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Abstract 

Jane Austen’s novels have always been an interest for film-makers. Emma is the 

novel in which the writer included some innovative and hidden meanings. After an 

analysis of the theory of the film adaptation, the second chapter focuses on the novel 

itself. It provides an analysis of the historical background of the novel, the major themes, 

and comic aspects. Furthermore Jane Austen was considered a feminist of her time, and 

her character Emma, is considered to have unusual opinions about marriage. The third 

chapter thus focuses on the interpretations of feminist aspects of the main adaptations, 

which are: Douglas McGrath’s 1996 Emma; the same year’s version directed by 

Diarmuid Lawrence and the loose adaptation of Amy Heckerling Clueless.  
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Introduction 

It is a widespread commonplace that film has become the dominant art form of the 

contemporary society. It reflects problems, anxieties as well as values and the very 

essence of a society that produces the film. For over a hundred years this innovative art 

form reflected and portrayed well-known literary characters and historical events on 

screen. Famous literary works have been adapted several times. 

Jane Austen is one of the most popular novelists, whose novels have been adapted 

several time, and whose stories are considered to be applicable in the contemporary time 

too. She is still true and the most important aspect of her novels highlights the idea that 

some essential traits of the human nature do not change through years. 

The film-makers have always proved an interest in Austen’s novels. Mostly because 

they portray a world in which manners and order was the core of everything. In addition 

Jane Austen discusses themes like money, social status, and the role of women in society. 

One of the most important lessons taken from her pages is that, despite the fact that 

women lived under the dominance of men, even if by the rules of her contemporary 

society they have appeared to accept that, women in Austen’s novels always found a way 

to get what they wanted. 

One example of strong, independent, and wealthy woman is Jane Austen’s heroine 

Emma. She is famous for having unusual ideas for the time about marriage and women. 

Even if the heroine must undergo through psychological changes, she is portrayed as a 

strong young woman capable of surviving the difficulties she meets in her world. 

This thesis, therefore discusses the transposition of Jane Austen’s novel Emma into 

screen adaptations. The aim of the thesis is to demonstrate that the new visual art form 
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directed by film-makers can provide contemporary traces to ideas and rules born two 

centuries ago. 

The first chapter of this study will provide a basic theoretical background for the 

adaptation studies, presenting several definitions of the term and some aspects of the 

evolution of the field, thus tackling the idea of the status of the new cinematic art form in 

contrast with the old canon of literature which is certainly the raw material for the visual 

transposition of literary narratives.  

Additionally it will provide several classifications of the adaptation practice, from 

the perspective of fidelity and intertextuality, distinguishing close, loose, and intermediate 

adaptations. An emphasis will be put on the phenomenon of Jane Austen’s literature in 

the context of British heritage film. 

In Chapter two the thesis will focus on Jane Austen’s novel Emma. It will provide an 

analysis of the historical context of the novel. Since the film-makers will focus on the 

major themes and motives of the novel, it is important to analyze some hidden messages 

that Jane Austen included in her literary work. Therefore the second Chapter will contain 

a description of the most important aspects of the novel, such as: the comic elements in 

Jane Austen and the irony with which she enriched her novel, the social classes reflected 

in Emma as well as the subgenre the work belongs to. In addition some early feminist 

ideas will be discussed alongside with the cinematic aspects of the novel. 

Finally the third chapter will provide a combination of the elements from the 

previous two chapters into a thorough analysis of the feminist aspects reflected in three 

famous adaptations of Emma. After a brief introduction of the historical background of 

Austen’s feminist claims and the influence that her contemporary society’s norms had on 
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her work the chapter continues with a detailed analysis of these feminist claims in the 

adaptations. 

The first adaptation considered will be Douglas McGrath’s 1996 version of Emma. 

The American director was criticized for changing the text too much and altering some 

details. McGrath’s interpretation of Emma will be discussed in the context of feminist 

literary criticism. The director has transposed Austen’s heroine, applying to the female 

protagonist some traits of a contemporary active woman.  

The analysis of McGrath’s adaptation of Emma will provide the cinematic details 

which are the proof that the director created the well-known heroine adding some new 

shades that hints at modern feminist claims. 

The second adaptation that will be discussed is the 1996 A&E version directed by 

Diarmuid Lawrence starring Kate Beckinsale as the female protagonist. Austen’s feminist 

claims in this adaptation will be discussed in the context of the director’s interpretation of 

social class structure. Since Lawrence’s obvious highlighted detail in the adaptation is the 

social scale. The analysis of this adaptation thus will focus on the cinematic examples 

reflecting Austen’s criticism of women struggling through the social rules of the time. 

Finally the third adaptation that will be discussed is the loose adaptation directed by 

Amy Heckerling, Clueless. This adaptation transposed Jane Austen’s narrative into the 

modern world. The director explores femininity and race using rich teenage girls form a 

high school in Beverly Hills. The analysis will thus focus on Heckerling’s modern 

interpretation of Austen’s novel and the feminist aspects viewed from the contemporary 

point of view. 
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Chapter One 

Theories of Adaptation 

In Film-Art: An Introduction, D. Bordwell and K. Thomson describe cinema as an art, 

pointing out that since late the 19
th

 century filmmakers have discovered that they can foster 

the imagination. Moreover films can show stories and describe places and ways of life we 

could not possibly know. They also claim that during the 1910s and 1920s filmmakers 

attributed artistic value to films by aiming them at the general public, thus creating also new 

possibilities for film editing (Bordwell and Thomson 2-3). 

Adaptations are known to us since the time of Shakespeare, who is famous in 

presenting his stories on stage too; an innovative way to make them accessible to new 

audiences. Nevertheless adaptations are hard work to do; they need approximation and they 

are often described by academic critics as “interference”, “infidelity”, and “violation”. 

Virginia Woolf expressed her disapproval of the literary adaptations, claiming that the 

simplification of the novel when transferred from page to screen makes the literary work 

lose its original beauty. Moreover she called the new art form, still in its earlier stages in 

1926, a “parasite”, and the novel its “victim”. Despite this, she also admitted that film can 

show, through its numerous visual details, aspects that a novel cannot express in its literary 

form (Hutcheon 3). 

The interdisciplinary study of novels and film suggests that there are two edges of a 

paradox. On the one hand novels and films are contrasting as “words” and “images” thought 

to be irreducible and unable to be subjected to translation. On the other hand Robert Stam 

and Alexandra Raengo insist on film’s integral, generic, formal, stylistic, narrative, as well 

as cultural, and historical links to the novel (1).  
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Adaptations are very popular today, and they are everywhere, on the television, on the 

Internet, on the musical and dramatic stage, even in theme parks (Hutcheon 2). In Literature 

for Senior Students Beardwood argues that it is very common nowadays for people to have 

their first encounter with a literary work through an adaptation into a film or television 

series. In order to support the importance of literary adaptations, it is relevant to notice that 

they occupy a great percentage of films made, especially of that prestige productions and 

Oscar winners (Beardwood 113). 

1.1 Adaptations: Definitions. 

Because of this great amount of sources for adaptation, people have tried to define the 

term or to replace the word “adaptation” with simpler terms. As simple as the word may 

seem, it implies a complexity of contrasts, therefore it is difficult to define. The most 

problematic aspect of the definition lays in the fact that people use the same word for the 

process and the product. While the product can be given a proper definition, the term 

adaptation becomes difficult to define from the viewpoint of creation and of reception 

(Hutcheon 15). 

Linda Hutcheon, in A Theory of Adaptation defines the term as remediation, 

specifically translations from one sign system (words) to another (images); a form of 

intersemiotic transpositions. It can also be defined as a “derivation without being derivative” 

or “second without being secondary”, implying that adaptations are complete forms of art 

(8). 

Likewise, John Desmond defined the term as “the transfer of a printed text in a literary 

genre to film” suggesting the great amount of literary sources for this variety of film, 

emphasizing the fact that adaptations can be born not only from novels, but also from short 

stories, novellas, plays, nonfiction books, essays, graphic novels, or narrative poems 

(Desmond 1). 
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Speaking about the “translation” and “transposition” challenge, Robert Stam introduces 

the idioms “fidelity” and “betrayal”, which demonstrate that adaptations are not merely 

translations from an already existing literary text. They also presuppose mediation, 

constructedness and representation. Transferring a novel to screen suggests first of all an 

aesthetic challenge which also involves an interposition between two clashing media (Stam 

and Raengo 23). 

Like Robert Stam, the theoretician Linda Hutcheon has touched the discourse of 

“fidelity”. She points out that: “adaptation is repetition, but repetition without replication“; 

thus declining the stereotypical idea that adaptation is simply a “copy” of the original novel 

(7). She also argues that adaptations require adjusting, altering, tailoring to suit, this way 

suggesting to the issue of “fidelity” which according to her is the norm on which the 

assessment of an adaptation is usually based (7). 

A similar idea suggests George Bluestone, in his work Adaptation Studies: New 

Approaches. He points out that fidelity is predominant, when judging an adaptation. 

Moreover, he implies that its scope and quality is strictly based on the level of devotion to 

the original novel. In addition Bluestone defines the term “adaptation” as strictly the 

transformation of popular, valuable novels into screen adaptations, thus insisting on the 

novel’s superiority. Being one of the first scholars to study adaptations his emphasize on the 

fidelity, limited the actual vastness of the term, since adaptations nowadays can be found 

under the form of video games, theme parks, short plays and Broadway shows (Bluestone 

12). 

As a process of creation, Linda Hutcheon, points out, adaptation requires (re)-creation 

and (re)interpretation. She also insists on the term “intertextuality”, explaining the fact that 

seen through the process of reception, the audiences experience the adaptation through the 

memory of other works that resonate through repetition with variation (Hutcheon 8). 
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1.2 Adaptation as Intertextuality 

Mireya Aragay, in Books in Motion-Adaptation, Intertextuality and Authorship 

argues that, deriving from Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism, J. Kristeva formed her own 

notion of intertextuality. She demonstrates that any text is “a mosaic of quotations”, “the 

absorption and transformation of the other” (Aragay 201). Kristeva also suggests the idea 

of intertextuality explaining it through the notion of “diachrony” which is transformed 

into “synchrony”. In other words texts repeat themselves in history, interposing with other 

dialogues and texts, creating a cultural and historical recycling (Aragay 202). 

For instance, every adaptation represents J.Kristeva’s idea about diachrony and 

synchrony, rejecting the idea of original or source text as a self-sufficient whole, given 

the fact that intertextuality is an interposition or recycle of intertextual dialogues (Aragay 

202). 

The vastness of intertextual links between adaptations has led many scholars to 

define adaptation as simply “intertextual”. Zatlin, in Theatrical Translation and 

Adaptation, states that Bakhtin’s idea of intertextuality can be applied to the notion of 

adaptation too. The idea reveals the particularities of the adaptations and their relationship 

with other already–existing texts (Zatlin 43). 

Another important aspect that Bakhtin suggests as a purpose for adaptation studies 

and intertextuality is multiple readings. He underlines the fact that adaptation means also 

“one word upon another” or “one text upon another”. Moreover, this interplay, according 

to Bakhtin can be either intentional or unintentional from the part of the filmmakers and 

more important is the fact that the listener is able to recognize the source text. Aside from 

this aspect the listener/receptor gains more pleasure from recognizing the similarities and 

the differences with the original text. This provoked the interest for further investigations 

into the matter of adaptation (Zatlin 44). 
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According to Stam, intertextuality is a significant component for understanding of 

how adaptations work, and what their cultural function is. He states that intertextuality 

plays an important role for constructiveness and standardization of materials, and that it 

also provides good theoretical background, which is the base of the relationship between 

source text and its cinematic reflex. Besides, the framing of a text when considered for 

adaptation, highlights the idea of “speaking of one text while speaking of another”. 

Consequently the notion emerges that adaptation is by definition intertextual and that the 

literary text is not closed but open structure to be rewritten by an unlimited context (Stam 

258).  

Along with Bakhtin’s concept of “dialogism” and Kristeva’s “intertextuality” Gerard 

Genette suggests that of Palimpsestes; the replacement of the term “intertextuality” with a 

more comprehensive term “transtextuality”. To explain that all the texts intentionally or 

unintentionally (are) in relation with each other. Furthermore Genette presents five types 

of transtextual relation, explaining the theory and analysis of film adaptation: 

 According to Stam, the first from the five types of transtextual relation is the 

intertextuality. In other words the “effective co-relation between two texts, under the 

form of quotation, plagiarism, and allusion. For this reason, it becomes the most 

suggestive from the five, because of its evident generic allusion in film and novel (Stam 

259). 

 Paratextuality or the relation and connection within the vastness of literary work 

and between the text and its “paratext” which consists of its titles, prefaces, postfaces, 

epigraphs, illustrations and dedications. Moreover, it is considered that the new media has 

fostered an explosion of paratextual materials (Genette 19). 

 Metatextuality is the critical relation between one text and another whether the 

commented text is explicitly cited or only silently evoked.  
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 Architextuality are generic taxonomies suggested, or refused by the titles or 

subtitles of a text. Although it might be seen that this category is irrelevant to the practice 

of literary adaptation, since adaptation usually takes over the title of the source novel 

there are cases of “unmarked adaptations” which borrows elements of the source without 

adopting the title of the original work( 19) 

 Hypertextuality: Desmond mentions that hypertextuality is possibly the category 

with the most relevance to the topic of adaptation. It refers to the relationship between one 

text which is labeled by Genette as “hypertext” to an anterior one as “hypotext”, which the 

former alters, adjusts, or extends. Analyzing adaptation from this perspective is also 

possible. The products of this practice are hypertexts resulting from pre-existing hypotexts 

which have been converted through selection, amplification, and actualization; a 

transformation undertaken by adaptation too (46). 

On the one hand Julia Kristeva refers to the relationship between two texts or if we 

are speaking about adaptation to its anterior literary text as hypertextuality; underlining 

the fact that adaptation is translation and not mimicking. Similarly, Stam declares that the 

intertextuality theory of Kristeva and the transtextuality theory of Genette underlined the 

“endless transformation of textualities rather than the “fidelity” of a later text to an earlier 

model” and thus transforming our perception of adaptation practice (46). 

According to R. Stam, the filmic adaptation of literary texts, seen from a trans-

textual viewpoint is especially remarkable since the borders transgressed imply 

contradictory signifying systems and not practices. Thus filmic adaptation viewed from 

the perspective of the strucutralist theory is inter - (not intra-) semiotic (Stam and Raengo 

259).  



12 
 

L. Hutcheon emphasizes on the link between an individual work with other literary 

works to an entire cultural context. French semiotic and post-structuralist theorizing of 

intertextuality has channeled its efforts into defying and deconstructing patriarchal post - 

Romantic notions of originality, uniqueness, and autonomy (21). 

Similarly, R. Stam expresses the idea that the prestige and the popularity of the 

original do not oppose the copy. On the contrary, the respect of the original is generated 

by the copies, without which the very concept of uniqueness has no meaning. Therefore 

grows the idea that the film as a “copy” becomes an “original” between succeeding 

copies. It follows that the adaptation film as “copy” is not necessarily inferior to the novel 

as an “original”, given to the fact that the original text is always at least to a certain 

degree imitative of something that existed earlier (Stam 8). 

1.3 Adaptation as Fidelity  

To judge adaptation from the point of view of how close it is to the source text, or in 

other words through fidelity, has become the old, usual approach in determining a film’s 

value and merit. Therefore the film has usually been considered successful if it presents 

the main narrative aspects and the core meanings of the original text. Desmond points out 

that, basing on this idea, critics usually tend to ignore the divergences that come along. 

For instance literary critics consider a decent adaptation, the one in which the core 

meanings and the narrative details are maintained, which is hard to achieve since it is 

well known that the literary texts are able to sustain an indefinite number of 

interpretations. For this reason it is very difficult to give a worthy conclusion about 

fidelity since there is no agreed-upon system to compare text and film and likewise no 

standard of quantity of details from text to be transferred to the film, in order to be 

considered faithful (2). 
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Desmond and Hawks also explain that it is difficult to transfer the main core or the 

essence from the novel to the film, due to the fact that both belong to different media. 

Besides, the text’s verbal language and the film’s pictorial and aural languages they have 

different characteristics that do not permit the exact transposition of the text on screen 

(34). 

Speaking about fidelity; it implies the filmic variant of the setting, plot, characters, 

the style, and the time of the novel. Therefore when an adaptation is labeled as 

“unfaithful” it is evident that the term is rather violent and it emphasizes the betrayal the 

audience feels when the film “fails to capture what we see as the fundamental narrative, 

thematic or aesthetic features of its literary source” (41). Desmond states that fidelity and 

its contrasts obviously imply a hierarchy. Moreover, in his opinion when an adaptation is 

thought to be faithful, the attention is turned towards time sequence. He states: “the text 

may be true to itself but the adaptation must be true to something other than itself, 

something that came before, something anterior” (Desmond 41). The author also claims 

literature’s superiority over film, arguing that the novel is authentic, and therefore an 

original, unlike the adaptation, which he calls a “copy”. However, R. Stam and A. Raengo 

state that, despite the fact that the novel was created first, it does not give it a higher rank 

than its adaptation, because they both belong to different categories, and thus must be 

judged differently (14).  

In postmodern popular culture the great literary masterpieces were symbols of 

individuality and uniqueness. Therefore, they are considered unadaptable and, by 

contrast, everything that is adapted or can be adapted is not considered a masterpiece. 

Moreover, the filmmakers who adapted successfully a popular literary text, or in other 

words succeeded to make a faithful filmic version of it, are considered to be masters. 

However, Timothy Corrigan considers that “the vision, style and signature of the 
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filmmaker as auteur supplants the missing literary author as controlling and defining 

agency" (Cartmell 110). Nowadays people get acquainted to some famous mass-cultural 

masterpieces through successful adaptations, and thus the commerce of auteurism 

engrosses the classical author, whose status has diminished in this postmodern time (110). 

Corrigan also states that “fidelity has become a fully archaic aesthetic measure, 

except as one that can be faithful to one’s own self, desire, tastes, imagination and 

inclinations” (Cartmill 111). Therefore Corrigan underlines his idea of fidelity which is 

nothing more than the intertextuality that can be seen through auteur’s repeatable 

signature (Carmill 111). 

A similar idea is suggested by M. Snyder in Analyzing Literature to Film Adaptation 

commenting on Leitch’s Twelve Fallacies of Contemporary Adaptation Theory, as 

regards fidelity. Snyder agrees with Leitch upon the idea that the fidelity is often a 

misleading way to judge an adaptation’s value. According to Leitch, many authors and 

critics will also choose the literary text over an adaptation, and the text will always have a 

privilege in this evaluation. Therefore having the fidelity as the base for evaluating a lit-

to-film novel will never “move away from evaluation as a critical project” into “analytical 

and theoretical problems”. Snyder in the contrary argues that the fidelity is not the 

problem; instead it is how the fidelity is used in evaluating the product (205). 

Even though the majority of the writers are against the fidelity as a criterion for 

evaluating an adaptation, the paradox is that they get entrenched by the term in their study 

of the links between literature and film. In the words of Corrigan, literature and film are 

too different mediums. Trying to find links between them is as worthless as to judge the 

similarities between them when it is impossible to achieve that “sameness” (Snyder 213). 
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1.4 Classes of Adaptation  

Identifying the class of the adaptation is an important criterion for film studies and as 

it was mentioned before, the fidelity should not be used as an evaluative term. 

Nevertheless, the fidelity is still a valuable term, since it is difficult for writers to find 

guiding rules to judge an adaptation, it still helps to clarify the link between a text and its 

filmic adaptation (Desmond and Hawks 3).  

Filmmakers, often encounter difficulties in adapting faithfully literary texts, not 

because of the fact that literature is too explicit, but because, literature becomes too 

ambiguous when representing the physical world. However, the text’s indistinctness also 

gives filmmakers a certain freedom in taking specific choices and therefore, it makes it 

easier to adapt, still maintaining the principal elements of the story (Desmond 36). 

Speaking about the fidelity, despite its ambiguity as a criterion it is still considered 

as a means from which perspective we can classify adaptations. According to Desmond, 

from this point of view, adaptations can be classified in three types of adaptation: (1) 

close adaptation, when the majority of details of the narrative from the literary text are 

kept in the film and only few are omitted and few are added. (2) The second type is loose 

adaptation, the one in which basically all the elements of the story are omitted and a 

great deal of new elements are substituted and added. (3) The third type is the 

intermediate adaptation, which is somewhere in the middle of the close adaptation and 

the loose adaptation, so basically it keeps a great amount of elements from the narrative 

story but also a significant number of the details are omitted or substituted (44). 

