping, when an answer arrived which deferred it all. Mr Bingley was obliged to be in town the following day, and consequently unable to accept the honour of their invitation, etc. Mrs Bennet was quite disconcerted. She could not imagine what business he could have in town so soon after his arrival in Hertfordshire; and she began to fear that he might be always flying about from one place to another, and never settled at Netherfield as he ought to be. Lady Lucas quieted her fears a little by starting the idea of his being gone to London only to get a large party for the ball; and a report soon followed that Mr Bingley was to bring twelve ladies and seven gentlemen with him to the assembly. The girls grieved over such a number of ladies; but were comforted the day before the ball by hearing, that instead of twelve, he had brought only six with him from London, his five sisters and a cousin. And when the party entered the assembly room, it consisted of only five altogether: Mr Bingley, his two sisters, the husband of the eldest, and another young man.


    Mr Bingley was good looking and gentlemanlike; he had a pleasant countenance, and easy, unaffected manners. His sisters were fine women, with an air of decided fashion. His brother-in-law, Mr Hurst, merely looked the gentleman; but his friend Mr Darcy soon drew the attention of the room by his fine, tall person, handsome features, noble mien; and the report which was in general circulation within five minutes after his entrance, of his having ten thousand a year. The gentlemen pronounced him to be a fine figure of a man, the ladies declared he was much handsomer than Mr Bingley, and he was looked at with great admiration for about half the evening, till his manners gave a disgust which turned the tide of his popularity; for he was discovered to be proud, to be above his company, and above being pleased; and not all his large estate in Derbyshire could then save him from having a most forbidding, disagreeable countenance, and being unworthy to be compared with his friend.


    Mr Bingley had soon made himself acquainted with all the principal people in the room; he was lively and unreserved, danced every dance, was angry that the ball closed so early, and talked of giving one himself at Netherfield. Such amiable qualities must speak for themselves. What a contrast between him and his friend! Mr Darcy danced only once with Mrs Hurst and once with Miss Bingley, declined being introduced to any other lady, and spent the rest of the evening in walking about the room, speaking occasionally to one of his own party. His character was decided. He was the proudest, most disagreeable man in the world, and everybody hoped that he would never come there again. Amongst the most violent against him was Mrs Bennet, whose dislike of his general behaviour, was sharpened into particular resentment, by his having slighted one of her daughters.


    Elizabeth Bennet had been obliged, by the scarcity of gentlemen, to sit down for two dances; and during part of that time, Mr Darcy had been standing near enough for her to overhear a conversation between him and Mr Bingley, who came from the dance for a few minutes, to press his friend to join it.


    ‘Come, Darcy,’ said he, ‘I must have you dance. I hate to see you standing about by yourself in this stupid manner. You had much better dance.’


    ‘I certainly shall not. You know how I detest it, unless I am particularly acquainted with my partner. At such an assembly as this, it would be insupportable. Your sisters are engaged, and there is not another woman in the room, whom it would not be a punishment to me to stand up with.’


    ‘I would not be so fastidious as you are,’ cried Bingley, ‘for a kingdom! Upon my honour, I never met with so many pleasant girls in my life, as I have this evening; and there are several of them you see uncommonly pretty.’


    ‘You are dancing with the only handsome girl in the room,’ said Mr Darcy, looking at the eldest Miss Bennet.


    ‘Oh! she is the most beautiful creature I ever beheld! But there is one of her sisters sitting down just behind you, who is very pretty, and I dare say, very agreeable. Do let me ask my partner to introduce you.’


    ‘Which do you mean?’ and turning round, he looked for a moment at Elizabeth, till catching her eye, he withdrew his own and coldly said, ‘She is tolerable; but not handsome enough to tempt me; and I am in no humour at present to give consequence to young ladies who are slighted by other men. You had better return to your partner and enjoy her smiles, for you are wasting your time with me.’


