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Introduction

Sense and Sensibility is without doubt Jane Austen’s most painful and disturbing novel. It is the fashion these days to look for the painful and disturbing side of every comedy and light romance, and Jane Austen in particular has this century discovered many interpreters eager to attack the various myths that surround her reputation—that she is cozy, complacent, middle class, conservative, unemotional, dry. But in the case of Sense and Sensibility, a dark interpretation seems unavoidable—her biographer John Halperin1 has gone so far as to call it “bleak and black and nasty.” This overstates the case, but it is an unhappy, almost tragic book, full of raw emotions which her other works carefully control or distance. The novelist George Moore said of it that it “gives us all the agony of passion the human heart can feel... it is here that we find the burning human heart in English prose narrative for the first, and, alas, for the last time.”2—a somewhat surprising but not inappropriate accolade. We see here suffering undisguised, and despite the author’s harsh judgement of its causes we cannot help knowing it for what it is. Marianne Dashwood, the representative of the “Sensibility” of the title, comes as near the edge of tragedy as her author can allow her, and it is by no means clear that she is rescued at the end. No amount of exegesis of the “Sentimental Novel” and praise of Elinor’s fine qualities of “Sense” can conceal what happens here.

Having said that, it is of course necessary for an introduction to attempt to place the novel in a historical context, and to discuss its relationship to the cult of sensibility which plays such a dominant part in the plot. It is at once clear that that relationship is much more oblique than the relationship of Northanger Abbey to the Gothic novel which it parodies and exploits. One could begin by looking back at the treatment of “Sentiment” and “Sensibility” in Jane Austen’s Juvenilia,stories composed when she was still a girl. There, we find evidence of her wide reading, particularly of fiction, and of her talent for burlesque. Some have expressed surprise that she should have been drawn to parody at so young an age, and John Halperin3 even suggests it indicates a “cold” and “cynical” nature, but it seems natural enough for a young person leading a fairly quiet village life amongst a limited acquaintance to imitate and make fun of fictional models—she knew more heroines from novels than she knew real people, a not uncommon predicament for a girl of her age. And the talent for parody tends to flourish even amongst young people who have plenty of company, as any school or college magazine then or now would show. Indeed, one of Jane’s earliest efforts may have included a contribution to The Loiterer, the magazine her brothers edited (1789-90) at Oxford, itself an admiring “imitation” of the great periodicals of the eighteenth century, The Spectator  and The Idler.4 It had been a great age for satire and caricature, and Jane Austen inherited much of the tradition—including, in these early works, a coarseness and broadness that she was later to refine away.

The objects of her wit are, however, illuminating. She takes on many targets—the epistolary form, the Gothic novel, the stage comedy, the objectivity of historians—but one of her most recurrent themes is the “Sentimental Novel” and the dangerous emotions it expressed and encouraged. This form of fiction, although rooted in some of the earlier codes of Fielding and Richardson, flourished mainly in the later years of the century, and may (in broad generalization) be seen both as a precursor of Romanticism and as a reaction against the balanced rationalism of the Augustan age. It drew on Rousseau’s immensely influential Julie, ou la Nouvelle Héloïse (1761) and Goethe’s much-imitated Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), and tended to elevate “feeling” above “reason.” Its heroes and heroines were virtuous and unselfish, and much given to sudden passions, fits of weeping and fainting, and acts of wild generosity. Better-known writers in the genre include Henry Brooke (The Fool of Quality,  1765-70), Henry Mackenzie (The Man of Feeling, 1771, and Julia de Roubigné, 1777), Oliver Goldsmith (The Vicar of Wakefield, 1766) and, more indirectly, Sterne, particularly with his Sentimental Journey. One of the basic tenets of the form was the natural goodness of unspoiled human nature, which was often portrayed as flourishing in the picturesque poverty of a country cottage. It has been the fate of most of these novels in recent years to have been remembered more for their caricaturists than for their content, and for this Jane Austen herself bears some responsibility.

Her principal assault is found in one of her longer efforts,  Love and Friendship (1790), an epistolary novel of some 10,000 words, in which we follow the raptures and disasters of the narrator Laura from a rustic cot in the Vale of Usk to a “romantic Village in the Highlands of Scotland.” Some of its phrases are justly famous—for instance, the moment when Laura and her friend Sophia faint “Alternately on a Sofa”—but the whole story has considerable verve and at times a manic energy. It parodies such clichés of the novel as “love at first sight” and instant, passionate declarations of friendship; Lady Dorothea is judged inferior in “Delicate feelings, tender Sentiments, and refined Sensibility” because on introduction she manages to stay half an hour without confiding “any of her Secret thoughts,” whereas Laura and Sophia at first meeting “flew into each other’s arms and after having exchanged vows of mutual Friendship for the rest of our Lives, instantly unfolded to each other the inward Secrets of our Hearts.” There are implausible separations, implausible recognitions and reunions; many sudden journeys and geographical improbabilities (one character finds himself in South Wales, “I know not how it happened,” on the way from Bedfordshire to Middlesex); and, perhaps most significantly, we are invited to laugh at the extravagant claims of disinterest and impractical, unselfish generosity. Poverty and imprudence, in the sentimental novel, are held up for admiration, but in this caricature, they hide mercenary behavior and indeed theft. The heroines and their lovers may protest their delicacy and sensibility, but they in fact act with a ruthless self-interest that is not above stealing bank notes while despising the insensitivity of those from whom they steal. Jane Austen reveals herself, if not as a cynic, at least as a disabused observer of the human capacity for deceiving itself and others, and of dressing up base behavior with fine sentiments.

In Sense and Sensibility, a work separated at the time of its original composition (in 1795?) by only a few years from  Love and Friendship, we find some striking connections. It too was originally composed in the epistolary form, under the title “Elinor and Marianne”; its romantic younger heroine, like the recipient of Laura’s letters, is called Marianne; and it too displays an extraordinary interplay between the conventionally generous assumptions of the heroine and the cold calculations of the mercenary world. (One should not make too much of Jane Austen’s use of names, as she employed a limited range and tended perhaps oddly to use and re-use those of her own family circle, but it is worth noting that the name “Marianne/Mariana,” like “Julie,” had strong emotional and literary resonance, and that elsewhere in her early fragments we find Dashwoods and a jilt named Willoughby. “Mariana” is the dejected and deserted lover abandoned by Angelo in Shakespeare’s All’s Well that Ends  Well, who was to reappear so hauntingly, possibly even overlaid with memories of Jane Austen’s Marianne, in Tennyson’s poem “Mariana”: “He will not come, she said/ She said I am a weary, a weary/Oh God, that I were dead.”)

But the differences are made even more striking by the similarities. For here, in the later, more mature work (begun in its present form in late 1797, but much reworked before its eventual publication in 1811) we find that the tone and the balance have completely altered. Marianne, unlike Laura and Sophia, is exonerated of all hint of duplicity or self-seeking. Her attitude to life may be wrong, even tragically wrong, as her sister believes it to be, but we are not for a moment given to believe that it is insincere.