Constantinides, suggests a similar classification which is based on the criterion of 

fidelity, offered by Geoffrey Wagner. For instance, there is the transposition, analogy 

and commentary types of adaptation. The first type; the transposition is the lit-to-film 

novel, and it is similar to the close adaptation style, therefore, the filmic version respects 
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almost all the elements of the text (12). The commentary type is also similar to the 

intermediate type, meaning that, while some of the details are kept, others are being 

omitted; the main similarity between these two types is that they both have as purpose, to 

maintain all the key elements of the literary text. The last type is the analogy and it is 

close to the loose adaptation. This type of adaptation is considered to be the least 

faithful, if we are to judge it by fidelity criterion; moreover it can renovate some aspects 

while radically changing the others. Zatlin points out that the analogy type of adaptation 

while being innovative, has as purpose the distancing from the original text and thus 

creating a new form of art (Zatlin 154). 

Likewise Michael Kline and Gilian Parker offer similar classification in adaptations. 

For instance, there is the adaptation that successfully transfers the verbal language of the 

text into the language of film, which is analogous to the close adaptation type. Another 

one is the adaptation that keeps the core elements of the text while changing others, thus 

significantly reinterpreting the source text, and this type is close to the intermediate type. 

The third classification is the one that considers the source text as “simply raw material” 

or, in other words as “an occasion for creating a new, original work” similar to lose 

adaptation (Desmond and Hawks 3). 

Various writers attempted to classify films not only based on fidelity but also 

according to the criterion of intertextuality and translation. As examples there are Andre 

Bazin and Andrew Dudley. For instance, according to A. Bazin, the faithfulness as a 

criterion for judging a film can be deceptive; the writer claims instead that the most useful 

method in examining a film is based on “equivalence in meaning of the forms” (153). 

Similarly, Andrew Dudley suggests three methods in examining the equivalence. His 

three modes of interpreting the relation between film and literature are: “borrowing, 

intersection, and fidelity of transformation” (154). Borrowing, according to the author 
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is the most frequently used, and this method borrows the core elements, usually the ones 

that are most liked by the audience, nevertheless these elements are used in an extensive 

way. The second method which is the intersection, is opposed to the borrowing, it 

basically keeps all the elements of the source text unchanged. And the third one, the 

transformation, is somewhere between the borrowing and intersection; it keeps some of 

the details while changing and transforming the others, finding equivalents for the 

imagery and values of the source text (Zatlin 154). 

A decade earlier Geoffrey Wagner also attempted to classify the adaptations, which 

are similar to the classifications of Dudley. He offers the analogy, transposition, and 

commentary. Analogy is similar to Dudley’s borrowing and it uses some elements in a 

vast and general way for the sake of creating a new art form. The transposition is 

analogous to the intersection, and that is the exposition of the novel into the movie with 

minimum of interference. Despite the fact that according to him this method was vastly 

used in Hollywood, Wagner considered it the least pleasing. Wagner’s third method, the 

commentary, is slightly different from Dudley’s transformation. According to Wagner, 

the commentaries are not a tribute to their original texts. Moreover, the elements that are 

altered involuntarily or on purpose are good for an adaptation, because in his opinion, 

changing a scene or an image may emphasize the value or the idea of the novel, which the 

words sometimes cannot do (Zatlin 155).  

Robert Stam claims that despite all the classifications and criteria of examination, the 

adaptations should be judged not only based on their fidelity and intertextuality, but 

according to their plurality of meanings (Stam and Raengo 13). 

1.5 History of interaction between Literature and Film 

As mentioned before, literature and cinema are two different forms of art and thus 

should be discussed in the language of each other. However, it is difficult to point out the 
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origins of the paradox of the debate between literature and cinema. On the one hand, one 

important difference is that one represents words and the other images. And on the other 

hand, they still can relate as sibling arts because they share “the same techniques, values, 

audience, narrative archetypes, and sources” (Elliott 1).  

The words and images are the base of the paradox, since two of the main branches of 

the eighteenth - century are poetry and painting. For instance, painting represents images 

and poetry - words. Sir Richard Blackemore states: “The painter is a poet to the eye and 

the poet, a painter to the ear; one gives us pleasure by silent eloquence, the other by vocal 

imagery” (9). Both the arts interact with each other and as a result, are called art siblings. 

According to Sergei Einstein, the novels of Dickens and the Victorian novels are the 

cornerstones of the American film aesthetic. For example, British Victorian novels have 

been transferred into films more frequently than Shakespearean plays, and some of them 

have been adapted more than once. Likewise, Christian Metz states that the nineteenth 

century novel influenced western cinema and tended to take its place. Consequently, film 

was considered to have literary roots, and literary critical context. Likewise, J.S. Mill 

points out that poetry should examine and reflect the reality of the human soul; fiction 

instead, should paint the reality of the world. Thus, the novelist should describe the 

outward world and not the inside of the human world. This gives us the idea that film and 

literature should be discussed together, because they demand interdisciplinary 

examination (Elliott 3). 

In his work Novel to Film, Brian McFarlane points out the idea of the image seen 

from the point of view of literature and film. The author recollects Joseph Conrad’s 

statement about his literary experience “My task which I am trying to achieve is, by the 

powers of the written word, to make you hear, to make you feel, it is, before all, to make 

you see” (Mcfarlane 3). A similar idea, points out later the American film director D.W. 
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Griffith, stating that his main intention was to make people “see”. Therefore, George 

Bluestone suggests the concept of the “two ways of seeing”, the idea of the visual image 

and the mental image, and how they are produced by the two mediums. He claims that 

this is the main difference between literature and film (McFarlane 4). 

 According to B. McFarlane, towards the end of the nineteenth century, British 

novels have developed more overt characteristics, emphasizing more on the showing 

rather than telling, this way diminishing the author’s role and creating changes in the 

field. According to Alan Spiegel, the main purpose in examining the link between film 

and literature is to investigate “the common body of thought and feelings that unites film 

form with the modern novel” (4). As example the author suggests Gustave Flaubert, 

whom he considers to be one of the great creators of the definite form of a novel; a novel 

which supplies a great deal of visual information and details (McFarlane 4). 

Considering the developing elements in the literary field, a special attention was 

given to the physical elements and the performance of the objects. Therefore, the voice of 

the narrator became less prominent, so that people learned to read the visual language of 

the nineteenth-century novel. This innovation offered to the reader the experience of a 

film that uses the visual details of the novel. Along with this breakthrough of the modern 

novel, and especially its representational improvements, the film’s narrative procedures 

have improved too (McFarlane 5). 

Since film began to represent a new narrative entertainment, filmmakers began to 

explore the novel; a process that carried on for almost ninety years. Filmmakers have 

struggled in this process between two poles. On the one hand, a reason was the 

commercialism and on the other hand, the respect for the literary masterpieces. 

Undoubtedly, there is a certain attraction in an already famous title; so, the popularity of 

one form of art influenced the other. There are surely, financial reasons which influenced 
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the development of filmmaking, and as Frederic Raphael points out “they would sooner 

buy the rights of an expensive book than develop an original subject” (7). However, 

DeWitt Bodeen contradicts him and suggests that adaptations require a creative approach 

and this includes alterations, cuts, summaries, and conversion, without changing the main 

values, scenes and the mood of the original text. Despite all the criticism people can give 

about the fidelity and the violation of some expected elements, they will still want “to 

see” the novel in images (McFarlane 7).  

Because of the fact that novel and film have been the favorite narrative modes of the 

nineteenth and twentieth century, filmmakers explored, and took as raw material the 

literary masterpieces, without paying too much attention on how the physical language of 

the film is similar to the verbal language of the novel. Given to this, since the academy 

awards started, most of the awards were given to adaptations (McFarlane 8). 

It is important to notice that cinema also has had an impact on literature, and that the 

discourse has been neglected for many years. Yet, during the twentieth century, cinema 

consciousness was everywhere. According to Hilda Doolittle, cinema not only 

represented the world, it started being the world. Moreover, it was considered as having a 

great impact on humanity, since the Italian Renaissance. Furthermore, in 1914 the writer 

G. B. Shaw expressed his opinion about the breakthrough of this new art form, stating 

that cinema had a great influence on people. The great advantage of it, in his opinion, was 

the fact that it influenced not only the literate but the illiterate too. Consequently, cinema 

will produce great effects on humanity, more than any other cheap book in the world can 

do (Marcus 335). 

Under these circumstances, the great, new element of modernity became the vision 

and the idea of “seeing”. Along with the progress in film-making came the consciousness 
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of humanity about the world. Therefore, cinema was considered by G.B. Shaw, a new 

form of literacy. 

The cinematic revolution, in Britain was not received with much enthusiasm at its 

early stages. However, cinematic techniques had an influence on the modernist literature. 

For instance, the works of Wells, Galsworthy, and Bennett became more involved with 

the cinema, between 1920 and 1928. A. Bennett, for instance, had signed contracts with 

film-makers to adapt his novels and screenplays (Marcus 337). 

Another writer who had a close relationship with film was H.G Wells. He built his 

literary carrier along with the cinematic progress. His novels included special visual 

techniques that made it easy for film-makers to create innovative cinematic elements. 

Such examples are his novels The Time Machine and the Invisible Man. His works can be 

read as “an allegory of the origins of the cinema” (339). Wells’ idea of time, space and 

the transposition of colors and light served as perfect features in the undertaking of film. 

For a long time, he was considered to be one of the most important prophets of the 

cinema (Marcus 339). 

 Similarly, Rudyard Kipling contributed to the development of the art of film with 

his novel Mrs. Barthurst. The novel inspired the famous filmmakers, The Lumiere 

brothers to create an innovative technique in cinematography which provoked a shock 

between the audiences. Their 1895 film called Arrival of a train introduced a new 

technique, a train seemed to come out of the screen, and as Kipling puts it, the audience 

had the same feelings as the main character. Undoubtedly, this was a shocking 

breakthrough in cinematography, and as Tom Gunning points out, the film at this time, 

promised a great deal of illusionistic abilities (Marcus 340). 

Another great writer who was very fond of cinema is James Joyce. After coming 

back to Ireland from Trieste where he lived for a couple of years, he established the first 
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cinema in Dublin. His great masterpiece Ulysses includes works of conversion and 

alteration of the protagonist, which according to Levin reminds of montage and editing, in 

the cinematic language. This technique was also used in film-making; taking the reality 

and conversing, altering and changing it in order to create new meanings and forms. It 

expanded during the modernist culture using fragmentations even from T.S Eliot’s poetry 

(Marcus 343). 

Alfred Doblin, the author of Berlin Alexanderplatz, was influenced by J. Joyce. He 

emphasizes on the use of montage, and the way cinema interacts with literature. He also 

celebrated Joyce’s use of montage, categorizing his novel as interiorized novel. Likewise, 

the Soviet director Sergei Einstein considers Joyce’s Ulysses as one of most important 

contribution in the history of film. He stressed on the perfect interplaying of montage and 

the inner monologue. The technique made it possible to represent the stream of inner 

thoughts, which is the main literary technique used in Joyce’s Ulysses and Portrait of the 

Artist. Moreover, along with the coming of the sound in 1920, the representation of the 

inner monologue was made possible, with the help of voice over (Marcus 344). 

James Joyce and Virginia Woolf used the urban consciousness technique, which 

intertwined with the cinematic consciousness. S. Einstein used this technique for creating 

his city fictions. He used the fixed camera, which records everything that moves before it, 

and the montage which implied juxtaposition and conversion (Marcus 344). 

In his essay Where are the movies moving, Aldous Huxley states that cinema has a 

certain freedom in playing with words that writers do not have, and that cinema 

succeeded where even the surrealist writers failed in their attempt. Moreover, he points 

out that cinema has an advantage in being fantastic, in contrast with literature. He also 

states that cinematography and literature are different, because film, in comparison with 

the novel, can develop into something entirely new. However, his idea was contradicted 
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by many writers and avant-garde film-makers, who agreed that in order to establish film’s 

development it was necessary to free the cinematography from literary scenarios. Besides, 

it was generally thought that adaptation was the point of downfall of the cinematic 

innovation (Marcus 346). 

Virginia Woolf also expressed her critical views upon film in her essay The Cinema. 

According to her, literature was a victim of the cinema, mainly because it was trying to 

usurp the space of other arts. She criticized the violent way in which film-makers 

undertook the literary sources of their adaptations. However, she appreciated some 

features of the cinema, such as the writer’s idea of time and space, which were completely 

conversed in film. She states that:” the most fantastic contrasts could be flashed before us 

with a speed in which the writer can only toil after in vain” (348). 

The first sound film, entitled The Jazz Singer, appeared in 1927, and was created by 

Warner Brothers. Many writers and theoreticians associated the film with poetry, ballet, 

and painting. Many of the silent movies were accompanied by intertitles and subtitles, 

which according to Lindsay’s The Art of the Moving Picture, had some links to the 

imagist poetics. For instance, the use of subtitles for silent movies, has stirred some 

debates between theoreticians, claiming that this was in some way an attempt to visualize 

the link between literature and cinema. Laura Marcus points out the question whether the 

use of subtitles represented the intrusion of literature in what was supposed to be the 

realm of images, or in the contrary, it was a significant authorial signature? The use of 

intertitles was considered to be the voice of the film. Graham Green, for instance states: 

“a phrase can crystallize an emotion which a face is powerless to express” (350). In his 

essay Let’s Go to the Pictures, Barry points out the link between film and poetry. He 

states that the creation of the subtitles is an undertaking task and that it implies a work of 

art and elegance, because they should involve meaning and simplicity (Marcus 351). 
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During the 1930s, writers, such as Aldous Huxley, Christopher Isherwood, Anthony 

Powell, and Evelyn Waugh had travelled to Hollywood and became screenplay writers. 

As a consequence, historical dramas and the classic British novel became a considerable 

part of Hollywood production in that period.  

Film has been around us for a long time, and thus it is difficult to point out the links 

and the nature of the relationship between literature and film. Bluestone, for instance, 

states: “neither film nor novel is ‘pure’” (Stam and Raengo 2). The film includes temporal 

and the novel spatial effects and that is why we should not forget the priority of each 

other (Stam and Raengo 3). 

1.6 British heritage film 

The term “heritage” came along with the dislike of everything that was new and 

innovative. The appeal to heritage also came as a contrast to people’s everyday life, and it 

meant also the return to the typical, old rural landscape, that was considered to be better 

than the present ways of living. Despite the fact that M. Thatcher was leading a politic of 

a free-market economy, and the entrepreneurial direction of nation, she was also trying to 

encourage the Victorian family values. Under these circumstances, in 1980 and 1983 

appeared a new term; “heritage industry”. The notion came in contrast with the post-

modernist society and its features. The term “heritage” had as principle the masking of the 

continuous changing of the values of society. It was also pictured as a nostalgic coming 

back to the old times, and it provoked the desire to go back to the old values. For instance, 

Robert Hewison states: “heritage is gradually effacing history, by substituting an image of 

the past for its reality” (Leach 200). 

As far as history and the way of looking at it is concerned, there are two ways of 

viewing it. On the one hand, people tended to look at history as to an on-going process 

seen through the specter of the present values. On the other hand, heritage was seen as a 
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nostalgic version of history, which was against the reality of the present time. Therefore, 

it is difficult to separate the two distinctive ways of looking at the past, and thus their 

representation in the British cinema was highly ambiguous. In this case, the 

representation of history and its direction depended not only on the film-makers but also 

on the audience and how the films were received. (Leach 200). 

J. Leach suggests three types of films that represented the past. The first kind is the 

historical film which represents actual historical facts and events, and the fictional 

elements are somehow limited by the historical elements. The second type is the heritage 

film, it is often an adaptation of a classical, popular novel, and it represents fictional 

characters, and events that take place in a certain past period of time, and in a historical 

place. The costume film is the third type and it represents an undefined past period of 

time, and it also does not celebrate history and national heritage (Leach 201). 

The term heritage cinema appeared in 1980s, along with the concept of heritage 

industry. It was used to specify a category of films that represented a nostalgic, less 

problematic past. They also emphasized on the representation of the upper-class society in 

the Edwardian age, or in other words the years before World War I. They also were 

considered to show a better world. People expressed in a way, discontent towards the 

present society and its problems by preferring them over modern films (Leach 201). 

E.M. Forster was one of the most preferred novelists for the British heritage cinema, 

and the film-makers in 1980s. And during the 1990s, Jane Austen’s novels became the 

symbols of British heritage film too. Both writers depicted in their novels their 

contemporary society. However, Austen’s novels in comparison with Forster’s describe a 

more stable society. The social scenes and cultural issues depicted in their novels were 

contemporary with their first readers. James Ivory was the director who was more 

involved with heritage cinema. He contradicts the idea that his films promote a nostalgic 
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desire for turning back to the remote times, where everything was much simpler. He 

claims instead that his films include not only “affection and admiration but also 

skepticism and indignation” (202).  

Claire Monk reveals the paradox of the British heritage film, stating that the 

“Englishness” in them is used in the context of a cross-cultural display, and that instead of 

driving towards a class identity, they represent an uncertainty of the characters and the 

social class to which they belong. On the other hand, Higson suggests that heritage film 

must represent buildings, objects and landscapes, and that these features must be admired, 

rather than be used as narrative device (Leach 202). 

Rosemary Marangoly George links the word “heritage” with the word “home”. He 

suggests that the word “home” does not have only physical meaning, such as country and 

space, but it also has ideological meaning. Moreover, the scholar relates “home” with 

national identity, emphasizing on the idea that it does not imply neutral spaces, and that it 

comes in contrast with what is foreign and distant. George, also links “home” with a 

“cultural centre” based on which the self and society is created and formulated. In this 

context he also includes the word “heritage” (Shachar 6). 

As Andrew Higson explains, heritage cinema implies some cultural values, 

traditions, and beliefs left by the previous generations to the contemporary society. It 

includes a cultural realm that is built by the mobilization of all these values, and of the 

past, which forms the “heritage”. Moreover, the “heritage” includes the narratives that 

give a certain distinction to a society, and it creates a specific “us” that differs from the 

distant “they”. 

Therefore, the British heritage cinema depicts a remote past located in intimate 

settings, which brings out the national and cultural identity and it also contrasts the past 

images with the present life. However, it consists mostly of adaptations of classical 
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novels, which highlight the cultural status which is a part of the “national heritage”. Most 

of the screen adaptations of classical novels are considered to preserve the cultural 

features of individual or national heritage belongings (Shachar 8). 

According to Andrew Higson representing the history of a country with the help of 

cinema, creates images of identity, for people and places. The reaction that heritage film 

produces on audience is complex; since the film-makers are the ones to decide the 

elements to be highlighted. Some of them try to emphasize more on history and 

picturesque places; others do so, more indirectly. Likewise, the way the audiences receive 

the film is ambiguous. Some are more interested in the visual aspects, while others prefer 

the narrative, or the romantic aspects of the novel. The writer also stresses the difference 

between heritage films. On the one hand, some of the film-makers emphasize the distinct 

features of a past period. On the other hand, some heritage films represent similarities of 

the past and present. He also insists on the idea that, the historical details in both cases 

must be represented on an average level, in such a way, so that people accept the history 

without losing the familiarity with the present (Higson 191). 

Along with the growth of the heritage industry, developed the history conscience of 

society. And since England and Britain hold a rich well-documented history, the 

filmmakers had the opportunity to explore it and create cinematic masterpieces. The 

heritage cinema had as intention to provoke fascination, and it served as an important 

contribution for the cultural shift. It is also important to notice that British heritage 

cinema holds a great amount of films that played an important role in creating the English 

national image. The image of England as a historical place was presented internationally 

with the help of the films. The films that were describing past periods of time in England 

had as goal to attract fascination from the young and complex audience. And because of 

this, the filmmakers tried to add at the same time details that would attract not only the 
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British audience but also the foreign one. Therefore, the British heritage films came as 

symbolic images of Britain, and thus participated in the outline of the image and the 

opinion of Britain as a modern, rich in culture and history place (Higson 192). 

In 2007 a new test was introduced for determining the “Britishness” of a film that 

had to be used for official purposes. This innovation encouraged filmmakers to explore 

more deeply into the history in order to bring out the national values and heritage under 

the form of a creative undertaking (Higson 192).  

