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Preface to tke Tkird Edition 

Jane Austen's novels, it has been observed, all have the same plot: "3 
or 4 Families in a Country Village is the very thing to work on," she 
herself once declared. O n the quiet lives of these families the novels 
focus. At the center of each novel is a young woman ( E m m a W o o d -
house, almost twenty-one years old, was "handsome, clever, and rich, 
with a comfortable h o m e and happy disposition"). Into her life comes 
an attractive, eligible man , and a husband-hunt ensues, always ending 
happily, with capture and marriage (for E m m a and her Knightley at 
the end, "the wishes, the hopes, the confidence, the predictions of the 
small band of true friends who witnessed the ceremony, were fully 
answered in the perfect happiness of the union"). T h e scenes of the 
novel move across the surface of daily life, recording the manners and 
little ceremonies of social activity, the letters and conversations 
exchanged by friends, the journeys to visit relatives, the occasional 
"event," like a runaway carriage, a sudden illness, a broken engagement , 
an unexpected or embarrassing disclosure. 

There is some truth in this summary. T h e r e is some truth in sum­
marizing Hamlet as a murder story, m a d e up of incest, madness , poi­
soning, and assassination. W h a t both summaries leave out is the 
artistry, the psychological insight, the power of vision with which Jane 
Austen and Shakespeare portray h u m a n nature and h u m a n behavior. 
No more , no less, than Shakespeare, Jane Austen worked within con­
ventions. Her talent, as she herself recognized, was that of a miniatur­
ist: to her nephew she spoke of "the little bit (two Inches wide) of Ivory 
on which I work with so fine a Brush." But if the conventions within 
which she worked were l imited—requiring, for example , that passion 
be implied, not delineated, that rhetorical extravagance give way to 
quietly ironic u n d e r s t a t e m e n t — t h e world of h u m a n feeling that opens 
out inside her novels is complex and vital, and the sensitivity and taste 
that created this world stand unparalleled in English. And if Jane Aus­
ten ranks next to Shakespeare (where Macaulay, Tennyson, and others 
have immoderately put her ) , Emma ranks next to Tom Jones as a m a s ­
terpiece of fiction, according to her best reader and m o d e r n editor, 
R. W . C h a p m a n , who went on to specify the virtues of this novel in 
ways that imply the virtues of its creator: "I find the supremacy of 

vii 
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Emma in the matchless symmetry of its design, in the endless fasci­
nation of its technique, above all in the flow of the blood beneath the 
smooth polished skin: a flow of h u m a n sympathy and charity that beats 
with a steady pulse, rarely—but the more momentously—quickening 
to a throb that sets our own veins leaping in unison." 

Jane Austen herself was unsure of Emma. "I a m going to take a 
heroine w h o m no one but myself will m u c h like," she confided as she 
began the novel, and after its complet ion she expressed her fear that 
"to those readers who have preferred 'Pride and Prejudice' it will appear 
inferior in wit, and t o those who have preferred 'Mansfield Park' very 
inferior in good sense." T h e book took her fourteen months to wri te— 
just the a m o u n t of t ime covered by the act ion. And like her other 
novels, Emma d o c u m e n t s the life Jane Austen was leading, or had led, 
in Hampshire—quie t , secluded, empty of high color or drama. Here, 
as always, she wrote about the world she knew, not one she dreamed 
of ("I could no m o r e write a romance ," she once remarked, "than an 
epic poem"); the reality she presents in fiction is the reality she under­
stood at first hand. Her accounts of this world, this "reality," are pre­
served not only in her novels, but in her letters. T h e letters, though 
full of detail, are informal and unpretentious. Her nephew, James Aus­
ten-Leigh, who published a few of t h e m , caut ioned his readers not to 
expect too m u c h : "The style is always clear, and generally animated, 
while a vein of h u m o u r continually gleams through the whole; but the 
materials may be thought inferior to the execut ion, for they treat only 
of the details of domest ic life. T h e r e is in t h e m no notice of politics 
or public events; scarcely any discussions on l iterature, or other subjects 
of general interest. T h e y may be said to resemble the nest which some 
little bird builds of the materials nearest at hand, of the twigs and 
mosses supplied by the tree in which it is placed; curiously constructed 
out of the simplest matters ." C h a p m a n had a similar opinion, but he 
understood bet ter the relation of the letters to the novels: "The letters 
are, like mos t letters, occasional, unstudied, and inconsequent. . . . As 
a series, though they have connexion, they have no coherence; they 
straggle over twenty years, and lack a plot. Their details, therefore, 
unlike the details of Emma, are not the ingredients or the embellish­
ments of a rounded composit ion. If they can be called works of art 
they are so only because as their writer reminds us, 'an artist cannot 
do anything slovenly.' But as fragments—fragments of observation, of 
character izat ion, of cr i t ic i sm—they are in the same class as the m a t e ­
rial of the novels; and in some respects they have a wider range." 

