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About This Guide
This play guide is designed to fuel your curiosity and deepen your understanding of a show’s
history, meaning and cultural relevance so you can make the most of your theatergoing
experience. You might be reading this because you fell in love with a show you saw at the
Guthrie. Maybe you want to read up on a play before you see it onstage. Or perhaps you’re a
fellow theater company doing research for an upcoming production. We’re glad you found your
way here, and we encourage you to dig in and mine the depths of this extraordinary story.
NOTE: Sections of this play guide may evolve throughout the run of the show, so check back
often for additional content.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
Thanks for your interest in Emma. Please direct literary inquiries to Resident Dramaturg Carla Steen
at carlas@guthrietheater.org.
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Synopsis
Emma Woodhouse is the well-educated, mostly wellmeaning mistress of Hartfield: a clever woman with
infinite time on her hands. Extremely satisfied with
herself for having matched her governess, Miss Taylor,
with the widowed Mr. Weston, she is determined to find
a suitable mate for her new friend, the dim-yet-pretty
Harriet Smith. Mr. George Knightley, Emma’s friend and
sparring partner, warns her against interfering in other
people’s business, but Emma is used to having her way
and ignores him. Alas, her plan to pair Harriet Smith
with the rector, Mr. Elton, backfires horribly.
Moving on from that disaster, Emma’s attention is soon
captured by two new arrivals: the too-perfect Jane
Fairfax and the attractive Frank Churchill. While Emma
doesn’t share everyone’s admiration for Jane Fairfax
(to say the least), she is captivated and charmed
by Frank Churchill. The social circle widens again
when Mr. Elton returns from Bath with a new wife.
Assumptions, secrets and social faux pas bring events
to a head, and Emma finally sees a man in her midst
who loves her despite (and perhaps because of) her
faults — even if she’ll never admit to having any.

SETTING
Various locations around Highbury, a town
in rural England, including the Woodhouse,
Weston, Bates and Knightley residences.

CHARACTERS
Emma Woodhouse, an educated and
wealthy young woman
Mr. Woodhouse, Emma’s father
Mrs. Anne Weston, Emma’s former governess
Mr. Weston, her new husband
Frank Churchill, Mr. Weston’s son
Harriet Smith, Emma’s friend
Mr. George Knightley, Emma’s neighbor
Mr. Elton, a rector
Mrs. Elton, his new wife
Jane Fairfax, Emma’s rival
Miss Bates, a schoolmistress and Jane’s aunt
Mrs. Bates, her mother
Robert Martin, a groundskeeper
Servants
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Responses to the Novel
Take it all in all, Emma is the very climax of Jane Austen’s work; and a real appreciation of
Emma is the final test of citizenship in her kingdom. For this is not an easy book to read. …
Only when the story has been thoroughly assimilated can the infinite delights and subtleties
of its workmanship begin to be appreciated, as you realise the manifold complexity of the
book’s web, and find that every sentence, almost every epithet, has its definite reference to
equally unemphasised points before and after in the development of the plot.
Thus it is that, while twelve readings of Pride and
Prejudice give you twelve periods of pleasure repeated,
as many readings of Emma give you that pleasure, not
repeated only, but squared and squared again with each
perusal, till at every fresh reading you feel anew that you
never understood anything like the widening sum of its
delights. But, until you know the story, you are apt to
find its movement dense and slow and obscure, difficult
to follow, and not very obviously worth the following.
For this is the novel of character, and of character
alone, and of one dominating character in particular.
And many a rash reader, and some who are not rash,
have been shut out on the threshold of Emma’s
comedy by a dislike of Emma herself. Well did Jane
Austen know what she was about, when she said, “I
am going to take a heroine whom nobody but myself
will much like.” And, in so far as she fails to make
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people like Emma, so far would her whole attempt
have to be judged a failure, were it not that really the
failure, like the loss, is theirs who have not taken the
trouble to understand what is being attempted. …
No one who carefully reads the first three opening
paragraphs of the book can entertain a doubt, or need
any prefatory synopsis; for in these the author gives
us quite clear warning of what we are to see. We are
to see the gradual humiliation of self-conceit, through
a long self-wrought succession of disasters, serious
in effect, but keyed in Comedy throughout. Emma
herself, in fact, is never to be taken seriously. And it is
only those who have not realised this who will be “put
off” by her absurdities, her snobberies, her misdirected
mischievous ingenuities.
Reginald Farrar
“Jane Austen,” Quarterly Review, July 18, 1917

EMMA

At Highbury, Cupid walks decorously, and with good discretion,
bearing his torch under a lanthorn, instead of flourishing it around
to set the house on fire. All these entanglements bring on only
a train of mistakes and embarrassing situations, and dialogues
at balls and parties of pleasure, in which the author displays her
peculiar powers of humour and knowledge of human life.
Sir Walter Scott

Sir Walter Scott

Quarterly Review, 1815

IMAGE: THOMAS LAWRENCE

For many Jane Austen fans, reading Pride and Prejudice
is their first and fondest experience with the author.
But most critics and scholars agree that her finest work
was really Emma, the story of an altruistic but selfabsorbed, wealthy and beautiful young woman. …
The book marks Austen’s best use of free indirect
discourse, with the narration hewing close enough to
Emma’s own perspective that the reader stays blind
to the secrets that are also kept from Emma herself
but not so close that the heroine’s self-absorption
becomes unbearable. Austen’s execution of the form,
still relatively new in that period, marked an important
turning point in literature. “She didn’t invent free
indirect discourse,” [Austen scholar Juliette] Wells
says, “it had been used by others — but she’s certainly
the one who took it the farthest and established its
primacy, its necessariness.”
But the novel’s endurance is not just a matter of
literary quality. As so many Austen fans have noted,
human nature hasn’t changed. …
[Wells’] students who come from cultures where
parental devotion is prized understand Emma’s choice