One of the most important characteristics of films about the historical past is the 

display of the British heritage. In most cases they reveal the beauty of the country, the 

landscape, architecture, and interior design. As mentioned before, the writers whose 

novels were most adapted are Forster and Austen. For instance, there are Forster’s works 

Where Angels Fear to Tread and Howards end and also Austen’s novels Sense and 

Sensibility and Emma. The most important feature of these adaptations was the way in 

which they describe English society, located in a semi-rural place; a society that was not 

concerned with industrialization and innovation (Higson 208). 

What is especially interesting about these adaptations is the way they describe an 

idealized society, located on a beautiful green landscape, far from the city, partly 

enclosed, and not the wilderness of the landscape usually represented in medieval movies. 

It is the typical location of the high society, the picturesque green landscape as a backdrop 

for the well-furnished cottages. In addition, the characters of such adaptations often are 

considered symbols, claiming a high respectability (Higson 208). 

Another feature of the locations of the British heritage films is the storm that 

occasionally appears in the background together with the rough old castles. The image 

appears in contrast with the picturesque landscape and the beautiful cottages with the 
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aristocratically furnished drawing rooms. Therefore, the image turns from picturesque 

landscapes and clear skies, to the sublime beauty of a lost wilderness (Higson 209). 

One of the strategies for creating authentic historical films was the idea not to cast 

American actors for playing roles of English characters. Authenticity according to the 

film-makers of the time, was an important element for the creation of heritage films. So, 

another element that contributed to the creation of English authenticity was the 

informational titles method. The problem with such titles was that they could not be used 

for a film that was entirely narrative fiction. Therefore, adaptations of nineteenth and 

twentieth century of Forster and Austen could not have such informational titles. 

Nevertheless, they were vastly used on historical films about kings and queens, such as: 

Kingdom of Heaven and The libertine. Basically, the function of informational titles was 

to show additional information, and it aimed at the audience that had little historical 

knowledge too. The informational titles, also position the film in a historical context 

(Higson 236). 

As mentioned before, the appearance in 2007 of the cultural test of Englishness of 

the films, encouraged film-makers to seek funds for the cultivating of British heritage. 

The idea was to include in the screen adaptations what was considered to be the treasure 

of historical richness of Britain. Their main intention was to help British audience to 

recognize and understand the national identity. The film-makers were also encouraged to 

seek through national history and concentrate on national values and beliefs (Higson 239). 

Some of the canonical figures also became associated with English culture. Such 

adaptations like Shakespeare in love and Becoming Jane share symbols of British heritage 

(Higson 240). 

Additionally, such historical films about kings and queens, as for example Elisabeth, 

King Arthur, the Madness of King George, Young Victoria and The Queen hold a greater 
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amount of information about British national history. Moreover, it is not only historical 

films that depict a certain historical event, or an important figure, in this category may 

also subscribe films that draw from the modern past. For instance, there is Sense and 

Sensibility, Howards End, Ladies in Lavender, and others, films that show apparently a 

romantic narrative and do not represent real historical events, and characters. 

Nevertheless, they hold features that give them the merits to be attributed to British 

heritage cinema. Moreover, they were received with a great interest from critics, who 

claim that these films hold also a great amount of features that outline British national 

identity. Correspondingly, they depict a relatively high society, and the values, traditions, 

and beliefs described in these films are considered to be proper, authentic, and belonging 

to English society. Moreover, even if on the first glance they are located on a banal 

background, the place, still holds a historical significance, and what is more, the novels 

from which they are adapted are considered to be canonical, and to hold vast details that 

outline the nations’ identity. The mise-en-scene and the representation of nature bring out 

immediately the image of England (Higson 241). 

Barbara Schaff points out the difference between historical film and heritage film, 

stating that, historical film represents real documented events, and real persons, and thus 

authenticity is an important feature. Heritage film instead, has at its base entirely fictional 

characters and events, but they are still enclosed in a historical place. However, many 

film-makers were not faithful to the historical accuracy; such an example can be the 

1940s adaptation of Pride and Prejudice, where the costumes did not belong to the 

fashion of the time, because in the filmmaker’s opinion they were not fashionable enough. 

During the 1980s, along with the strengthening of the words “national heritage”, 

adaptations of the classical novels became more faithful to the historical context. As a 
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consequence, a great amount of BBC adaptations of nineteenth century novels were 

released (Schaff 125). 

One of the main goals of the heritage cinema was to depict high social statuses, 

respectable characters from high societies in the context of domestic rituals, and pre-

industrialized society in such a way, as to freeze the past for the contemporary memory. 

As mentioned before, M. Thatcher particularly insisted on encouraging the heritage 

industry. Her main intention was to hold a link with the past. B. Schaff also explains that 

an important advantage of British heritage film is the great amount of foreign admirers it 

attracts, and as a consequence national tourism grows. Foreign fans are charmed by these 

films that describe the peaceful English society, so often in contrast with the Hollywood 

traditions.  

Considering authenticity in heritage film, it is important to notice the ambiguous 

shades of it. According to B. Schaff, unlike history film, which must describe the past 

reality as it is documented; heritage film must include historical reality and at the same 

time, reality of fiction. Historical reality is often presented under the form of creative 

features, and the reality of fiction has visibly links with art. The smallest details in the 

background of the novel adaptations, such as landscape, architecture, design, and the 

aesthetic splendor, frame the reconstruction of this rich past of Britain. Therefore, every 

scene and detail in the heritage film represents works of art, which are also called 

tableaux vivents, (Schaff 126). 

Heritage film’s iconographies often represent an elite society, parks, and beautiful 

landscapes. Therefore, the critics argued that it often becomes too concerned with the 

visual perspective and it tends to disregard the narrative aspect of the film, and thus, it 

creates a discord between the narrative aspect and the visual aspect (Schaff 126). 
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One of the techniques film-makers used is framing. It consists in the representation 

of a certain scene with the designed grandeur of the details of the interior. The technique 

has at its base, the framing of the narrative, on the background of the non-diegetic level. 

The framing is a part of the mise-en-scene. For instance, the windows, curtains, people 

standing, or sitting, the splendor of the interior; all these details are used to highlight the 

aesthetical value of the scene. Therefore, these representational details have their own 

effect by distancing themselves from the narrative. (Schaff 128).  

 

 

The use of single shots as a technique for heritage film has surely its effect for the 

aesthetic quality. Linking these shots together highlights the visual beauty, and it 

enhances the pictorial art in heritage film. Therefore, every single pictorial scene of this 

kind creates the outline of different works of art in the context of the same film.  

B. Schaff observes the representational features in Ang. Lee’s adaptation of Austen’s 

novel Sense and Sensibility, claiming that the film presents an obvious collection of single 

shots of British painting. The great amount of such details gives one the impresion of 

roaming through pictures of late the 18th century landscape paintings. Moreover, the 

director presents Austen’s characters in the context of different English schools of portrait 

painting. Some of the characters are obvious representations of caricatures in the style of 

Hogarth, while the features of others remind us of Gainsborough’s portraits of the elite 

society. The message the director tried to transmit to the audience is clearly not only  the 
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authenticity of historical, national elements, but also the subtle  beauty of these works of 

art, on the background of a historical, nostalgic past (Schaff 128). 

In addition to the visual art form that contributed to the enrichment of heritage film, 

some of the film-makers came with the idea of higlighting a scene with the help of music. 

For instance B. Shaff suggests the film A room with a view, where the director adds in the 

background, as soundtrack, an italian opera music. The effect of Puccini’s arias on the 

scene enhances the contrast between art as a visual image, under the form of a love story 

between the protagonists and as a sound effect. The technique, as a result, provoked the 

emotional stimulus of the audience (Schaff 128). 

As mentioned before, B. Schaff pointed out the ambiguity of representing the reality 

in the heritage film.  She insists on the fact that the use of the above techniques does not 

come in contradiction with the realistic and non-realistic features of the film. Moreover, 

she states that the use of art, in different forms emphasizes on this ambivalence of the 

reality in heritage cinema. Thus, the art in these films is not unrealistic, in the contrary it 

has as main intention to present what is essentially true to life. For intance, in a  scene 

from the 2005 film adaptation of Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, Elisabeth, arriving at 

Pemberly admires the painted ceiling of the entrance hall. This is an analogy, making the 

audience aware of looking at a visual representation. The scene therefore, is a symbolic 

construct that reminds the audience of the film’s symbolical and mentonymical 

dimensions (Schaff 129). 

The frequent references in British heritage film of painting and music, marks proof 

that such films are self-reflexive types of movies that express problems of identity and 

reality. They do not just show history in the context of a mimetic approach, on the 

contrary they reflect history on a creative,cultural background. They also provoke a 
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shared understanding of  national heritage, stimulating by means of referencing to other 

forms of art (Schaff 133). 

 

1.7 Regency Romances 

As far as British heritage is concerned, it is important to include as a contribution the 

traditional regency romance. Regency romances are set during the English regency age, 

between 1811-1820 or early nineteenth century. The subgenre is also called the novel of 

manners, and it describes the upper-class society, the characters and their relationship 

with each other (Ramsdell 227).  

The regency novel speaks about an aesthetically beautiful, high society and its 

characters, in the context of a highly hierarchical society. It is considered to be the most 

intelectually charming of the subgenres of romance. It highlighs the relationship between 

the characters and their class. Moreover, a character’s entrance into this glittering society, 

depends very much on everything: from the tone, to the choice of gowns. The most 

common location of this novel is within the high society of London and its vicinity. This 

period is set during the so-called “social season”, when the parliament at the time was in 

session, and its main goal was to marry off eligible young girls.Other locations mentioned 

in the regency novel are Bath and Brighton, with their extravagant cottages, gardens and 

parks (Ramsdell 277). 

One of the reasons the regency novel contributes to British heritage, is because it 

describes mostly the high society of Britain, and given to this, there are mentioned actual 

historical personalities, royalties and aristocrats. In addition, a great deal of historical 

events mentioned too. For instance, the Napoleonic wars, Peninsular wars and politics of 

the time are discused. The details serve as an introduction into the history for the readers 

(Ramsdell 278). 
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Kristin Ramsdell points out that regency romance cannot be considered a novel of 

actions, claiming that the most important feature of this novel is the verbal action, which 

usually takes place at balls, picnics, parks, dinners; places where the characters are able to 

interact with each other. Therefore, the verbal action is basically the most important 

feature of the novel of manners. Moreover, there is no explicit sex, and sensuality is also 

ignored in this subgenre (Ramsdall 278). 

The traditional regency novel is often concerned with a hero, which is usually 

wealthy, young and the most eligible. He is concerned with either  convincing the heroine 

about his adoration, or realizes his love by the end of the book. On the other hand, the 

heroine, is dealing with family problems, either avoiding marriage for various reasons, or 

trying to save the reputation of one of her younger sisters. Either way, the hero comes 

usually to her rescue, solving her problems. The typical ending also depicts happy 

marriages, well-aligned couples, villains punished and all misunderstandings vanished 

(Ramsdall 278). 

It is also important to notice that society in regency romances functions as a 

character. In addition, the “space” in the novel is very confined, the actions usually take 

place within a house, or an estate. Moreover, the regency world is also small, because it 

describes the lives of a couple of families and friends within an estate (Ramsdall 278). 

The Regency period  began in 1811 when George III, being unable to rule, because 

of his disease, was substituted on the throne by his son, the Prince Regent. It very much 

resembles the Edwardian period, the aristocracy had a great deal of leisure time, the 

atmosphere was educated and dissolute, and their main intention was to entertain 

themselves. Unlike men, women were less free during this period, especially before 

marriage. Both men and women enjoyed gambling, horse-riding and dancing. Besides, the 

most waited period of time, during the whole year was the winter months, when women 
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organised events, balls and dinner parties, which were great opportunities for young girls 

to find husbands. Being firstly introduced into society, the young girls had thus 

opportunities to make a match, and in most cases they aimed for a husband with a title 

and a fortune bigger than theirs (Ramsdall 280). 

The tone and the manners were of great importance during the Regency period. The 

language also, was particularly important, since more attention was given to how things 

were said rather than the content itself. The aristocracy of the time, had plenty of leisure 

time, and they enjoyed it in a carefree and luxurious lifetime (Ramsdall 280). 

One of the reasons the Regency romances attract a great amount of readers is 

because of its style and language. It allows the reader to go back in time and experience 

what was the lifestyle of the aristocratic society of the time. Moreover, since the Regency 

period is not very long, it is thus full of precise details of everyday life of high society 

within a historical context. Therefore, the setting is almost the same in all regency 

romances, only the characters and the stories change. It gives thus, a sense of coming 

home to the readers. Besides, it is the world of Jane Austen, an attracting subject for the 

readers (Ramsdall 281). 

In fact Regency romance is strongly attached to Jane Austen, since she was the 

contemporary of the period, she wrote about the lifestyle of people she knew. Being 

contemporary of the period she managed to describe perfectly Regent society, with an 

elevate, witty language and with a flavor of elegance. Although there are other writers 

who wrote novels of manners, she is the symbol of the subgenre, due to the great number 

of adaptations of her novels (Ramsdall 283). 

Jane Austen is considered to have many links with the heritage industry too. For 

instance, the adaptations of her novels bring a flavor of nostalgia, and they are basically 

Thatcherite in their sympathies. A great amount of her novel adaptations belong to the 
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period of time when the National Heritage Acts were developing under the Government 

of M. Thatcher  in 1980 and 1983 ( Sales 18). 

According to Roger Sales, Austen’s novels depict a close inspection of historical 

details. They are clearly highlighted in the screen adaptations of her novels. For instance, 

the shots of the interiors, like Pemberly and Rosings in Pride and Prejudice emphasize on 

the connection between past and present, money and taste (Sales 18). 

One special detail about the regency novel is the candles. The candles were used to 

light the interiors, to shot scenes in the evening. The candles are also the symbol of the 

pre-industrialised era. Moreover, there is a category of famous regency romances that are 

also called “Candlelight Regency Specials”. Here, the candles emphasize the nostalgia of 

a delightful escape to the past, away from the modern world (Sales 19). 

Regency romance comes along with the Regency Crisis. This period of time is also 

famous for a historical detail, which is the scandalous reputation of the Prince Regent. It 

started with the illness of George III, and became more prominenty when his son 

substituted him at the beginning, and then became head of the state permanently. One of 

the historical sources that contributed to the outline of the reality of the time, was Jane 

Austen’s letters. Moreover, a great amount of her novels give specific, hidden historical 

details about the Regency period. For instance, her earlier novels, such as Lady Susan, 

Northanger Abbey and Sense and Sensibility were written in the context of this historical 

debate (Sales xv). 

Roger Sales argues that the Regency crisis is very strongly linked with the 

phylosophy of Dandysm. Moreover, the society feared that the Prince Regent would 

allow the dandies to occupy his father’s political house. The author also points out that if 

looking closely at the writings of the time, the double countenances of the Regency 

mentalities and their contradictory shades are easily noticeable. On the one hand, we have 
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the extremely aristocrtatic nature concerned with dress and appearances, and on the other 

hand, we have the sublime, being visible without being too strident. Therefore, the 

accompanying gestures counted more sometimes than the dress itself. Under these 

circumstances some of Austen’s characters, such as Henry Crawford, Frank Churchill and 

Sir Walter Elliot, as pointed out by Roger Sales, represent hidden features of Dandyism. 

What is more, new meanings and details are outlined when reading the novels under the 

light of the Regency crisis (Sales xvii).  

1.8 Jane Austen and Adaptations 

Jane Austen’s novels bear a great amount of nostalgic features. This is the reason 

British audiences, and the wider audience in general is attached to this writer’s novels. 

Julian North expresses his opinion about the writer stating:  

“She is a canonical author whose life and work signify English national heritage and 

all that implies of the past as an idyll vision of village life in a pre-industrial society, with 

traditional class and gender hierarchies, sexual propriety and Christian values” (Parrill 6). 

 

Sue Parril in Jane Austen on Film and Television, points out the reasons why film-

makers are so interested in adapting Jane Austen’s novels. For instance, she observes the 

simplicity of these novels, arguing that they describe simple stories, with simple 

characters, but they are in the same time charming love stories that attract the female 

audience. Another reason is the low budget that an adaptation of Austen requires. 

Besides, it does not require exotic locations and special effects, and the cast is small. In 

addition, the name of Jane Austen is known in Europe as well as in the United States, 

therefore, a screen adaptation provokes an even bigger interest and curiosity among the 

fans of the writer even before the release of the films (Parrill 3). 

Douglas McGrath, the director and the scriptwriter of Miramax’s Emma, 

demonstrates the advantages of collaborating with Jane Austen, stating that she is a writer 

who was able to create impressively easy dialogues and plots, her characters are 
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memorable too. Besides, the fact that she is dead, gives film-makers freedom to adapt the 

novels as they wish, and there is no arguing with the author on the adaptation details 

(Parrill 3). The director also points out that Austen’s novels are appealing particularly to 

American audience. He suggests that Jane Austen’s novels provoke a sense of nostalgia, 

mostly because of their locations. The pre-industrialized era shown in the context of a 

love story located in the village, among nature are some of the details that attract 

American audience, especially the urban people, who are tired of the harsh edges of a city 

filled with graffiti and modernism (Parrill 6). 

Given the great amount of fans of Jane Austen, every screen adaptation of her novel 

has been received zealously. As Deborah Cartmell points out, such canonical novels as 

Austen’s should be treated with more respect. She argues that film-makers can never 

satisfy even the most loyal fans, because usually people expect fidelity from every screen 

adaptation. Therefore, she suggests that they simply have to adapt to their own ideas, and 

thus, avoid the opinion of the fans. Because of the great deal of adaptations that were 

released during the nineties, people started discussing them more zealously. Certainly, 

some of them were unsatisfied, while others expressed their content with the filmmakers’ 

version of the novel. Nevertheless, the films kept the novelist alive, by provoking 

discussion through the fans (Parrill 8). 

One other advantage that came along with the screen adaptations of the novels is the 

increase of the tourism in Britain. “Janeites” as the fans of Jane Austen are called, have 

gathered from all over the world to visit the locations of the movies. Moreover, a great 

amount of fan-pages have been created on the internet. In addition, since the adaptations 

appeared, it doubled the number of readers, making them available even to semi-literate 

students (Parrill 8). 
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The majority of Jane Austen’s adaptations are transpositions. This means that most 

of the details: the plot, the major themes, and the language too, are kept untouched by 

film-makers. The best example of an Austen’s transposition is the BBC version of Pride 

and Prejudice. Even though, the director has altered and added a few more details, the 

plot and the most important features of the novel have been kept untouched (Parrill 9).  

Jane Austen’s adaptation, Mansfield Park is a great example of a commentary, hence 

there are features that were added and altered, but the overall plot of the film is still kept. 

For instance, the director, Patricia Rozema faced a problem in adapting Mansfield Park, 

which is the portraying of the protagonist. Fanny Price is described by Jane Austen as 

being, sickly, sympathetic, and a little bit boring; characteristics that still applied to a 

heroine of the early nineteenth century. However, these are traits that cannot interest a 

modern reader. Therefore, she decided to make her healthier and more active, but still 

retaining her stubbornness of her own thoughts (Parrill 11). 

James Thomson observes that Austen is not only a canonical writer, she is also 

popular too. He demonstrates the writer’s popularity by identifying the warm reception of 

her novels and their adaptations. For instance, he states that: “Jane Austen has gone 

platinum” (14) explaining that since the release of the screen adaptation of Pride and 

Prejudice, the New York Times declared the sale of 35.000 copies of the novel. In 

addition, a number of nine to ten million of British viewers have watched the A&E 

version of Pride and Prejudice. Not only the transposition type of her adaptations were 

received enthusiastically by fans, but also during the 1990s the release of the loose 

adaptation Clueless has received a lot of critical reviews. Moreover, James Thomson 

reveals this contradictory reaction towards this type of adaptation, claiming that: “Jane 

Austen easily fits into contemporaneity” (14). 
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The author also points out a question; and that is how such a writer as Jane Austen, 

being historical like so many other writers, succeeded to attract not only the elite, but also 

the mass audiences? It is important to notice that, her novels spread outside the university 

and that the stories they retell can apply to the modern world too. These are few of the 

reasons they are popular (Thomson 15). 

Another important detail about Austen’s novels is the authenticity. She manages to 

represent the aesthetic of the realism. Her stories are common and ordinary, but at the 

same time, they bear an authenticity. In addition, Sir Walter Scott commented on her 

novel Emma, praising her ability to describe common incidents with a spirit of originality, 

and finding greatness in the simplicity (Thomson 19). 

The director of the loose adaptation of Emma, entitled Clueless, reveals her own 

admiration for the novel, during college times, and that in her opinion the novel can be 

applied to any times. Therefore, as Oliver Sacks suggests, “Austen Mania” implies a 

never-ending nostalgia. She located her perfect worlds in little communities, as Jane 

Austen herself described them as: “pictures of domestic life in country villages” (21). 