    Mr Bingley followed his advice. Mr Darcy walked off; and Elizabeth remained with no very cordial feelings towards him. She told the story however with great spirit among her friends; for she had a lively, playful disposition, which delighted in anything ridiculous.


    The evening altogether passed off pleasantly to the whole family. Mrs Bennet had seen her eldest daughter much admired by the Netherfield party. Mr Bingley had danced with her twice, and she had been distinguished by his sisters. Jane was as much gratified by this, as her mother could be, though in a quieter way. Elizabeth felt Jane’s pleasure. Mary had heard herself mentioned to Miss Bingley as the most accomplished girl in the neighbourhood; and Catherine and Lydia had been fortunate enough to be never without partners, which was all that they had yet learnt to care for at a ball. They returned therefore in good spirits to Longbourn, the village where they lived, and of which they were the principal inhabitants. They found Mr Bennet still up. With a book he was regardless of time; and on the present occasion he had a good deal of curiosity as to the event of an evening which had raised such splendid expectations. He had rather hoped that all his wife’s views on the stranger would be disappointed; but he soon found that he had a very different story to hear.


    ‘Oh! my dear Mr Bennet,’ as she entered the room, ‘we have had a most delightful evening, a most excellent ball. I wish you had been there. Jane was so admired, nothing could be like it. Everybody said how well she looked; and Mr Bingley thought her quite beautiful, and danced with her twice. Only think of that my dear; he actually danced with her twice; and she was the only creature in the room that he asked a second time. First of all, he asked Miss Lucas. I was so vexed to see him stand up with her; but, however, he did not admire her at all: indeed, nobody can, you know; and he seemed quite struck with Jane as she was going down the dance. So, he enquired who she was, and got introduced, and asked her for the two next. Then, the two third he danced with Miss King, and the two fourth with Maria Lucas, and the two fifth with Jane again, and the two sixth with Lizzy, and the Boulanger – ’


    ‘If he had had any compassion for me,’ cried her husband impatiently, ‘he would not have danced half so much! For God’s sake, say no more of his partners. Oh! that he had sprained his ankle in the first dance!’


    ‘Oh! my dear,’ continued Mrs Bennet, ‘I am quite delighted with him. He is so excessively handsome! and his sisters are charming women. I never in my life saw anything more elegant than their dresses. I dare say the lace upon Mrs Hurst’s gown – ’


    Here she was interrupted again. Mr Bennet protested against any description of finery. She was therefore obliged to seek another branch of the subject, and related, with much bitterness of spirit and some exaggeration, the shocking rudeness of Mr Darcy.


    ‘But I can assure you,’ she added, ‘that Lizzy does not lose much by not suiting his fancy; for he is a most disagreeable, horrid man, not at all worth pleasing. So high and so conceited that there was no enduring him! He walked here, and he walked there, fancying himself so very great! Not handsome enough to dance with! I wish you had been there, my dear, to have given him one of your set downs. I quite detest the man.’

  


  
    





Chapter 4


    When Jane and Elizabeth were alone, the former, who had been cautious in her praise of Mr Bingley before, expressed to her sister how very much she admired him.


    ‘He is just what a young man ought to be,’ said she, ‘sensible, good-humoured, lively; and I never saw such happy manners! – so much ease, with such perfect good breeding!’


    ‘He is also handsome,’ replied Elizabeth, ‘which a young man ought likewise to be, if he possibly can. His character is thereby complete.’


    ‘I was very much flattered by his asking me to dance a second time. I did not expect such a compliment.’


    ‘Did not you? I did for you. But that is one great difference between us. Compliments always take you by surprise, and me never. What could be more natural than his asking you again? He could not help seeing that you were about five times as pretty as every other woman in the room. No thanks to his gallantry for that. Well, he certainly is very agreeable, and I give you leave to like him. You have liked many a stupider person.’


    ‘Dear Lizzy!’


    ‘Oh! you are a great deal too apt you know, to like people in general. You never see a fault in anybody. All the world are good and agreeable in your eyes. I never heard you speak ill of a human being in my life.’


