
 

Jane Austen 
(1775-1817) 

 

Jane Austen was born in 1775 in Steventon, Hampshire.  The Austens were a large and close 

family in which Jane was the seventh of eight children.  She lived her entire life with her father, 

Reverend George Austen, Rector and de facto squire for Steventon, her mother, and her only 

sister, Cassandra.  Her six brothers all offered her material for her work, but the most 

recognizable is her brother Edward, who was adopted, raised, educated, and made heir to 

Thomas Knight, a wealthy but childless close friend of her father’s.  Except for an eight-year 

exile in Bath, where George Austen moved his family in 1801, Jane lived her life in Hampshire, 

and it was from this genteel country setting that she drew her novels.  She was educated at home 

and began writing at a very young age.  Her first novel (Sense and Sensibility) was not published, 

however, until 1811 and that, like her other novels was published anonymously.  It was followed 

by three more during her lifetime and two that appeared posthumously.  She once described her 

work habits as those of someone working carefully, delicately, on a little piece of ivory, her love 

of concrete detail was so fine.  Although her novels were well received, great critical acclaim did 

not come until after her death at the age of 41; but it has remained with her ever since. 

 

Context: 

Once we are in her novels, it’s almost impossible for us to locate ourselves in the outside world, 

her treatment of domestic affairs is so thorough, so captivating, but it is important not to forget 

that Jane Austen lived during a time of tremendous political upheaval.  Britain had just been 

involved in a war with the United States when she was growing up as a little girl, and that war 

was followed by another in the French Revolution of 1789 which shook Europe and made 

Englishmen more than a little nervous.  Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France 

(1790), a great work in English political philo-sophy, belongs to that period.  When seen against 

the political backdrop of her time, Jane Austen’s world may seem much narrower, but what it 

lacks in breadth, it makes up for in depth.  She didn’t need to go outside her own home to deal 

with the great problems of our human predicament.  Her great theme is love and truth in the 

family, and all statesmen are family men long before they enter into politics and prove whether 

they learned their lessons or not.     

 

Jane Austen is a long way from the biting satire of Swift (1667-1745) or Pope (1688-1744) or 

novelists like Fielding (1704-1754) and Smollet (1721-1771), and yet these are the writers on 

whom she cut her teeth.  She shares their sensibilities and many of their Augustan age values:   

they all belonged to a settled world defined in terms of manners, the gentleman, and the lady; 

they all shared a love of clarity, irony, a view of man that is ultimately moral and responsible.  

Austen was a great reader of Shakespeare, whose moral vision helped shape her own.  But unlike 

the world of these men, an impersonal stage of intrigue, ambition, and power politics, hers is 

largely a domestic world, one defined and seen from the perspective of a woman and with a 
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woman’s particular sen-sibilities:  hers is the world of the drawing room, of nuanced looks or 

words or gestures, of conversations, park walks, and letters between sisters, and finally—and 

most importantly—courtship.  Jane Austen wrote several novels:  Northanger Abbey, Sense and 

Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, Emma, Mansfield Park, and Persuasion.  Many great writers 

have published one or two great works; Jane wrote at least five.   

 

Published in 1816, Emma was the last of Austen’s novels to appear in her lifetime, and coming 

as it does between Pride and Prejudice (1813), which is her liveliest and most popular and well-

beloved work and Mansfield Park (1814) and Persuasion (1818), both works that are twilight in 

spirit and that suggest a wisdom and way of seeing and feeling that have been touched with 

suffering, it partakes something of both early and late phases.  In Emma Woodhouse, Jane 

Austen created a character that she herself thought, “no one but myself will much like,” but 

Emma’s change from a privileged, self-satisfied, and in some ways officious young woman who 

fancies herself the social queen of Highbury to a young lady who acquires personal insights into 

her character and whose heart and mind come together in love has made Emma one of Austen’s 

best loved heroines.  