not to leave her father’s household, and others who
feel the pressure to wed can relate to the scramble
of Regency-period matchmaking — and all of us can
recognize our family, friends and acquaintances in
the skewered secondary characters, like talkative Miss
Bates, presumptuous Mrs. Elton and aloof Jane Fairfax.
And, though readers today are often uncomfortable
with the age gap between Emma and her eventual
love, Mr. Knightley, the romance is a modern one in
many ways. If it lacks the universal appeal of Pride and
Prejudice’s Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy, it boasts
a realistically gradual arc. Emma is unbothered by
the idea that she’ll never find love, and Mr. Knightley
doesn’t rush in head-first either.
Perhaps all that’s missing to get contemporary readers
to appreciate Emma the way they do Pride and
Prejudice is a top-notch film or television adaptation.
Amy Heckerling’s Clueless, a playful 1990s homage,
is “a work of genius,” Wells says, but “there’s not one
single period adaptation that everybody loves.”
Sarah Begley
“Why Jane Austen’s Emma Still Intrigues 200 Years Later,” Time,
December 1, 2015

In a novel that delights in flirtation and embarrassment, the reader
is constantly teased into trying to find out exactly what is going
on. Just as the central characters, though remarkably prone
to misreading situations, seem obsessed with observing each
other and establishing the truth of everyone else’s feelings and
intentions, so we are drawn into the attempt to resolve individual
words, scenes, quotations or action. But since each reader
notices different aspects of the book and even interprets words
subjectively, the end of the novel is really an invitation to return to
the beginning and attempt once more to define its meaning.
Fiona Stafford
Introduction to Emma, Penguin Books, 1996
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About

Kate
Hamill
“If we’re not taking
these stories out to air,
what are we doing?
Why not just read the
novel? It may be a
little like scribbling on
an altar with crayon,
but perhaps some
altars are better with a
little crayon.”
–K
 ate Hamill on adapting
classic works

An award-winning actor and playwright based in New York City, Kate Hamill
rose to prominence with her adaptation of Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility,
which premiered off-Broadway at Bedlam where she also originated the role of
Marianne Dashwood. The production made theater critic Ben Brantley’s “Top
10 Theater of 2014” in The New York Times, and HuffPost called it “the greatest
stage adaptation of this novel in history.” Hamill’s Sense and Sensibility was
nominated for a Drama League Award and an Off-Broadway Alliance Award, and
it has been remounted off-Broadway and staged at theaters across the country,
including at the Guthrie in 2016.

PHOTO: SUBURBAN PHOTOGRAPHY

Hamill’s other adaptations include Vanity Fair, Little Women (world premiere
at Jungle Theater in 2018), Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, Dracula and
The Scarlet Letter. Other plays include Ms. Holmes & Ms. Watson — Apt 2B,
In the Mines (2016 NEXT Festival at Theater Latté Da), EM, Little Fellow and
Love Poem.
Named 2017 Playwright of the Year by The Wall Street Journal, Hamill was
among the most-produced playwrights in the country for three straight seasons
prior to the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. She has originated several roles in her
own plays, including Marianne Dashwood, Becky Sharp, Elizabeth Bennet, Mary
Crawford, Renfield and Dr. Watson. Learn more at www.kate-hamill.com.
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In Her Own Words
As an actor, I was finding myself often frustrated by the kind of roles that women are
called in for. A lot of the time you’re auditioning for things that are, I would argue,
“male gaze.” It’s a lot of auditioning to play someone’s girlfriend, or someone’s wife, or
someone’s prostitute or someone’s mother.
I thought to myself, “Well, I love classic work. What if I could create a new classic that would pass the Bechdel
test*, a new classic for women?” And I love Jane Austen, ever since high school when I used to sit at home, like
the nerd I was, and cry over her work. It also particularly appealed to me because a lot of Austen adaptations
are by men. So even though men love Austen and have a perfect right to that material, I did feel like I had a
particular point of view to add as a young woman.
In conversation with Guthrie Theater Literary Intern Madeline Kvale for the Sense and Sensibility play guide, 2016

KATE HAMILL’S ADAPTATION PROCESS
There’s no point in doing a new play or almost
any piece of art without a point of view. This
is especially true for an adaptation. Sense and
Sensibility is so beloved, including by me. Why
would I transmute it into another form when it’s
so good on its own, unless I have something very
specific to say?
I started out with “What does Sense and Sensibility
mean to me?” Not to scholars or in the popular
view, but to me, personally? And what does
that activate in me? For me, the sisters [Elinor
Dashwood and Marianne Dashwood] are a
reaction to social pressures, and the whole story
is about our reaction to social pressures. Do we
follow the rules, or do we break the rules and
follow the dictates of our own conscience? I think
there are real consequences for both of those
things, especially for women, and especially for
disadvantaged people in that kind of community.
So I started from that point of view and
built off that.
At first I was very faithful to the novel, but it quickly
came to me that I had to do more playwriting
than that, because Jane Austen’s sentences are so

beautiful and complex, and often they’re a whole
page long. A sentence can only be so long before
we start losing the meaning. So I started playwriting,
and that became more and more a thing.
I would say at this point that this play is about 60%
me and about 40% Austen. It’s paying homage
to the novel without completely recreating it. It’s
using the skeleton of the novel and turning that
into its own mutant, if that makes any sense. …
I also told myself a lot, “It’s not like I’m destroying
the novel. It’s not like all copies of this novel will be
burned.” I do love Jane, and this is not competition
for the novel. This is a point of view on the novel.
What I hope is that people watch the play, then
go back and read the novel, because they’re two
different and legitimate pieces of art.
I tried to be respectful but embrace the fact that
theater is theater, and embrace the fact that it is also
my play as well as based on Jane’s stuff. So I think of
it as a collaboration between me and Jane Austen.
In an interview by Pamela Espeland
MinnPost, October 7, 2016