The novel is full of insincerities, but they are of a much more calculated kind. It is a novel in which some of the characters are, even by Jane Austen’s standards, obsessed by money, and the financial map of the plot is extremely complicated. It must take most readers several attempts to unravel the complex family and legal relationships of the first chapter, but even as we struggle to take them in, we cannot help noticing that the principal issue governing family destiny is money. The word “estate” appears three times in the first paragraph, and is closely accompanied by “inheritor,” “succession,” “fortune” and “life interest”: in no time at all we are led to Fanny Dashwood’s brilliantly contrived (and coolly disingenuous) disinheriting of her stepmother and  half-sisters-in-law, in the name of “family-sentiment.” Throughout, there is a brutal and precise calculation of what each character is worth on the marriage market, and John and Fanny Dashwood, Lucy Steele and even Willoughby are seen to be motivated almost entirely by money. One of the most shocking passages comes at the end of Volume II, Chapter 11 when John Dashwood, after describing his own notional poverty, caused in part by the state of the stock market, and after (mistakenly and a little enviously) congratulating Elinor on the prospect of her marrying Colonel Brandon’s two thousand a year, remarks on Marianne’s recent illness: “ ‘She looks very unwell, has lost her colour, and is grown quite thin. Is she ill?’

“She is not well; she has had a nervous complaint on her for several weeks,’ ” replies Elinor, to which he gallantly responds:“I am sorry for that. At her time of life, anything of an illness destroys the bloom forever! Hers has been a very short one! She was as handsome a girl last September, as any I ever saw—and as likely to attract the men... I remember Fanny used to say that she would marry sooner and better than you... She will be mistaken, however. I question whether Marianne now will marry a man worth more than five or six hundred a year, at the utmost.”





In other words, Marianne’s stocks have gone down, and her cheapened value is calculated to the nearest hundred with a niceness that is appallingly tasteless and tactless, but alas not unconvincing. The passage reminds one forcibly of W. H. Auden’s comments on Jane Austen, in his “Letter to Lord Byron”:You could not shock her more than she shocks me; 
Beside her Joyce seems innocent as grass. 
It makes me most uncomfortable to see 
An English spinster of the middle-class 
Describe the amorous effects of ‘brass’, 
Reveal so frankly and with such sobriety 
The economic basis of society.





The spectacle of rampant but disguised self-interest introduced through Fanny Dashwood in the opening chapters makes us turn with relief to the different values expressed in  Mrs. Dashwood’s instinctive revulsion from her “indelicacy” and “ungracious behaviour”—only to find, in the space of another paragraph, that we cannot rest here. We must find a middle way, between avaricious calculation and spontaneous emotion: picturesque poverty is not to be our model. Our guide to the middle ground is to be the precociously wise Elinor, who at nineteen is everything that Mrs. Dashwood and Marianne are not.

Elinor has (in this order) “strength of understanding,” “coolness of judgment,” “an excellent heart,” an affectionate disposition, and strong feelings which she knows “how to govern.” We are told this, in a firm authorial tone that brooks no denial, though we have not yet seen any of these qualities in action. Marianne, in contrast, suffers from an “excess of sensibility” which she indulges rather than attempts to control. We are informed of all this in a schematic, deliberate manner which is compounded by the dismissal, in the last paragraph, of the somewhat superfluous younger sister, Margaret, as one who had “already imbibed a good deal of Marianne’s romance, without having much of her sense,” and who does not therefore “bid fair to equal her sisters at a more advanced period of life.”

This high-handed manner towards the reader’s freedom of response may alienate those who do not like to be told too clearly what to think and what to feel, and may even risk arousing a small rebellion, as didacticism is wont to do. And as the novel progresses, the tightness of control appears to continue. Elinor and Marianne are carefully contrasted, in their attitudes to men, poetry, painting and prudence, in their conception of love and their discretions or indiscretions of speech. Their not-dissimilar situations are carefully balanced and contrasted; they are both in love with not wholly satisfactory objects—Elinor with the mysteriously dejected and unforthcoming Edward, Marianne with the high-spirited but mysteriously disappearing Willoughby. We are clearly to admire Elinor’s prudence in keeping her feelings to herself, for thus she avoids exposing herself to public ridicule; and we are to see that Marianne’s impetuous trust of her own heart and the good intentions of others will lead to disaster.

But the neat abstract, eighteenth-century antithesis of “sense” and “sensibility” does not work out quite as neatly as we at first think it will. We are forewarned against Willoughby by the author’s tone and by Elinor’s doubts, but  nevertheless he continues to astonish us. His first gallant, dashing apparition as the handsome stranger and “preserver” of Marianne clearly refers back to the “love-at-first-sight” convention mocked in Love and Friendship, where the stranger-hero arrives unheralded on a December evening at the heroine’s cottage, at once falls in love, and is married to her before the night is out. But Willoughby steps beyond the role of parody, and his final encounter with Elinor provides one of the most troubling scenes in the whole of Jane Austen’s work. One would have expected the author to have dismissed Willoughby as decisively as she dismisses her other philanderers, the mercenary Wickham and the wealthy Henry Crawford (both of whom are allowed, of course, to have great charm). But Willoughby refuses to be distanced by Elinor’s sense and Austen’s morality and irony. He insists on being heard. His reappearance, on a cold and stormy night as Marianne lies, as he thinks, desperately ill, is as melodramatic as his original introduction, but far more seriously intended, and his long attempt at self-exoneration is oddly moving, and quite beyond Austen’s usual emotional range. And the sensible Elinor, despite herself, is impressed. She tries to “harden her heart” against compassion for him, but she does not quite succeed. She listens to him with feeling, and her reflections on the injuries done to his character by “idleness, dissipation, and luxury,” “extravagance and vanity,” seem conventional beside the real pain and confusion with which he infects her. We see her visibly struggling, in the face of his passionate plea for forgiveness, for “control.” Her “gentle counsel” to him seems inadequate, even presumptuous, and we are relieved to hear that despite all her common sense she begins to think of him as “poor Willoughby,” and even for a moment wishes him, for Marianne’s sake, a widower. The irredeemable and “diabolical” villain has become, through the urgency of his emotion and the power of his presence, almost acceptable as a brother-in-law.

One of the most curious features of this curious novel is the way in which it manages to suggest the power of the forces it tries to control and subdue. How intentional this may be, it is hard to guess: it is tempting to suppose that Jane Austen, like her spokeswoman Elinor, is a little carried away by her villain-hero, and cannot resist giving him better lines and better feelings than his conduct and his role in the  plot warrant. And a similar ambivalence surrounds the treatment of all the manifestations of “nature” and “sensibility,” which go far beyond the measures required for light comedy or burlesque. Clearly, we are meant to find Mrs. Dashwood charming as well as imprudent, for much is made of her “attaching” manners, “sweetness of address” and warmth of heart. Marianne herself is a complex character, not a caricature (even that first appraising introduction concedes she has - “sense” as well as feeling), and we are given to understand she has real taste and talent: she is no self-important drawing-room prima donna, like poor Mary Bennet in Pride  and Prejudice, and her feeling for poetry and nature resembles that of the author-approved Fanny Price. If she sins by excess, there is no direct criticism of the aesthetic or (sexual?) emotions in which she indulges: the indulgence alone is condemned. There are moments here where we breathe a freer air than usual in Austen, and feel ourselves on the brink of another kind of experience.

