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438 D. A. MiLLER

Austen. After all, it is this Jane who, far more consistently than her
namesake in the novel, exhibits “such coldness and reserve-—such
apparent indifference whether she pleased or not”; and who thus
may be seen to acknowledge here the incontrovertible truth of what,
under the nom de guerre of Fairfax, Emma can't bear in her. The
melancholy of Austen Style lies not in the fact that its renuncia-
tion of the world—the renunciation that has allowed it to make a
world—is never complete, but in the fact that its renunciation of the
world may never be incomplete, may never be modified or muted.
What most argues the melancholy of the passage at hand is not the
reluctance of the withdrawal, so much as the dry, wittily mechanical
necessity of it. To a large extent, as I suggested in the first chapter,
Austen’s persistent moral condemnation of style—as by turns trivial,
factitious, misleading, dangerous, evil—is a strategy of camouflage:
shameful sign of the Woman, style must always be “over there,” in
Robert Ferrars's empty toothpick case. But surely what also moti-
vates this condemnation is Style’s own sense of the untruth in its
exclusive self-sufficiency: the knowledge that with its constant and
rigorous self-denial it does not simply counter a fear of reverting
to the abject subject who would no longer have even the dubious
protection of style; it also seeks to advance a dream that it might cor-
respond to the plenitude of a Person. The beauty of Style, I have
claimed, lies in the way it shuts out the world that would otherwise
shut out the stylothete. This beauty, though, is also the melancholy
of Style; its exclusive plenitude obliges Style always to harbor a dia-
lectical reminder not just of that excluded self it had to give up, but
also of that included self it never had, and so never will give up, for it
is what we might properly call its ego ideal. Ultimately, then, Austen’s
God is not Schelling’s, with the perverse need of perfection for
imperfection; on the contrary, her deity presents one kind of perfec-
tion melancholically longing to be coupled with another. That is why,
to anyone with the smallest sense of style, of Austen Style at any rate,
Emma must be considered both the most perfect and the most mel-
ancholy of her novels, because here the perfection of Style, of No
One, opens the secret of its impossible desire to possess the perfec-
tion of a Person who has, who is, everything. “Harriet was nothing . . .
[Emma] was every thing herself.” Though Austen could not have
known the Germanic origin of the name, the stylothete is full of
appreciation—full of nothing, finally, but appreciation—for the
fact that “Emma” means whole.

* w %

439

EMILY AUERBACH
An Imaginist Like Herself

ERE

Emma asks readers * * * to open their minds to new 'ideas ab9ut
what a marriage should be. The novel opens and efxds with wedlslx'nvg‘
days and presents various forms of union. Mr. Knightley calls’ 153
Taylor “very fit for a wife” for Mr. Weston becf'iulse she has leam'(;l
“the very material matrimonial point of submitting [he}*] own W}i ,
and doing as [she is] bid.” Mrs. Weston seems not to mind Fhat e}x]*
husband opens her mail. Although Austen has her }}ero praise SUL,
traditional subjection, she presents him as one who in actual'lty" p}ic—
fers a strong-willed woman, a counterpart. Wh.en Emn’m quips th (at
“such a girl as Harriet is what every man dghghts in rat}}‘er t ar;
women with “well informed minds,” Mr. Knightley retorts, Men o
sense .- . do not want silly wives.” He wants e(‘l‘uahty with Ei:nme:
(“Cannot you call me George?”) and romance (“Brother and sm(;gr.
no indeed”), not a continuation of the teacherly role he has playe km
the past. Unlike his brother John, George nghtle,),/ do'es nOt‘Sf‘ie' al
wife who will merely murmur “Very true, my love” with uncritica
dex(;tli(r)lnl"ride and Prejudice, Austen contrasts tradition'al noFions of
romantic courtship with a slowly developing relatlonshlp.AMr.
Knightley and Emma take their time on the way to the al‘tar. Es lln
Mansfield Park, semifraternal ties evolve into a conjugal umon.‘halxl"y
on in Emma, Mr. Knightley admits that Emma seems as much his
sister as does his sister-in-law, Isabella. He teases Emma with tl’}lf :}zr
of a fond, rather patronizing older brother. En.lma never even L in ;
of Mr. Knightley as a prospective husband until near the end,.tho;:'g
her distress at his lack of dancing suggests she does not WI}S, 1 m;
relegated to the fuddy-duddy corner. Em(x;na says to Mr. Knightley 1(1)
the feasibility of their dancing together, “You k.now we are not really
so much brother and sister as to make it at all improper. _—

In a sense, Mr. Knightley and Emma have been be'hav.mg i eha
husband and wife for quite some time. From thcf beginning of the
novel, Austen makes a point of showing Mr. nghtl‘ey and Emma
functioning at dinner parties like a marrl.ed couPle sklllfullill mageu-
vering conversation to keep from distressing their guests. They s ar(e1
in their love of nieces and nephews and already seem to have create
a cozy feeling of “home.” Each is acutely aware of the other one’s

Smi 8 4 by the Board of Regents of
hi ne Austen by Emily Auerbach. © 2004 by dof t of
f flz:%fi:ﬁi:;%{({;/]i:consin System. Reprinted by permission of the University of Wis
consin Press.