 

Summary: 

The novel opens on Emma and her father, Mr. Woodhouse, on the evening following the 

marriage of her former governess to a local merchant and widower, Mr. Weston.  Sitting alone 

with her father for the first time, Emma cannot help being aware of the constant companion she 

has lost, but her sorrow is tempered by her genuine gladness for the new Mrs. Weston and the 

pleasure she takes in the knowledge that this was a match which she had personally overseen and 

sponsored before anyone else.  Her father, on the other hand is inconsolable over the loss, and 

given as he is to projecting his own sentiments onto others, he insists on referring to her as “poor 

Miss Taylor.”   

 

Comforted by the steady presence of Mr. Knightly, Squire of Highbury and her brother-in-law, 

and with the Westons only half a mile away, Emma soon turns her attention to Harriet Smith, a 

young lady who boards at Mrs. Goddard’s School.  On meeting her for the first time, Emma 

finds her delightful, and absolutely convinced that her unknown parentage hides well born blood, 

she determines to take her in hand and make her into a lady worthy to be the wife of a 

gentleman.  Before beginning, however, she must separate Harriet from Robert Martin, a local 

farmer, who has shown an interest in her.  Emma convinces the pliable Harriet that the proposal 

of marriage from Mr. Martin is beneath her and in the process incurs the genuine displeasure of 

Mr. Knightly, who believes Martin to be an excellent match for Harriet.  Unfazed by Mr. 

Knightly’s criticism, Emma sets her sights on repeating her success with the Westons by 

matching Harriet with the local bachelor vicar, Mr. Elton.  She spends considerable time in 

bringing the two to-gether and in overcoming the awkwardness Harriet feels because of the 

difference in social status between Mr. Elton and herself.  The young vicar gives Emma every 

sign of happily participating in her plans, and she soon has Harriet as convinced as she is.  When 

Mr. Elton unexpectedly makes it clear that Emma has totally misread him by proposing to her 

instead, Emma is both shocked and offended.  Mr. Elton is just as offended to find that Emma 

thought Harriet a suitable wife for him, and he immediately leaves Highbury for an extended stay 

at Bath.  Properly ashamed of having misunderstood Mr. Elton’s intentions so completely and of 



having led Harriet into an affection that left her pained and embarrassed, Emma resolves never to 

play matchmaker again. 

 

Meanwhile, Mr. Weston’s son Frank, who was adopted as a baby by his uncle, Colonel 

Churchill, after the untimely death of his mother, has for some months seemed on the verge of 

paying his respects to his father and his new step-mother.  In the small village of Highbury, visits 

are not insignificant events, and news is out now that not one but two visitors are expected.  The 

other is Jane Fairfax, the granddaughter of Mrs. Bates, a poor but genteel widow who lives in the 

village with her spinster daughter.  For some years, the orphaned Jane has been living with the 

wealthy Campbell family as the companion of their only daughter.  Miss Campbell has recently 

become Mrs. Dixon, releasing Jane to make an extended visit to her grandmother and her aunt.  

Frank Churchill arrives and is thought to be a handsome, charming, and very eligible bachelor by 

everyone in Highbury—everybody, that is, except Mr. Knightly, who disapproves of his 

character.  Emma, who has anticipated approving of him for the sake of her friend Mrs. Weston, 

is taken with him and flattered by his attentions to her, but she shortly decides that she has no 

real interest in him and settles into an easy, flirtatious, and bantering relationship. 

 

Jane Fairfax, who is as modest as she is beautiful and accomplished, is a greater chal-lenge to 

Emma.  Emma dislikes her, and the fact that what she dislikes about her are her good qualities 

says more about Emma than she is prepared to admit.  Shortly after her arrival, Jane Fairfax, 

whose musical abilities are widely admired, receives a pianoforte, apparently sent by some 

anonymous admirer or benefactor.  While everyone else believes that the gift must have come 

from Colonel and Mrs. Campbell, Emma confides to Frank Churchill that she believes there is a 

clandestine relationship between Jane and Miss Campbell’s new husband and that the instrument 

is very likely a gift from him.    

 

Mr. Elton returns to Highbury amidst news that he has secured himself a bride from Bath.  As 

newlyweds, the Elton’s become the center of social events and obligations.  The new Mrs. Elton 

believes herself to be a generous addition to Highbury society and quickly offends Emma with 

her self-satisfied and officious manner.  She distances herself from Miss Woodhouse and 

determines to take Miss Fairfax under her wing. 