Take the treatment of the picturesque cottage, that requisite of the sentimental novel, in which the not-quite-desperately but sufficiently impoverished Dashwoods find themselves through the generosity of Mrs. Dashwood’s relative, Sir John Middleton. At first we think the cottage-concept is to be treated in characteristically satiric vein (as Edward treats the Gilpinesque raptures that prefer dead leaves and ruins to healthy trees and neat farms) but although the cottage itself is dismissed as being structurally sound and aesthetically “defective,” its neighborhood is evoked with some feeling. High hills, beautiful walks, open downs, wooded slopes are mentioned with approval, and when Marianne and Margaret set off on the fateful walk that introduces them to Willoughby, we might almost think ourselves in the company of a Dorothy Wordsworth who, at precisely the period of composition (1798), was writing her Alfoxden Diaries and describing the beauties of neighboring Somerset. The Austen world and the Wordsworth world, usually so far apart, meet as we read of the two girls laughing as they make their way against the wind, “rejoicing ... at every glimpse of blue sky.” It is a robust, healthy, refreshing scene, with no hint of sentimental falsity or exaggeration: the turn-of-the-century outdoor spirit of the Wordsworths and the Romantic revolution has prevailed over the eighteenth-century sketchbook raptures, rules and “compositions” of Gray and Gilpin. Marianne herself, we see,  despises the “jargon” of aesthetic rapture: we do not doubt that she, like Dorothy Wordsworth, feels the real thing. True, Jane Austen soon pours (literal) cold water upon the outing, proving the pessimistic Elinor to have been annoyingly right about the weather, but the girls have had their walk, they have escaped, if briefly, from the “confinement” of the cottage and of their author’s knowingness.

A romantic feeling for nature makes its way through the author’s determined anti-romantic emphasis on muddy lanes, and similarly and more dangerously, sexual passion makes its way through the cool dissection of prudence, hypocrisy, self-seeking and financial exigencies. We have seen that Willoughby comes very near to justifying himself through the intensity of his love for Marianne and his own capacity for suffering—just as, in Richardson’s Clarissa, the warmth and passion of the rake and seducer Lovelace contrast favourably with the cold and cruel calculations of Clarissa’s family, and have captivated many (perhaps masochistic?) readers. Indeed, if the novel in some aspects looks forward to the Romantics, in others it looks back to the freer manners and standards of the eighteenth century. We hear that the respectable and eligible Colonel Brandon, for instance, is suspected of having a love-child, and nobody seems to think any the worse of him for it. We learn that he has fought a duel with Willoughby over his ward’s seduction, and although Elinor sensibly shakes her head “over the fancied necessity of this,” she does not appear unduly surprised to hear it—whereas if Mr. Bennet had in fact engaged Wickham in a duel (as Mrs. Bennet hysterically suggests he might), we would have been very surprised indeed. (Duelling, in fact, was still current in the early nineteenth century but the practice was much frowned upon, and Beau Nash had attempted to ban it at Bath in the 1720s.) The story of Colonel Brandon’s early love, Eliza, who runs from a forced and unhappy marriage to a succession of seducers and finally dies of consumption in great financial distress in a spunging house, belongs more to the world of Clarissa than to the world of Emma Woodhouse, and in her later novels, Austen was much more wary about treating such extreme subject matter—perhaps wisely, as the Eliza story is much less plausibly handled than, for instance, the low machinations of Lucy Steele.

It is in the portrayal of Marianne’s sufferings, however,  that we reach the heart of the novel’s power, and find ourselves face to face with the conflict between emotion and control. Novels, since the birth of the genre, have been full of rejected, seduced, and abandoned maidens, whose proper fate is to die, as Eliza and Clarissa obligingly do, and as did a host of heroines in lesser works. Sometimes they die of sorrow, sometimes of disgrace, sometimes in childbirth, sometimes of disgrace-induced sickness or poverty. They may even, following the fashion of Goethe’s Werther, take their own lives. Such deaths are exemplary, intended to warn other young women from passion and abandon. One remembers that harsh little eighteenth-century song of Goldsmith’s, “When lovely woman stoops to folly,” which concludes that the only art that can cover Woman’s guilt and “give repentance to her lover/And wring his bosom—is to die.” Marianne, of course, is not guilty (i.e., she has not been seduced) but she has allowed—indeed, as we see, encouraged—herself to fall recklessly and visibly in love, and she pays the full price of a very public rejection. She has also, as John Dashwood remarks, lowered her own market value.

She suffers more intensely than any other Austen heroine, most of whom, of course, have to endure trials, misunderstandings and separations—sometimes lengthy, as in the case of Anne Elliot. But none of these other heroines manifest their distress in anything worse than headaches, fits of weeping (in which even Elinor indulges), low spirits and fatigue. Marianne nearly dies. In the course of the novel, she has two severe illnesses, the first induced by her rejection by Willoughby, to whom she had considered herself all but engaged, and the second by a “putrid fever” brought on by lingering romantically on a twilight walk in wet grass (and neglecting to change her shoes and stockings). Both illnesses are thus the product of imprudence and indulgence of sensibility, and we cannot doubt that they are linked: her constitution has been weakened by the first bout, making her far more vulnerable to the second (the gravity of which, we are half-satisfied to note, the sensible Elinor underestimates, thus showing the occasional failure of too much “sense”).

The description of the first, psychosomatic “broken heart” illness is peculiarly vivid and realistic. We note her feverish waiting for a letter from Willoughby and her desperate attempts at optimism as she justifies his absence; in company she is already “wholly dispirited, careless of her appearance.” When the blow of his public rejection of her falls, she turns “dreadfully white”; on her return home, we learn of her wandering restlessly from room to room, her deathlike paleness, her choking bursts of tears, her faintness and giddiness, her “almost screaming” with agony, her hysterical nervous fever, her violent headaches, her inability to eat. It is clear that we are not here in the Lucy Steele realm of disappointed financial prospects, and that Marianne is suffering the extreme shock of betrayed trust. Compare the calmer behavior of Jane Bennet, who, when Bingley unexpectedly disappears, is indeed much distressed, but will hardly admit it even to her sister Elizabeth, insisting that she had no right to believe that Bingley loved her, therefore she has no right to feel rejected. Marianne clearly (and justifiably) does feel she has this right. Note, also, that it is not the public nature of his rejection that most shocks her—she specifically says that “misery such as mine has no pride,” however embarrassed Elinor may be on her behalf. She is beyond the reach of social considerations, both for good and ill, and both the extremity and psychological details of her illness are extremely convincing. While I would not go so far as Tony Tanner,5 who suggests that “her behaviour is pathological in a way which for the late eighteenth century can have been construed as madness,” I entirely endorse his emphasis on the central importance (and verisimilitude) of Jane Austen’s treatment of the illness: this is not satire of a conventionally distressed heroine from a sentimental novel, it is an observed and felt portrait. (Observed from whom, one cannot but impertinently speculate: we do not know the answer.)

Elinor, of course, grieves over the “impropriety” and “imprudence” that have led to this suffering, and urges her sister to “exert herself.” She is desperate for Marianne to regain control, for she cannot bear the sight of such abandoning of the self to unrestrained grief. But we do not now feel that Marianne is indulging herself: her state is real, not self-induced, and Elinor’s exhortations to resistance seem out of place. More apposite, perhaps, to a modern mind, might be the homely advice of Mrs. Jennings, who (while uselessly offering all sorts of titbits and treats as consolation) says that “she had better have her cry out at once and have done with it.” The wisdom of this is not recognized by Elinor, although she is grateful for her hostess’s good heart and good intentions: and we suspect that she and Jane Austen might think it the silliest comment in the world. Elinor veers more to the “pull-yourself-together” school of thinking, known to be peculiarly unhelpful in cases of depression like this—and although we see that her sustained and loving concern for her sister is instrumental in bringing her back from the brink of despair, we also note her stress on “thinking of others” and preserving the social fabric. Powerful, undisguised emotion is selfish: we must learn to control and submit.