340 EMILY AUERBACH

tomings and goings. They talk with openness and equality: “We
illwayg say what we like to one another.” With years of friendshi
all right, all open, all equal,” it is not surprising that their eventuaﬁ
Marriage can possess “something so like perfect happiness.”

Asin the case of the animated Elizabeth Bennet and reserved Mr.
Darcy in Pride and Prejudice, Austen presents her happiest mar-
Mages in Emma as those where the union benefits both partnc-’rs licke
ﬂycompletion of self. Presumably Emma, Harriet Smith, and F’rank
Churchill will acquire discipline and rationality; in turn }\4r Knight-
ley Robert Martin, and Jane Fairfax may gzain’imalginatyion a;nd %av—
fulness. As Mr. Knightley observes of the marriage between Flsar;k
and Jane, “l'am very ready to believe his character will improve, and
acquire from her's the steadiness and delicacy of principle t};at it
Wants . .. with such a woman he has a chance.” Frank and Emma
fealize in their final conversations that they would have been far too
alike—both of them too fanciful, manipula’tive, and willful—to com-
pPlement each other well as husband and wife. As Austen wrote in a
letter, “Marriage is a great Improver” (20 November 1808). ‘

But marriage can also be a great De-prover if partners bring out
the worst in each other. The rejected Mr. Elton acquires a Mrs. Elton
With “delightful rapidity” and soon becomes nearly as “hardened as
his wife ... growing like her.” The only “finery” in their marriage is
on the outside of their bodies. Every thing about this marriage is
artificial, including Mrs. Elton’s affected use of caro sposo to refer
to her husband and her pretense that he is her “lord and master”
When in fact she has the upper hand. Mrs. Elton gets the final spo-
ken wordsin Emma—a condemnation of Emma and Mr. Knightley’s
wedding as 4 pitiful and shabby business because it lacks lace. One
Suspects that far too many modern-day Mrs. Eltons focus on display
Tather than substance, valuing the wedding day more than the per-
fect happiness of the union.

Austen adds a feminist twist to the ending of Emma by implying
that her bossy, competitive heroine may still be scheming to stay
More in control of her life than most married women. In a letter
Austen had discussed “pitying a young woman . . . because she can:
not live intwo places at the same time, & at once enjoy the comforts
of being married & single” (8 February 1807). Emma comes the clos-
est of any Austen heroine to proving a young woman can do just tha‘t.
Emma will marry vet stay at home, remaining “always first and
always right” to her father. Emma still thinks in competitive, egotisti-
cal terms, counting “on being first with Mr. Knightley.” ’ ‘

_ Like all other Austen heroines, Emma marries and supposedly
lives happily ever after. Yet readers never forget the astonishing con-
Versation Austen offers on celibacy between Emma and ngriet
Emma begins, '

It is ind
Emma
pered ¢
speaks
niece:
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My being charming, Harriet, is not quite enough to induce
me to marry; 1 must find other people charming—one other
person at least. And I am not only, not going to be married, at
present, but have very little intention of ever marrying atall. . ..
I must see somebody very superior. . . . I cannot really change
for the better. If I were to marry I must expect to repent it.”
“Dear mel—it is so odd to hear a woman talk so!”
“ have none of the usual inducements of women to
marry. . . . | believe few married women are half as much mis-
s of their husband’s house, as I am of Hartfield; and never,
er could 1 expect to be so truly beloved and important; so
ays first and always right in any man’s eyes as | am in my
fathers.” . . .

“But still, you will be an old maid! and that's so dreadful!”

- “Never mind, Harriet, 1 shall not be a poor old maid; and it is
poverty only which makes celibacy contemptible to a generous
public! . . . [A] single woman, of good fortune, is always respect-
able, and may be as sensible and pleasant as anybody else.”

£
%

eed, as Harriet Smith says, “so odd to hear a woman talk so.”
contains some of the most direct discussions of women’s ham-
sistences and threatened destinies in all of Austen. Emma
in the same bold voice Austen adopts herself in a letter to her
‘Single Women have a dreadful propensity for being poor—

which is one very strong argument in favour of Matrimony” (13
March 1817). Remove poverty as a factor and women acquire the

freedom to say no.

Jane /
impre
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GABRIELLE D. V. WHITE

[Emma as Subversive of the Slave Trade]'

Austen takes for granted the guilt of the slave trade. The
ssion can be given that because she takes for granted agree-
1 the slave trade she focuses on governesses. But authorial

focus is not so likely to be on the job of a governess if it was not

after a
herse
ernes

T

11 the focus for her character Jane Fairfax. The author does not
fin the narrative seem to focus on protest at the job of a gov-
s. In any case, where governesses are concerned the description

Fromm Gabrielle D. V. White, Jane Austen in the Context of Abolition (Houndmills: Pal-
grave Macmillan, 2006), 70-72. © 2006 Palgrave Macmillan, Reprinted by permission.