 

Frank Churchill stirs up enthusiasm for a ball to be held by his father and Mrs. Weston but is 

called away suddenly by the demands of Mrs. Churchill, who has made a practice of controlling 

his life by claiming to be ill.  When he is able to return, the ball takes place.  Emma is convinced 

that he is on the verge of declaring his love for her and gives some thought to how she must 

discourage him and direct his attention instead to Harriet.  At the ball, Mr. and Mrs. Elton’s 

deliberate attempt to humiliate Harriet is thwarted by Mr. Knightly who asks her to dance.  The 

following day, Harriet is out walking when she is accosted by a band of gypsies, but Frank 

Churchill happens along and rescues her.   A few days later, Harriet delivers to Emma some 

keepsakes she had been treasuring from her time with Mr. Elton and declares that she is now 

completely recovered from her infatuation with him.  She confides to Emma that she has set her 

heart on another who is so much superior to Mr. Elton that she can only admire him from a 

distance. Unwilling to break her resolve not to do any more matchmaking, but believing her to be 

attracted to Frank Churchill, Emma advises caution and refusing to use any names, tells her that 

matches of greater disparity have taken place.  



 

Mrs. Elton persuades Mr. Knightly to invite a party to pick strawberries at his manor.  Frank 

Churchill is delayed and Jane Fairfax excuses herself early, but a plan is set for a carriage trip to 

Box Hill the following day with the same party.  At the Box Hill picnic, everyone seems out of 

sorts, and Frank and Emma step into the strain with their flirtatious bantering.  Emma forgets 

herself entirely and insults Miss Bates, Jane’s talkative maiden aunt.  As they are all preparing to 

leave, Mr. Knightly reprimands Emma sharply in private for her thoughtless rudeness, leaving 

Emma in tears at both his displeasure and her unforgivable behavior.  Determined to make 

amends, Emma goes to visit the Bates first thing the following morning.  There she is greeted 

with undeserved graciousness by Miss Bates and given the news that Miss Fairfax has 

unexpectedly accepted a position as a governess for a friend of Mrs. Elton’s.  Mr. Knightly has 

left abruptly for a visit to his brother’s family in London and so she is unable to set things right 

with him.  

 

A few days later, word is received that Mrs. Churchill has died.  Emma cannot help but see this 

as a blessing in disguise for Frank as it will now free him from all the painful manipulations of 

his aunt.  However, she is unprepared for the news that Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfax have 

been secretly engaged for nearly a year, and the death of Mrs. Churchill now removes all 

impediments to their marriage and future happiness.  Mrs. Weston is very concerned that Emma 

had been misled by the attentions that Frank had paid to her and which now turn out to have been 

a screen for his true attachment to Jane.  She is greatly relieved when Emma can truthfully say 

that she had long ago given up any thought of being seriously involved with Frank Churchill.  

Emma has the same concern for Harriet, whom she believes was infatuated with Frank Churchill.  

When she speaks with Harriet with the intention of comforting her, Emma is stunned to find that 

Harriet has never cared anything about Frank and is rendered virtually speechless with the 

realization that Harriet has not only set her heart on Mr. Knightly but has some hope that her 

affections may be returned.  She realizes in an instant that her bitter shock is easily explained by 

the recognition that she herself loves Mr. Knightly, has all along, and can-not bear the thought of 

anyone married to him but herself.  After Harriet leaves, Emma spends the rest of the day and 

that night painfully berating herself for her blindness and the mortifying realization that not only 

had she failed to understand the true feelings of everyone else but she had even failed to 

understand her own. 

 

The following day Mr. Knightly returns and pays an unexpected visit.  Like Mrs. Weston, he is 

concerned that Emma may have had her heart broken by Frank Churchill.  For her part, Emma is 

afraid that at any moment he will confide to her his love for Harriet.  When Emma assures him 

that she has not had the least serious interest in Frank Churchill, Mr. Knightly is overwhelmed 

and confesses his own love for her.  Emma is once more rendered speechless, but this time 

because she is unwilling to be wakened from this happiest of dreams.  Eventually, they both find 

words to assure the other that the feelings are indeed mutual. 