Likewise, Susan Steward observes that one of the main themes in Austen’s novels is 

miniaturization. For example she says that Austen’s worlds are like dollhouses; 

concentrated into a small community. She also argues that the most highlighted motifs of 

her novels are nostalgia and wealth (Thomson 22). 

All the adaptations of Jane Austen’s novels reflect elegance and class. One of the 

best examples is Ang Lee’s Sense and Sensibility. The scenery and the landscape are so 

vividly emphasized in the film, that it upstages the actors. Such details as the 

representation of the grandeur of the time, the dukes, the great lords, their houses, and 

gardens are portrayed with particular attention, in this screen adaptation. Richard A. 

Blake expressed his opinion in the magazine America about the Sense and Sensibility 
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adaptation, stating that the camera captured the most beautiful features of British heritage, 

and especially the ever changing English landscapes, and the grandeur of the interiors lit 

only by candlelight (Thomson 24). 

Pamela Demory observes that not only women are interested in Jane Austen’s novels 

but also there are men enthusiastic about her stories too. For instance, she states that after 

1970 a great amount of studies on the subject have been made by men (Demory 122). The 

author also argues that one of the main reasons there are so many adaptations of Austen’s 

novels is that so many readers are passionate about her books. The producer of Sense and 

Sensibility, Lindsay Doran, reveals that she became very enthusiastic since she read the 

novel for the first time, claiming that it became her most favorite novel (Demory 125). 

The filmmaking is primarily commercially aimed. That is why filmmakers 

understand that a great number of viewers of their adaptations are Jane Austen’s fans. 

Given to this, the screen adaptations of Austen during the late twentieth and early 

twentieth first century are considered to bear the “spirit” of Jane Austen and therefore, 

they are also marked by fidelity to the novels (Demory 125). 

During the 1970s the main direction of Austen’s criticism was towards her wit, style 

and the characteristics of domestic life, so often encountered in her novels. The scholars 

were also focusing on the particularities of her novels, in the context of the rising feminist 

scholarship and the postcolonial criticism (Demory 126). 

Most of Austen’s adaptations reflect in a way this literary criticism. For instance, 

Patricia Rozema, the director of Mansfield Park, states that she read wide criticism on the 

subject before proceeding with the film. Therefore, most of the other adaptations similarly 

reflect implicitly criticism by postcolonial and feminist scholars (Demory 126). 

The famous website The Republic of Pemberley is known for the vast number of 

Austen’s fans. Although it consists of 92% women, there are men who comment too. The 
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site is basically the place where civilized people are encouraged to discuss and compare 

Austen’s adaptations. For example, the 2005 and the 1995 adaptations of Pride and 

Prejudice, have provoked a heated discussion on the fidelity and the preferences of the 

fans on the site. It is also important to notice, that these heated conversations, tend to 

reflect the superiority of the novel. The contradiction is that both the fans and the literary 

critics are in the favor of the book. Moreover, there is a strong criticism even on the 

subject of the dialogue. Some of the comments are against the tone of the voice, and the 

change in the dialogue in the movie; details that according to fans do not reflect the same 

spirit as the book (Demory 127). 

One important detail is that during the early twentieth century, readers were still 

interested in her wit and style, and her simple love stories and relationships between men 

and women. Her novels are still attracting people’s attention; recent adaptations are as 

proof of this interest. Moreover, recent claims towards the gender balance have slightly 

provoked a shift towards feminist scholarship, and as a result, the adaptations from the 

1995 onwards have demonstrated more attention towards female audiences. Likewise, 

Pamela Demory states: “Jane Austen speaks more to women than to men” (131). 

Both fans and academics are in opposition sometimes. While academics are 

interested in the adaptation because it increases the interest of their students, the fans tend 

to be interested in the way film-makers bring to life their favorite characters. Furthermore, 

both camps contribute to the creation of Jane Austen’s world in contemporary life, and 

they keep her always alive (Demory 130). 
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Chapter Two 

2.1 Emma - Summary  

Emma Woodhouse is young, beautiful, and rich and she lives with her father. Her 

governess marries Mr. Weston and Emma is found in a situation of extreme loneliness. 

Mr. Knightley, a family friend visits Emma and her father often, and being a good friend 

to Emma, advises her not to influence the lives of the others, because  she considers 

herself good at match making. 

Emma finds a friend in Harriet Smith, an orphan whom she considers to be the 

daughter of a gentleman and thus she thinks she should marry a gentleman too. She 

advises Harriet to refuse Robert Martin’s marriage proposal, despite the fact that Harriet 

intended to accept it. Mr. Knightley, unlike Emma, thought they made a good couple, and 

he is sorry, she manipulated Harriet against this marriage. 

Emma decides that Mr. Elton is the perfect match for Harriet and manipulates both 

of them in order to make them spend time together. She is sure that soon enough he will 

propose to Harriet. Unexpectedly, Emma is left alone with Mr. Elton in the carriage and 

he proposes to her. Being disgusted she refuses him, telling him, that she was sure he 

loved Harriet, at which he states that he would never marry a girl who is inferior to him. 

Frank Churchill, the son of Mr. Weston from a previous marriage, comes to town to 

visit his father and his new wife. Everybody thinks Frank and Emma make a good couple 

while Mr. Knightley dislikes him. Jane Fairfax comes also to Highbury and Emma 

dislikes her, because she considers her more accomplished than herself, despite the 

inferior rank. Emma thinks Frank is in love with her, and she encourages him. While at a 

party Jane Fairfax sings with Frank, Emma is more convinced that they had known each 
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other previously. The party ends with Emma and Frank dancing together and she is more 

positive he is in love with her. 

Frank goes to Enscombe because he is summoned there by his aunt, and Mr. Elton 

returns from Bath with a new wife. Emma dislikes her because she has no manners, and 

she interferes in Jane Fairfax’s life. A ball is organized when Frank returns, and Emma is 

convinced she is no longer in love with him, and that she will never marry, mostly 

because of her father. Moreover after Frank rescues Harriet from a group of gypsies, she 

starts to think he is a good match for Harriet. 

They organize a picnic in Box Hill, which is not a success for everyone, as they are 

all tired, and they split into groups, while Mr. Knightley is particularly attentive to Jane 

and Harriet, Emma and Frank flirt in front of others, and she also insults Miss Bates. 

Although Miss Bates still thinks of Emma as a kind and gentle girl, Mr. Knightley is 

upset with her. 

In the meantime, Mrs. Weston confesses to Emma that she thinks Mr. Knightley is in 

love with Jane Fairfax, and Emma denies it, although she admits that she also noticed Mr. 

Knightley’s attention towards Jane.  

Mr. Weston and his wife confess to Emma that Frank was secretly engaged with 

Jane, and she feels bad he flirted with her so openly. She is also sorry she persuaded 

Harriet to pay attention to Frank. And she is surprised to find out that Harriet was not in 

love with Frank, but with another gentleman, Mr. Knightley. Being shocked by this 

statement Emma realizes she has been in love with Mr. Knightley all that time. 

Unexpectedly, after a trip to London, Mr. Knightley comes back, telling Emma that the 

news that Frank is engaged with Jane gave him hope, and he asks Emma to marry him. 

She accepts. 
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Frank Churchill explains his behavior in a letter and he is soon to marry Jane. Harriet 

accepts Robert Martin’s second marriage proposal. Emma and Mr. Knightley decide to 

live at Hartfield after the wedding, together with Emma’s father who is very happy about 

the news. 

2.2 Emma – The Historical Context 

Jane Austen’s novel Emma was published in 1815, in three volumes, by John 

Murray. During her visit to her publisher, she was invited to Carlton House, the Prince 

Regent’s residence, and informed of the Prince’s admiration for her novels. She was also 

asked by his librarian to dedicate her new novel Emma to the Prince. Therefore in a letter 

to the Prince’s librarian she writes: “I should be equally concerned to appear either 

presumptuous or ungrateful”, being unsure about whether to accept or not. Under these 

circumstances, her first edition of Emma, in 1815 came with a dedication to the Prince 

Regent, which is: “To his Royal Highness the Prince Regent, This work Is, By His Royal 

Highness’s Permission Most Respectfully Dedicated, By His Royal Highness Dutiful and 

Obedient Humble Servant, The Author” (Tandon 26). 

     Considering the historical aspect of Emma, it is important to notice the fact that Jane 

Austen decided to avoid historical details, as a tactic. She simply did not need to explain 

many details to her contemporaries, because her readers were practically living the stories 

in her novels as everyday lives. However, Kent and Roberts suggest that Jane Austen was 

following the rules of the society of the time. For instance ladies were not allowed to 

speak or write about politics or public affairs (Breihan and Caplan 16). A modern Austen 

reader may need some additional explanation instead, to fully understand the subtle jokes 

and the allusions in the novel (Tandon 9). 

Being aware of the events of the time, she managed directly or indirectly to include 

some historical details in her novel. For instance the Surrey county militia, the 
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Abolitionist movement, and the slave trade can be observed between the lines of the plot 

and characters’ actions. There are other details, such as, for example, the generational 

divide between quadrille and whist players, the significance of owing a grand piano and a 

summer house in the society of the time. In addition, the reason why Mr. Cole mentions 

the name of the cheeses served as dinner and what hidden meaning lays behind these 

details. This is a reason Bharat Tandon considers that a modern reader cannot fully 

understand the historical details of the novel (Tandon 10). 

Bharat Tandon points out an important historical detail in the novel. He disagrees 

with the idea that the novel is completely detached from the public events of 1810s. 

Moreover, he suggests that in the scene when Miss Hawkins is introduced, little is known 

about her background: 

“She brought no name, no blood, no alliance. Miss Hawkins was the youngest of the two 

daughters of a Bristol - merchant, of course, he must be called; but, as the whole of the 

profits of his mercantile life appeared so very moderate, it was not unfair to guess the 

dignity of his line of trade had been very moderate also (221).” 

 

The lines, according to Tandon are not coming from Emma’s consciousness but 

rather from the author. In addition he states that the word “Bristol” sounded very familiar 

to contemporary readers of Jane Austen, while it is uncommon to our ears. Bristol was a 

historically famous point of intersection for Britain’s slave-trading economy. Bringing up 

the word in a polite discussion during nineteenth century, she alluded to the indignities of 

the slave-trade that were taking place in Britain during the time. The scholar also argues 

that Jane Austen decided to include such hidden historical details in her novel, because 

she was aware that her novels were read by literate people, who were able to understand 

every allusion in the novel. She also states in a letter to her sister: “I do not write for such 

dull Elves/As have not great deal of ingenuity themselves” (Tandon 11). 

During the nineteenth century, a great amount of literary works tended to reflect 

reality in their fiction. They included a great amount of associations with the real world. 
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Roland Barthes calls it “reality effect”. Even if the writers were describing a real 

landscape, they were also hinting at other events of the time that had links with the 

fictional plot; details like real political and social events. For instance in Emma, Jane 

Austen has added some important features that hint at larger stories and real events, for 

example: Bristol, Clifton, and Kingston, Madeira wine, Jane Fairfax’s piano, and others 

(Tandon 12). 

According to R.W. Chapman, the action in the novel takes place in three months, 

starting with September and ending in late November, which is usually the time for 

weddings. However Marcia McClintock Folsom argues that Jane Austen attentively 

constructed her plot. She considers that the actions in the novel take place over fourteen 

months, including Emma’s birthday, so she is considered to be twenty-one when she gets 

married. She states that the actions start from September 1813 and ends in November the 

next year (Baker 514) 

When Jane Austen started writing Emma, allied troops of Silesia and Bohemia 

entered Paris in 1814, and when she was finishing it, the next year, Napoleon escaped 

from Elba. Soon after she finished her happy ending of Emma, the Battle of Waterloo 

took place. Jane Austen certainly was not isolated from those events, especially when her 

brothers were on active service, and since her sister’s fiancé died in the West Indies. 

Nevertheless Jane Austen decided to keep her fiction away from these public events. 

Besides, as Lionel Trilling suggests, the life the characters lead in Highbury was very 

much similar to the life Jane Austin had in Surrey during 1815 (Wenborn 18). 

The Prince Regent’s librarian Jane Austen, to write a historical romance, to whom 

she answered negatively, stating that despite the fact that it could be of profit and 

popularity she could not write such a novel, and that she prefers the domestic life in 

Country Villages. Although she was interested in the public events of the past, it is also 
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known that she was reading papers about Militia Policy and the abolition of the slave 

trade. Nevertheless she decided to avoid to directly exposing historical events in her 

novel. Despite the fact that there may be some traces of historical events in her novels, we 

still cannot witness Captain Wentworth from Persuasion in combat and blood. She also 

keeps the reader away when Emma visits the cottagers of Highbury in poverty. Therefore 

the novels must be read in the context of Austen’s personality, and the reader must 

understand that the writer simply adhered to the ordinary thinking of the society of the 

time (Wenborn 20). 

2.3 Emma - major themes and motifs 

Along with the understanding of the plot it is important to outline the main themes 

and motifs Jane Austen wanted to convey in her novel. Unlike the other heroines of her 

novels, Emma is richer and more independent. The accent on wealth and well being is 

highlighted even from the first lines of the novel. Because of her status in society, Emma 

rejects the thought of marriage. This is a new detail Austen includes in a heroine. 

Therefore the theme of marriage is one of the most prominent in the novel. Emma’s 

attitude towards marriage is unusual during that period when everyone was expected to be 

married at one point in life. According to Austen’s contemporary society, marriage came 

hand in hand with social rank, because a married woman was considered to be upper on 

the social ladder than an unmarried one. Moreover, love was positioned in the second 

place, because the financial and social status were more important (Green 20). 

Close to the theme of marriage there is the status of women in society. Unmarried 

women were considered to be inferior in rank. Therefore, an unmarried governess was 

treated with superiority from part of the family and its friends. Emma for instance, being 

rich, did not need to marry to gain a higher social status (Green 20). 
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The social structure in the novel is rigidly outlined. The characters are divided 

according to an early nineteenth century social system. Thus, the social structure is 

another important theme of the novel. Jane Austen presented her characters, including 

Emma, as either maintaining their social status or trying to reach an upper social level. 

Some of the characters declare their strong position on the social ladder. For example, Mr. 

Elton openly stated that he will never marry a girl who is inferior to his rank. In fact 

Austen emphasized the theme of marriage, which is sometimes a tool in keeping or rising 

ones’ social status (Green 20). 

The theme of transformation is similarly important to notice, because all the 

characters in the novel suffer changes throughout the story. First of all, Emma is the most 

noticeable; she develops and changes through her experiences. From being a rather 

spoiled rich young woman, she becomes more mature; she is also able to recognize her 

mistakes and consequently becomes more selfless. Another character who changes is Jane 

Fairfax, from a stiff and mysterious girl, she becomes a more open and friendly person. 

Mr. Knightley too changes throughout the novel; from being a strong controlling 

character, he becomes a softer and a more affectionate person (Green 20). 

Another prominent aspect of the novel is its social value, which is often 

contradictory. For instance, Emma makes friends with Harriet, an orphan whose 

background is unknown to the reader. She becomes friends with Mrs. Elton too, who is 

ill-bred and considers herself superior to others. From another point of view, Harriet is 

unable to find a suitable husband because she has no rank in society (Green 21). 

Jane Austen has managed to depict the complexity of human traits in her novels. In 

Emma, the author highlights the theme of vanity because it is easily noticeable even in 

Emma’s character. She thinks her opinion should always be taken into consideration 
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because of her wealth and status in society. Mrs. Elton similarly considers herself superior 

to other women because she is married, and her sister is married to a rich man (Green 22). 

Jeremy Ross suggests the theme of oppression of women. According to him, the 

reader is immediately introduced to the wealth of Emma. She is privileged in society, and 

in contrast with other women she does not need to marry because she is already rich. 

Nevertheless, she would be considered an old, rich spinster. In particular, Jane Fairfax is 

the symbol of oppression. She does not have Emma’s wealth and she is not privileged 

despite the fact that she is well-bred. She has to accept the job as a governess, like Mrs. 

Weston. Women in Jane Austen’s time, as we know even from the writer’s biography, 

were very limited in their options: they could either marry or work as governess and had 

to depend entirely on their families. Harriet Smith is another example of this oppression. 

The women in the British society of the time, being limited in their options as 

independent persons, were incapable of maintaining themselves (Ross). 

The theme of love should also be mentioned, because Jane Austen describes it as a 

special issue in her novels. Emma is not an exception, moreover what makes her different 

from other heroines, is her denial of romance at the beginning of the novel. She considers 

herself immune to love, and she is even disgusted at Mr. Elton’s marriage proposal. She 

thinks she is in love with Frank Churchill, but later she also realizes she is not, because 

she feels happy in his absence as well as in his presence. Here the theme of marriage is 

implied too, because Austen tried to explain that love was not important for marriage. 

Nevertheless, Emma realizes she is capable of loving, and that she has been in love with 

Mr. Knightley the whole time. Moreover, Jane Austen makes sure that, at the end of the 

novel, characters like Jane Fairfax and Harriet Smith, despite their inferior ranks in the 

society, married for love too. Love thus becomes an important aspect in Emma, which 

Jane Austen places above social status, fortune, and wealth (Ross). 
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2.4 Comic Aspects 

Jane Austen’s novel Emma is considered to be the most vivacious of all her novels. 

Outlining its basic aspects, its stronger plot is its comedy of manners. Its two most 

prominent comic characters are Mr. Woodhouse and Miss Bates. Jane Austen is often 

compared with Shakespeare in depicting these comic characters. The writer made them 

objects of laughter but, at the same time, affection. Austen found the real world rather 

amusing, but in her novel she decided that human absurdities and illusions can be an aim 

for laughter as long as it is not harmful. Stephen M. Parrish suggests that she is more a 

humorist than a moralist (Parrish 364). 

The heroine of the novel, Emma, can also be considered comic, she is so convinced 

in the rightness of her thoughts that she is terribly wrong at the same time. Jane Austen 

creates the character of Emma, by adding traits she did not include in her other characters. 

For instance, Emma is presented as being a spoilt, rich child. The comic aspects of her 

character are her ideas of fixing the world around her. She does not make friends with 

Jane Fairfax who is her equal, she chooses instead to become friends with Harriet who is 

stupid and naïve, and she manipulates her to fall in love with different gentlemen until she 

herself realizes she is in love with one of them. The complex and twisted plot of Austen’s 

Emma is also a reason for it to be considered a comedy of manners (Parrish 365). 

Ian Watt, in his critical review Jane Austen and the Traditions of Comic Aggression, 

states that Jane Austen differs from other English writers of comic novels such as 

Fielding and Burney. While they chose to rigidly split the good and the bad between 

characters, Austen decided to create her characters as psychologically complex 

personalities. Thus, they are able to change and develop through their experiences. Emma 

is a good example of such development in a heroine’s character. Jane Austen managed to 

include in her characters like Elizabeth Bennet and Emma Woodhouse good and bad 
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traits, and according to Watt this is what makes them interesting and nice too. Ian Watt 

also considers that Austen’s comic originality lies in mixing these two human traits in her 

characters. They have to undergo through aggressive changes while stage comedies split 

these traits into two different types characters (Parrish 413). 

According to Watt, the most prominent comic aggression in Jane Austen’s novels is 

the social comic, which implies mostly characters with good traits. First of all, he gives 

the example of Emma’s parties and dinners which gather comments both hostile and 

cheerful. Moreover, he states that in those social gatherings, Austen created a harmony, 

but this harmony, is possible only when the characters are maliciously discussing other 

characters. He also claims that the most aggressive moments of social comic imply the 

moment when there is an opportunity to express one’s ego. For example, there is the 

scene in Emma when Mr. Elton refuses to dance with Harriet, out of pride and superiority 

(Parrish 415). 