Are we intended to read some awareness of the limitations of Elinor’s “Sense,” in its contrast with Marianne’s demonstrably dangerous “Sensibility”? Does the need to “control” sometimes mislead? Most critics have accepted that Elinor is, throughout, Jane Austen’s representative and voice, but there is room for a little doubt. As we have seen, Elinor errs in the direction of taking Marianne’s second illness too lightly, and is persuaded at least to pity Willoughby. And one might observe that her own behavior is not always wholly what her own high standards would require: she is forced to compromise and to dissimulate. Some of the instances are trivial enough—as when, for example, she finds herself obliged to flatter Lady Middleton because Marianne is too honest to bother with the mere forms of politeness. But when Lucy Steele confides her secrets to her, and binds her not to divulge them, she finds herself in an unpleasant predicament, unable to be open with her sister or her mother: Marianne can quite rightly reproach her (as she does) for reticence. Lucy Steele, with her malicious and manipulative divulgence of unwanted and painful intimacies, is indeed something of a parody of a sentimental heroine, but Elinor’s predicament as recipient of these confidences is more complex.

Should we feel that a little of Marianne’s spontaneity and warmth would have done Elinor no harm, and would have rescued Edward from a loveless marriage? As it is, she follows the dictates of prudence, and only a deus ex machina  in the shape of the somewhat unconvincing match between Robert Ferrars and Lucy saves Edward from a life of undoubted misery. It is possible that we are intended to reflect (as we must) that Edward’s scrupulous abiding by his engagement is almost as unwise as Willoughby’s breaking of  faith. It is significant that it is Marianne herself who praises Edward (to Lucy) in these terms:“And I really believe he has the most delicate conscience in the world, the most scrupulous in performing every engagement however minute, and however it may make against his interest or pleasure. He is the most fearful of giving pain, of wounding expectation, and the most incapable of being selfish of anybody I ever saw.”





While the chief function of Marianne’s speech lies in the dramatic irony with which it embarrasses “two thirds of her auditors,” it also suggests that Edward himself might with more “sense” or more “sensibility” have found some other way out of the empty form in which he has trapped not only himself but also Elinor.

As it is, the plot resolves happily for Edward and Elinor, and the two hesitant lovers are freed to declare themselves and to enjoy the living at Delaford so conveniently prearranged by Colonel Brandon. The conclusion of Marianne’s story is not quite so satisfactory. We note that she greets the news of Elinor’s engagement “only by tears”... and that “her joy, though as sincere as her love for her sister, was of a kind to give her neither spirits nor language.” As we have seen, she is widely considered by the world to have lost stock in the marriage market, but we have been told not to rely too much on the world’s opinion. The author returns to her only in the last seven paragraphs of the book, where she informs us that “Marianne Dashwood was born to an extraordinary fate” and proceeds to describe the complete reversal of her world picture and her marriage, at nineteen, to the flannel-waistcoated thirty-seven-year-old Colonel Brandon—who, the author points out, satisfies symmetry and perhaps also the demands of sentiment by having “suffered no less than herself under the event of a former attachment.”

Most readers and some critics have with reason found this resolution somewhat unsatisfactory. It is usually objected that Colonel Brandon is too sketchy a character to be accepted as a fitting husband for the complex and demanding Marianne: Marvin Mudrick calls him a “vacuum.”6 Also, the disparities in age alarm us almost as much as they alarmed the sixteen-year-old Marianne herself, and we must question the happy ending that portrays her as one who “could never love by halves” and who therefore “became, in time, as much devoted” to her husband as she had been to Willoughby. This scepticism is not based on her own romantic (and then commonly held) view that “second attachments” are always inferior to first, but on the suspicion that in the real, untold, uncontrolled version of this story she has succumbed to a worldly marriage and the pleasures of two thousand a year (she is to be the “patroness of a village”) and the even stronger suspicion that her creator approves this decision. Austen does her best to render plausible Brandon’s somewhat unlikely passion for Marianne, but there is little to suggest that anything other than a certain failure of hope and spirit would have persuaded her to settle for him. The conclusion Austen chooses falls between two more likely stories—the version of “sense,” paradoxically, tells us that Marianne would have been more likely (in her own world’s marriage market) to have remained single or to have married the Colonel for status, and it is only a romantic fictitious convenience that can pass off her marriage to the Colonel as one of perfect happiness and growing compatibility. Of all Jane Austen’s heroines, she seems temperamentally most resolutely set for an unhappy ending, and the conventional denouement must disturb and disappoint.

In this novel, Austen invokes emotions that cannot so easily be brought under “control” by “exertion,” and comes too close for comfort to “the burning heart of passion.” As Mudrick argues, “against her moral will and conscious artistic purpose” she has created in Marianne “a creature wholly sympathetic,” who he believes to represent “an unacknowledged depth of her author’s spirit.” Marianne is forcibly distanced at the end, into a formal framework where no detail, no inner motions may be observed. Now, had Jane Austen’s art permitted her to pursue Colonel and Mrs. Brandon (eagerly watched from afar by Willoughby) through the middle years of their marriage, we would have had another novel altogether. It would have been the nineteenth-century novel; consider George Eliot’s Middlemarch and Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, both of which portray heroines who read too much and love unwisely. Sense and Sensibility rests between  Clarissa and Middlemarch, looking both ways. It lacks the near-perfect poise of its companion volumes, but offers insights into emotional depths unique in its author’s œuvre,  and suggests powers that she perhaps deliberately chose not to pursue.

 

—Margaret Drabble  
London, 1989




VOLUME I




Chapter 1

THE FAMILY of Dashwood had been long settled in Sussex. Their estate was large, and their residence was at Norland Park, in the centre of their property, where, for many generations, they had lived in so respectable a manner as to engage the general good opinion of their surrounding acquaintance. The late owner of this estate was a single man who lived to a very advanced age, and who for many years of his life had a constant companion and housekeeper in his sister. But her death, which happened ten years before his own, produced a great alteration in his home; for to supply her loss, he invited and received into his house the family of his nephew Mr. Henry Dashwood, the legal inheritor of the Norland estate, and the person to whom he intended to bequeath it. In the society of his nephew and niece, and their children, the old gentleman’s days were comfortably spent. His attachment to them all increased. The constant attention of Mr. and Mrs. Henry Dashwood to his wishes, which proceeded not merely from interest, but from goodness of heart, gave him every degree of solid comfort which his age could receive; and the cheerfulness of the children added a relish to his existence.

By a former marriage, Mr. Henry Dashwood had one son: by his present lady, three daughters. The son, a steady respectable young man, was amply provided for by the fortune of his mother, which had been large, and half of which devolved on him on his coming of age. By his own marriage, likewise, which happened soon afterwards, he added to his wealth. To him, therefore, the succession to the Norland estate was not so really important as to his sisters; for their fortune, independent of what might arise to them from their father’s inheriting that property, could be but small. Their  mother had nothing, and their father only seven thousand pounds in his own disposal, for the remaining moiety of his first wife’s fortune was also secured to her child, and he had only a life interest in it.