T o c o m p a r e the letters and the novels is therefore to study the way 
in which an artist shapes and transmutes the material of art. In the 
"Backgrounds" section of this edition, following the t ex t of Emma, will 
be found passages that make the beginnings of such a study possible. 
T h e scene Jane Austen described in letters to her sister, Cassandra, 
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may be compared to a scene from an early piece of fiction, The Wat­
sons, and both may be compared to similar scenes in Emma. Mrs. 
Q. D. Leavis believed The Watsons was an early, aborted version of 
Emma; B. C . Southam, among others, has argued cogently against this 
view (see the Selected Bibliography in this edit ion) . W h a t mat ters here 
is that comparing the letters and the two pieces of fiction enables us 
not only to see the way Jane Austen m a d e use of her material but also 
to follow the growth of her artistic powers—her selection of detail, her 
characterizations, her control of tone and point of view, and the like. 

T h e text of this edition is based on the first edition of Emma in three 
volumes, published by John Murray in 1 8 1 6 . All students of Jane Aus­
ten are indebted to R. W . C h a p m a n for his met iculous textual work in 
his five-volume edition of the novels, which went to a third edition in 
1 9 3 2 - 3 4 , published by Oxford, as well as for his analysis of the editorial 
practices of the age in such mat ters as punctuat ion , spelling, e tc . C h a p ­
man rightly did not try to modernize these practices , or to make t h e m 
uniform or consistent: variants such as "to-day" for "today," "dropt" for 
"dropped," "any body" for "anybody," and the like abound in the 1 8 1 6 
printing, and remain in Chapman' s text , and in this t ext . But C h a p ­
m a n did find a number of obvious printer's errors (missing letters, 
inverted letters, "sign" for "sigh," "she" for "he," "changes" for 
"charges," and so o n ) . H e corrected these, mos t silently, ten with 
explanatory footnotes, but he also m a d e questionable emendat ions to 
the text and introduced two errors (or variants) of punctuat ion and 
four of hyphenation. T h e tex t presented in this edition corrects all mis­
prints and clears away C h a p m a n ' s conjectural emendat ions . 

T h e "Reviews and Crit ic ism" that follow the t ex t of the novel c o m ­
m e n c e with Sir W a l t e r Scott's contemporary review of Emma; include 
tributes by writers who shared Jane Austen's special sensitivities, like 
Henry James and E . M . Forster; and culminate with studies by some 
of the most distinguished critics of our t ime. W h i l e Scott's appreci­
ation of Emma was admirable, it should be plain that in the following 
century and a half our understanding of Jane Austen's art has grown 
and deepened. In particular, critics have learned to analyze and value 
her technical skill, her sure c o m m a n d of the writer's craft: the ele­
gance and precision of her language, her ear for conversation, her 
dramatic sense, her satiric irony. T h e essays presented here reflect the 
still-swelling Austen industry of recent years, mos t notably with the 
addition of an account of the major films of Emma released in 1 9 9 5 
and 1 9 9 6 , to widespread acclaim. Following the essays and a chro­
nology, the Selected Bibliography provides a list of other books or 
essays that should be useful to any reader who wishes to explore fur­
ther Jane Austen's world or her art. 

S T E P H E N M . PARRISH 
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Volume I 

Chapter I 

Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable 
home and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best bless­
ings of existence; and had lived nearly twenty-one years in the world 
with very little to distress or vex her. 

She was the youngest of the two daughters of a most affectionate, 
indulgent father, and had, in consequence of her sister's marriage, been 
mistress of his house from a very early period. Her mother had died 
too long ago for her to have more than an indistinct remembrance of 
her caresses, and her place had been supplied by an excellent woman 
as governess, who had fallen little short of a mother in affection. 