*Named for American cartoonist Alison Bechdel, the Bechdel test determines whether women are portrayed as actual human beings in a work
of fiction. To pass the test, a story has to answer “yes” to the following three questions: Are there more than two named female characters? Do
those two named characters have a conversation at any point? Is that conversation about literally anything other than a man?
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Comments on Kate Hamill
Among [Hamill’s] under-the-desk books [as a child], of course, were Jane Austen’s novels.
“I fell really in love with Austen and how funny and incisive she was,” says Hamill. “I got
really annoyed when I got a little bit older and read some literary criticism of her, and the
popular view of her was that she was just sort of a romance writer. I think it is just because
she was a woman, so she gets painted with that brush. But actually she is just as much a
brilliant social commentator as any other male writer, and so funny.”
Hamill’s adaptations masterfully bring the social
commentary of the 19th century into the present.
And the off-color humor buried in Austen’s margins is
brought center stage. The notes in the script for Pride
and Prejudice read: “If you think something could be a
dirty joke, it probably is.”

premiered at the now-defunct Pearl Theatre Company
in NYC. She starred as the egocentric, social-climbing
Becky Sharp in a production that pulled the 1848 novel
into the 21st century, complete with a “Thriller” dance
break. Hamill is an apt adapter — an excavator of
sorts — who can neatly fold the past into the present.

Says Long Wharf’s [Literary Manager Christine]
Scarfuto, “Kate has an incredible ability to create a
world that somehow feels true to the drawing rooms
of Austen’s England and simultaneously very much of
the present moment. The result is a take on Austen
that’s playful, irreverent and full of life — and smartly
poking fun at those societal limitations that somehow,
even now, we haven’t quite overcome.” …

Also in the hopper: a musical adaptation of 20,000
Leagues Under the Sea, which she is co-writing with
Trull and Shawn Magill; a stage version of Homer’s
Odyssey, which had its first reading this summer at
HVSF and which flips the focus from Odysseus to
Penelope; and the first play commission made by the
Jungle Theater of Minneapolis will be an adaptation of
Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women.

But while she’s been prized as an eminent Janeite,
Hamill isn’t a one-note wonder. Last year, her
adaptation of William Thackeray’s Vanity Fair

Allison Considine

Playwright Kate Hamill likes to
turn classics into plays that make a
statement. “In addition to doing new
plays, one of the things that I’m really
invested in is creating new femalecentered, socially-relevant classics,”
she said. “Often that involves doing
adaptations of the classics with a
theatrical feminist lens.” …
[Mansfield Park] is the first time that
Hamill has had a play produced in
Chicagoland, and she had high praise
for the quality of talent here as well as
for director Stuart Carden of Oak Park.
“I’m very much enjoying working
on this new adaptation by Kate
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“Kate Hamill: From Stage to Page and Back Again,” American Theatre,
December 2017

Hamill,” Carden said. “She is lightning in
a bottle. She is so dynamic.”

first draft are very much alive in the
rehearsal draft.”

Carden praised Hamill’s method of
tapping into Jane Austen novels. “She
adapts them in ways that don’t feel
like a traditional verbatim adaptation
but rather really puts them through a
theatrical lens,” he said. “And the pieces
come alive in the theater.”

In addition to being the playwright,
Hamill is also playing several
roles, including Mary Crawford
and Lady Bertram. “It is actually
normal for me,” Hamill said. “This
is my fifth world premiere, and in
four out of five of them, I’ve been
in them. I think if I were a control
freak, it would be very difficult
to do this.”

Also impressive is her continual testing
of new theatrical ideas, Carden said.
“In this one, she is puppeteering a muff
that’s being turned into a pug dog.” He
reported that Hamill completed the first
draft in six weeks, “And it immediately
jumped off the page. The bones of that

Myrna Petlicki
“Playwright is included in cast of
Northlight’s Mansfield Park,” Chicago
Tribune, November 6, 2018
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Radical Adapter:

A Chat With Playwright
Kate Hamill
By Johanna Buch
Editor

JOHANNA BUCH: You’ve earned a

radical reputation in the theater
world. Where did the moniker
“radical adapter” originate, and
how do you feel about it?
KATE HAMILL: I’m not sure how

it came about, but I’m very
comfortable with the label! It’s
accurate. I like to look at classics
through a new-play lens. To me,
it doesn’t make sense to write an
adaptation unless I’m trying to
bring something to the story that is
unexpected, timely and interesting.
Otherwise, I’m just doing a pale,
copy-and-paste imitation of the
original. I believe that theater can
open our perspectives and link
us to our own histories. The best
way to do that is by pushing the
boundaries of our perspectives. I
don’t think we have to be purists
and do something one way simply
because that’s how it has always
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been done; I think it’s illuminating
to create new work that expands
and explores a classic story.
Interestingly, people are quite used
to seeing Shakespeare set on the
moon, yet there is more resistance
with other classics. But I didn’t
come to decorate the doors of the
palace; I came to bust them down
and let all the people in.
JB: It’s clearly working because you

were one of the most-produced
playwrights from 2017 to 2020.
How do you keep your past, present
and future projects straight?
KH: I always try to do new things,

but some things repeat from play
to play. My adaptations always
strive to be feminist, femalecentered and socially relevant. But I
try to ask a different question with
each play based on what’s sparked
in me, what’s working in the play

and what’s happening in the
world. That’s why doing a world
premiere like Emma is so exciting;
it’s a reaction to the here and now.
I think that’s another argument
for radical adaptation. Theater is
about creating something real that
speaks to a room filled with real
people. So it has to be alive — not
a museum piece. It should be
living and breathing and changing.
And no work changes more than
a world premiere — that’s why
it’s exciting to bring it to Guthrie
audiences! New plays can change
radically during previews, so this
community, this space and these
artists will become a vital part of
the script’s DNA.
JB: I heard that your mission to

adapt the entire Jane Austen
canon started as a dare. Can you
confirm or deny?