The old gentleman died; his will was read, and like almost every other will gave as much disappointment as pleasure. He was neither so unjust, nor so ungrateful, as to leave his estate from his nephew; but he left it to him on such terms as destroyed half the value of the bequest. Mr. Dashwood had wished for it more for the sake of his wife and daughters than for himself or his son; but to his son and his son’s son, a child of four years old, it was secured in such a way as to leave to himself no power of providing for those who were most dear to him, and who most needed a provision, by any charge on the estate, or by any sale of its valuable woods. The whole was tied up for the benefit of this child, who, in occasional visits with his father and mother at Norland, had so far gained on the affections of his uncle, by such attractions as are by no means unusual in children of two or three years old; an imperfect articulation, an earnest desire of having his own way, many cunning tricks, and a great deal of noise, as to outweigh all the value of all the attention which, for years, he had received from his niece and her daughters. He meant not to be unkind however, and as a mark of his affection for the three girls, he left them a thousand pounds apiece.

Mr. Dashwood’s disappointment was at first severe; but his temper was cheerful and sanguine, and he might reasonably hope to live many years, and by living economically, lay by a considerable sum from the produce of an estate already large, and capable of almost immediate improvement. But the fortune, which had been so tardy in coming, was his only one twelvemonth. He survived his uncle no longer; and ten thousand pounds, including the late legacies, was all that remained for his widow and daughters.

His son was sent for, as soon as his danger was known, and to him Mr. Dashwood recommended, with all the strength and urgency which illness could command, the interest of his mother-in-law and sisters.

Mr. John Dashwood had not the strong feelings of the rest of the family; but he was affected by a recommendation of such a nature at such a time, and he promised to do everything in his power to make them comfortable. His father was  rendered easy by such an assurance, and Mr. John Dashwood had then leisure to consider how much there might prudently be in his power to do for them.

He was not an ill-disposed young man, unless to be rather cold-hearted and rather selfish is to be ill-disposed: but he was, in general, well-respected; for he conducted himself with propriety in the discharge of his ordinary duties. Had he married a more amiable woman, he might have been made still more respectable than he was: he might even have been made amiable himself; for he was very young when he married and very fond of his wife. But Mrs. John Dashwood was a strong caricature of himself: more narrow-minded and selfish.

When he gave his promise to his father, he meditated within himself to increase the fortunes of his sisters by the present of a thousand pounds apiece. He then really thought himself equal to it. The prospect of four thousand a year, in addition to his present income, besides the remaining half of his own mother’s fortune, warmed his heart and made him feel capable of generosity. “Yes, he would give them three thousand pounds: it would be liberal and handsome! It would be enough to make them completely easy. Three thousand pounds! He could spare so considerable a sum with little inconvenience.” He thought of it all day long and for many days successively, and he did not repent.

No sooner was his father’s funeral over than Mrs. John Dashwood, without sending any notice of her intention to her mother-in-law, arrived with her child and their attendants. No one could dispute her right to come; the house was her husband’s from the moment of his father’s decease; but the indelicacy of her conduct was so much the greater, and to a woman in Mrs. Dashwood’s situation, with only common feelings, must have been highly unpleasing; but in her mind there was a sense of honour so keen, a generosity so romantic, that any offence of the kind, by whomsoever given or received, was to her a source of immovable disgust. Mrs. John Dashwood had never been a favourite with any of her husband’s family; but she had had no opportunity till the present of showing them with how little attention to the comfort of other people she could act when occasion required it.

So acutely did Mrs. Dashwood feel this ungracious behaviour, and so earnestly did she despise her daughter-in-law for  it that on the arrival of the latter she would have quitted the house forever, had not the entreaty of her eldest girl induced her first to reflect on the propriety of going, and her own tender love for all her three children determined her afterwards to stay, and for their sakes avoid a breach with their brother.

Elinor, this eldest daughter whose advice was so effectual, possessed a strength of understanding and coolness of judgment which qualified her, though only nineteen, to be the counsellor of her mother, and enabled her frequently to counteract, to the advantage of them all, that eagerness of mind in Mrs. Dashwood which must generally have led to imprudence. She had an excellent heart; her disposition was affectionate, and her feelings were strong; but she knew how to govern them: it was a knowledge which her mother had yet to learn, and which one of her sisters had resolved never to be taught.

Marianne’s abilities were in many respects quite equal to Elinor’s. She was sensible and clever, but eager in everything; her sorrows, her joys, could have no moderation. She was generous, amiable, interesting: she was everything but prudent. The resemblance between her and her mother was strikingly great.

Elinor saw with concern the excess of her sister’s sensibility, but by Mrs. Dashwood it was valued and cherished. They encouraged each other now in the violence of their affliction. The agony of grief which overpowered them at first was voluntarily renewed, was sought for, was created again and again. They gave themselves up wholly to their sorrow, seeking increase of wretchedness in every reflection that could afford it, and resolved against ever admitting consolation in future. Elinor, too, was deeply afflicted; but still she could struggle, she could exert herself. She could consult with her brother, could receive her sister-in-law on her arrival, and treat her with proper attention; and could strive to rouse her mother to similar exertion, and encourage her to similar forbearance.

Margaret, the other sister, was a good-humoured well-disposed girl; but as she had already imbibed a good deal of Marianne’s romance, without having much of her sense, she did not at thirteen bid fair to equal her sisters at a more advanced period of life.




Chapter 2

MRS. JOHN DASHWOOD now installed herself mistress of Norland, and her mother and sisters-in-law were degraded to the condition of visitors. As such, however, they were treated by her with quiet civility, and by her husband with as much kindness as he could feel towards anybody beyond himself, his wife, and their child. He really pressed them, with some earnestness, to consider Norland as their home; and as no plan appeared so eligible to Mrs. Dashwood as remaining there till she could accommodate herself with a house in the neighbourhood, his invitation was accepted.

A continuance in a place where everything reminded her of former delight was exactly what suited her mind. In seasons of cheerfulness, no temper could be more cheerful than hers, or possess in a greater degree that sanguine expectation of happiness which is happiness itself. But in sorrow she must be equally carried away by her fancy, and as far beyond consolation as in pleasure she was beyond alloy.

Mrs. John Dashwood did not at all approve of what her husband intended to do for his sisters. To take three thousand pounds from the fortune of their dear little boy would be impoverishing him to the most dreadful degree. She begged him to think again on the subject. How could he answer it to himself to rob his child, and his only child too, of so large a sum? And what possible claim could the Miss Dashwoods, who were related to him only by halfblood, which she considered as no relationship at all, have on his generosity to so large an amount. It was very well known that no affection was ever supposed to exist between the children of any man by different marriages; and why was he to ruin himself and their poor little Harry by giving away all his money to his half sisters?

“It was my father’s last request to me,” replied her husband, “that I should assist his widow and daughters.”

“He did not know what he was talking of, I dare say; ten to one but he was light-headed at the time. Had he been in his right senses, he could not have thought of such a thing  as begging you to give away half your fortune from your own child.”