 

Unwilling to face Harriet with her own happiness, which comes at the cost of her friends high 

hopes, Emma solicits an invitation from her sister Isabelle for Harriet to stay with her family in 

London for a few weeks.  With Harriet safely gone, she is free to enjoy her newfound happiness 

with Mr. Knightly and to plan with him how they can be married without upsetting her father, 

who, as always, is opposed to any change that would in any way alter his living situation as he 



has known it.  Mr. Knightly suggests that rather than removing Emma to his residence at 

Donwell Abbey, he should join the Woodhouse family at Hartfield for the remainder of Mr. 

Woodhouse’s life.  Mr. Woodhouse soon comes to accept the advantages of such a plan, and the 

wedding is set for the fall.  Emma’s happiness is made complete with the news that Harriet and 

Mr. Martin have become reacquainted in London and that his second proposal of marriage has 

been accepted.  The novel ends with the happy descriptions of the wedding of Harriet and Robert 

Martin, followed a month later by the marriage of Emma and Mr. Knightly, and the anticipated 

marriage a month after that between Jane Fairfax and Frank Churchill. 

 

 

 
 

Things To Think About 
 

1. Austen’s Emma is a comedy of manners.  It belongs to a settled world in which people 

value modesty, restraint, good judgment, understatement—that is, a person saying less 

than he means for fear of offending someone.  As a result, characters in the novel are 

often kept in the dark about their own feelings or the feelings of others, and they often 

misperceive or misunderstand the significance of the events before them.  Keep these 

values in mind as you read; notice, for example, the special pains Emma takes on behalf 

of her father, the Westons, and Harriet Smith, and yet she hardly knows her own feelings.  

How do manners help protect and cultivate virtues, the most important being love or 

charity; how might they subtly undermine or cause people to overlook or miss them?  

2. Notice the place of class in Austen’s world and the way it both promotes and undermines 

natural sympathies and affinities between people.  Americans begin with the assumption 

that all class distinctions are artificial and so unnatural and wrong.  But is there 

something to them that is natural? In the novel Emma, where do class distinctions 

actually support the efforts of humans to get along or unite and where do they seem to 

interfere? Emma wants to separate Harriet Smith from Robert Martin because she thinks 

he’s beneath her.  Should Emma have tried to make Harriet better than she is and does 

she do so for Harriet’s sake or for her own; and if for her own, is it to justify her own 

pride, her own rank, and if this is so, isn’t there something of the Pharisee in Emma? 

And if there is, what is the spirit in which Austen treats her from beginning to end—

condemningly, con-doningly, in charity and wit? Judgment and forgiveness? How does 

Austen’s treatment of her heroine orient us towards class when the novel is over? Does it 

reaffirm it, soften its boundaries, both?   

3. Be aware of the special place the nature/nurture principle has in Austen’s treat-ment of 

her world.  Characters can be defined, really, by how sensitive or per-ceptive they are of 

the natural differences between each other.  Think about the natural differences in 

intellect, spirit, wit, temper, etc., between Emma, Harriet, and Miss Bates, and between 

Mr. Knightly, Mr. Elton, and Mr. Martin.  Emma seems completely oblivious of any 

connection between class and affections at times, the importance of connatural 
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sympathies, the kind that would help a ma-ried couple come to some sense of oneness or 

equality between themselves, and yet the novel supports some distinctions.  Class 

differences do form sensibilities.  Those in the upper class are far more consciously, self-

reflexively aware of virtues and manners; their actual existence makes irony and satire 

possible because where there are clear standards, people can make judgments, degrees of 

perfection and deviations can exist.  The roles of Robert Martin, Jane Fairfax, and Mr. 

Elton are all important in this context; keep them in mind.  In Jane Austen class divisions 

are not rigid or impermeable; they allow passage where actual affinities exist.  But she 

does not romanticize or minimize nature’s work either.  Be aware of the way in which 

this nature/nurture principle guides her work.  