Bharat Tandon, similarly comments on the comic aspects in the novel. As a notable 

example he gives the “precious treasures” of the characters. An example can be Harriet 

Smith, burning her “most precious treasures” in front of Emma, a ritual that is both comic 

and also part of the touchingly absurd moments of the novel. Emma’s sister also 

comments on Mr. Weston’s good nature, by mentioning a flying kite, with which he 

entertained her child. Even Emma is not immune from holding upon simple things. Jane 

Austen comically describes her list of books to read, and how she was arranging it 

alphabetically or by some other rule. The character of Harriet Smith, according to Tandon 

is not completely absurd. He states that all the population of Highbury can apply to this 

serious, and at the same time comic, love for “sentimental souvenirs”. Trivial and 

insignificant objects are described as having an emotional energy, which recalls some 

past, nostalgic moments in the characters’ lives (Tandon 14-15). 
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Paula Byrne argues that Emma is one of the best examples of English characters of 

high comedy. She states that her comic aspects are her faults and her ability to recognize 

them by the end of the book. She is not to be taken seriously, because she is a figure of 

fun. Her comic spirit lies in her charm and her affection and the way in which she deals 

with her own flaws. Moreover, Byrne praises Jane Austen’s ability to create a great 

heroine whom the reader loves and at the same time laughs at, which is a difficult task to 

undertake (Byrne 52). 

The complexity of Emma’s character is what Austen achieved successfully. 

Certainly, the reader feels disappointed by her ill-treatment of Jane Fairfax or Miss Bates, 

but the author managed to make her inspire sympathy and, at the same time, laughter, and 

this is what emphasizes on her comic character. Jane Austen successfully described her ill 

behavior as being just a childish judgment of a spoilt, rich girl, which is often done 

unconsciously (Byrne 52). 

Along with Emma’s comic character, Byrne highlights two other characters. For 

example, Miss Bates and Mr. Woodhouse, which although are presented as silly persons, 

still provoke sympathy. For instance, from the Box Hill scene, when Emma insults Miss 

Bates, Austen shows the reader that she is actually a wise woman, incapable of hatred and 

malice. This can be considered Austen’s literary triumph; that of creating comic 

characters with complex personalities, in which the good traits prevail, and the bad ones 

can be laughed at in the end (Byrne 52). 

Maaja A. Stewart demonstrates Henry James’ idea that there is no story without 

comical characters. According to this scholar, the most prominent comical figures in 

Emma are Mr. Woodhouse and Miss Bates. The writer states that Austen created them 

basing on the traditional comic theories; in simple outlines. They are predictable in their 

actions as simple characters. On the one hand, Miss Bates is presented as a typical old 
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maid, who was created by the author to play a certain role as comical lineage of the novel. 

On the other hand, Mr. Woodhouse is given the typical traits of an old, retired man who is 

often sentimental for the sake of comic in the literary work (Bloom 5). 

Jane Austen transformed typical comic characters from traditional literature into 

more complex ones. She adds humanity to her old maid, thus the reader does not only 

laugh at her, but also feels sympathy for her. Similarly, Mr. Woodhouse and his comic 

sentimentalism, is an object to laugh at, since he is convincing his loving daughter to 

retire from the world as he did (Bloom 6). 

As mentioned before, the theme of transformation plays an important role in the plot 

of the novel. For instance, this transformation has its influence on the comic outline too. 

Not only does Emma go through this transformation but her father and Miss Bates go 

through it too. Therefore, the superficial realities given at the beginning of the novel 

change by the end of it; and the reader witnesses the transformation of these two comic 

characters looks at them in a different way (Bloom 6). 

As a comic protagonist, Emma, from the beginning of the story tries to divide her 

society into hierarchies. Jane Austen provided for her the dominant atmosphere, so that in 

the end she knows everyone’s secret. However the most important detail about this is that 

she realizes that this power is simply insignificant for understanding true reality. 

Moreover, she understands that the mysteries of the people surrounding her will always 

remain unknown. Therefore, by the end of the story, the traditional comic aspects of the 

novel transform too into more conventional and realistic values. Emma does not think of 

the society on a hierarchical way anymore, but learns to understand the value of good and 

bad, and therefore becomes a mature person, capable of understanding the world (Bloom 

6). 
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2.5 Social Classes 

Cedric Watts observes how the lives of Emma’s characters, depend on wealth and 

money. She highlights the relationships between her characters and how they are affected 

by the motivation and the perspective of a good income. Despite the fact that Jane Austen 

presents her rich characters as good and generous, in the character of Jane Fairfax the 

reader witnesses an injustice caused by her social inferiority (Lambdin 110). 

Being a novel of manners, Emma does not depict mainly the rigid distinction of class 

society. In fact there is a certain fluidity in Highbury class structure. For instance, the 

Coles have reached an upper level in the society because of their “new money”, and 

Robert Martin is also a successful farmer, who can afford to have a maid and a farm rent. 

Therefore, Jane Austen did not want to describe only the upper classes of society; she 

wanted instead to describe certain behaviors according to their class. Aers states that the 

irony of the novel finds its place in the inability of Emma to fully understand the class 

distinction and who are the real respectable people surrounding her (Lambdin 110). 

Alastair Duckworth similarly asserts that Emma is a novel about class consciousness. 

The protagonist has to understand the reality of society as divided in classes. She is  first 

introduced to this reality by Mr. Knightley. According to the writer, she is socially and 

morally selfish. She does not seem to realize the reality of the lives of the others. An 

example can be her friendship with Harriet, she wants to believe that her friend has a 

higher social rank, but she is unaware of the objectivity of the true story (Lambdin 110). 

Gooneratne gives a similar interpretation, stating that Emma is a character with 

flaws. By the time she realizes her social responsibility, Emma also changes for the better. 

By describing the process of development of Emma’s character, Jane Austen also 

emphasizes on the role of single women in society and class fluidity (Lambdin 111). 



57 
 

In Joseph Litvak’s view, Emma’s moral development is firstly provoked by Mr. 

Knightley, he also demonstrates that there is a social interaction between two people of 

the same class. Litvak states that this competition is also between two selves and two 

different views of the society (Lambdin 111). 

Jane Austen gives a strong importance to social status in her novels. The readers 

judge the characters as they judge each other socially and morally. Her social satire 

highlights class distinction, and most of the comic in her novels lies in this rigid class 

structure. Emma teaches the reader with which eyes each of the characters should be 

looked at, and their place in society too. The writer manages to combine the interaction 

between a person and her social status. For instance, a lady’s status was known in 

advance, but social and personal interaction was needed in order to find out her personal 

traits. Austen’s novels are full of details about one’s status in society; clothes, silk, cotton, 

rags, estates, carriages and so on. By describing these details, Austen shows how 

important social status was in the nineteenth century (Copeland and McMaster 125). 

Austen’s novels are very often called “marriage plots”. As it was mentioned before, 

during the writer’s time, the rank of a person was vitally important. There is a strong 

emphasis on this detail, as well as the way people could climb the social ladder in 

different ways. For instance, women could enhance their social statuses through marriage. 

Jane Austen highlights in Emma, as well as in her other novels, the fact that the heroine is 

never irrational as to never think about the social status and the fortune of the groom-to-

be (Haggerty 56). 

The writer also emphasizes on the fact that however rich Emma is, or in the middle 

like Elizabeth, the heroine must maintain her status, through her wit, manners, 

intelligence, reputation, and readings. All these traits are placed within a firmly 

established limitation of the classes; some are fair while other unfair. Another important 
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aspect to notice in Austen’s novels, is how the heroines maintain their sense of self 

throughout their experiences (Haggerty 57). 

Mona Scheuermann suggests that Emma is a novel of morality. The people who 

belong to upper class must treat others with more sympathy. For instance, Miss Bates and 

Jane Fairfax have lost their money and their position in society, and therefore, they must 

be treated with more understanding from the part of Emma. These social responsibilities 

are the core of the novel. Despite this, Emma does not enjoy visiting the Bates, because 

she considers them boring. Furthermore, the Box Hill scene when Emma insults Miss 

Bates shows how Emma is capable of attacking a socially inferior person. The contrast 

between classes and morality is also presented in the scene when Mr. Knightely chastises 

Emma. He makes her understand the fragility of the people who are inferior to her. 

Moreover, Mr. Knightely tells her that he would agree with her, if Miss Bates was on the 

same level as her, emphasizing the fact that however poor and ridiculous she is, she is 

also kind, and good, and that her situation should provoke Emma’s compassion instead. 

Scheuermann thus demonstrates that the microcosm of the Box Hill incident can also be 

applied to all of Jane Austen’s novels, because the class structure is a very important 

element that plays a central role in the development of her protagonists (Scheuermann 

127). 

In the character of Jane Fairfax, the reader also witnesses the injustice that class 

structure can provoke. In her character, Jane Austen has invested the same education, 

physical beauty, and charm as she did with Emma. Her position instead is unfortunate, as 

women of nineteenth century society had limitation when it came to maintaining 

themselves. Her great injustice is in her lack of fortune and her unmarried state 

(Scheuermann 130). 
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Throughout her novel, Jane Austen tries to emphasize the importance of class 

distinction, and why it should be respected. Frank Churchill, organizing the ball in 

Highbury, mentions that a ball can gather people from different classes but, in the same 

time, everybody should remember their place in society (Scheuermann 130). 

In the story of Harriet Smith and Robert Martin, Jane Austen highlights the rigid 

class distinction. Despite the fact that Emma thinks Harriet is a gentleman’s daughter, Mr. 

Knightley strongly disagrees with her. By the end of the novel Harriet’s and Emma’s 

friendship ends because Harriet marries Robert Martin; a marriage on the same class 

level, according to Mr. Knightley. Once again the rigid class distinction is highlighted 

here, because they will not be able to continue their relationship. Although Jane Austen 

used ironical comments about class distinction throughout her novel, by the end of the 

book, she makes clear that Harriet’s and Emma’s friendship must naturally sink: 

” Harriet, necessarily drawn away by her engagements with the Martins, was less and less 

at Hartfield; which was not to be regretted. The intimacy between her and Emma must 

sink; their friendship must change into a calmer sort of goodwill; and, fortunately, what 

ought to be, and must be, seemed already beginning, and in the most gradual, natural 

manner” (533). 

 

Therefore, Jane Austen paid more attention the relationships that found their 

intimacy between the characters of the same class (Scheuermann 132). 

Austen’s characters live in a social convention. Their fate and behaviors are limited 

by these conventions. For instance, it was very clear that Emma would eventually marry 

Mr. Knightley, a person belonging to her same social class. An even more important 

detail about Emma is that the author, decided to include the poorer society of Highbury, 

which contrasts with its high society. According to Sarah Houghton-Walker, the scene of 

Emma’s interaction with the poor society is the way Austen wanted to show (her personal 

growth). Consequently she grew to be worthy of Mr. Knightley’s attention, and not 

through her matchmaking or fun-poking (Houghton 158).  
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2.6 Emma - a comedy of manners 

Jane Austen’s novels reflect stories of a society of classes; a society where people’s 

manners and behavior were very important. A person’s tastes and politeness were details 

that high society praised. Moreover, the manners showed the class of the person. 

Emma, for instance, is the novel in which the author discussed the importance of a 

person’s behavior in society. Austen also included in her novel the theme of misleading 

judgments, and how difficult it is to understand a person’s intentions, judging by one’s 

behavior; especially when the manners are well disguised. This idea is shown in the story 

of Emma and Harriet. When trying to convince Harriet against the marriage with Robert 

Martin, Emma suggested Mr. Elton as a model of good manners, education, and behavior. 

Throughout the story, the author shows that good manners and behavior can also be false. 

Therefore, by the end of the novel, we see Mr. Elton capable of malice, rudeness, and 

pride too. The story of Mr. Elton proves that Mr. Knightley is right in his debate with 

Emma, about manners. According to him, the manners should be a means of showing 

one’s character and not concealing it (17.14 Gill; Gregory). 

Similarly, Mrs. Elton is showing her true nature by calling Mr. Knightley, just 

“Knightley”. Emma considers her a proud upstart, and she does not like her manners. 

Apart these two characters, Mr. Churchill is presented by Austen as being the most false 

of them all. His manners are deceiving and he is a deception for Emma too. His letter to 

Mr. Weston in which he explains his behavior and resentfulness is doubted both by Emma 

and the reader (17.14 Gill; Gregory).  

Jane Nardin demonstrates that Austen considered very important the conventional 

code of propriety. She described in her novel, characters of high society, who were 

supposed to know this code. She expected the same knowledge from the reader and the 

genteel society. Certainly, the writer included characters that deviated from the code of 
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propriety and correctness. By this deviation, Jane Austen wanted to make a contrast and 

to show the difference between classes. For example, Mrs. Elton’s use of informal codes 

shows she grew up in an inferior society. Therefore, the use of this code of propriety by 

the author was meant to place the characters at their suitable position in society. 

Moreover, according to Nardin, this code shows a character’s moral and psychological 

state. According to her, Mr. Knightley is the only character to fight this debate between 

the code and feelings. According to Nardin, Jane Austen’s attempt to highlight the moral 

considerations rather than the Regency code of propriety, failed, because, the code had a 

strong authority over morality. Given to this idea, Mr. Knightley is the only character to 

succeed in bringing feelings over the code. He can undermine the code if he feels so. He 

refused to give Miss Bates the last barrel of apples, because he did not want to make her 

feel guilty about his sacrifice. Moreover, he sees the good in people, and he finds warm 

feelings for people that are inferior to him. Mr. Knightley tells Emma, that manners are 

not enough, it is more important thus to have feelings and compassion towards other 

people. Emma starts to imitate him, but she also learns from the Box Hill experience, that 

one’s true feelings and thoughts can come out despite the proper conduct allowed by 

gentility. She learns to combine kindness with the code of propriety. Additionally, Austen 

emphasizes the idea that in fact this code of proper conduct in society should reflect one’s 

kindness and it should have as cornerstone, compassion, and benevolence (Nardin 22). 

According to Howard S. Babb, Jane Austen’s characters reflect universal 

personalities. Despite the code of manners and politeness, they are not just superficial. 

The reader has been accustomed to underestimate the hidden side of the characters, 

because Austen considered manners as crucially important (Babb 4). 

Marvin Mudrick accordingly, argues that Jane Austen’s excessive attention towards 

manners and the code of propriety hides a strong revolt against her contemporary society. 



62 
 

The importance of one’s image in society is in fact a parody to its values. On the one 

hand, manners are known to be part of a man’s everyday life; they hide one’s personality 

and true feelings. On the other hand, manners shown in public, cannot detach from one’s 

personal experience. Therefore, the manners must express true feelings both in public and 

private (Babb 5). 

According to Lionel Trilling, manners should be taken seriously, because they 

constitute a great part of a culture. He claims that, the code of propriety includes some 

unutterable details that are considered to give hints to one’s true personality. Furthermore, 

in Jane Austen’s novels the reader is encouraged to pay attention to verbal and non verbal 

communication. It implies personal and cultural values of a character, and therefore, it 

provides another reality. In Emma, there is a great amount of hidden cultural and personal 

messages. For instance, the most noticeable characters are Frank Churchill and Mr. Elton. 

The dialogue in the novel reveals the true personality of the characters, both of the ones 

discussed and the ones discussing. The language, the tone, and the expressiveness, 

gestures, together with manners provide information about the true nature of a character. 

Austen described these details as having a significant role in the plot, because manners 

were not only a public necessity, but also implied true temperaments behind them (Babb 

6). 

2.7 Feminist ideas in Jane Austen’s Emma 

Jane Austen lived in a period of conflict time, when men were considered the central 

figures of society. Moreover, it was thought that men were more important than women, 

an idea considered normal by all the people. Under these circumstances, women became 

like accessories for men. Their world was very much limited, like their opportunities. 

Women were taken as wives, and their main job was to attend their husbands. Jane 

Austen thus, embraced her writing as a weapon. She developed through her fiction a 
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conscience that had at its base the fight for moral equality between men and women. She 

wanted women to be considered as accountable figures who could maintain themselves, 

as she did as an unmarried woman who was earning on her life, being a novelist. With the 

help of her characters, she wanted to emphasize on the importance of love above money 

(Yu 2009). 

Jane Austen was against the beliefs of Victorian society that women depended on 

men when climbing the social ladder. Women married only because of fortune and social 

status, forgetting about true love and the sanctity of marriage. Austen’s feminist 

consciousness inspired women to become aware of their power and their ability to 

maintain themselves, unbeknownst to them during that period of time (Yu 2009). 

Advancing and encouraging this trend of women’s liberation was an important step 

in British literary history. For instance Emma, was criticized for its straight feminine and 

realistic value. Jane Austen, unlike other female contemporary novelists, managed to 

write about some injustices from the society of the time. She was famous in portraying 

female characters with their true nature, and she succeeded in this more than other male 

writer of the time. Her novels describe inner lives and thoughts of heroines. She 

developed a feminist consciousness by describing the injustice that some of her female 

characters encountered in their lives. The problem of marriage, education, fortune, unfair 

condition of life were some of the hidden issues she included in her novels, with the aim 

to awaken the true value of women in society (Yu 2009). 

In her novel Emma, Jane Austen, on the background of a typical story about a couple 

of families from Highbury, includes some problems of her contemporary society. A 

special accent was put on problems that women encountered; this is what made her the 

feminist of the era. Certainly, considering the nowaday term of feminism, it is easily 

understood that the writer was not as strong as contemporary feminists. There was a 
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strong thought of the time that women should not write in their older years, because 

apparently they had more to say than younger women. Accordingly, female writers that 

were over their thirties were oppressed from writing. As a result, Jane Austen was often 

recognized for her merits of writing in a feminine style and her ability to write novels that 

stayed away from masculine themes (Hilbrandt). 

Austen made some audacious comments about women and their lives in Emma. As 

before, women were not independent people. They were taken care of, either by marrying 

or by the position of governess. Emma was the first of Austen’s heroines who never 

considered marriage as an option for her well being. Even from the beginning of the 

novel, the author introduces her power: “Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and rich 

with a comfortable home and a happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best 

blessings of existence…” (31). She is a single woman who lives with her father, whom 

Austen portrays as an invalid; a detail that hints to Emma’s independence (Hilbrandt). 

“My being charming, Harriet, is not quite enough to induce me to marry; I must find other 

people charming – one other person at least. And I am not only, not going to be married, 

at present, but have very little intention of ever marrying at all” (118). 

 

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

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

nature; and I do not think I ever shall. And, without love, I am sure I should be a fool to 

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

consequence I do not want: I believe few married women are half as much mistress of 

their husband’s house, as I am of Hartfield[…]” (118). 

 

Emma’s statements show her certainty in her decision not to marry. Moreover, she 

seems to be out of romantic affairs too. It is unusual for a girl of the time, to reject the 

thought of marriage, yet speaking to Harriet she, clearly expresses her strong decision 

(Hilbrandt 2013).  
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2.8 Cinematic aspects of the novel 

Speaking about the novel’s adaptability, it is important to notice that Jane Austen 

was not considered a visual novelist. Henry Lewes argues that she ignored the outward 

world, and her novels lack descriptive details, which makes her a dramatic novelist. The 

writer simply relied on her characters and their love affairs and experiences more than on 

the scenery around them (Wiltshire 17). 

As an example, John Wiltshire gives the Box Hill scene. He suggests Gilpin’s 

opinion about the location, stating that it is in fact a beautiful part of Surrey; it gives an 

amazing view of the neighboring counties. There are no descriptions of this picturesque 

view in Emma. The writer avoided detailed description of the views, the picnic, and the 

surroundings. Frank Churchill mentions the neighboring counties in a comment, but that 

only shows his good humor (Wiltshire 17). 

Many critics, such as Lewes, argued that the strongest part of the adaptability of 

Emma implies its dramatic power. Moreover, the spatiality is more important than the 

description of scenery. The novel describes the lives of a couple of families of Highbury, 

which means the setting also does not require spatiality. Thus, the novel’s strongest side 

is not the visuality, but the spatiality. The spatiality is presented not in the detailed 

description of the outward world, but rather in the strong outline of her narratives 

(Wiltshire 18). 

Because of the lack of visuality in Austen’s novel, it was a challenge for filmmakers 

to adapt the novel. Therefore, critics have discussed more on the mise-en-scène, because 

it implies the filmmakers’ imagination and creativity. For instance, a novel as well as a 

film needs its readers and viewers to identify themselves, through subjective experience 

with the movie and the novel. On the one hand, the film can do this with the help of a 

voice over, the focus of the camera, the angle of vision. On the other hand, in the novel 
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the reader discovers the reality with the help of the omniscient narrator, who is a witness 

to everything and who appears to be different than the author (Wiltshire 18-19). 

The visual aspects of the novel are therefore seen through Emma’s eyes. But it is 

also known that Emma’s point of view is not always reliable. Booth suggests the notion 

of the “double vision” which is Emma’s own point of view along with the objective view 

of the narrator. Therefore, Wiltshire argues that the visuality of the novel does not 

necessarily imply seeing with the eyes, it implies the imagination, which is a way of 

seeing too (Wiltshire 20). 