EMMA

PHOTO: KATE HAMILL (SUBURBAN PHOTOGRAPHY)

Before the COVID-19 pandemic entered our lives, the Guthrie-commissioned world premiere
of Emma was in rehearsals and steadily cruising toward first preview. Luckily, we squeezed
in a chat with Kate Hamill on March 12, 2020 — mere days before the Guthrie’s stages went
dark. Revisiting this interview felt like opening a time capsule, yet Hamill’s responses read as
timely as ever. Enjoy this insightful conversation with one of American theater’s boldest and
most beloved playwrights.

frustrated with the dearth of
female-centered narratives in
theater. I was always auditioning
to play wives or girlfriends or
prostitutes that were tertiary
to a male protagonist’s journey.
Quite often, the roles were based
on external characteristics and
shaped to be appealing to the
male gaze. Yet those characters
didn’t resemble the women I knew
and loved in real life — women who
were funny, deep, vulgar, prickly,
conflicted, strong and complicated.
While on a road trip with my friend
and actor Andrus Nichols, I bet her
$100 that I could write a radical,
feminist adaptation of a Jane
Austen novel. That became Sense
and Sensibility, and I wrote the role
of Elinor Dashwood specifically
for Andrus. I picked Austen
because I love her. She examines
things I’m deeply interested in:
hypocrisy, humor, class and trying
to reconcile your own conscience
with societal demands. Austen
is a keen comedienne and social
commentarian, yet her work is
often denigrated as “chick lit”
or merely romance. I believed
I could celebrate Austen’s
strengths and turn her novels
into irreverent, ensemble-based,
feminist-forward theater.
JB: While at the Guthrie in 2016

for Sense and Sensibility, you
said that people were hungry
for women’s perspectives. How
has that sentiment changed for
you today?
KH: We’ve made so much progress,

thanks to theater and arts
institutions like the Guthrie that
are laying the groundwork and
getting more female-centered
perspectives out there. But men
had a millennium head start, and
there’s still so much work to be
done. Even today, the majority
of new plays being produced are
still written by men — particularly
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white men. So I think the hunger
for women’s perspectives has only
grown louder, which is precisely
why I wanted to adapt Emma. We
can’t be complacent because we’re
certainly not there yet.
JB: You describe Emma as a

screwball comedy. What prompted
you to go there?
KH: When I was commissioned by

the Guthrie, I had to reexamine my
thoughts about Emma. I’ve always
loved Emma Woodhouse, but I
found it easy to judge her. Looking
at the text with a feminist lens,
I thought, “What happens when
an incredibly smart, educated,
energetic, intelligent woman
can’t work and has nowhere to
put her energy?” It’s no surprise
that the answer is creating all
kinds of trouble for herself and
others. A screwball comedy felt
best suited for all that misguided
energy and emotion. We’ve seen
many straight-laced adaptations
of Emma, and I wanted to give
people a fresh take that was more
irreverent. Irreverence can teach
us to reexamine our stories. And
when we reexamine our stories, we
reexamine ourselves. I envisioned
Emma as a flawed but enjoyable
protagonist like Lucille Ball in
“I Love Lucy.” I adore Lucy, but
I’m also like, “Why are you doing
that?” I feel the same way about
Emma. So I wanted to move past
a staid vision and tell it through
funny moments like having
characters constantly eat biscuits
and burying Mrs. Bates under a
giant pile of blankets. I also wanted
to constantly break the fourth
wall to welcome us into Emma’s
world and embrace tonguein-cheek theatricality.
JB: Let’s talk about Director

Meredith McDonough — a
master at crafting funny onstage
moments. How do you feel

putting your version of Emma
in her hands?
KH: I just love Meredith. She’s

smart, brilliant, collaborative and
bold. Directing a comedy requires
an incredible sense of play and
an ability to build laughs like a
mathematician. It’s a weird mix of
instinct and formulas, and Meredith
is outstanding at both. She creates
a fantastic team and runs a safe,
supportive and vibrant rehearsal
room where actors feel free to try
out ridiculous stuff. Working with
her is a true joy.
JB: You’ve said that you consider

your work to be a collaboration
between yourself and the ghost of
Jane Austen. Who started talking
first — you or Austen?
KH: Well, it’s not like her ghost
stands by my bed. Not yet, anyhow.
[laughs] I just pay attention to
what her work evokes in me or
what might be dramaturgically
interesting. Then I just roll with it.
I’ve had to get used to the tone of
some authors, but old Jane and I,
we go way back. That said, different
Austen works require different
tones. My adaptations of Mansfield
Park and Sense and Sensibility are
more serious and straightforward.
Pride and Prejudice is pure
farce — it was just crying out for
that. Austen creates plot structures
that are incredibly fun to play with.
JB: This play is bound to be a

conversation starter. What do
you hope audiences will be
buzzing about?
KH: I hope they think about the fun,

surprise and shift in perspective
that can occur when we look at
stories we love with fresh eyes. I
hope it feels cathartic and joyful
to watch Emma take on the world
so boldly — even if, like ourselves,
she’s sometimes fallible!

EMMA
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Jane Austen:
A Literary Context
No woman later has captured the complete
common sense of Jane Austen. She could
keep her head, while all the after women
went about looking for their brains. She
could describe a man coolly; which neither
George Eliot nor Charlotte Brontë could
do. She knew what she knew, like a sound
dogmatist: she did not know what she did
not know — like a sound agnostic.
G.K. Chesterton
The Victorian Age in Literature, Williams and Norgate, 1913

Jane Austen’s novels are pure entertainment. If you
happen to believe that to entertain should be the
novelist’s main endeavour, you must put her in a
class by herself. Greater novels than hers have been
written, War and Peace, for example, and The Brothers
Karamazov, but you must be fresh and alert to read
them with profit. No matter if you are tired and
dispirited, Jane Austen’s enchant.
W. Somerset Maugham
Ten Novels and The Authors, Heinemann, 1954

Strange bedfellows as they seem at first sight, [John]
Donne and Jane Austen have much in common. They
both have the conviction that it is not the quantity
of experience that counts, but the quality; and they
both have the concomitant power to make “one little
roome, an every where.” They find the world’s room in
a bed, in a relationship, or in Highbury, or in those “3
or 4 Families in a Country Village” that Jane Austen
delighted in writing about.