Sixteen years had Miss Taylor been in Mr. Woodhouse's family, less 
as a governess than a friend, very fond of both daughters, but partic­
ularly of Emma. Between them it was more the intimacy of sisters. Even 
before Miss Taylor had ceased to hold the nominal office of governess, 
the mildness of her temper had hardly allowed her to impose any 
restraint; and the shadow of authority being now long passed away, 
they had been living together as friend and friend very mutually 
attached, and Emma doing just what she liked; highly esteeming Miss 
Taylor's judgment, but directed chiefly by her own. 

The real evils indeed of Emma's situation were the power of having 
rather too much 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 unper-
ceived, that they did not by any means rank as misfortunes with her. 

Sorrow came—a gentle sorrow—but not at all in the shape of any 
disagreeable consciousness.—Miss Taylor married. It was Miss Taylor's 
loss which first brought grief. It was on the wedding-day of this beloved 
friend that Emma first sat in mournful thought of any continuance. 
The wedding over and the bride-people gone, her father and herself 
were left to dine together, with no prospect of a third to cheer a long 
evening. Her father composed himself to sleep after dinner, 1 as usual, 
and she had then only to sit and think of what she had lost. 

The event had every promise of happiness for her friend. Mr. Weston 
was a man of unexceptionable character, easy fortune, suitable age and 
pleasant manners; and there was some satisfaction in considering with 
what self-denying, generous friendship she had always wished and pro­
moted the match; but it was a black morning's work for her. The want 

1. Normally served about 4:00 P.M. (see p. 53); tea came later, and supper (if served) was close 
to bedtime. 

1 
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of Miss Taylor would be felt every hour of every day. She recalled her 
past kindness—the kindness, the affection of sixteen years—how she 
had taught and how she had played with her from five years old—how 
she had devoted all her powers to attach and amuse her in health— 
and how nursed her through the various illnesses of childhood. A large 
debt of gratitude was owing here; but the intercourse of the last seven 
years, the equal footing and perfect unreserve which had soon followed 
Isabella's marriage on their being left to each other, was yet a dearer, 
tenderer recollection. It had been a friend and companion such as few 
possessed, intelligent, well-informed, useful, gentle, knowing all the 
ways of the family, interested in all its concerns, and peculiarly inter­
ested in herself, in every pleasure, every scheme of her's;—one to whom 
she could speak every thought as it arose, and who had such an affec­
tion for her as could never find fault. 

How was she to bear the change?—It was true that her friend was 
going only half a mile from them; but Emma was aware that great 
must be the difference between a Mrs. Weston only half a mile from 
them, and a Miss Taylor in the house; and with all her advantages, 
natural and domestic, she was now in great danger of suffering from 
intellectual solitude. She dearly loved her father, but he was no com­
panion for her. He could not meet her in conversation, rational or 
playful. 

The evil of the actual disparity in their ages (and Mr. Woodhouse 
had not married early) was much increased by his constitution and 
habits; for having been a valetudinarian2 all his life, without activity 
of mind or body, he was a much older man in ways than in years; and 
though everywhere beloved for the friendliness of his heart and his 
amiable temper, his talents could not have recommended him at any 
time. 

Her sister, though comparatively but little removed by matrimony, 
being settled in London, only sixteen miles off, was much beyond her 
daily reach; and many a long October and November evening must be 
struggled through at Hartfield, before Christmas brought the next visit 
from Isabella and her husband and their little children to fill the house 
and give her pleasant society again. 

Highbury, the large and populous village almost amounting to a 
town, to which Hartfield, in spite of its separate lawn and shrubberies 
and name, did really belong, afforded her no equals. The Woodhouses 
were first in consequence there. All looked up to them. She had many 
acquaintance in the place, for her father was universally civil, but not 
one among them who could be accepted in lieu of Miss Taylor for even 
half a day. It was a melancholy change; and Emma could not but sigh 
over it and wish for impossible things, till her father awoke, and made 

2. In weak health; overly concerned with his own ailments. 
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it necessary to be cheerful. His spirits required support. He was a ner­
vous man, easily depressed; fond of every body that he was used to, 
and hating to part with them; hating change of every kind. Matrimony, 
as the origin of change, was always disagreeable; and he was by no 
means yet reconciled to his own daughter's marrying, nor could ever 
speak of her but with compassion, though it had been entirely a match 
of affection, when he was now obliged to part with Miss Taylor too; 
and from his habits of gentle selfishness and of being never able to 
suppose that other people could feel differently from himself, he was 
very much disposed to think Miss Taylor had done as sad a thing for 
herself as for them, and would have been a great deal happier if she 
had spent all the rest of her life at Hartfield. Emma smiled and chatted 
as cheerfully as she could, to keep him from such thoughts; but when 
tea came, it was impossible for him not to say exactly as he had said 
at dinner, 

"Poor Miss Taylor!—I wish she were here again. What a pity it is 
that Mr. Weston ever thought of her!" 