    ‘I would wish not to be hasty in censuring anyone; but I always speak what I think.’


    ‘I know you do; and it is that which makes the wonder. With your good sense, to be so honestly blind to the follies and nonsense of others! Affectation of candour is common enough; – one meets it everywhere. But to be candid4 without ostentation or design – to take the good of everybody’s character and make it still better, and say nothing of the bad – belongs to you alone. And so, you like this man’s sisters too, do you? Their manners are not equal to his.’


    ‘Certainly not; at first. But they are very pleasing women when you converse with them. Miss Bingley is to live with her brother and keep his house; and I am much mistaken if we shall not find a very charming neighbour in her.’


    Elizabeth listened in silence, but was not convinced; their behaviour at the assembly had not been calculated to please in general; and with more quickness of observation and less pliancy of temper than her sister, and with a judgment too unassailed by any attention to herself, she was very little disposed to approve them. They were in fact very fine ladies; not deficient in good humour when they were pleased, nor in the power of being agreeable where they chose it; but proud and conceited. They were rather handsome, had been educated in one of the first private seminaries in town, had a fortune of twenty thousand pounds, were in the habit of spending more than they ought, and of associating with people of rank; and were therefore in every respect entitled to think well of themselves, and meanly of others. They were of a respectable family in the north of England; a circumstance more deeply impressed on their memories than that their brother’s fortune and their own had been acquired by trade.


    Mr Bingley inherited property to the amount of nearly an hundred thousand pounds from his father, who had intended to purchase an estate, but did not live to do it. – Mr Bingley intended it likewise, and sometimes made choice of his county; but as he was now provided with a good house and the liberty of a manor,5 it was doubtful to many of those who best knew the easiness of his temper, whether he might not spend the remainder of his days at Netherfield, and leave the next generation to purchase.


    His sisters were very anxious for his having an estate of his own; but though he was now established only as a tenant, Miss Bingley was by no means unwilling to preside at his table, nor was Mrs Hurst, who had married a man of more fashion than fortune, less disposed to consider his house as her home when it suited her. Mr Bingley had not been of age two years, when he was tempted by an accidental recommendation to look at Netherfield House. He did look at it and into it for half an hour, was pleased with the situation and the principal rooms, satisfied with what the owner said in its praise, and took it immediately.


    Between him and Darcy there was a very steady friendship, in spite of a great opposition of character. – Bingley was endeared to Darcy by the easiness, openness, ductility of his temper, though no disposition could offer a greater contrast to his own, and though with his own he never appeared dissatisfied. On the strength of Darcy’s regard Bingley had the firmest reliance, and of his judgment the highest opinion. In understanding Darcy was the superior. Bingley was by no means deficient, but Darcy was clever. He was at the same time haughty, reserved, and fastidious, and his manners, though well bred, were not inviting. In that respect his friend had greatly the advantage. Bingley was sure of being liked wherever he appeared, Darcy was continually giving offence.


    The manner in which they spoke of the Meryton assembly was sufficiently characteristic. Bingley had never met with pleasanter people or prettier girls in his life; everybody had been most kind and attentive to him, there had been no formality, no stiffness, he had soon felt acquainted with all the room; and as to Miss Bennet, he could not conceive an angel more beautiful. Darcy, on the contrary, had seen a collection of people in whom there was little beauty and no fashion, for none of whom he had felt the smallest interest, and from none received either attention or pleasure. Miss Bennet he acknowledged to be pretty, but she smiled too much.


    Mrs Hurst and her sister allowed it to be so – but still they admired her and liked her, and pronounced her to be a sweet girl, and one whom they should not object to know more of. Miss Bennet was therefore established as a sweet girl, and their brother felt authorised by such commendation to think of her as he chose.