4. Notice the similarities between Emma and Jane Austen herself:  all of Jane Austen’s 

stories are plots that she put together and that end happily in marriages.  Emma, her 

heroine, tries to “create” marriages, make people into something they are not; arrange 

things, put them in order; paint pictures of characters that raise questions of judgment and 

artistic ability, whether they are life-like or not; make things come out all right in good 

marriages.  That is, she does all the things Jane Austen does in her novels.  Do you think 

these resemblances accidental or is Jane Austen honing her craft as she becomes aware of 

herself as both a person and an artist?  

5. Notice Austen’s treatment of intergenerational relationships.  How do you think that Mr. 

Woodhouse’s character—his hypochondria, his self-centeredness, his constant need for 

attention and reassurance, his unshakable belief that everyone thinks as he does on every 

subject—has influenced Emma’s character, her officiousness and her wanting to control 

most things? 

6. Critics have tended to see Jane Austen’s novels as focused on 19
th

 century class structure 

in English society or on marriage within that structure.  If they were right, Austen’s 

novels would be a literary footnote of primarily historical interest and gems for archivists.  

In fact, the psychological development of her heroines transcends her time to speak to 

readers of the 21
st
 century, women and men.  Don’t be fooled into thinking of this as a 

strictly period piece! We are close to Shakespeare and Dante and even at times Homer 

when we are in her world. 

 

 
 

Study Questions 

 
1. Emma is a book built on courtship and marriage.  Detail the marriages that are 

significant in the novel and those that do not take place.   

 

 

 

 



2. Characterize Mr. Woodhouse, Emmaôs father.  There is an obvious hypochondria to 
his character, but what other qualities do you find in him? What kind of man is he, 

and has Emma ñinheritedò any traits from him? What is Austenôs attitude towards 

Mr. Woodhouse by the end of the novel? Just critical, charitable, neither or both?     

 

 

 

 
3. Who is Harriet Smith and how does she advance the plot beyond the opening 

situation where after the Westonsô marriage Emma is left feeling she can arrange 

peopleôs lives? What light does Harrietôs character throw on Emma? 

 

 

 

 
4. Emma does a watercolor sketch of Harriet Smith (Ch. 6).  How true is its like-ness? 

What do we learn about Emma from the painting, and what do we learn about each 

of her judges, Mr. Elton, Mrs. Weston, and Mr. Knightly? Does Emma embellish 

Harrietôs character, and if so, why? Even Mr. Woodhouse has some-thing to say 

about it.  What does he say, and what do his remarks reveal about his character? 

Notice the way in which the painting reveals how well or truthfully people read 

reality, how well they see the truth thatôs before them and represent it.  Since we 

learn so much about the characters here through the painting, why does Austen 

place this scene here towards the beginning instead of the end?  

 

 

 

 
5. Who is Jane Fairfax and why is there a distance between Jane and Emma? How 

does Janeôs character help advance the action and Emmaôs movement towards self-

knowledge? What light does her presence in the novel throw on any questions 

having to do with class and class distinctions?  

 

 

 

 
6. Who is Mr. Elton and how does his character advance the action? What light does 

his character throw on Emma and her development as a character?  



 

 

 

 
7. Several possible benefactors are suggested by different people when Jane Fairfax 

receives a pianoforte.  What are the suggestions, who makes them, and what is their 

reasoning?  Who actually did make the gift?  

 

 

 

 
8. How does the piano forte motif work to advance the theme of Emmaôs growth? How 

well does Emma play? How well does Jane play? We learn later that Frank 

Churchill sent the piano to Jane out of his love for her.  Without knowing this, 

Emma tells Frank of her thoughts on the matter.  How important to Emmaôs 

growth is her recollection of this scene later once she learns Frank had sent it? How 

does she feel once she discovers what a fool sheôs been? Do you think in this context 

having to do with moral growth or development that it was accidental that Austen 

chose a thing that is a musical instrument, a thing that can produce beauty and 

harmony and that is associated by analogy to poetry?  