"I cannot agree with you, papa; you know I cannot. Mr. Weston is 
such a good-humoured, pleasant, excellent man, that he thoroughly 
deserves a good wife;—and you would not have had Miss Taylor live 
with us for ever and bear all my odd humours, when she might have a 
house of her own?" 

"A house of her own!—but where is the advantage of a house of her 
own? This is three times as large.—And you have never any odd 
humours, my dear." 

"How often we shall be going to see them and they coming to see 
us!—We shall be always meeting! We must begin, we must go and pay 
our wedding-visit very soon." 

"My dear, how am I to get so far? Randalls 3 is such a distance. I 
could not walk half so far." 

"No, papa, nobody thought of your walking. W e must go in the 
carriage to be sure." 

"The carriage! But James will not like to put the horses to for such 
a little way;—and where are the poor horses to be while we are paying 
our visit?" 

"They are to be put into Mr. Weston's stable, papa. You know we 
have settled all that already. W e talked it all over with Mr. Weston 
last night. And as for James, you may be very sure he will always like 
going to Randalls, because of his daughter's being housemaid there. I 
only doubt whether he will ever take us anywhere else. That, was your 
doing, papa. You got Hannah that good place. Nobody thought of 
Hannah till you mentioned her—James is so obliged to you!" 

"I am very glad I did think of her. It was very lucky, for I would not 

3. Not another village, but (like Hartfield) a house in Highbury. 
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have had poor James think himself slighted upon any account; and I 
am sure she will make a very good servant; she is a civil, pretty-spoken 
girl; I have a great opinion of her. Whenever I see her, she always 
curtseys and asks me how I do, in a very pretty manner; and when you 
have had her here to do needlework, I observe she always turns the 
lock of the door the right way and never bangs it. I am sure she will 
be an excellent servant; and it will be a great comfort to poor Miss 
Taylor to have somebody about her that she is used to see. Whenever 
James goes over to see his daughter you know, she will be hearing of 
us. He will be able to tell her how we all are." 

Emma spared no exertions to maintain this happier flow of ideas, 
and hoped, by the help of backgammon, to get her father tolerably 
through the evening, and be attacked by no regrets but her own. The 
backgammon-table was placed; but a visitor immediately afterwards 
walked in and made it unnecessary. 

Mr. Knightley, a sensible man about seven or eight-and-thirty, was 
not only a very old and intimate friend of the family, but particularly 
connected with it as the elder brother of Isabella's husband. He lived 
about a mile from Highbury, was a frequent visitor and always wel­
come, and at this time more welcome than usual, as coming directly 
from their mutual connections in London. He had returned to a late 
dinner after some days absence, and now walked up to Hartfield to say 
that all were well in Brunswick-square. It was a happy circumstance 
and animated Mr. Woodhouse for some time. Mr. Knightley had a 
cheerful manner which always did him good; and his many inquiries 
after "poor Isabella" and her children were answered most satisfactorily. 
When this was over, Mr. Woodhouse gratefully observed, 

"It is very kind of you, Mr. Knightley, to come out at this late hour 
to call upon us. I am afraid you must have had a shocking walk." 

"Not at all, sir. It is a beautiful, moonlight night; and so mild that 
I must draw back from your great fire." 

"But you must have found it very damp and dirty. I wish you may 
not catch cold." 

"Dirty, sir! Look at my shoes. Not a speck on them." 
"Well! that is quite surprizing, for we have had a vast deal of rain 

here. It rained dreadfully hard for half an hour, while we were at break­
fast. I wanted them to put off the wedding." 

"By the bye—I have not wished you joy. Being pretty well aware of 
what sort of joy you must both be feeling, I have been in no hurry with 
my congratulations. But I hope it all went off tolerably well. How did 
you all behave? W h o cried most?" 

"Ah! poor Miss Taylor! 'tis a sad business." 
"Poor Mr. and Miss Woodhouse, if you please; but I cannot possibly 

say 'poor Miss Taylor.' I have a great regard for you and Emma; but 