“He did not stipulate for any particular sum, my dear Fanny; he only requested me in general terms to assist them and make their situation more comfortable than it was in his power to do. Perhaps it would have been as well if he had left it wholly to myself. He could hardly suppose I should neglect them. But as he required the promise, I could not do less than give it: at least I thought so at the time. The promise, therefore, was given, and must be performed. Something must be done for them whenever they leave Norland and settle in a new home.”

“Well, then, let something be done for them; but that  something need not be three thousand pounds. Consider,” she added, “that when the money is once parted with, it never can return. Your sisters will marry, and it will be gone forever. If, indeed, it could ever be restored to our poor little boy—”

“Why, to be sure,” said her husband very gravely, “that would make a great difference. The time may come when Harry will regret that so large a sum was parted with. If he should have a numerous family, for instance, it would be a very convenient addition.”

“To be sure it would.”

“Perhaps, then, it would be better for all parties if the sum were diminished one half. Five hundred pounds would be a prodigious increase to their fortunes!”

“Oh! beyond anything great! What brother on earth would do half so much for his sisters, even if really his sisters! And as it is—only halfblood!—But you have such a generous spirit!”

“I would not wish to do anything mean,” he replied. “One had rather on such occasions do too much than too little. No one, at least, can think I have not done enough for them: even themselves, they can hardly expect more.”

“There is no knowing what they may expect,” said the lady, “but we are not to think of their expectations: the question is, what you can afford to do.”

“Certainly—and I think I may afford to give them five hundred pounds apiece. As it is, without any addition of mine, they will each have above three thousand pounds on their mother’s death—a very comfortable fortune for any young woman.”

“To be sure it is: and, indeed, it strikes me that they can want no addition at all. They will have ten thousand pounds divided amongst them. If they marry, they will be sure of doing well, and if they do not, they may all live very comfortably together on the interest of ten thousand pounds.”

“That is very true, and therefore I do not know whether, upon the whole, it would not be more advisable to do something for their mother while she lives rather than for them, something of the annuity kind I mean. My sisters would feel the good effects of it as well as herself. A hundred a year would make them all perfectly comfortable.”

His wife hesitated a little, however, in giving her consent to this plan.

“To be sure,” said she, “it is better than parting with fifteen hundred pounds at once. But then if Mrs. Dashwood should live fifteen years, we shall be completely taken in.”

“Fifteen years! My dear Fanny; her life cannot be worth half that purchase.”

“Certainly not; but if you observe, people always live forever when there is any annuity to be paid them; and she is very stout and healthy, and hardly forty. An annuity is a very serious business; it comes over and over every year, and there is no getting rid of it. You are not aware of what you are doing. I have known a great deal of the trouble of annuities; for my mother was clogged with the payment of three to old superannuated servants by my father’s will, and it is amazing how disagreeable she found it. Twice every year these annuities were to be paid; and then there was the trouble of getting it to them; and then one of them was said to have died, and afterwards it turned out to be no such thing. My mother was quite sick of it. Her income was not her own, she said, with such perpetual claims on it; and it was the more unkind in my father, because otherwise the money would have been entirely at my mother’s disposal without any restriction whatever. It has given me such an abhorrence of annuities that I am sure I would not pin myself down to the payment of one for all the world.”

“It is certainly an unpleasant thing,” replied Mr. Dashwood, “to have those kind of yearly drains on one’s income. One’s fortune, as your mother justly says, is not one’s own. To be tied down to the regular payment of such a sum on every rent day is by no means desirable: it takes away one’s independence.”

“Undoubtedly; and after all you have no thanks for it. They think themselves secure, you do no more than what is expected, and it raises no gratitude at all. If I were you, whatever I did should be done at my own discretion entirely. I would not bind myself to allow them anything yearly. It may be very inconvenient some years to spare a hundred, or even fifty pounds from our own expenses.”

“I believe you are right, my love; it will be better that there should be no annuity in the case; whatever I may give them occasionally will be of far greater assistance than a yearly allowance, because they would only enlarge their style of living if they felt sure of a larger income and would not be sixpence the richer for it at the end of the year. It will certainly be much the best way. A present of fifty pounds, now and then, will prevent their ever being distressed for money, and will, I think, be amply discharging my promise to my father.”

“To be sure it will. Indeed, to say the truth, I am convinced within myself that your father had no idea of your giving them any money at all. The assistance he thought of, I dare say, was only such as might be reasonably expected of you; for instance, such as looking out for a comfortable small house for them, helping them to move their things, and sending them presents of fish and game, and so forth, whenever they are in season. I’ll lay my life that he meant nothing further; indeed, it would be very strange and unreasonable if he did. Do but consider, my dear Mr. Dashwood, how excessively comfortable your mother-in-law and her daughters may live on the interest of seven thousand pounds, besides the thousand pounds belonging to each of the girls, which brings them in fifty pounds a year apiece, and of course they will pay their mother for their board out of it. Altogether, they will have five hundred a year amongst them, and what on earth can four women want for more than that? They will live so cheap! Their housekeeping will be nothing at all. They will have no carriage, no horses, and hardly any servants; they will keep no company, and can have no expenses of any kind! Only conceive how comfortable they will be! Five hundred a year! I am sure I cannot imagine how they will spend half of it; and as to your giving them more, it is quite absurd to think of it. They will be much more able to give you something.”

“Upon my word,” said Mr. Dashwood, “I believe you are  perfectly right. My father certainly could mean nothing more by his request to me than what you say. I clearly understand it now, and I will strictly fulfil my engagement by such acts of assistance and kindness to them as you have described. When my mother removes into another house my services shall be readily given to accommodate her as far as I can. Some little present of furniture too may be acceptable then.”

“Certainly,” returned Mrs. John Dashwood. “But, however, one thing must be considered. When your father and mother moved to Norland, though the furniture of Stanhill was sold, all the china, plate, and linen was saved, and is now left to your mother. Her house will therefore be almost completely fitted up as soon as she takes it.”

“That is a material consideration undoubtedly. A valuable legacy indeed! And yet some of the plate would have been a very pleasant addition to our own stock here.”

“Yes, and the set of breakfast china is twice as handsome as what belongs to this house. A great deal too handsome, in my opinion, for any place they can ever afford to live in. But. however, so it is. Your father thought only of them. And I must say this: that you owe no particular gratitude to him, nor attention to his wishes, for we very well know that if he could, he would have left almost everything in the world to them.”

This argument was irresistible. It gave to his intentions whatever of decision was wanting before; and he finally resolved that it would be absolutely unnecessary, if not highly indecorous, to do more for the widow and children of his father than such kind of neighbourly acts as his own wife pointed out.




Chapter 3

MRS. DASHWOOD remained at Norland several months; not from any disinclination to move when the sight of every well-known spot ceased to raise the violent emotion which it produced for a while; for when her spirits began to revive, and her mind became capable of some other exertion than that of heightening its affliction by melancholy remembrances, she was impatient to be gone and indefatigable in her inquiries for a suitable dwelling in the neighbourhood of Norland; for to remove far from that beloved spot was impossible. But she could hear of no situation that at once answered her notions of comfort and ease, and suited the prudence of her eldest daughter, whose steadier judgment rejected several houses as too large for their income, which her mother would have approved.