  


  
    





Chapter 5


    Within a short walk of Longbourn lived a family with whom the Bennets were particularly intimate. Sir William Lucas had been formerly in trade in Meryton, where he had made a tolerable fortune and risen to the honour of knighthood by an address to the King, during his mayoralty. The distinction had perhaps been felt too strongly. It had given him a disgust to his business and to his residence in a small market town; and quitting them both, he had removed with his family to a house about a mile from Meryton, denominated from that period Lucas Lodge, where he could think with pleasure of his own importance, and unshackled by business, occupy himself solely in being civil to all the world. For though elated by his rank, it did not render him supercilious; on the contrary, he was all attention to everybody. By nature inoffensive, friendly and obliging, his presentation at St James’s had made him courteous.


    Lady Lucas was a very good kind of woman, not too clever to be a valuable neighbour to Mrs Bennet. – They had several children. The eldest of them, a sensible, intelligent young woman, about twenty-seven, was Elizabeth’s intimate friend.


    That the Miss Lucases and the Miss Bennets should meet to talk over a ball was absolutely necessary; and the morning after the assembly brought the former to Longbourn to hear and to communicate.


    ‘You began the evening well, Charlotte,’ said Mrs Bennet with civil self-command to Miss Lucas. ‘You were Mr Bingley’s first choice.’


    ‘Yes; – but he seemed to like his second better.’


    ‘Oh! – you mean Jane, I suppose – because he danced with her twice. To be sure that did seem as if he admired her – indeed I rather believe he did – I heard something about it – but I hardly know what – something about Mr Robinson.’


    ‘Perhaps you mean what I overheard between him and Mr Robinson; did not I mention it to you? Mr Robinson’s asking him how he liked our Meryton assemblies, and whether he did not think there were a great many pretty women in the room, and which he thought the prettiest? and his answering immediately to the last question – Oh! the eldest Miss Bennet beyond a doubt, there cannot be two opinions on that point.’


    ‘Upon my word! – Well, that was very decided indeed – that does seem as if – but however, it may all come to nothing you know.’


    ‘My overhearings were more to the purpose than yours, Eliza,’ said Charlotte. ‘Mr Darcy is not so well worth listening to as his friend, is he? – Poor Eliza! – to be only just tolerable.’


    ‘I beg you would not put it into Lizzy’s head to be vexed by his ill-treatment; for he is such a disagreeable man that it would be quite a misfortune to be liked by him. Mrs Long told me last night that he sat close to her for half an hour without once opening his lips.’


    ‘Are you quite sure, Ma’am? – is not there a little mistake?’ said Jane. ‘I certainly saw Mr Darcy speaking to her.’


    ‘Aye – because she asked him at last how he liked Netherfield, and he could not help answering her; – but she said he seemed very angry at being spoke to.’


    ‘Miss Bingley told me,’ said Jane, ‘that he never speaks much unless among his intimate acquaintance. With them he is remarkably agreeable.’


    ‘I do not believe a word of it, my dear. If he had been so very agreeable he would have talked to Mrs Long. But I can guess how it was; everybody says that he is ate up with pride, and I dare say he had heard somehow that Mrs Long does not keep a carriage, and had come to the ball in a hack chaise.’


    ‘I do not mind his not talking to Mrs Long,’ said Miss Lucas, ‘but I wish he had danced with Eliza.’


    ‘Another time, Lizzy,’ said her mother, ‘I would not dance with him, if I were you.’


    ‘I believe, Ma’am, I may safely promise you never to dance with him.’


    ‘His pride,’ said Miss Lucas, ‘does not offend me so much as pride often does, because there is an excuse for it. One cannot wonder that so very fine a young man, with family, fortune, everything in his favour, should think highly of himself. If I may so express it, he has a right to be proud.’


    ‘That is very true,’ replied Elizabeth, ‘and I could easily forgive his pride, if he had not mortified mine.’


    ‘Pride,’ observed Mary, who piqued herself upon the solidity of her reflections, ‘is a very common failing I believe. By all that I have ever read, I am convinced that it is very common indeed, that human nature is particularly prone to it, and that there are very few of us who do not cherish a feeling of self-complacency on the score of some quality or other, real or imaginary. Vanity and pride are different things, though the words are often used synonymously. A person may be proud without being vain. Pride relates more to our opinion of ourselves, vanity to what we would have others think of us.’