According to John Wiltshire Jane Austen was strongly influenced by theatre. For 

instance, he suggests the scene where Emma Woodhouse observes Mrs. Weston and her 

son-in-law coming on the street of Highbury. He claims that the word “scene” implies the 

entrance of new characters. If it were a film, these visual aspects would have been 

presented through the specter of the camera or through the zoom out, so the scene would 

capture the entire street, including the characters. The visual aspects of the novel 

therefore, are in fact formal structures of entrances of the characters into a scene, just like 

in theatre (Wiltshire 21). 

Another example of the implied visuality in Emma, is the impeccable narrative 

techniques of its author. For instance, the scene in the drawing room at Hartfield, shows 

how Jane Austen managed to present group scenes. The conversation between Mr. 

Knightley and Jane Fairfax appears in the eyes of the reader to be private, because the 

author does not mention the position of the other people in the room. She does not 

mention other, specific details, and the dialogue is dramatic. Yet, by the end of Jane 

Fairfax’s words, Mr. Woodhouse intervenes with a question, and then follows the 

dialogue with Mrs. Elton. This technique is remarkable, because it leaves space for the 

imagination to create the scene and discover how Mr. Woodhouse and Mrs. Elton could 
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possibly hear their conversation. The omission here involves the reader’s imagination to 

create the setting of the scene, which is the drawing room and the people in it, located in 

such a way, so that everyone hears the speech of others. This, Wiltshire argues is common 

to the filmic montage, where filmmakers create the language of the film through cutting 

and editing the images of the narrative (Wiltshire 23).  

One important aspect of the adaptability of the novel is the screenplay. The 

screenwriters usually simplify the dialogue, while enhancing and adding some other 

aspects. Andrew Davies for instance, added alongside with the dialogue, the incident, this 

way highlighting the class structure of the society. That is why there are servants helping 

around the ladies, in order to give the sense of community (Parrill 12). 

The setting of the film is equally important in the transposition of the visual elements 

of the novel. Therefore, it is important to choose the approximate locations with the ones 

Jane Austen described in the novel. The Hollywood versions of the film, according to 

Parrill, do not expose faithfully British heritage, as British versions are interested in doing 

(Parrill 13). 

Sue Birtwistle and Susie Conklin in The Making of Emma describe the difficulty in 

finding perfect locations, untouched by modernism. For instance, the main setting which 

is Highbury, was difficult to find because of the uncertainty of where exactly Jane Austen 

meant that place to be. Thus, Diarmuid Lawrence decided to set the movie in a village 

called Lacock, because it provided the perfect hidden scenery, without television aerials 

and besides, it was easy and without expensive costs to turn the location into a village set 

in 1813 (Birtwistle and Conklin 27). 

Finding the location for one of the most important scenes in the novel, the Box Hill 

scene, was a challenge for the filmmakers. Choosing to film on the real Box Hill would 

have been a bad decision, because it is full of visitors and it does not look as it looked 150 
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years ago. The Box Hill scene breaks into three parts: the arrival, the anagram game, and 

the leaving scene with Mr. Knightley and Emma. Lawrence wanted to emphasize to the 

audience the social classes during Austen’s times, and thus, especially in the Box Hill 

scene, the film presents the work of the servants for such a picnic, they carry all the things 

for the picnic up the hill and then down again (Birtwistle and Conklin 42-43). 

Maureen Turim suggests another cinematic scene of the novel. She claims that the 

direct transposition of the visual aspects of the novel may require editing undertakings, 

such as for example: glance-object and shot reverse, especially where Austen deliberately 

omitted them in her narratives. For example, in Chapter 6, Mr. Elton is watching Emma 

paint Harriet’s portrait. Emma is very happy, because she thinks her match-making is 

succeeding, but the reader finds out later, he is in fact interested in Emma and not in 

Harriet. Jane Austen proved her remarkable narrative techniques in this scene; she 

managed to make the reader believe in Emma’s speculations and agree with her. The 

author focuses here on Mr. Elton’s gaze to show his deceitful interest in Harriet. The 

scene is considered by Turim, cinematic in its complexity (Pucci and Thomson 34). 

Adaptations in this case, have to stage the scene excluding the voices. The scene is 

followed by a section of dialogue where the characters discuss the similarities between 

Emma’s likeness and Harriet. Yet again, Jane Austen uses her technique of omitting the 

descriptions about the space and the position of the characters, their movements, and 

gestures. The author describes the scene ambiguously, representing it as just a 

competition of voices expressing their opinion. Her purpose was to implicate the 

imagination of the reader, and consequently, it was an undertaking for film-makers too 

(Pucci and Thomson 34). 

Jane Austen is famous for her writing style that includes psychological and personal 

styles, similar to Samuel Richardson’s. Her style is called “free-indirect style” and it is 
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based on the protagonist’s point of view and the narrator’s witness. The author enriched 

the novel’s narrative by turning from Emma’s thoughts to the narrator’s reliable 

witnessing (Di Paolo 40). 

Marc DiPaolo states that some of Emma’s adaptations tend to focus on the 

protagonist’s inner thoughts and feelings, while others emphasize on the society as a 

whole. Stressing the role of Miss Bates, Robert Martin, and Jane Fairfax and Highbury as 

a whole; allows the viewer to have a more distanced look at Emma (Di Paolo 40). 

Linda Troost and Sayre Greenfield suggest that film-makers are themselves readers 

of the novel, therefore, the aspects they will choose to highlight in their film will be the 

way they interpreted the novel. Since the film cannot completely reflect the novel, it 

depends on film-makers’ interpretation of it. Therefore, John Wiltshire argues that the 

novel can be read in two ways. On the one hand, some of the film-makers read Emma as a 

Bildungsroman, and thus the accent of the adaptation is on Emma and her personal 

growth, which makes the film a domestic Bildungsroman. On the other hand, the novel 

can be read also as a presentation of social classes and society of Highbury, in which 

case, the adaptation will focus on the other characters seen through Emma’s eyes. The 

role of the supporting characters is emphasized and thus, the film is more dramatic, as it 

focuses on the feelings and experiences of the other characters and their influence on the 

protagonist. In both cases, the production team will determine the tone, the shape, the 

narrative perspective, and the plot structure of the adaptation which will also determine 

the type of the reading of the novel, as a social critique, or as a domestic Bildungsroman 

(Di Paolo 41). 

The British adaptation by Lawrence is considered to provide a deeper interpretation 

of Emma. While it includes both ways of understanding the novel, it emphasizes on 

Emma’s personal way of seeing the world, a detail noticed in the most important scenes 
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of the film. Under these circumstances, the viewer will always see Emma’s inner world, 

her colorful imagination and how she lives in her perfect fantasies. On the other hand, 

Lawrence wanted to highlight Emma’s mistake by focusing on the less privileged class of 

society (Di Paolo 108). 

By splitting the narrative perspective, Lawrence managed to come closer to 

recreating Austen’s free-indirect style. The director split the narrative style into two 

narrative lenses, this way he succeeded in highlighting the contrast between Emma’s 

personal situation and the less financially fortunate in society. Under these circumstances, 

the film shows that the problem is in fact in Emma’s imagination, which clouds the 

perception of the reality. That is why Emma cannot fully understand the needs of Harriet 

and the fact that she would be happy to marry Robert Martin, and that Jane Fairfax’s life 

is not as full of colors and romance as hers (Di Paolo 108). 

Lawrence shows deliberately the way servants carry the furniture in the Box Hill 

scene, this is how Emma’s slightly snobbish character is emphasized. Furthermore, Emma 

is presented in this adaptation as being a misguided person, unable to clearly see the 

outward world (Di Paolo 108). 

Lawrence-Davies adaptation in contrast with McGrath’s presents Emma as a 

character viewed at a certain distance. The only moments when the viewer is looking 

through the same eyes as the protagonist are the key moments, shown in highly 

romanticized pictures (Di Paolo 108) 
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Chapter Three 

3.1 Interpretations  

Jane Austen is one of the greatest and most powerful British woman novelists. She is 

known for introducing innovative narrative techniques in literature. She is also famous for 

exploring the importance of morals and manners. Austen’s novels can be discussed not 

only from the historical point of view, but also in the context of eighteenth century ideas 

about feminism. Her attitude towards morals, women and their roles, female education, 

marriage and family is considered to be similar to the ideas of Mary Wollstonecraft. A 

Vindication of the Rights of Woman is Wollstonecraft’s famous work about feminist 

philosophy. Certainly, Austen’s ideas of feminism, in contrast with Wollstonecraft’s, are 

personal and they have no major links with the awareness of society’s situation of the 

time (Kirkham xi). 

During Austen’s contemporary times, the main question novelists were exploring 

was the moral nature of the men and their role in society. Jane Austen in contrast  was 

praised for exploring the theme of women’s role in society and their moral nature. Her 

novels are reflections of the feminist movement of the time. For instance, the first title-

page of her novel, Sense and Sensibility, is considered an important step forward for 

women novelists in her contemporary time. The title was: Sense and Sensibility: A Novel 

in Three Volumes. By a Lady. Kirkham argues that, the fact that she insisted on the words 

“by a lady” shows that the author wanted her sex to be known to people. It was firstly 

considered that she wrote that, to stress her gentility, but it was in fact her wish to be 

taken into consideration as a woman novelist.(Kirkham xv). 

As mentioned before, the eighteenth century marked changes in the literary field. 

Morality was a theme that attracted many authors. As a consequence, women started to 
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show interest as authors as well as women readers. The most explored theme for women 

novelists was the status of women in society (Kirkham 3). 

Jane Austen contributed to this development, her fiction can be called feminist, 

because it explored ideas about the equality between men and women as well as the status 

of women and their role in society. It is also important to notice that the term feminism is 

modern, but its concepts date back in the late nineteenth century with M. Wollstonecraft’s 

ideas about the role of women in politics, their education and status (Kirkham 3). 

Women were assigned an inferior status, morally and spiritually. This is one of the 

reasons the first feminists claimed aginst. The Enlightenment feminism had at its base the 

idea that women wanted to beconsidered rational beings like men. They were denied the 

power of expressing themselves. Jane Austen for instance, contributed to this claim. For 

example her fictional character Mr. Collins, and his story, criticizes the idea of men as 

higher figures in society. Women from middle and upper classes demanded a proper 

education. This could provoke a social change, and therefore, men feared that women 

with such ideas could forget their duties in marriage and family. Certainly, their demand 

of intellectual education could not posibly be a threat for the patriarchal society of the 

time. The social change that could come hand in hand with the Enlightened feminism, 

could provoke an undermine between the patriarchal society as well as in the authority of 

State and Church (Kirkham 4).  

In March 1816 Sir Walter Scott agreed to write a review on Austen’s Emma. He 

recognized first of all the literary inovative aspects of her novel. He also argues that her 

novel brings something new, that is a breakthrough since the last fifteen or twenty years. 

Moreover, Scott points out that Emma is rather realistic than romantic. The writer states:  

“ Cupid, king of gods and men, who in these times of revolution, has been assailed, even 

in his own kingdom of romance, by the authors who were formerly his devoted 
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priests”(29). Scott, in fact, criticizes the way Jane Austen ignores the powers of romance. 

Her departure from the romance and “the powers of Cupid” in Scott’s opinion is a 

treason.  

Scott argues, that women’s responsibility as well as Austen’s as a novelist, is to 

contribute and preserve romantic values, ideals about love and femininity. In addition 

these elements should play their roles in the ennoblement of the male figures of society 

(Bilger 29). 

Scott’s game of words with “Cupid” has in fact the aim to hide the fact that Jane 

Austen’s novels are all about the “cupidity” under the aspect of sentiment. The writer 

speaks about Austen as a woman, and that the sensibility described in her novel is in fact 

disguised in the criticism of her contemporary society.According to him her novel is 

written in the context of “these times of revolution”. Futhermore, it reveals a critical point 

of view not only on her contemporary society, but also on the literary conventions of the 

time. Nevertheless, he chooses not to talk about this openly, and instead, discusses the 

effect the romanticism has upon women, pointing out that in Austen’s novels it is directed 

against men (Kirkham 75). 

Scott, also points out that, Jane Austen teaches selfishness and calculated prudence, 

which in his opinion should not be taught to the readers. However, as Kirkham puts it, the 

calculated prudence was a necessity at the time when young ladies from poorer families 

had to use their youth, beauty, charm and “sensibility”, in order to find an eligible 

husband, especially, if the society was full of young girls from  higher social classes 

(Kirkham 76). 

Jane Austen as a feminist moralist, was against the sexist pride and conventions, 

directed towards men. She was against these aspects in literature too. In fact, her later 

novels reveal hidden criticism of the society of her time, therefore it required a more 
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intelligent reader. Her novels, Emma and Mansfield Park, reflect the full strength of her 

feminist criticism. Austen managed to include in these two novels, her concept about her 

contemporary society and its faults. Her greatest literary weapon in this criticism was 

theatrical irony (Kirkham 82). 

Austen is one of the greatest English, comic writer of an age, which is usually called 

“romantic”. According to Kirkham, the lack of romanticism in her novel is due to her 

feministic ideas. Therefore, her comic vision was a means for bringing the enlightenment 

and for creating the type of ideal the author had in mind. She is considered to have had 

the type of comic vision very much akin to such greats like Shakespeare and Shelley, who 

were considering it to be lost in the society in which they lived (Kirkham 82). 

Jane Austen’s comic vision is accompanied by wit and irony. Some of her characters 

are described also as having, apart from comic aspects, some malignity too. Kirkham 

suggests that, the feminism of Austen is in laughter, on ocasions in harsh laughter. But 

this laughter is part of portraying the “visionary ideal”.  She manages to create situations 

in her novel, where the man and the woman can share the same relationship with each 

other. Although not all of her characters can be happy of this disposition, Austen’s idea is 

that all of the heroines develop their character and overpass the difficulties in the same 

manner as men do, despite the fact that their experiences differ from men’s (Kirkham 83). 

Emma, as well as other Austen  heroines is not a self-conscious feminist. 

Nevertheless, she is one of the first examples of the Enlightenment feminism. Austen’s 

female characters are women who subtly claimed equality of  a moral nature between 

men and women. They wanted the same responsibility for their actions, and the same 

moral status, education and possibilities. For instance Emma, wanted to learn from her 

own mistakes, and to discover everything through her own experience. Consequently, 

Austen, presented her heroine’s wishes and experiences, in the contrast with the 
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contemporary to Austen patriarchal society. A society which suppressed women, however 

extraordinary talents a woman could posses (Kirkham  84). 

Regarding  to the feminist aspects in Emma, Claudia Johnson points out that during 

the late-eighteenth century authoritarian atmosphere, Austen as well as Wollstonecraft 

claimed against male domination. While other female novelists of the time were carefully 

describing fictional male characters, Austen’s way of portraying clergymen and especially 

Mr. Elton. developed an unconventional idea. Criticising the role of authority figures, 

such as clergymen, husbands and fathers was her opportunity to express her feminist 

ideas disguised in comic visions (Bilger 135). 

Austen’s comic portraying of Emma’s father, Mr. Woodhouse, is a complete radical 

allusion to her feminist claims. Yet, the author is so remarcable in her writing that she 

manages to describe this comic figure in a subtle way, otherwise her social criticism 

would have been too open. Mr. Woodhouse’s ideas about marriage and the way they 

bring changes into lives, brings out selfishness and disregards women and their choices. 

He does not seem to care about the values of marriage in the eyes of women, because they 

are not common to his selfishness. Austen therefore, wanted to criticize and point out the 

sexist manners which are clearly noticeable in Mr. Woodhouse’s ideas about women as 

being feeble characters (Bilger 137). 

Visualizing feminist movement and social criticism in Emma, in the film industry 

became even more common during the breakthrough in 1995, when Austen’s novels were 

adapted into films. Expressing the novel’s hidden messages into a visual art form was a 

challenge, since the author managed with a great talent to show very subtly her critical 

views on the patriarchal society. The latest versions of Emma focus on feminist issues, 

since they prove a modern reading of the novel (Suwastini 270). 
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Ninteenth-century novels have something that attracted film-makers as well as 

audiences. Their marriage plot is particularly manageable to Hollywood adaptations of 

the novels. Nevertheless, they imply something more than just a marriage plot, they have 

at their base the fate of women in the context of a domestic life. Despite the  fact that such 

a plot can seem passive, it has the ability to reconstruct some ideals of home, femininity 

and marriage. The representation of these ideals was a challenge for film-makers who had 

different appproaches to the novel. During the 1990s, film adaptations started more and 

more representing feminist ideas from the nineteenth century novels, applying modern 

notions of feminism. They emphasize the sexual identity, marriage, femininity in the 

context of the contemporary feminist ideas (Brosh112). 

The British nineteenth century novel adapted into film, began to expand on 

television through different ways of exhibition; on videocassette, cable TV, and broadcast 

television. All these possibilities made the British boundaries blurred, allowing the 

nineteenth century novel to show British heritage on the American continent too. The 

comercial success thus, influenced film-makers’ approach to the transposition of the 

novel into film (Brosh 112). 

The breakthrough during the 1990s of British adaptations of Austen’s novels, 

changed not only the interpretations of the novel, but the cultural boundaries too. One 

such example is Emma. In 1995 a new version of Emma was released by Paramount 

Pictures, entitled Clueless, set in Beverly Hills. The following adaptation is 1996 

Miramax version of Emma, starring the american actress Gwineth Paltrow, which is also 

a colaboration of British/American production. The next British version of the same year 

is the A&E adaptation of Emma with Kate Beckinsale as protagonist. The difference 

between the American version and the British lies in the fact that the latter one was 

written by Andrew Davies, has a British cast and presents the plot on more simple sets. 



77 
 

The Miramax adaptation is more sentimental, has simple dialogues and is rich in 

nondiegetic sounds (Brosh 113). 

Due to the rapid broadcasting of cultural discourses with the help of new 

technologies the British film-makers became more acknwoledged in the American 

market. Therefore, the British adaptations in the 1990s cannot be considered as purely 

belonging to the British heritage since the appeal of the American audience influenced 

strongly the production of Jane Austen’s adaptations (Brosh 113). 

Liora Brosh points out that the American adaptations of Austen’s novels seem to be 

less feminist than the British ones. As an example she suggests Douglas McGrath’s 

version of Emma which in his opinion does not overtly present feminism as the British 

adaptation of the same year does ( Brosh 113). 

McGrath’s version of Emma basicaly retains Jane Austen’s language, however, the 

director makes some changes throughout the film. He omits and alters some scenes, 

consequently, there is a great amount of additional changed details, while other aspects 

are altered.  

One example of the difference between Austen’s novel and McGrath’s Emma, is the 

character of Mr. Knightley, who in Brosh’s opinion diminishes Austen’s feminist ideas 

and claims.  Mr. Knightley was acted by Jeremy Northam, who was almost the same age 

as Paltrow. Jane Austen made her male protagonist older than Emma with a reason. She 

wanted to emphasize Emma’s personal growth in contrast with Mr. Kightley’s wisdom, 

acquired with age. Therefore, this adaptation gives the impression that there are no 

excuses for Emma’s slow realisation of Knightley’s love for her and the role of the other 

characters in her life. Contrary to Austen’s female protagonist, the adaptation brings out a 

silly, clumsy Emma, whose flaws are shown as superficial, and thus, the adaptation 
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therefore shows an interest in the American market. As Brosh states “films that employ 

American mainstream codes tend to be less interested in feminism” (114) 

Another  example of change in this adaptation is McGrath’s invented scene of Mr. 

Knightley and Emma having an archery contest. Brosh argues that the scene is inspired 

from the 1940 adaptation of Pride and Prejudice where there is a similar contest between 

Elisabeth and Darcy. In comparisson with Elisabeth, who manages to shoot the arrow 

straight into the target; a symbol of undermining the patronizing presence of Mr. Darcy, 

Emma fails to do the same. She fails to get her arrows into the target, and Mr. Knightley 

warns her to not kill his dogs. In fact Brosh, insists on the fact that McGrath presented 

Emma as a clumsy person, and that her character in this adaptation does not seem to be so 

impressive as Emma from the book or Elisabeth in the 1940 version of Pride and 

Prejudice (Brosh 114).  

On the other hand, Devoney Looser in Feminist Implications explains the same 

scene in a different way. She argues that, the scene is actually brilliant, and during the 

conversation wth Mr. Knightley Emma being distracted misses the target, and in the next 

moment, when she is focused she is able to shoot into it. Moreover, Looser states that in 

the 1970s ladies of the upper classes engaged in archery as a form of occupation, as well 

as a way of exposing their graceful, female bodies. It was also an informal contest 

between men and women. In addition, Linda Troost reveals that the archery contest had a 

political side, as it was a fashionable exercise that represented the equality between the 

sexes and also a patriotic representation of the moral values of “men’s England” . 