 

 

 

 
9. What happened at the Ball to draw Mr. Knightly into the dancing when his pre-

ference would be to remain back? And what light do his actions throw on his 

character (Ch. 38)?    

 

 

 

 
10. What is the confusion between Emma and Harriet that leads to Emmaôs belief that 

Harriet is attracted to Frank Churchill and Harriet to believe that Emma knows she 

is attracted to Mr. Knightly (Ch. 40)? 

 

 



 

 
11. What is it is that Emma says at the Box Hill picnic that is insulting to Miss Bates 

and what is Miss Batesô response (Ch. 43)?   

 

 

 

 
12. Why do Jane Fairfax and Frank Churchill keep their love for each other secretð

another way of asking this is, why does Frank Churchill send the piano forte 

anonymously? Why doesnôt he just come out and declare his love for Jane? What 

light does his silence throw on the love theme of the work and the place of class in 

Austenôs world?   

 

 

 

 
13. There are few truly evil or ñbadò characters in Austenôs world.  Elton is one of 
them.  What does Frankôs aunt reveal about class prejudices? What is Austenôs take 

on her and the inordinate power she has in her family? What irony emerges when 

you place the auntôs class prejudices against the love the young couple has for each 

other? What does it tell us about them that they didnôt just elope?   

 

 

 

 
14. How important is Mr. Knightly for Emmaôs growth? To put this another way:  what 

are his masculine virtues and how important are they for a feminine temperament 

such as Emmaôs?   

 

 

 

 
15. Identify the following quotes by speaker and context or significance: 

 

The real evils, indeed, of Emmaôs situation were the power of having rather too 

much her own way, and a disposition to think a little too well of herself: these were 



the disadvantages which threatened alloy to her many enjoyments.  The danger, 

however, was at present so unperceived, that they did not by any means rank as 

misfortunes with her.   

 

ñI have none of the usual inducements of women to marry.  Were I to fall in love, 

indeed, it would be a different thing! But I never have been in love; it is not my way, 

or my nature; and I do not think I ever shall.  And, without love, I an sure I should 

be a fool to change such a situation as mine.  Fortune I do not want; employment I 

do not want; consequence I do not want:  I believe few married women are half as 

much mistress of their husbandôs house, as I am of Hartfield; and never, never 

could I expect to be so truly beloved and important; so always first and always right 

in any manôs eyes as I am in my fatherôs.ò   

 

The first error, and the worst, lay at her door.  It was foolish, it was wrong, to take 

so active a part in bringing any two people together.  It was adventuring too far, 

assuming too much, making light of what ought to be seriousða trick of what ought 

to be simple. She was quite concerned and ashamed, and resolved to do such things 

no more.  

 

ñéthe quarter of an hour quite convinced her that Mrs. Elton  was a vain woman, 

extremely will satisfied with herself, and thinking much of her own impor-tanceéò   

 

ñI shall not scold you, I leave you to your own reflections.ò 

ñCan you trust me with such flatterers?  Does my vain spirit ever tell me I am 

wrong?ò 

ñNot your vain spirit, but your serious spirit.  If one leads you wrong, I am sure the 

other tells you of it.ò   

 

She was vexed beyond what could have been expressedðalmost beyond what she 

could conceal.  Never had she felt so agitated, so mortified, grieved, at any cir-

cumstance in her life.  She was most forcibly struck.  The truth of his represent-

tation there was no denying.  She felt it at her heart.  How could she have been so 

brutal, so cruel to Miss Bates! How could she have exposed herself to such ill 

opinion in any one she valued! And how suffer him to leave her without saying one 

word of gratitude, of concurrence, of common kindness!  

 

Emmaôs eyes were instantly withdrawn; and she sat silently meditating, in a fixed 

attitude, for a few minutes.  A few minutes were sufficient for making her ac-

quainted with her own heart.  A mind like hers, once opening to suspicion, made 

rapid progress; she touched, she admitted, she acknowledged the whole truth. Why 

was it so much worse that Harriet should be in love with Mr. Knightley than with 

Frank Churchill? Why was the evil so dreadfully increased by Harrietôs having 

some hope of a return? It darted through her with the speed of an arrow that Mr. 