    ‘If I were as rich as Mr Darcy,’ cried a young Lucas who came with his sisters, ‘I should not care how proud I was. I would keep a pack of foxhounds, and drink a bottle of wine every day.’


    ‘Then you would drink a great deal more than you ought,’ said Mrs Bennet; ‘and if I were to see you at it I should take away your bottle directly.’


    The boy protested that she should not; she continued to declare that she would, and the argument ended only with the visit.

  


  
    





Chapter 6


    The ladies of Longbourn soon waited on those of Netherfield. The visit was returned in due form. Miss Bennet’s pleasing manners grew on the goodwill of Mrs Hurst and Miss Bingley; and though the mother was found to be intolerable and the younger sisters not worth speaking to, a wish of being better acquainted with them, was expressed towards the two eldest. By Jane this attention was received with the greatest pleasure; but Elizabeth still saw superciliousness in their treatment of everybody, hardly excepting even her sister, and could not like them; though their kindness to Jane, such as it was, had a value as arising in all probability from the influence of their brother’s admiration. It was generally evident whenever they met, that he did admire her; and to her it was equally evident that Jane was yielding to the preference which she had begun to entertain for him from the first, and was in a way to be very much in love; but she considered with pleasure that it was not likely to be discovered by the world in general, since Jane united with great strength of feeling, a composure of temper and a uniform cheerfulness of manner, which would guard her from the suspicions of the impertinent. She mentioned this to her friend Miss Lucas.


    ‘It may perhaps be pleasant,’ replied Charlotte, ‘to be able to impose on the public in such a case; but it is sometimes a disadvantage to be so very guarded. If a woman conceals her affection with the same skill from the object of it, she may lose the opportunity of fixing him; and it will then be but poor consolation to believe the world equally in the dark. There is so much of gratitude or vanity in almost every attachment, that it is not safe to leave any to itself. We can all begin freely – a slight preference is natural enough; but there are very few of us who have heart enough to be really in love without encouragement. In nine cases out of ten, a woman had better show more affection than she feels. Bingley likes your sister undoubtedly; but he may never do more than like her, if she does not help him on.’


    ‘But she does help him on, as much as her nature will allow. If I can perceive her regard for him, he must be a simpleton indeed not to discover it too.’


    ‘Remember, Eliza, that he does not know Jane’s disposition as you do.’


    ‘But if a woman is partial to a man, and does not endeavour to conceal it, he must find it out.’


    ‘Perhaps he must, if he sees enough of her. But though Bingley and Jane meet tolerably often, it is never for many hours together; and as they always see each other in large mixed parties, it is impossible that every moment should be employed in conversing together. Jane should therefore make the most of every half-hour in which she can command his attention. When she is secure of him, there will be leisure for falling in love as much as she chooses.’


    ‘Your plan is a good one,’ replied Elizabeth, ‘where nothing is in question but the desire of being well married; and if I were determined to get a rich husband, or any husband, I dare say I should adopt it. But these are not Jane’s feelings; she is not acting by design. As yet, she cannot even be certain of the degree of her own regard, nor of its reasonableness. She has known him only a fortnight. She danced four dances with him at Meryton; she saw him one morning at his own house, and has since dined in company with him four times. This is not quite enough to make her understand his character.’


    ‘Not as you represent it. Had she merely dined with him, she might only have discovered whether he had a good appetite; but you must remember that four evenings have been also spent together – and four evenings may do a great deal.’


    ‘Yes; these four evenings have enabled them to ascertain that they both like Vingt-un better than Commerce;6 but with respect to any other leading characteristic, I do not imagine that much has been unfolded.’