Mrs. Dashwood had been informed by her husband of the solemn promise on the part of his son in their favour, which gave comfort to his last earthly reflections. She doubted the sincerity of this assurance no more than he had doubted it himself, and she thought of it for her daughters’ sake with satisfaction, though as for herself she was persuaded that a much smaller provision than 7000£ would support her in affluence. For their brother’s sake too, for the sake of his own heart she rejoiced; and she reproached herself for being unjust to his merit before in believing him incapable of generosity. His attentive behaviour to herself and his sisters convinced her that their welfare was dear to him, and for a long time she firmly relied on the liberality of his intentions.

The contempt which she had very early in their acquaintance felt for her daughter-in-law was very much increased by the further knowledge of her character, which half a year’s residence in her family afforded; and perhaps in spite of every consideration of politeness or maternal affection on the side of the former, the two ladies might have found it impossible to have lived together so long had not a particular circumstance occurred to give still greater eligibility, according to the opinions of Mrs. Dashwood, to her daughters’ continuance at Norland.

This circumstance was a growing attachment between her eldest girl and the brother of Mrs. John Dashwood, a gentlemanlike and pleasing young man who was introduced to their acquaintance soon after his sister’s establishment at Norland, and who had since spent the greatest part of his time there.

Some mothers might have encouraged the intimacy from motives of interest, for Edward Ferrars was the eldest son of a man who had died very rich; and some might have repressed it from motives of prudence, for except a trifling sum, the whole of his fortune depended on the will of his mother. But Mrs. Dashwood was alike uninfluenced by either consideration. It was enough for her that he appeared to be amiable, that he loved her daughter, and that Elinor returned the partiality. It was contrary to every doctrine of hers that difference of fortune should keep any couple asunder who were attracted by resemblance of disposition; and that Elinor’s merit should not be acknowledged by everyone who knew her, was to her comprehension impossible.

Edward Ferrars was not recommended to their good opinion by any peculiar graces of person or address. He was not handsome, and his manners required intimacy to make them pleasing. He was too diffident to do justice to himself; but when his natural shyness was overcome, his behaviour gave every indication of an open affectionate heart. His understanding was good, and his education had given it solid improvement. But he was neither fitted by abilities nor disposition to answer the wishes of his mother and sister, who longed to see him distinguished—as—they hardly knew what. They wanted him to make a fine figure in the world in some manner or other. His mother wished to interest him in political concerns, to get him into parliament, or to see him connected with some of the great men of the day. Mrs. John Dashwood wished it likewise; but in the meanwhile, till one of these superior blessings could be attained, it would have quieted her ambition to see him driving a barouche. But Edward had no turn for great men or barouchés. All his wishes centered in domestic comfort and the quiet of private life. Fortunately he had a younger brother who was more promising.

Edward had been staying several weeks in the house before he engaged much of Mrs. Dashwood’s attention, for she was at that time in such affliction as rendered her careless of surrounding objects. She saw only that he was quiet and unobtrusive, and she liked him for it. He did not disturb the wretchedness of her mind by ill-timed conversation. She was first called to observe and approve him further by a reflection which Elinor chanced one day to make on the difference between him and his sister. It was a contrast which recommended him most forcibly to her mother.

“It is enough,” said she; “to say that he is unlike Fanny is enough. It implies everything amiable. I love him already.”

“I think you will like him,” said Elinor, “when you know more of him.”

“Like him!” replied her mother with a smile. “I can feel no sentiment of approbation inferior to love.”

“You may esteem him.”

“I have never yet known what it was to separate esteem and love.”

Mrs. Dashwood now took pains to get acquainted with him. Her manners were attaching and soon banished his reserve. She speedily comprehended all his merits; the persuasion of his regard for Elinor perhaps assisted her penetration, but she really felt assured of his worth: and even that quietness of manner which militated against all her established ideas of what a young man’s address ought to be, was no longer uninteresting when she knew his heart to be warm and his temper affectionate.

No sooner did she perceive any symptom of love in his behaviour to Elinor, than she considered their serious attachment as certain and looked forward to their marriage as rapidly approaching.

“In a few months, my dear Marianne,” said she, “Elinor will in all probability be settled for life. We shall miss her, but she will be happy.”

“Oh! Mama, how shall we do without her?”

“My love, it will be scarcely a separation. We shall live within a few miles of each other and shall meet every day of our lives. You will gain a brother, a real, affectionate brother. I have the highest opinion in the world of Edward’s heart. But you look grave, Marianne; do you disapprove your sister’s choice?”

“Perhaps,” said Marianne, “I may consider it with some surprise. Edward is very amiable, and I love him tenderly. But yet—he is not the kind of young man—there is a something wanting—his figure is not striking; it has none of that grace which I should expect in the man who could seriously attach my sister. His eyes want all that spirit, that fire, which at once announce virtue and intelligence. And besides all this, I am afraid, Mama, he has no real taste. Music seems scarcely to attract him, and though he admires Elinor’s drawings very much, it is not the admiration of a person who can understand their worth. It is evident, in spite of his frequent attention to her while she draws, that in fact he knows nothing of the matter. He admires as a lover, not as a connoisseur. To satisfy me, those characters must be united. I could not be happy with a man whose taste did not in every  point coincide with my own. He must enter into all my feelings; the same books, the same music must charm us both. Oh! Mama, how spiritless, how tame was Edward’s manner in reading to us last night! I felt for my sister most severely. Yet she bore it with so much composure; she seemed scarcely to notice it. I could hardly keep my seat. To hear those beautiful lines which have frequently almost driven me wild, pronounced with such impenetrable calmness, such dreadful indifference!”

“He would certainly have done more justice to simple and elegant prose. I thought so at the time; but you would give him Cowper.”

“Nay, Mama, if he is not to be animated by Cowper!—But we must allow for difference of taste. Elinor has not my feelings, and therefore she may overlook it and be happy with him. But it would have broke my heart had I loved him to hear him read with so little sensibility. Mama, the more I know of the world, the more am I convinced that I shall never see a man whom I can really love. I require so much! He must have all Edward’s virtues, and his person and manners must ornament his goodness with every possible charm.”

“Remember, my love, that you are not seventeen. It is yet too early in life to despair of such an happiness. Why should you be less fortunate than your mother? In one circumstance only, my Marianne, may your destiny be different from hers!”




Chapter 4

“WHAT A pity it is, Elinor,” said Marianne, “that Edward should have no taste for drawing.”

“No taste for drawing,” replied Elinor; “why should you think so? He does not draw himself, indeed, but he has great pleasure in seeing the performances of other people, and I assure you he is by no means deficient in natural taste, though he has not had opportunities of improving it. Had he ever been in the way of learning, I think he would have drawn very well. He distrusts his own judgment in such matters so much that he is always unwilling to give his opinion on any picture; but he has an innate propriety and simplicity of taste, which in general direct him perfectly right.”

Marianne was afraid of offending and said no more on the subject; but the kind of approbation which Elinor described as excited in him by the drawings of other people was very far from that rapturous delight which, in her opinion, could alone be called taste. Yet, though smiling within herself at the mistake, she honoured her sister for that blind partiality to Edward which produced it.

“I hope, Marianne,” continued Elinor, “you do not consider him as deficient in general taste. Indeed I think I may say that you cannot, for your behaviour to him is perfectly cordial, and if that were your opinion, I am sure you could never be civil to him.”