Knightley must marry no one but herself!  

 



Seldom, very seldom does complete truth belong to any human disclosure; seldom 

can it happen that something is not a little disguised, or a little mistaken; but where, 

as in this case, though the conduct is mistaken, the feelings are not, it may not be 

very material. (Ch. 49)     

 

ñSuch was the blood of gentility which Emma had formerly been so ready to vouch 

for!  It was likely to be as untainted, perhaps, as the blood of many a gentleman: but 

what a connection had she been preparing for Mr. Knightlyðor for the 

Churchillsðor even for Mr. Elton!  The stain of illegitimacy, unbleached by nobility 

or wealth, would have been a stain indeed.ò  Notice Austenôs use of ñbleachò here; 

which way does the irony cut in this phrase, coming as it does at the end of the book 

and concerning a character who is basically ñgood.ò   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
16. The novels of Jane Austen are rooted securely in the small, intimate domestic world 

of families.  Austen is everywhere faithful to the calm ordered surface of her 

mannered world, but she is also faithful to all of the half-seen undercurrents and 

dynamics that make the family a place where husbands and wives, children and 

potential lovers can grow in self-knowledge and in the humilities that make love 

possible.  Reflect on the ways in which Austenôs treatment of the family is perfectly 

commensurate with our Christian faith and the central importance the family has in 

that faith.  Notice the way in which by bringing her characters to a point of seeing 

themselves more intimately and truthfully, Austen is one with our Churchôs 

commitment to truth and love.  How important are confessions in Austenôs world, 

characters coming to a point of having to admit their faults to themselves and so 

change their ways of relating to others? Is there a cross for her characters? If it isnôt 

clear in Emma, pick up Mansfield Part and Persuasion and experience the cost 

heroines have to bear in attempting to make their love for another real when 

everything seems against them.   



 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Questions on Language and Form 
 

1. Comic drama and comic narrative differ in mode but they are the same in spirit and 

underlying form or they wouldnôt both be comic.  You know from your reading of 

drama that great stories are rooted in the action of the peripeteia and anagnorisis, 

the reversal that accompanies a moment of recognitionðthey highlight the central 

importance of manôs intellect and will, his capacity to know and to love.  But the 

central place of this ñactionò depends on some opening situation, a development 

through some complication, a crisis which produces this moment of recognition and 

turnabout, and a resolution following it.  Outline the comic form of Emma, and 

identify the peripeteia and anagnorisis.    

 

 

 

 
2. Americans are not known for their understatement:  for an American to not  ñtell it 

like it isò is somehow weak, untruthful, or insincere.  Notice Jane Austenôs use of 

understatement, often by means of double negatives.  She rarely says something is 

significant; she will say a thing is not insignificant.  Whatôs the difference? The most 

famous example is the opening lines of Pride and Preju-dice; if that isnôt handy, take 

any page, at random:  look at the opening of Ch. 29:  ñIt may be possibleé.that 

does not ask for more.ò  Examine the paragraph closely.  Describe the tone; take 

away any of the understatement, rewrite it, and see what you get.  Judgment, yes, 

always, but what of charity? Can someone blustering, railing, overstating be as 

likely to express love as someone careful of another? What spirit, tone does Austen 

convey through understatement? 

 

 

 

 



3. When an artist creates something, he vests matter with spirit:  a thing that was 

simply clay or straw becomes radiant with intelligence and love, the two defining 

characteristics of man.  The medium Austen works with is language.  Itôs almost 

impossible to read her novels without feeling an extraordinary spirit of reason or 

good sense at work with an almost perfect charity: her words radiate with intelli-

gence and love.  Pick out some passages that stand out as examples of this spirit. Be 

on the lookout where the words themselves express this spirit in an under-stated 

formðfor starters, take a look at the passage offered in the ID section above (Ch. 

49), beginning ñSeldom, seldomé.ò   

 

 

 

 
4. Notice the element of parody and fun Austen has with names:  Mr. Woodhouse, Mr. 

Churchill , the common sounding and insinuating Miss Bates; and obviously, Mr. 