    ‘Well,’ said Charlotte, ‘I wish Jane success with all my heart; and if she were married to him tomorrow, I should think she had as good a chance of happiness, as if she were to be studying his character for a twelvemonth. Happiness in marriage is entirely a matter of chance. If the dispositions of the parties are ever so well known to each other, or ever so similar beforehand, it does not advance their felicity in the least. They always continue to grow sufficiently unlike afterwards to have their share of vexation; and it is better to know as little as possible of the defects of the person with whom you are to pass your life.’


    ‘You make me laugh, Charlotte; but it is not sound. You know it is not sound, and that you would never act in this way yourself.’


    Occupied in observing Mr Bingley’s attentions to her sister, Elizabeth was far from suspecting that she was herself becoming an object of some interest in the eyes of his friend. Mr Darcy had at first scarcely allowed her to be pretty; he had looked at her without admiration at the ball; and when they next met, he looked at her only to criticise. But no sooner had he made it clear to himself and his friends that she had hardly a good feature in her face, than he began to find it was rendered uncommonly intelligent by the beautiful expression of her dark eyes. To this discovery succeeded some others equally mortifying. Though he had detected with a critical eye more than one failure of perfect symmetry in her form, he was forced to acknowledge her figure to be light and pleasing; and in spite of his asserting that her manners were not those of the fashionable world, he was caught by their easy playfulness. Of this she was perfectly unaware; – to her he was only the man who made himself agreeable nowhere, and who had not thought her handsome enough to dance with.


    He began to wish to know more of her, and as a step towards conversing with her himself, attended to her conversation with others. His doing so drew her notice. It was at Sir William Lucas’s, where a large party were assembled.


    ‘What does Mr Darcy mean,’ said she to Charlotte, ‘by listening to my conversation with Colonel Forster?’


    ‘That is a question which Mr Darcy only can answer.’


    ‘But if he does it any more I shall certainly let him know that I see what he is about. He has a very satirical eye, and if I do not begin by being impertinent myself, I shall soon grow afraid of him.’


    On his approaching them soon afterwards, though without seeming to have any intention of speaking, Miss Lucas defied her friend to mention such a subject to him, which immediately provoking Elizabeth to do it, she turned to him and said,


    ‘Did not you think, Mr Darcy, that I expressed myself uncommonly well just now, when I was teasing Colonel Forster to give us a ball at Meryton?’


    ‘With great energy; – but it is a subject which always makes a lady energetic.’


    ‘You are severe on us.’


    ‘It will be her turn soon to be teased,’ said Miss Lucas. ‘I am going to open the instrument, Eliza, and you know what follows.’


    ‘You are a very strange creature by way of a friend! – always wanting me to play and sing before anybody and everybody! – If my vanity had taken a musical turn, you would have been invaluable, but as it is, I would really rather not sit down before those who must be in the habit of hearing the very best performers.’ On Miss Lucas’s persevering, however, she added, ‘Very well; if it must be so, it must.’ And gravely glancing at Mr Darcy, ‘There is a fine old saying, which everybody here is of course familiar with – “Keep your breath to cool your porridge,” – and I shall keep mine to swell my song.’


    Her performance was pleasing, though by no means capital. After a song or two, and before she could reply to the entreaties of several that she would sing again, she was eagerly succeeded at the instrument by her sister Mary, who having, in consequence of being the only plain one in the family, worked hard for knowledge and accomplishments, was always impatient for display.


    Mary had neither genius nor taste; and though vanity had given her application, it had given her likewise a pedantic air and conceited manner, which would have injured a higher degree of excellence than she had reached. Elizabeth, easy and unaffected, had been listened to with much more pleasure, though not playing half so well; and Mary, at the end of a long concerto, was glad to purchase praise and gratitude by Scotch and Irish airs, at the request of her younger sisters, who with some of the Lucases and two or three officers joined eagerly in dancing at one end of the room.


    Mr Darcy stood near them in silent indignation at such a mode of passing the evening, to the exclusion of all conversation, and was too much engrossed by his own thoughts to perceive that Sir William Lucas was his neighbour, till Sir William thus began.