[Austen’s] greatest enthusiasm and her most
devastating parodies, however, are reserved for the
novel, a genre with which she was intimately familiar
even before she began to write. Her family did not
harbor the prejudice against novel-reading that was a
fashionable intellectual stance at the time. Novels were
widely regarded as being a cause for moral decay
among the young and a source of foolish ideas about
romantic love that ruined people, especially women,
for the realities of marriage. The most criticized novels
fell into two classes: romances, which taught readers
to expect obstacles to true love such as parental
opposition, or mismatched wealth, and which, it was
thought, encouraged elopements and seductions; and
Gothics, which were filled with superstition, exotic
scenery, ominous villains, perjured priests, ghosts and
dark family secrets.
Austen gently parodied both forms. Sense and
Sensibility pokes fun at novels of sentiment and
romance. … Northanger Abbey subverts the Gothic
novel by demonstrating how far removed its dark plots
were from everyday Regency life.
Kirstin Olson

Juliet McMaster

All Things Austen: An Encyclopedia of Austen’s World, Greenwood

“Love: Surface and Subsurface,” Jane Austen on Love, 1978

Press, 2005
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Why do the characters in Jane Austen give us
a slightly new pleasure each time they come
in, as opposed to the mere repetitive pleasure
that is caused by a character in Dickens? The
answer to this question can be put several
ways: that unlike Dickens, she was a real artist,
that she never stooped to caricature, etc. But
the best reply is that her characters though
smaller than his are more highly organised.
They function all round, and even if her plot
made greater demands on them than it does,
they would still be adequate. Suppose that
Louisa Musgrove had broken her neck on the
Cobb. The description of her death would have
been feeble and ladylike — physical violence
is quite beyond Miss Austen’s powers — but
the survivors would have reacted properly
as soon as the corpse was carried away, they
would have brought into view new sides of
their characters, and though Persuasion would
have been spoiled as a book, we should know
more than we do about Captain Wentworth
and Anne. All the Jane Austen characters are
ready for an extended life, for a life which the
scheme of her books seldom requires them
to lead, and that is why they lead their actual
lives so satisfactorily.
E.M. Forster
Aspects of the Novel, Harcourt, Brace & Company, 1927

First and foremost let Jane Austen be named, the
greatest artist that has ever written, using the term
to signify the most perfect mastery over the means
to her end. There are heights and depths in human
nature Miss Austen has never scaled nor fathomed,
there are worlds of passionate existence into which
she has never set foot; but although this is obvious to
every reader, it is equally obvious that she has risked
no failures by attempting to delineate that which she
had not seen. Her circle may be restricted, but it is
complete. Her world is a perfect orb, and vital. Life, as
it presents itself to an English gentlewoman peacefully
yet actively engaged in her quiet village, is mirrored in
her works with a purity and fidelity that must endow
them with interest for all time. To read one of her
books is like an actual experience of life: you know
the people as if you have lived with them and you feel
something of personal affection toward them.
George Henry Lewes

Where many aspiring writers begin by
expressing their disgust with the adult world of
their parents or by picturing a compensatory
fantasy life, Jane Austen started with mimicry
and parody, writing burlesques and pastiches
of grown-up fiction and reading them aloud to
her family. In the last year of her life she wrote
to a niece that she wished she had written less
and read more when a child, but the habit of
close stylistic scrutiny which parody requires
stood her in excellent stead. It is a measure of
her present power that almost single-handedly
she has made most of her contemporaries seem
excessive, artificial, or absurd. …
No one could intend to be a serious novelist
in the late eighteenth century without being
aware of the genre of fiction and without
thinking of the great male forebears, Samuel
Richardson and Henry Fielding. As their
successor, Jane Austen was ambivalent about
their achievements. Richardson was considered
the major originator of women’s fiction: his
novels Pamela (1740) and Clarissa (1747–8)
have central female characters and much of
the interest of Sir Charles Grandison (1753–4)
inheres in the women. All three novels are
written in letters so displaying not so much the
inner consciousness of characters as their selfanalyses, their sense of their own conscience
and their self-projection. …

Samuel Richardson

Henry Fielding

In the gendered critical structure of the
eighteenth century, Fielding was the masculine
writer to Richardson’s feminine. In his novels,
especially Joseph Andrews (1742) and Tom
Jones (1749), Fielding combined rollicking
tales of manly sexual adventure with a selfconsciousness about genre and a sense of the
literariness of fiction.
Janet Todd
“The Literary Context,” The Cambridge Introduction to Jane
Austen, Cambridge University Press, 2006

“The Lady Novelists,” Westminster Review, 1852
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About Jane Austen

A Selected Chronology of Her Life and Times
AUSTEN’S LIFE
Jane Austen is born on December 16 in Hampshire.

WORLD EVENTS

1775

The American Revolution begins.
James Watt begins manufacturing the first
practicable steam engine.

1776

The Declaration of Independence is written.
Thomas Paine writes Common Sense.
Adam Smith writes The Wealth of Nations.

1777

First major American victory at the battle of Saratoga.
Richard Brinsley Sheridan writes The School for Scandal.

1778

France declares war on Britain in support of America.
Fanny Burney writes Evelina.

Jane, age 7, studies for a short time with her sister,
Cassandra, at a school in Oxford.

1783

Jane and Cassandra study in Reading for a short
time before returning to Steventon where Jane will
remain for much of the next 15 years.

1785

She begins writing a variety of works now known as
her Juvenilia.

1787

The American Revolution ends; Britain recognizes
the independence of the American colonies.

The U.S. Constitution is adopted and George
Washington is elected the first President of the U.S.
Mozart composes Don Giovanni.

1788

Doubts about George III’s mental health and
competence to rule cause the Regency Crisis.

1789

A mob of the working and middle classes in Paris
storm the Bastille, marking the beginning of the
French Revolution.