Marianne hardly knew what to say. She would not wound the feelings of her sister on any account, and yet to say what she did not believe was impossible. At length she replied:

“Do not be offended, Elinor, if my praise of him is not in everything equal to your sense of his merits. I have not had so many opportunities of estimating the minuter propensities of his mind, his inclinations, and tastes, as you have; but I have the highest opinion in the world of his goodness and sense. I think him everything that is worthy and amiable.”

“I am sure,” replied Elinor with a smile, “that his dearest friends could not be dissatisfied with such commendation as that. I do not perceive how you could express yourself more warmly.”

Marianne was rejoiced to find her sister so easily pleased.

“Of his sense and his goodness,” continued Elinor, “no one can, I think, be in doubt, who has seen him often enough to engage him in unreserved conversation. The excellence of his understanding and his principles can be concealed only by that shyness which too often keeps him silent. You know enough of him to do justice to his solid worth. But of his minuter propensities as you call them, you have from peculiar circumstances been kept more ignorant than myself. He and I have been at times thrown a good deal together while you have been wholly engrossed on the most affectionate principle by my mother. I have seen a great deal of him, have studied his sentiments and heard his opinion on subjects of literature and taste; and upon the whole, I venture to pronounce that his mind is well-informed, his enjoyment of  books exceedingly great, his imagination lively, his observation just and correct, and his taste delicate and pure. His abilities in every respect improve as much upon acquaintance as his manners and person. At first sight his address is certainly not striking; and his person can hardly be called handsome till the expression of his eyes, which are uncommonly good, and the general sweetness of his countenance, is perceived. At present I know him so well that I think him really handsome; or, at least, almost so. What say you, Marianne?”

“I shall very soon think him handsome, Elinor, if I do not now. When you tell me to love him as a brother, I shall no more see imperfection in his face than I now do in his heart.”

Elinor started at this declaration and was sorry for the warmth she had been betrayed into, in speaking of him. She felt that Edward stood very high in her opinion. She believed the regard to be mutual; but she required greater certainty of it to make Marianne’s conviction of their attachment agreeable to him. She knew that what Marianne and her mother conjectured one moment, they believed the next: that with them, to wish was to hope, and to hope was to expect. She tried to explain the real state of the case to her sister.

“I do not attempt to deny,” said she, “that I think very highly of him—that I greatly esteem, that I like him.”

Marianne here burst forth with indignation—

“Esteem him! Like him! Cold-hearted Elinor! Oh! worse than cold-hearted! Ashamed of being otherwise. Use those words again and I will leave the room this moment.”

Elinor could not help laughing. “Excuse me,” said she, “and be assured that I meant no offence to you by speaking in so quiet a way of my own feelings. Believe them to be stronger than I have declared; believe them, in short, to be such as his merit and the suspicion—the hope of his affection for me may warrant without imprudence or folly. But further than this you must not believe. I am by no means assured of his regard for me. There are moments when the extent of it seems doubtful; and till his sentiments are fully known, you cannot wonder at my wishing to avoid any encouragement of my own partiality by believing or calling it more than it is. In my heart I feel little—scarcely any doubt of his preference. But there are other points to be considered  besides his inclination. He is very far from being independent. What his mother really is we cannot know; but from Fanny’s occasional mention of her conduct and opinions, we have never been disposed to think her amiable; and I am very much mistaken if Edward is not himself aware that there would be many difficulties in his way if he were to wish to marry a woman who had not either a great fortune or high rank.”

Marianne was astonished to find how much the imagination of her mother and herself had outstripped the truth.

“And you really are not engaged to him!” said she. “Yet it certainly soon will happen. But two advantages will proceed from this delay. I shall not lose you so soon, and Edward will have greater opportunity of improving that natural taste for your favourite pursuit which must be so indispensably necessary to your future felicity. Oh! if he should be so far stimulated by your genius as to learn to draw himself, how delightful it would be!”

Elinor had given her real opinion to her sister. She could not consider her partiality for Edward in so prosperous a state as Marianne had believed it. There was at times a want of spirits about him which, if it did not denote indifference, spoke a something almost as unpromising. A doubt of her regard, supposing him to feel it, need not give him more than inquietude. It would not be likely to produce that dejection of mind. which frequently attended him. A more reasonable cause might be found in the dependent situation which forbad the indulgence of his affection. She knew that his mother neither behaved to him so as to make his home comfortable at present, nor to give him any assurance that he might form a home for himself without strictly attending to her views for his aggrandizement. With such a knowledge as this, it was impossible for Elinor to feel easy on the subject. She was far from depending on that result of his preference of her which her mother and sister still considered as certain. Nay, the longer they were together the more doubtful seemed the nature of his regard; and sometimes, for a few painful minutes, she believed it to be no more than friendship.

But whatever might really be its limits, it was enough when perceived by his sister to make her uneasy; and at the same time, (which was still more common), to make her uncivil. She took the first opportunity of affronting her mother-in-law on the occasion, talking to her so expressively of her brother’s great expectations, of Mrs. Ferrars’s resolution that both her sons should marry well, and of the danger attending any young woman who attempted to draw him in; that Mrs. Dashwood could neither pretend to be unconscious nor endeavour to be calm. She gave her an answer which marked her contempt and instantly left the room, resolving that, whatever might be the inconvenience or expense of so sudden a removal, her beloved Elinor should not be exposed another week to such insinuations.

In this state of her spirits, a letter was delivered to her from the post, which contained a proposal particularly well timed. It was the offer of a small house, on very easy terms, belonging to a relation of her own, a gentleman of consequence and property in Devonshire. The letter was from this gentleman himself, and written in the true spirit of friendly accommodation. He understood that she was in need of a dwelling, and though the house he now offered her was merely a cottage, he assured her that everything should be done to it which she might think necessary, if the situation pleased her. He earnestly pressed her, after giving the particulars of the house and garden, to come with her daughters to Barton Park, the place of his own residence, from whence she might judge, herself, whether Barton Cottage, for the houses were in the same parish, could by any alteration be made comfortable to her. He seemed really anxious to accommodate them, and the whole of his letter was written in so friendly a style as could not fail of giving pleasure to his cousin; more especially at a moment when she was suffering under the cold and unfeeling behaviour of her nearer connections. She needed no time for deliberation or inquiry. Her resolution was formed as she read. The situation of Barton, in a county so far distant from Sussex as Devonshire, which but a few hours before would have been a sufficient objection to outweigh every possible advantage belonging to the place, was now its first recommendation. To quit the neighbourhood of Norland was no longer an evil; it was an object of desire; it was a blessing in comparison of the misery of continuing her daughter-in-law’s guest: and to remove forever from that beloved place would be less painful than to inhabit or visit it while such a woman was its mistress. She instantly wrote Sir John Middleton her acknowledgement of his kindness and her acceptance of his proposal; and then  hastened to show both letters to her daughters, that she might be secure of their approbation before her answer was sent.

Elinor had always thought it would be more prudent for them to settle at some distance from Norland than immediately amongst their present acquaintance. On that head, therefore, it was not for her to oppose her mother’s intention of removing into Devonshire. The house, too, as described by Sir John, was on so simple a scale, and the rent so uncommonly moderate, as to leave her no right of objection on either point; and therefore, though it was not a plan which brought any charm to her fancy, though it was a removal from the vicinity of Norland beyond her wishes, she made no attempt to dissuade her mother from sending her letter of acquiescence.
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