Female figures engaged in archery were compared to Amazons, and the arrows in 

their hands compared to Cupid’s arrows. Emma looks in this film scene very confident, 

she expresses her spirit, beauty and independence; a means for alluring Mr. Knightley’s 

heart (Troost and Greenfield 165). 
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Mikhail Bakhtin asserts that all these changes, even the fact that the director chose 

to make Emma look like an Amazonian huntress, are due to the modern expectations of 

the female audience. Furthermore, he claims that Austen’s adaptations have an obsession 

with the velocity; they are too active, in comparison with the novel. Miss Bates’ dialogue, 

rich in a great amount of exclamations on Jane Austen’s pages, gives the sense of velocity 

too. Her free-indirect style therefore, as much as the cinematic technology can reach, it 

still cannot keep Austen’s step, and this is why the adaptation should be less subtle and 

flexible than the novel (Macdonald 49). 

Similar to Bakhtin’s idea, Deborah Kaplan points out that the mass-market romance 

films have provoked a “harlequinization” of Austen’s novel. She claims that the 

adaptations place an accent on the hero and heroines’ romance, and they sketchily present 

the other characters, or some aspects that the author wanted probably to show. The aim of 

this trend, in her opinion, is for commercial reasons. Another critical assessment is that 

the directors pay an excessive attention to the clothes and appearances of the hero and 

heroine. It is very important for the protagonists to be good looking and have perfect 

bodies, all because of the same commercial reasons (Troost and Greenfield 178). 
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Transposing the novel into film inevitably requires changes and transformations. An 

example is Austen’s ironical narrators which are very important for the understanding of 

the novel. Film-makers, however, avoided the great amount of voice-over clearly 

necessary to recreate the voice of the narrator. Nevertheless, a film has the power to show 

some different aspects, a novel cannot (Troost and Greenfield 179). 

Deborah Kaplan criticizes the American-produced adaptations for excessively 

emphasizing the romance of the novels. In her opinion, this is an open critique of Jane 

Austen’s messages. Her novels are usually told by a third-person narrator, who 

additionally is acquainted with the female mentality, and presents an indifference towards 

the business of men. Film-makers however, consider the novels as under representing 

men. That is why the adaptations often, show a glamorized version of the hero, who is 

often represented as being younger and more handsome than Austen’s hero. Kaplan 

therefore, demonstrates that such amplifications upon the hero change the message and 

the ideas that the author wanted to transmit, especially her ideas about men, women and 

courtship (Troost and Greenfield 180). 

According to Deborah Kaplan, the cast in Miramax version of Emma was 

influenced by commercialism and mass-market. While Jane Austen describes Mr. 

Knightley in the novel as being “a sensible man about seven or eight-and-thirty” and “ 

with a cheerful manner which always did him good” (35-36), Mr. Knightley in the 1996 

adaptation is acted by the good-looking Jeremy Northam. As much as he looks older than 

Emma, in the film, it is certainly not with the sixteen years of difference as Austen 

described him in the novel (Troost and Greenfield 180).  
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One aspect that makes the adaptation’s message differ from the author’s is the 

dramatized affection of Northem’s Mr. Knightley. For instance, Jane Austen’s intention 

was to show the attitude towards marriage, in the confined community of Highbury. 

While marriage was a very important detail, Austen makes a challenge in Emma. Mr. 

Knightley and Emma are two people from Highbury, belonging to the upper class, and 

therefore, are both emotionally and socially perfect for one another, and still not married. 

The intrigue of the novel implies the initial distancing of the protagonist. The author thus, 

makes this possible, by describing Mr. Knightley as being sixteen older than Emma and 

still connected with the Woodhouse family. Even from the beginning of the novel, the 

reader understands that his age as well as his paternalistic behavior keeps Emma and Mr. 

Knightley apart. He comments on her behavior, and as Austen tells the reader, he was the 

only one to disagree with Emma. This paternalistic attitude comes in contrast with 

Emma’s rebellious resistance to his pieces of advice, and her obstinate temperament. 

Furthermore, Jane Austen shows Mr. Knightley’s presence during social and domestic 

events, but she also mentions the fact that he is a magistrate, road improver, and he has 

some other business, that obviously keeps him away from time to time (Troost and 

Greenfield 182).   
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McGrath’s adaptation omits and alters some of Austen’s details. Apart from the fact 

that Mr. Knightley in the film looks younger than Emma, he does not have the same 

paternalistic attitude. The viewer notices his interest in Emma, from the beginning of the 

film. This is why, in the Box Hill scene, when Mr. Knightley criticizes Emma for her 

misbehavior with Miss Bates, the viewer is not completely convinced about the 

seriousness of his words (Troost and Greenfield 183). 

Another difference is Mr. Knightley’s presence around Emma. The meeting of their 

eyes in common accordance, at the Westons’ they sit together, unlike in the book. The 

director also shows them arguing as in the book, but instead of choosing the drawing 

room as setting, we see Mr. Knightley and Emma engaged in archery, playing with his 

dogs and drinking tea. McGrath clearly shows the male protagonist engaged more in 

Emma’s entertaining than in his business, as he is not shown in his occupation of road-

improving or some other affairs. Under these circumstances, even Austen’s way of 

portraying women’s lives and the complexity which they imply is ignored in this 

adaptation (Troost and Greenfield 183). 

Jane Austen’s novels have attracted generations of readers, and they are still popular 

in our contemporary times. One of the great amounts of reasons is the multitude of 

interpretations novel can posses. Yet, none of them speaks only about a romantic affair 

between a man and a woman. Many critics believe that Jane Austen’s portrayal of 

women’s lives has superiority above the courtship plot, considered by them to be more 

important. Some postwar critics argued that the scene when Mr. Knightley chastises 

Emma for her behavior in Box Hill is central to Emma’s growth. However, feminist 

critics have accorded minimal importance to Emma’s marriage with Mr. Knightley, 

emphasizing on Emma’s dominance and independence. Claudia Johnson alleges that 

Austen’s heroines are pure symbols of female power (Troost and Greenfield 184). 



83 
 

Kaplan also observes the critical objection of Emma’s friendship with Harriet 

Smith. According to her, this distancing from the courtship plot for the sake of the 

friendship with Harriet was alluding to Emma’s infatuation with women. However, these 

ideas were rejected by feminist critics, who claimed that Emma’s friendship with Harriet 

Smith and Jane Fairfax was very important for Emma’s personal growth. She also 

suggests that Austen’s portraying of these friendships between women have at their base 

the writer’s own bonds with her sister Cassandra, without whose support she would not 

have become a writer. Nevertheless, it also shows that Austen emphasized the values of 

marriage and family. She insists that none of the film adaptations of the novel, hints at the 

fact that friendships between women can possibly be an alternative that could make them 

reject men (Troost and Greenfield 184). 

In McGrath’s film, Emma and Harriet’s friendship is not presented as being really 

important. Their friendship is in fact a modernized type of relationship. Besides, the 

director omits Emma’s thoughts about Jane Fairfax too. These details proved Austen’s 

intention to make Emma understand the life of the less fortunate women (Troost and 

Greenfield 185). 

According to Suzanne Ferris, the fact that a novel is adapted into a film more 

faithfully to the book does not mean it cannot be considered modern. Moreover, she 

mentions that McGrath’s Emma is more modern than Clueless. Gwyneth Paltrow was 

highly criticized at the beginning, for being the director’s choice of Emma, just like Colin 

Firth’s Mr. Darcy in the 1995 BBC version of Pride and Prejudice, for being too 

sexualized. In Douglas McGrath’s version of Emma, the female protagonist is presented 

as being an active woman; driving a carriage and engaged in archery, aspects we do not 

see in Austen’s novel. However, this shows McGrath’s interest in feminist aspects of the 

era. Emma’s conversation with Mr. Knightley engaged in the same time in archery 
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reflects a modern feminist idea; the fact that a woman can do the same things as a man. 

Another modern feminist idea in this adaptation is Emma’s words against men “preferring 

superficial qualities” in women, speaking about their beauty. This hints to the modern 

feminist ideas and especially on the fact that men pay too much attention towards 

women’s physical beauty (Troost and Greenfield 127). 

It is certainly obvious that all the adaptations of Emma present active women, but it 

is also known that critics have argued that, this it is not quite Austen’s idea of a woman. 

They claimed that Jane Austen represented women in an “elegant passivity”. However, 

the author’s message did not imply women as decorative objects. Passivity in Austen’s 

opinion, implied moral and intellectual activities; which are very much alike the activities 

of contemporary women from the middle classes. Nevertheless, it is known that middle 

class women of the nineteenth century were limited to a few options in their lives. 

Marriage and motherhood were two most common options, unless of course they could 

choose the hard way in life, becoming a governess or a writer and having the difficult task 

of financially maintaining herself. However, these few options in women’s lifestyle of the 

time do not necessarily imply passivity, and this idea is supported by the adaptations 

(Troost and Greenfield 163). 

From the three most famous adaptations of Emma, the 1996 A&E version, presents 

a different cinematic world that comes in contrast with the atmosphere in Austen’s novel. 

DiPaolo argues that Lawrence presents Mr. Knightley as a progressive socialist. He also 

states that this change certainly shows a different tone than the one in the novel, where 

according to the Regency period rules, Emma must cease the friendship with Harriet by 

the end of the novel (Di Paolo 3). 

Nora Nachumi points out that Austen’s satirical tone is sometimes difficult to 

present in the cinematic version of the novel. Lawrence’s version of Emma highlights the 
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class-consciousness. Moreover, this aspect comes in contrast with the Americanized 

versions of Emma, which tend to ignore this detail from the Regency period, and 

consequently are considered by some critics as being superficial. However, the director 

emphasizes on the class consciousness, as a consequence to the argument of many critics, 

who claim that Jane Austen avoids mentioning the lower classes in her novel. It has been 

argued that many film-makers and their adaptations from the 1990s have improved 

Austen’s personality. If critics have been arguing that Austen ignored the lower classes, 

film-makers gave the author all the arms against this criticism. One such example is the 

Diarmuid Lawrence’s version of Emma which shows servants helping around the upper 

classes (Troost and Greenfield 18). 

It is important to notice the difference between the A&E version and the Hollywood 

ones. Lawrence’s adaptation has a gloomier tone, and a different attitude that makes it 

different from the American studio versions. 

Jane Austen’s Emma, can be described as a witty satire with its main aim to criticize 

snobbery. The author highlights this theme by describing the superiority of the Eltons and 

their vulgar behavior in society. What is more important, the heroine herself is ridiculed 

by the author. Emma’s snobbery is noticed in her superiority, and her treatment of 

society. She felt insulted by Mr. Elton’s marriage proposal, she considered Robert Martin 

an insignificant person, unworthy of a noble girl, and moreover she considered that she 

had nothing to do with the yeomanry. Therefore, another important object of the novel is 

Emma’s personal growth through her wrong ideas about life and class distinction (Troost 

and Greenfield 67). 

Lawrence’s adaptation in contrast with McGrath’s emphasizes on this class 

distinction. The Box Hill scene shows servants carrying furniture up and down the hill; 

the scene also captures the contrast between the servants’ meal and their masters’. The 
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British adaptation also presents a great amount of scenes with servants opening doors, 

carrying letters, and maids brushing ladies’ hair. Under these circumstances, the film is 

also a reminder of the class distinction during the nineteenth century. Diarmuid Lawrence 

wanted to highlight this problem in Emma, considering it important for Austen’s readers 

as well as for the understanding of the peculiarities of the period of the time. The director 

thus, explains the contrast as: “the fears and evasions of the aristocracy and gentry, living 

in such close proximity to the great unwashed” (71). Lawrence therefore, speaks about the 

first scenes of the film, with the chicken theft, thus introducing even from the first scenes, 

the presence of the lower classes in the background of the gentility (Troost and Greenfield 

71). 

Carol M. Dole therefore, states that the use of these scenes help to define Emma’s 

character as perfect despite of all her flaws. Lawrence’s idea was to present Emma’s 

faults, and especially her value of class division, and her snobbery; faults that should 

change in Emma before the end of the novel (Troost and Greenfield 71). 

This British adaptation thus brings out the criticism of the class distinction, similarly 

to the Miramax version. However, in the context of this criticism, the viewer as well as 

the reader does not lose the sympathy for Emma, as Jane Austen might have expected. 

Her friendship with Harriet does not end by the end of the film, like in the novel; a detail 

that implies Emma’s growth and at the same time the thin line between the classes (Troost 

and Greenfield 72). 

As mentioned before, the 1990s adaptations of Jane Austen’s novels tended to 

emphasize the beauty of the heroes. Film-makers were improving the image of Austen’s 

heroes with the help of different devices. The cast, the costumes, and the enhancement of 

several aspects contributed to the fetishization of the male hero. The British adaptation of 

Emma is not an exception. The female protagonist in this adaptation imagines often, little 
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scenarios of men she knows. For is instance, she imagines Mr. Frank Churchill, looking at 

his portrait, as if she knows him already. Under her gaze he seems to amend to her plans 

and thoughts. Lisa Hopkins suggests this scene implies women’s power and the privilege 

of the female gaze. 

In Emma’s imagination, Mr. Frank Churchill and Mr. Elton gaze lovingly at 

women. However, they do not seem to do the same in real life. Therefore, these scenes 

imply the fact that Emma, as all other women prefer to see men as their suitors (Troost 

and Greenfield 120). 

Suzanne Ferris states that the novel, being a comedy, should certainly have a happy 

ending. In this case it ends with a marriage. She argues that Austen added to the ending of 

the novel a turn of feminism. Film-makers decided to reflect the detail as clearly as 

possible. The fact that Mr. Knightley agreed to move into Emma’s home, to Hartfield 

implies Emma’s power as a woman. The conservatism of the novel therefore, seems to 

have an unexpected turn by the end of the novel, since the person who represented power 

is yielding a great part of it. His moving into Hartfield means that he is actually moving 

into her dominion, in her home and therefore, this also means that he accepts her power 

(Troost and Greenfield 127). 

Ferris reveals that Jane Austen also included in her novel slight incestuous 

inclinations. According to her, Lawrence chose to include these details too. For instance, 

there are a couple of scenes in the film that point out this idea. The viewer is introduced to 

Mr. Knightley’s interest in Emma even from the scene when she holds her niece in her 

hands. Mr. Knightley looks at her in an adoring way and unlike in the novel, he tells her 

that it reminds him of holding Emma in his arms, when she was the same age as their 

niece. Ferris also suggests that the image of Emma holding a baby in her arms transmitted 

to Mr. Knightey the image of Emma as his wife with their child. Consequently, with this 
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scene, Lawrence emphasizes more than Austen this incestuous idea (Troost and 

Greenfield 128). 

The 1996 A&E version of Emma is full of images of Mr. Knightley being 

paternalistically critical of her, and at the same time caring as a brother and loving as a 

potential future husband. Lawrence and Davies played with the cinematic possibilities 

and as a consequence the film has the capacity to present Emma’s psyche. The 

protagonist of the novel unconsciously fears that Mr. Knightley might be interested in 

someone else. The director shows this aspect under the form of new, invented scenes. One 

example is Emma’s dream of Mr. Knightley getting married to Jane Fairfax. The scene 

shows Emma standing on the aisle of the church with her nephew in her hands, 

asking:”But what about little Henry?”. According to Suzanne Ferris, Lawrence presents 

Emma more as an abandoned woman than as an aunt concerned about her nephew. Ferris 

cites Glenda A. Hudson, who states: “Jane Austen’s novels present incestuous alliances 

that preserve order and reestablish domestic harmony” (Troost and Greenfield 128). 

The director’s innovative cinematic techniques used in his film serve as means to 

show Emma’s inner feelings. For example, Emma decides that Harriet could be a good 

match for Mr. Elton when a beam of light miraculously lights Harriet. Another cinematic 

technique used in the film is the scene with Mr. Frank Churchill’s portrait that seems to 

come alive under Emma’s gaze. He smiles at her and the viewer understands Emma’s 

plans and intentions for Frank Churchill (Troost and Greenfield 128). 

The purpose of these cinematic techniques is to highlight the fact that Emma, as 

confident as he looks, is actually disoriented in her world. The idea is that Mr. Knightley 

is her guide and the person who introduces the reality of the world to her. Consequently 

the point of this detail is to actually show that the protagonist is in fact dependent on the 

male figure. Emma’s image of an independent woman who can decide by herself as 
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Austen describes her, is presented by Lawrence in this adaptation, as a woman who needs 

to be guided by a man (Troost and Greenfield 129). 

By stressing this idea, Lawrence wanted to make a contrast between contemporary 

women and the women from the nineteenth century. According to the director of the film, 

nowadays women are not more independent than women in Jane Austen’s contemporary 

times (Troost and Greenfield 129). 

According to Suzanne Ferris, contemporary women proved to have a distorted idea 

of feminism. She also states that the consumer culture has spread to women wrong ideas 

of feminist achievement, and Lawrence’s Emma highlights this feminist claim (Troost 

and Greenfield 129). 

Another famous adaptation of Emma that should also be taken into consideration is 

Amy Heckerling’s Clueless. This film is a loose adaptation of the novel. The director 

transformed the Regency period novel into a modern story. The story is set in California, 

and Highbury is Beverly Hills. Heckerling changes the female protagonist from a 21-

year-old girl to a sixteen year old Cher Horowitz, and turns Emma’s world of Highbury 

into high school world. She also transforms Emma’s characters into Cher’s classmates, 

changing also their names (DiPaolo 125). 

By changing the set and turning the story from 1816 into our modern world, 

Heckerling proved that Jane Austen’s ideas from her narrative can be applied to any 

times. According to Sue Parrill, Heckerling’s idea of turning Jane Austen’s novel into a 

twentieth century story changed the female protagonist too. In her opinion, an American 

girl at twenty one years old would be thinking at her career rather than being concerned 

with match making and playing. Moreover, high school in her opinion seems to be more 

egalitarian than college (DiPaolo 126). 
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According to some critics, Clueless was a successful idea, since it can recreate 

Emma’s themes and concerns in the context of our modern world. Therefore, it was 

thought that the other adaptations that were more faithful to the Regency period tended to 

have a darker tone than Austen meant. Additionally, the heritage films adaptations of 

Austen’s novel, do not always take into consideration the most important themes of the 

novel, such as female community, education, courtship, social status and women’s role in 

society. Therefore, DiPaolo suggests that Heckerling was able to recapture the main 

aspects of the story without getting confused by the nostalgic details that the heritage 

films may raise (DiPaolo128). 

As a contemporary adaptation of Emma, Clueless presents Austen’s concerns of the 

time in a modern manner, thus proving that a great amount of things did not change with 

the passing of time. Moral aspects such as multiculturalism, feminism are reflected in this 

adaptation. However, as much as society may change, Amy Heckerling with her 

adaptation of Emma proves that the experience of changing and growing that a woman 

undergoes through, did not change significantly from the nineteenth century to our 

contemporary days. Therefore, despite the modern aspect of the adaptation, it can still be 

considered as an adaptation of a domestic Bildungsroman (DiPaolo 128). 

Kathleen Rowe Karlyn, states that the desire of women for power and for reaching 

some possibilities that they are usually denied, for the simple reason of being women, has 

identified a new term “Girl World”. The term has found its place in texts, books, 

magazines, films and television shows. At the base of this Girl culture, there is the 

femininity and women’s strong desire for auto affirmation (Karlyn 79). 

Karlyn also points out that the freedom of the Girl world ends up with the limits of 

the normative of femininity. This is one of the reasons a great majority of novels end with 

the domestication of women. Jane Austen for instance, reflects in her novels the desire of 
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young girls to search for an eligible husband in order to secure a good life. Furthermore, 

her novel reflects also this contrast between the female desire for auto affirmation and 

power and the conservative rules of society. This struggle was one of the reasons the 

novel attracted postfeminist sensibility. Consequently, the great amounts of television 

adaptations and films of her works are considered to have an appeal for the feminist 

movement (Karlyn 79). 

Austen’s approach to this theme is comic, and the fact that she provides an ending 

of the novel that brings together female personal desire and social desire through marriage 

creates a harmonious atmosphere or female reconciliation (Karlyn 79). 