She writes The History of England “by a partial,
prejudiced, & ignorant Historian.”

1791

She writes Lesley Castle, a short epistolary novel.

1792

Mary Wollstonecraft writes Vindication of the Rights
of Women.

1793

Louis VXI and Marie Antoinette are executed,
marking the beginning of the French Republic and
the Reign of Terror.
Thomas Paine writes The Age of Reason.

14 \ GUTHRIE THEATER PLAY GUIDE

EMMA

AUSTEN’S LIFE

WORLD EVENTS

She writes the epistolary novel Lady Susan, the last
piece of her Juvenilia.

1794

The execution of Jean Jacques Robespierre ends the
Reign of Terror.

She writes Elinor and Marianne, an early draft of
Sense and Sensibility.

1795

The Prince of Wales marries Caroline of Brunswick,
despite his earlier secret marriage to Catholic widow
Maria Fitzherbert.

She writes First Impressions.

1796

Napoleon Bonaparte comes to prominence as
commander of the French army and invades Italy.
Abortive attempt by the French to invade Ireland in
support of the United Irishmen uprising.

Her father offers First Impressions to a London
publisher; it is rejected without being read.

1797

She begins to revise Elinor and Marianne, retitling it
Sense and Sensibility.

1798

Irish Rebellion is suppressed by the British army.
William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge
publish The Lyrical Ballads.

She writes Susan. It is accepted by a publisher, but
not published.

1799

Her father retires from the church, and the Austens
move to Bath, Somerset county.

1801

She receives and accepts a marriage proposal from
a family friend, Harris Bigg-Wither, and then changes
her mind, retracting her acceptance the next day.

1802

Treaty of Amiens signed between England and
France, ending the wars of the French Revolution.

She sells a revised version of Susan to another
London publisher. He agrees to publish it but
never does.

1803

Britain declares war on France, beginning the
Napoleonic Wars.

She begins to write The Watsons but leaves it
unfinished.

1804

Her father dies.

1805

Napoleon’s fleet is defeated by British Admiral
Nelson at the battle of Trafalgar.

Jane, Cassandra and their mother move to
Southampton, Hampshire county.

1806

The “Delicate Investigation” is made into Princess
Caroline’s suspected adultery and possibly having
had an illegitimate child. Nothing is proven, and the
Prince cannot divorce her.

Haydn’s oratorio “The Creation” receives its first
public performance.

Louisiana Purchase; Lewis and Clark begin their
exploration of the American West.
Napoleon declares himself Emperor of France.
First steam locomotive to run on rails is successfully
tested in Wales.

Napoleon enters Berlin; most of Germany is now
occupied by French forces.

1808
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France invades Spain and Portugal, beginning the
Peninsular War. The British force sent to Portugal is
commanded by Arthur Wellesley (later made Duke
of Wellington).
EMMA

AUSTEN’S LIFE

WORLD EVENTS

Jane, Cassandra and their mother move to a cottage
owned by Edward Austen Knight in Chawton,
Hampshire county.

1809

She finishes Sense and Sensibility.

1810

Mexico, Chile, Argentina and Columbia declare
Independence from Spain.

Sense and Sensibility is published in October and is
modestly successful.

1811

George III is declared insane, and his son, the
Prince of Wales, begins to rule in his place, officially
beginning the Regency.

She begins revising First Impressions into Pride
and Prejudice.

Luddites, protesters against the unemployment
brought about by mechanization, destroy factory
machinery in Northern England.

1812

The War of 1812 begins between Britain and the U.S.
Napoleon’s army captures Moscow but is forced to
begin retreat from Russia.
Lord Byron writes the first volume of Childe
Harold’s Pilgrimage.

Pride and Prejudice is published on January 28. It
sells very well and will be the most popular of her
novels during her lifetime.

1813

The Duke of Wellington’s army forces the French out
of Spain.
Percy Shelley writes Queen Mab.

She finishes writing Mansfield Park.
Mansfield Park is published.

1814

Napoleon abdicates and is exiled to Elba.

She is praised by the Prince Regent, who invites her
to dedicate a future work to him.

1815

Napoleon escapes from Elba and returns to power in
France. His army is defeated at Waterloo by British
and Dutch forces under Wellington. He is exiled to
St. Helena.

Emma is finished and published — and dedicated to
the Prince.

Monarchy is restored in France under Louis XVIII.
Jane or her brother Henry buys back the
manuscript of Susan, and she begins revising it into
Northanger Abbey.

1816

Coleridge publishes Kubla Khan (written c. 1797).

1817

John Keats’ poetry is first published.

1818

Mary Shelley writes Frankenstein.

1820

George III dies and George IV ascends to the throne
after a 10-year Regency.

She finishes Persuasion.
Her health begins to fail.
In a period of better health, she begins writing
Sanditon, which is left unfinished.
Jane Austen dies on July 18 and is buried in
Winchester Cathedral.
Northanger Abbey and Persuasion are published
together with a “Biographical Notice” by her
brother, Henry.

Sir Walter Scott writes Ivanhoe.
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In Her Own Words
It is probable that if Miss Cassandra Austen had had her way,
we should have had nothing of Jane Austen’s except her novels.
To her elder sister alone did she write freely; to her alone
she confided her hopes and, if rumour is true, the one great
disappointment of her life; but when Miss Cassandra Austen
grew old, and the growth of her sister’s fame made her suspect
that a time might come when strangers would pry and scholars
speculate, she burnt, at great cost to herself, every letter that
could gratify their curiosity, and spared only what she judged
too trivial to be of interest.
Virginia Woolf
“Jane Austen,” The Common Reader, First Series, 1925

Letters From Jane Austen
to Cassandra Austen
DECEMBER 18, 1798
I have received a very civil note from Mrs. Martin
requesting my name as a Subscriber to her
Library which opens the 14th of January, & my
name, or rather Yours, is accordingly given. My
Mother finds the money. … As an inducement to
subscribe Mrs. Martin tells us that her Collection
is not to consist only of Novels, but of every
kind of Literature, &c, &c — She might have
spared this pretension to our family, who are
great Novel-readers and not ashamed of being
so; — but it was necessary I suppose to the selfconsequence of half her Subscribers.