Knightly.  How appropriately named are these characters? And why does Austen do 

this? How much of what sheôs doing is her attempt to get readers to pay attention to 

words, to their language?  

 

 

 

 
5. Austen often uses parallels and oppositions between her characters.  There are 

parallels that can be drawn between Mr. John Knightly and Mr. Woodhouse, for 

example, or between Emma and Mrs. Elton; there are oppositions that can be seen 

between Mr. Knightly and Frank Churchill or between Emma and some facet of 

most of the other female characters in the novel.  The effect of this technique is that 

the two characters reflect on each other, drawing the readerôs attention to 

something that might not otherwise have been seen as clearly.  Sometimes the effect 

is comic, sometimes ironic, but it is always to reveal, to help the reader see both 

characters more fully.  Choose one parallel and one opposition between two 

characters to discuss.  What are the similarities and the differences, what do they 

reveal about the characters, is the effect comic or ironic?   

 

 

 

 
6. Austen has drawn her characters from the small world she knows in Hampshire; 

some are serious, some are humorous, but most are drawn with genuine affection.  



Identify those characters you would call humorous and comment on how they 

function in the novel.   

 

 

 

 
7. The narrative voice of Emma is third person limited; there is an element of the 

omniscient narrator in the voice that renders Emmaôs thoughts and feelings when 

she hardly knows herself.  But for the most part, even though we are constantly 

being presented with a world beyond the borders of Emmaôs consciousness, much of 

what we get is limited to her point of view.  Why does Austen do this? Why does she 

limit our experience so often to that of Emmaôs? What is the effect of this on the 

reader?   

 

 

 

 
8. Comedy depends upon something happening that in all likelihood should not.  If the 

characters presumed that they could determine the outcome of things by their own 

actions alone, we would be in a world of hubris and tragedy.  What happens in 

comedy always depends upon some moment of fortune, grace, some apparent 

chance ñaccidentò that creates the conditions for a reversal and the unexpected good 

fortune or blessings that give rise to the spirit of wonder and joy that ends comedies.  

It is essential that this turn not come about as a result of the characters themselves 

because if it did, it would confirm them in the arrogance or pride that is behind the 

opening problem and that leads to the turn and gives meaning to the reversal.  No:  

it has to come from outside if the humility that is the condition of joy and wonder is 

to be real.  What is the unexpected event that is the occasion for the turnabout here 

and the source of the humility which is the first condition of Emmaôs love, or her 

capacity to love?  

 

 

 

 
 



 
 

Reflection Questions 

 
1. Austen writes about characters that live in a society in which bloodlines, wealth, and 

social position are determinative and rarely bucked without serious and painful 

consequences.  Although it is possible to read her novels as simply stories of the 

status quo, they are much more than that.  They have been called ñgentle satiresò 

and while her genuine affection for these people and the lives they live is absolutely 

clear, Austen asks us to look more deeply into the values they hold and the 

implications and finally the cost of those values on the lives of her characters.  With 

this in mind, what do you take away from Emma at the end?  Consider the prices 

paid by Emma, Isabella, Miss Bates, Jane Fairfax, Frank Churchill, and Harriet, 

even Mr. Woodhouse.  Be sure to root your answers firmly in the text.   

 

 

 

 
2. This is a two-part question, one pointing in towards the book, the other pointing out 

towards our own personal lives.  Almost all great stories, whether in dramatic or 

narrative form, move towards and come away from the action of the peripeteia, the 

turn that comes from a moment of seeing.  The will is engaged in a new direc-tion 

and with a new spirit because of something the character sees, usually about 

himself.  Is there a recognition in our heroine and does it lead to a change in her will 

or not? If your answer to this is yes, does Austen do this, have her character come to 

this point, because of literary conventionsðitôs the thing to do in come-diesðor 

because sheôs imitating a truth in life:  that no real change is possible without seeing 

and that seeing itself is only the first act:  it will mean nothing if the person seeing 

doesnôt act to change his life once heôs seen?  
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