    ‘What a charming amusement for young people this is, Mr Darcy! – There is nothing like dancing after all. – I consider it as one of the first refinements of polished societies.’


    ‘Certainly, Sir; – and it has the advantage also of being in vogue amongst the less polished societies of the world. – Every savage can dance.’


    Sir William only smiled. ‘Your friend performs delightfully;’ he continued after a pause, on seeing Bingley join the group; – ‘and I doubt not that you are an adept in the science yourself, Mr Darcy.’


    ‘You saw me dance at Meryton, I believe, Sir.’


    ‘Yes, indeed, and received no inconsiderable pleasure from the sight. Do you often dance at St James’s?’


    ‘Never, sir.’


    ‘Do you not think it would be a proper compliment to the place?’


    ‘It is a compliment which I never pay to any place if I can avoid it.’


    ‘You have a house in town, I conclude?’


    Mr Darcy bowed.


    ‘I had once some thoughts of fixing in town myself – for I am fond of superior society; but I did not feel quite certain that the air of London would agree with Lady Lucas.’


    He paused in hopes of an answer; but his companion was not disposed to make any; and Elizabeth at that instant moving towards them, he was struck with the notion of doing a very gallant thing, and called out to her,


    ‘My dear Miss Eliza, why are not you dancing? – Mr Darcy, you must allow me to present this young lady to you as a very desirable partner. – You cannot refuse to dance, I am sure, when so much beauty is before you.’ And taking her hand, he would have given it to Mr Darcy, who, though extremely surprised, was not unwilling to receive it, when she instantly drew back, and said with some discomposure to Sir William,


    ‘Indeed, Sir, I have not the least intention of dancing. – I entreat you not to suppose that I moved this way in order to beg for a partner.’


    Mr Darcy with grave propriety requested to be allowed the honour of her hand; but in vain. Elizabeth was determined; nor did Sir William at all shake her purpose by his attempt at persuasion.


    ‘You excel so much in the dance, Miss Eliza, that it is cruel to deny me the happiness of seeing you; and though this gentleman dislikes the amusement in general, he can have no objection, I am sure, to oblige us for one half hour.’


    ‘Mr Darcy is all politeness,’ said Elizabeth, smiling.


    ‘He is indeed – but considering the inducement, my dear Miss Eliza, we cannot wonder at his complaisance; for who would object to such a partner?’


    Elizabeth looked archly, and turned away. Her resistance had not injured her with the gentleman, and he was thinking of her with some complacency,7 when thus accosted by Miss Bingley,


    ‘I can guess the subject of your reverie.’


    ‘I should imagine not.’


    ‘You are considering how insupportable it would be to pass many evenings in this manner – in such society; and indeed I am quite of your opinion. I was never more annoyed! The insipidity and yet the noise; the nothingness and yet the self-importance of all these people! – What would I give to hear your strictures on them!’


    ‘Your conjecture is totally wrong, I assure you. My mind was more agreeably engaged. I have been meditating on the very great pleasure which a pair of fine eyes in the face of a pretty woman can bestow.’


    Miss Bingley immediately fixed her eyes on his face, and desired he would tell her what lady had the credit of inspiring such reflections. Mr Darcy replied with great intrepidity,


    ‘Miss Elizabeth Bennet.’


    ‘Miss Elizabeth Bennet!’ repeated Miss Bingley. ‘I am all astonishment. How long has she been such a favourite? – and pray when am I to wish you joy?’


    ‘That is exactly the question which I expected you to ask. A lady’s imagination is very rapid; it jumps from admiration to love, from love to matrimony in a moment. I knew you would be wishing me joy.’


    ‘Nay, if you are so serious about it, I shall consider the matter as absolutely settled. You will have a charming mother-in-law, indeed, and of course she will be always at Pemberley with you.’


    He listened to her with perfect indifference, while she chose to entertain herself in this manner, and as his composure convinced her that all was safe, her wit flowed long.
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