JANUARY 8, 1799
You show so little anxiety about my being
murdered under Ash Park Copse by Mrs.
Hulbert’s servant, that I have a great mind not
to tell you whether I was or not.
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JANUARY 9, 1799
There were more Dancers than the Room could
conveniently hold, which is enough to constitute
a good Ball at any time. — I do not think I was
very much in request. People were rather apt
not to ask me ’till they could not help it; —
One’s Consequence you know varies so much
at times without any particular reason. There
was one Gentleman, an officer of the Cheshire,
a very good looking young Man, who I was told
wanted very much to be introduced to me; —
but as he did not want it quite enough to take
much trouble in effecting it, We never could
bring it about. ... One of my gayest actions
was sitting down two Dances in preference to
having Lord Bolton’s eldest son for my Partner,
who danced too ill to be endured.
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In Her Own Words

Letters From Jane Austen to Cassandra Austen

NOVEMBER 8, 1800

JANUARY 11, 1809

We had a very quiet evening, I believe Mary
found it dull, but I thought it very pleasant.
To sit in idleness over a good fire in a wellproportioned room is a luxurious sensation.

The St Albans perhaps may soon be off
to help bring home what may remain by
this time of our poor Army, whose state
seems dreadfully critical. — The Regency
seems to have been heard of only here,
my most political Correspondents
make no mention of it. Unlucky, that I
should have wasted so much reflection
on the subject!

MAY 21, 1801
Our grand walk to Weston was again fixed
for Yesterday, & was accomplished in a very
striking manner. ... It would have amused you
to see our progress; — we went up by Sion
Hill, & returned across the fields; in climbing a
hill Mrs. Chamberlayne is very capital; I could
with difficulty keep pace with her — yet would
not flinch for the World. — on plain ground I
was quite her equal — and so we posted away
under a fine hot sun, She without any parasol
or any shade to her hat, stopping at nothing,
& crossing the Church Yard at Weston with as
much expedition as if we were afraid of being
buried alive. — After seeing what she is equal to,
I cannot help feeling a regard for her.

JANUARY 24, 1813
I am reading a Society-Octavo, and Essay on
the Military Police & Institutions of the British
Empire, by Capt. Pasley of the Engineers, a
book which I protested against at first, but
which upon trial I find delightfully written &
highly entertaining. I am as much in love with
the Author as I ever was. … The first soldier
I ever sighed for; but he does write with
extraordinary force & spirit.

Letter From Jane Austen
to Martha Lloyd

FEBRUARY 9, 1813
I suppose all the World is sitting in Judgment upon the Princess of Wales’s Letter. Poor Woman, I
shall support her as long as I can, because she is a Woman, & because I hate her Husband — but
I can hardly forgive her for calling herself “attached & affectionate” for a Man whom she must
detest — and the intimacy said to subsist between her & Lady Oxford is bad. — I do not know what
to do about it; — but if I must give up the Princess, I am resolved at least always to think that she
would have been respectable, if the Prince had behaved only tolerably by her at first.
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On Jane Austen’s Work
Wars, earthquakes, tornadoes and disasters may overtake
the world, but one fixed point remains — a light that never
goes out, a center that always holds — to be invoked in
happiness or in sorrow: Jane Austen.
Joan Austen-Leigh, founder of the Jane Austen Society of North America
Jane Austen: A Celebration, 2000

Jane Austen was a comedian; her outlook was always
humorous. And even when she penetrates into one
of her characters with knife-edged clearness, she
always does so with a smile on her lips.

Her acute sense of character, her bland irony, her
exquisite powers of organization and presentation,
turned the uneventful lives of well-fed people in
quiet corners into enchanting novels.

Bruce Chatwin

J.B. Priestley

Jane Austen: A Celebration, 2000

Literature and Western Man, 1962
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Jane Austen reveals to us with merciless distinctness the
secret springs that move a human heart. She has scant
need to describe her characters, and she seldom takes that
trouble. They betray themselves at every word, and stand
convicted on their own evidence.
Agnes Repplier
Essays in Miniature, 1892

An author is as great for what she leaves out as for
what she puts in; and Jane Austen shows her mastery
in nothing more than her avoidance of moving
accidents for her most moving effects. She seems
to have known intuitively that character resides in
habit, and that for a novelist to seek its expression in
violent events would be as stupid as for the painter
to expect an alarm of fire or burglary to startle his
sitter into a valuable revelation of his qualities.
William Dean Howells
Heroines of Fiction, 1901

We do not go into society for the pleasure of
conversation, but for the pleasure of sex, direct or
indirect. Everything is arranged for this end: the
dresses, the dances, the food, the wine, the music!
Of this truth we are all conscious now, but should we
have discovered it without Miss Austen’s help? It was
certainly she who perceived it, and her books are
permeated with it … and is it not this deep instinctive
knowledge that makes her drawing-rooms seem
more real than anybody else’s?
George Moore
Avowals, 1919

More than any other novelist, she fills every inch of
her canvas with observation, fashions every sentence
into meaning, stuffs up every chink and cranny of the
fabric until each novel is a little living world. … Her
characters are so rounded and substantial that they
have the power to move out of the scenes in which
she placed them into other moods and circumstances.
[Jane Austen] possessed in a greater degree perhaps
than any other English woman the sense of the
significance of life apart from any personal liking or
disliking; of the beauty and continuity which underlies
its trivial stream. A little aloof, a little inscrutable and
mysterious, she will always remain, but serene and
beautiful also because of her greatness as an artist.

All the vast anguish of her time is non-existent to
Jane Austen, when once she has got pen in hand,
to make us a new kingdom of refuge from the toils
and frets of life. … Fashions change, fads and fancies
come and go, tyrannies and empires erupt and
collapse; those who make events and contemporary
ideas the matter of their work have their reward
in instant appreciation of their topical value. And
with their topical value they die. Art is a mysterious
entity, outside and beyond daily life. … [A] hundred
thousand novels come and go, but Jane Austen can
never be out of date, because she never was in any
particular date (that is to say, never imprisoned in
any), but is coextensive with human nature.

Virginia Woolf

Reginald Farrer

The Times Literary Supplement, May 8, 1913

“Jane Austen, obituary,” Quarterly Review, 1917

20 \ GUTHRIE THEATER PLAY GUIDE

EMMA

THE NOVELIST

An
Extraordinary,
Ordinary
Woman
By Carla Steen
Resident Dramaturg

“You show so little anxiety about
my being murdered under Ash
Park Copse by Mrs. Hulbert’s
servant, that I have a great mind
not to tell you whether I was
or not.” In 1799, a 23-year-old
Jane Austen wrote this sly little
nugget to her adored older
sister, Cassandra, exhibiting in
her private correspondence the
wit she would share publicly
just over a decade later with
her first published novel,
Sense and Sensibility.

Jane and Cassandra Austen
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Austen’s literary output is
usually noted to be six novels
published between 1811 and
1817, the final two published
posthumously in the year of
her death. In addition to these
Big Six are her childhood
writings, at least two
unfinished novels and many
letters, mostly addressed to
her sister. While all contain
familiar themes of courtship
and family relationships,
the throughline in Austen’s
work is an irrepressible sense
of humor.
Her work also centers women
and the female experience.
One of her juvenilia works,

the delightfully titled The
History of England From the
Reign of Henry the 4th to the
Death of Charles the 1st by a
Partial, Prejudiced & Ignorant
Historian, pointedly corrects
a historical record that was
dominated by male figures
and written by male historians.
Her brief description of the
reign of Henry VII — “as great
a villain as ever lived” — is
dominated by mentions of
his wife and daughters. That
he was succeeded by the
son who became Henry VIII
is an afterthought.
Born in 1775 to a rector and
his wife, Jane was the
EMMA

“Jane Austen is weirdly capable of keeping everybody busy. The moralists,
the Eros-and-Agape contingent, the Marxists, the Freudians, the Jungians,
the Semioticians, the Deconstructors — all find a happy home in six samey
novels about middle-class provincials in early 19th-century England.
The critics are kept at it because the readers are kept at it; with every
generation, Austen’s fiction effortlessly renews itself.”
– Writer Martin Amis musing on the enduring appeal of Jane Austen
following a rash of film adaptations of her novels in the 1990s

seventh of eight children. The
family home appears to have been
happy, humorous and intellectual,
if not ever exactly wealthy. (To
augment his income, Mr. Austen
tutored young men hoping to get
into university.) Jane’s affinity for
writing was a pastime shared with
other family members who wrote
poetry, short plays and more for
their own entertainment.
Jane and Cassandra were educated
primarily at home, but they received
a few years of formal education in
schools — perhaps a bit like the one
Miss Bates runs in Emma — where
they could receive just enough,
but not too much, education as
daughters of a gentleman.
As Jane matured, so did her
writing. Her humor became more
ironic, dry and sophisticated, and
her keen observations evolved
toward satire. Her father’s
retirement and the family’s move
to Bath when she was 24 was a
shock to her well-ordered life. She
didn’t particularly enjoy living in
Bath, a fashionable resort town
known for being a suitable place
to find a mate, but Jane used the
location in her work; in Emma, it is
Bath where Mr. Elton goes to find
his Mrs. Elton.
After her father’s death, when she
settled with her mother and sister
in a cottage owned by one of her

22 \ GUTHRIE THEATER PLAY GUIDE

brothers, Jane’s writing became
a serious focus. Two years after
Sense and Sensibility appeared,
Pride and Prejudice was published
in 1813, followed by Mansfield Park
the next year.
By this time, her work had gained
enough attention to catch the
notice of the Prince Regent (son
of the indisposed George III), who
invited Jane, through his librarian,
to dedicate a future work to him.
Despite her private dislike for the
decadent prince (her sympathy
was with his put-upon wife), she
indeed dedicated her next novel,
Emma, to the prince in 1815.
Jane’s health declined in 1816,
and she died on July 18, 1817. Five
months after her death, Northanger
Abbey and Persuasion were
published together. (Northanger
Abbey, under a different title, had
been the first of her novels to be
sold. When it didn’t get published
after a decade, she bought
the manuscript back from the
publisher with funds from Emma.)
In her novels, Austen captures
a narrow picture of life during
Regency England. She wrote
about what she knew personally
and didn’t presume to flesh out
characters from classes above and
below hers whose experience she
didn’t have. In fact, she never wrote
a scene between two men alone

because she hadn’t been privy to
such a conversation. Austen wrote
from a woman’s point of view
about women and their concerns.
Today, we may celebrate that a
woman’s world is no longer so
narrowly confined to making a
good match in marriage, yet Austen
was able to precisely, specifically
and humorously describe the
concerns of women of her class
and in her time, which is a gift to be
honored. Her characters transcend
the constraints of their era and
make us care about their successes,
failures, joys and sorrows. The
happy endings she gives to her
heroines are a testament to her skill
and genius as a writer.
Austen’s specificity and mastery of
detail and craft carry her into the
21st century where others can see
their own worlds in her structures
and characters. Adapters have
run with (and had fun with)
Austen’s work for generations. In
1940, Laurence Olivier’s Pride and
Prejudice outfitted the women
in hoop skirts. In 1995, Amy
Heckerling transported Emma to
a Beverly Hills high school. Uzma
Jalaluddin’s novel Ayesha at Last
recasts Pride and Prejudice in a
contemporary Muslim community
in suburban Toronto. Whether with
zombies, giant strawberries or in
her original Regency prose, Austen
endures to tell her tales, always
with a sly little smile.
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