 The postfeminist films tend to present heroines that identify themselves more with 

their fathers than with their mothers. One such example is Clueless, with its protagonist 

Cher. This adaptation represents the “Girl world” in a more sensitive way. Heckerling 

tried to be faithful to the source heroine and created Cher as being like Emma: 

“handsome, clever, and rich”. Another similar trait between the protagonists is that they 

both do not seem to be interested in romance, but instead enjoy matchmaking (Karlyn 

80). 

Cher’s father is similarly protective as Emma’s, and Heckerling decided to highlight 

this aspect in her film. The adaptation is more comic than the others, and therefore, the 

power does not imply danger. The director used the voiceover to show Cher’s thoughts 

and thus giving an insight into her inner world (Karlyn 82). 

Like Jane Austen’s Emma, Clueless speaks about growing and self-improving. The 

path the protagonist is taking from seeing the fault in others to the moment she realizes 

the faults in herself, is central to the plot. This theme is emphasized in this adaptation, 

since Cher learns what it means to be a woman (Karlyn 82). 
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The protagonist of the film learns to be more independent since her mother died. 

Like Emma, she does all the household duties and takes care of her father, since he is the 

only family Cher has. However, Heckerling makes her mother more present in this 

adaptation, unlike the other films. There is a big portrait of Cher’s mother in their house 

and her father reminds Cher about the good traits she had. Despite the fact that Cher’s 

mother seems to watch them from the portrait, still the father-daughter relationship is 

especially highlighted in the film. Cher takes care of her father’s tie, lunch and the house 

(Karlyn 84). 

Karlyn suggests that this adaptation of Emma reflects the idea that women can rule 

without losing their femininity. Cher is compared with Gwyneth Paltrow’s Emma because 

both adaptations seem to present Emma as the modern dumb blonde. They both slowly 

realized their love for Mr. Knightley and also the truth about the world around them. For 

instance Cher’s personal growth takes place in the context of the relationship with her 

friends (Karlyn 85). 

Speaking about Mr. Knightley in this adaptation, which is played by Paul Rudd, the 

director presented him as being older than Cher, but the difference is that he is Cher’s ex-

stepbrother. Similarly, he plays the role of the professor and the guide to Cher. He is 

serious and bookish, and in contrast with Cher, he lacks a sense of humor, but he becomes 

more active when Elton appears in Cher’s life (Karlyn 87). 

Suzanne Ferris states that Amy Heckerling presents in her film women that are 

actually less empowered than Austen’s contemporary women. Moreover, according to her 

the fact that Clueless is the most modernized of Emma’s adaptations, does not mean that 

the other adaptations that are more faithful to the book cannot be considered modern. 

Under Heckerling’s transformation of the novel, this adaptation reveals and emphasizes 
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the most important aspects of the book. She creates a modern Emma, suggesting the idea 

that Austen’s heroine is not too different from a modern one (Troost and Greenfield 123). 

Similarly to Lawrence, Heckerling plays with the cinematic techniques which 

present as best as possible Austen’s narrative. Heckerling’s idea was the voice-over; it 

helps best to show the contrast between Cher’s thoughts and the actual events. The voice-

over in the film, as noticed by Ferris, comes always after the events are unfolded. 

Consequently, this technique helps the viewer judge Cher more objectively, as the viewer 

knows her mistakes before she, herself realizes. The humor in the film is also verbal; in 

fact this adaptation is considered as being more verbal than “imaginist” (Troost and 

Greenfield 124). 

Matchmaking is similarly important in Clueless, but the difference is that, it is based 

more on Cher’s imagination. Her idea about matchmaking is strongly linked to the idea of 

transformation. Therefore, she tries to change the look of her spinster teacher Miss Geist 

and her friend Tai, whose changing is even more rigorous. In Cher’s point of view 

changing and transformation is the solution for chaos (Troost and Greenfield 124). 

The idea of transformation implies the superficial. Therefore, Heckerling 

emphasized this aspect in her adaptation. The idea of the superficial is at the same time 

linked with the misinterpretation. Consequently, in Ferris’ opinion this is why Clueless is 

often considered as being the most appropriate adaptation of Emma. In the novel, Emma 

decides to match Mr. Elton with Harriet. One of her methods was the portrait of Harriet 

that in her opinion could catch the interest of Mr. Elton. His interest fell actually on the 

painter and not on the subject, as Emma wished; this is Austen’s idea of misinterpretation. 

On the one hand, Clueless recreates the plot that involves Harriet and Mr. Elton, but the 

director modernizes the scene. Cher thinks that Elton’s request for a copy of Tai’s 

photography hides his interest in her (Troost and Greenfield 124). 
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Jane Austen portrayed Emma as being a rather spoilt young girl. She introduces her 

traits, even from the beginning of the novel. Indirectly the reader understands that the fact 

that she lived nearly twenty-one years “with very little to distress or vex her” (31) implies 

that she has been a spoilt child. She is the mistress of her father’s house, like Cher in 

Clueless. Cher is similarly a spoilt girl; she has everything a young girl could wish, from 

designer clothes to her own car. Consequently, Heckerling highlighted the fact that the 

protagonists’ background is the reason they are both used to manipulation (Troost and 

Greenfield 125). 

The nineteenth century is characterized in class division. At the base of class 

structure was the inherited wealth and family. According to Claudia Johnson, Emma is 

different from the fiction of the time. An important message can be outlined from the 

novel; it is the idea that sometimes class and wealth can subvert sex. As mentioned 

before, Emma does not need to get married to secure good life, for herself. Unlike Jane 

Fairfax or Harriet Smith, who have to work, or to marry a wealthy man, she is free to 

choose her own fate. Similarly, Cher does not have to work, because her situation allows 

her to choose what she wishes. However, the difference between the novel and film is that 

unlike Emma, Cher can think about having a career for herself (Troost and Greenfield 

126). 

Although Cher is presented as being the “dumb blonde” she organizes charitable 

events, for example the Pismo Beach Disaster Relief. This is a trait that represents both 

the protagonists. Their financial situation certainly depends on their fathers in both the 

novel and film; this, being one of the conservative aspects. Nevertheless, Jane Austen’s 

Emma slightly differs from Cher, because Mr. Woodhouse is not presented as a strong, 

dominant head of the family. Johnson therefore, points out that the fragile figure of her 
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father in this case implies the woman’s care, intelligence, and sensibility (Troost and 

Greenfield 126). 

In Heckerling’s adaptation Cher similarly takes care of her father’s diet, and like 

Emma who takes care of Hartfield, she is in charge of the house duties too. Suzanne 

Ferris however, points out a contradiction. She states that Cher’s father in contrast with 

Mr. Woodhouse is presented as the patriarch of the family. He gives orders and grounds 

Cher for different reasons. Therefore, Ferris demonstrates that as modernized as the 

adaptation is, it shows a more limited power for women in the 1990s than in the 

nineteenth century (Troost and Greenfield 126). 

The fact that she seems to be more independent in the novel, does not mean she is 

completely empowered. If the patriarchal power is not in her father, it is instead in Mr. 

Knightley’s hands. He is the only person who critics her, as we are told by Austen, and he 

also is the one to chastise her for her misbehavior with Miss Bates. Nevertheless, he is 

often presented more as an older brother, from whom she has to take life lessons (Troost 

and Greenfield 126). 

The director of Clueless takes this idea with the older brother and transforms her 

Mr. Knightley in Josh, who is Cher’s step-brother. He also criticizes her when she calls 

the family maid “Mexican”, and he tells her to use her popularity for a good cause. Like 

in the novel, the female protagonists realize their love for the male protagonist at the same 

time when they admit that he is right in his criticism (Troost and Greenfield 127). 

Nora Nachumi states that Heckerling’s Clueless reflects best the irony of Jane 

Austen. It is not considered a fascinating film, but rather a light adaptation of Emma. The 

film provokes the viewer as well as the reader to question the expectations they had of the 

novel. As Jane Austen wrote in a letter, she was going to make a heroine whom no one 
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but her will like. As a consequence, she created a character with faults, but at the same 

time she is smart, generous, and good (Troost and Greenfield 137). 

Austen’s irony can be noticed in Emma’s complex character. She is actually not as 

clueless and naïve as the reader may think at the beginning. She was right about the secret 

romance of Jane Fairfax. She was also right in finding a good person in Harriet Smith, 

since even Mr. Knightley agreed to her that Harriet has got better qualities than Mrs. 

Elton. Her faults lead the reader to understand the faults of society of her time, especially 

the fact that Mrs. Elton, according to society rules made a better match than Harriet. Since 

Austen’s narrative technique makes the reader misinterpret like Emma, the behavior of 

other characters, her faults become the reader’s faults too (Troost and Greenfield 137). 

Heckerling’s Clueless, although it seems very detached from Austen’s novel, proves 

to have similarities too. While for the reader it is difficult to guess the secret love between 

Jane Fairfax and Frank Churchill, for the viewer it is easier to see, even from the 

beginning Christian’s homosexuality. The director of Clueless, like Douglas McGrath 

showed, even from the beginning of the film, obvious hints to the love between the 

protagonists. Nevertheless, it is difficult for the viewer to believe in Cher’s growth, 

because of the stereotype that all rich teenagers are spoilt and do not see the sad side of 

the real world. Heckerling’s choice of using voice-over allows the viewer to understand 

the true thoughts of Cher, and therefore, realize that she is actually a good, sensible girl 

(Troost and Greenfield 137). 

As mentioned before, Austen was criticized for creating passive heroines. However, 

in the adaptations of her novel film-makers tried to show the contrary. In all Emma’s 

adaptations the protagonist is shown as reading, or being interested in books. Clueless, is 

not an exception; Cher and Tai read Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus, and 

Fit or Fat. Although their choice of books does not represent grown-up, intelligent 
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women it still shows interest towards books, and thus this aspects comes in contrast with 

the other Austen’s characters that do not like books, for example Fanny Dashwood and 

Charlotte Palmer from Sense and Sensibility (Troost and Greenfield 164). 

Today’s versions of Jane Austen’s female characters differ very much from the 

husband-hunting young ladies she describes in her novels. Clueless for example, can be 

considered an exception, with its high school in Beverly Hills set. However, even in this 

adaptation there are present a great amount of aspects that reflect strong womanhood. 

Cher, for instance, thinks she is superior to others, she is not interested in boys from high 

school, and she negotiates with her professors for grades. Cher is using her professors’ 

feminism to obtain better grades. She tells her teacher that a boy broke her heart and she 

raised her grade (Troost and Greenfield 166). 

The most obvious feministic aspect of the film is the scene with Cher’s friend 

Dionne, arguing with her boyfriend for calling her “woman”. Dionne, insisted several 

times to her boyfriend that he should not call her attention this way. Despite this fact, the 

film is not too harsh when it comes to feminism. It certainly criticizes male domination 

but it does not have misogynistic tones to confront with women (Troost and Greenfield 

166). 

Cher’s most significant lesson she has to take from life is that people around her are 

not as clueless as she thinks. Moreover, she has to realize that she is the one to be clueless 

and not the world around her. The protagonist of the film, like Emma, comes to realize 

her love for Josh after she undergoes through some of her personal mistakes. Josh is 

presented by Heckerling as being a college boy who is interested in Nietzsche, and who 

likes girls that read Shakespeare and are interested in debates about the writer (Troost and 

Greenfield 166). 
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The character of Josh is strongly linked with Cher’s transformation. She admits that 

she will not be able to catch his attention the same way she tried with other boys. 

Therefore, she realizes she needs a change. Cher is more interested in politics and news 

and she uses her popularity in charitable actions. The voice-over tells the viewer that she 

also enjoys these things, and she acts this way, despite her interest in Josh. Her 

transformation is obvious to the viewer too, because even her look changed (Troost and 

Greenfield 167). 

The ending of the film is different from the novel. It shows the wedding of her 

teachers, a sign that her match-making functioned. Cher catches the bucket, but she does 

so, because she wanted Josh to win the bet with the boys. The protagonist is still not 

interested in marriage, although her character suffered a transformation. The feminist 

aspects are still hard to understand and the ambiguous message, whether it promotes 

conservative or progressive ideas, is uncertain because Amy Heckerling wanted to reflect 

Austen’s comic as best as possible (Troost and Greenfield 167). 

3.2 An Interpretation of Female Aspects of the Adaptations 

Emma was one of Jane Austen’s greatest novels that stirred a zealous interest 

between film-makers. First of all, it has a complex plot, rich in irony and comic. 

Secondly, it has an unusual heroine with unusual principles and thoughts. And lastly, the 

novel was, and is still being very much admired and loved by Jane Austen’s fans. 

Jane Austen was the writer who insisted on the thought that women should be 

considered rational creatures in the same way men are. She insisted that women should 

have an education too. Her feminist claims however, are very subtle. Most of the irony 

and the images of the characters, the setting, and the great amount of comic details 

communicate to the intelligent reader some hidden messages. Her innovative narrative 

techniques served as a means to hide these messages.  
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For instance, the “free-indirect-style” that Austen used in Emma was a great 

challenge for film-makers to adapt in their films. This narrative technique helped the 

author to hide the truth and the rest of the story, the heroine herself does not know; it also 

made the reader more curious regarding the unfolding story. 

The author of the novel created a complex female character, for Emma was 

supposed to be liked only by her creator. Realizing the faults that can be found in 

anybody, the reader in fact comes to like Emma, as imperfect as she is. 

Considering Diarmuid Lawrence’s adaptation of Emma, the actors that played the 

protagonists were chosen by the director not necessarily according to Austen’s pages. For 

instance, speaking about the character of Emma he states:  

“One of the reasons why the dynamics of Emma works better for me as a single film is 

that it helps to reinforce  the swings of feelings you have towards Emma-from wanting to 

smack her at one end and to falling in love with her at the other. During the course of the 

film she goes from being adorably mischievous, to being dangerous and venomous to 

Harriet, to being someone we are entirely captivated by at the end. I think it’s easier to do 

that in one film than across several episodes” (8).  

 

Thus the complex character of Emma, constituted a challenge in terms of casting 

process. In this adaptation, Kate Baeckinsale is considered a successful choice, since she 

managed to portray Emma’s swings of mood and intentions in accordance with Austen’s 

ideas. Nevertheless, she was considered by the audience as being a dark and gloomy 

version of Emma. 
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As for Mr. Knightley, being played by Mark Strong, it can be said that, he looks 

younger than Austen’s forty-year-old male character. The director’s choice was guided by 

the audience’s appeal to see a more handsome male protagonist. However, it is important 

to notice that Mark Strong’s Mr. Knightley is more severe and paternalistic in contrast 

with the male protagonist from other adaptations (Birtwistle and Conklin 16). 

 

In fact, considering his rather severe countenance that is constant throughout the 

whole movie, especially at the beginning of the film, it is difficult to sense his love for 

Emma. The first moments when the viewer gets to perceive his love for Emma, is the 

scene in which Emma holds her niece, and they look like a young family. Mr. Knightley 

seems to take the place of Emma’s father. He chastises her and criticizes her often, and it 

is clearly seen that Mr. Woodhouse does not have a strong fatherly role. 

The phrase “we are not really so much brother and sister” is repeated several times 

throughout the film. Lawrence wanted to emphasize the slightly incestuous idea of the 

author. Similarly, Mr. Knightley tells Emma while holding his niece in his arms “I 

remember holding you thus, once upon a time”; hence imposing the idea that he may be 

her older brother. These contrasting phrases imply Mr. Knightley’s authority and 

patriarchal power, occasionally diminished by Emma’s power (Troost and Greenfield 

128). 

Other examples of visual feminist aspects are shown throughout the film, for 

example, even from the beginning of the film Emma and Mrs. Weston sit in the carriage 
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in front of Mr. Woodhouse. The comic discussion about Mrs. Weston’s marriage and her 

being compared with the loss of the chickens reflects Austen’s narrative on the screen. 

The scene also shows Emma and Mrs. Weston look at each other in a loving way, as if 

showing that they understand each other, and with Mr. Woodhouse in front of them 

implies women’s solidarity in front of men’s cluelessness. 

 

Similar instances that represent the importance of women’s friendship in 

Lawrence’s adaptation can be found in the growing friendship between Emma and Jane 

Fairfax. Towards the end of the film, they are seen smiling at each other and Emma also 

tells Frank Churchill, when asked if she forgives him for his behavior: “If she can forgive 

you so can I”. Emma is kinder and more understanding with Jane, a sign that they both 

overcame the misunderstandings in their lives; but most of all it shows Emma’s personal 

growth (Birtwistle and Conklin 18). 

An interesting aspect to be noticed in the film is Mrs. Elton’s behavior, which is 

presented as being impolite and ill-bread. However, Mrs. Elton feels the need to impose 

her superiority in Highbury. The director shows this detail in her portrayal, she wears a lot 

of jewels, unlike other female characters in the film. Emma is a threat to her female 

paternalism. She chooses Jane Fairfax as her protégé as Emma chooses Harriet. The 

difference being that Harriet’s naiveté makes her more manageable and she seems to 

enjoy very much the company of Emma. While Mrs. Elton’s desire to find Jane a working 
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place as governess, looks like a selfless act, but in fact it is not eagerly received by Jane. 

This is one of her attempts to undermine Emma’s power in Highbury (Troost and 

Greenfield 70). 

Diarmuid Lawrence wanted to highlight the character of Mrs. Elton and therefore, 

she is indeed portrayed as a good looking and active woman. In my opinion, she also 

seems to have a certain power over her husband. The viewer often sees Mr. Elton 

constrained to nod and agree with all the things she says. Likewise in Austen’s depiction 

of her, as a talkative and very often too insisting in her own rightness, the cinematic 

version of her implies superiority not only towards Emma and Highbury but also towards 

the servants. In the garden scene at Donwell Abbey, she vows that it is delightful to 

gather herself the strawberries “with one’s basket over one’s arm…so simple and 

natural”. Nevertheless, she is shown making a sign to a servant to move her cushion 

further (Troost and Greenfield 71). 

Set in the context of the Regency period, Lawrence emphasized in his adaptation 

more than other directors, the class consciousness. A certain criticism of the well-being of 

the superior classes in contrast with the lower it is implied in the images of the servants 

helping the gentry.  

 

  

Jane Austen was also criticized for not according enough attention to the lower 

classes of society. By stressing on the class consciousness, Lawrence wanted to 
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emphasize the contrast between Emma’s snobbishness and the reality around her. The 

director also presented the superiority that Austen included in Emma’s character. In my 

opinion, the feminist aspect in this detail of the film implies the fact that Lawrence, by 

presenting the amount of servants around the heroine, in a way, excuses her snobbishness 

and superiority.  

The viewer witnesses Emma’s transformation towards the end of the film. She 

apologizes to Jane for her behavior and they also seem to become stronger in their 

friendship. Furthermore, unlike Austen’s novel, Diarmuid Lawrence wanted Emma and 

Harriet to continue their friendship too, despite the difference of classes (Troost and 

Greenfield 72). 

Along with Emma’s growth, Mr. Knightley expresses his forward changing too, and 

they do so in front of the servants and the other friends from the lower classes. This idea 

puts both the protagonist at the same level. Both Mr. Knightley and Emma made 

mistakes. He often showed his superiority towards others, and he also was mistaken in 

Harriet’s character. Similarly, Emma understands that she is wrong in manipulating the 

lives of others. The film accordingly, presents Austen’s main ideas, but it also embraces 

some feminist aspects, that are hidden in the focus of the camera, the setting, and the 

mise-en-scene. The film requires an intelligent viewer as Austen’s novel require an 

intelligent reader (Troost and Greenfield 75). 

Douglas McGrath’s Emma is a more colorful cinematic version of the novel than 

Lawrence’s. However, the American director was criticized for changing too much the 

original text. The choice of the actors, according to the most passionate fans of Jane 

Austen, was wrong too. Gwyneth Paltrow was a Hollywood rising star, and according to 

the audience, an unknown actress would have been a better option for the character. The 

actor of Mr. Knightley was also considered too young for Jane Austen’s male character. 
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The film starts with the world of Highbury rotating in the hands of Emma. The 

director thus, shows subtly Emma’s power in Highbury. Gwyneth Paltrow’s Emma is 

more confident and prouder than the character portrayed by Kate Beckinsale. Marc 

DiPaolo argues that the novel is transposed into the film as a Bildungsroman. 

Consequently, the growth of Emma is presented in a romantic and sympathetic way. After 

the Box Hill scene when Mr. Knightley chastises Emma for her behavior; the director 

presents the consequences in a series of scenes. The scenes show Emma suffering of guilt 

and her attempts to regain her friends (DiPaolo 89). 

Additionally, McGrath’s use of voice-over allows the viewer to judge the characters 

through Emma’s point of view. Unlike the other adaptations, the use of voice-over in 

Miramax Emma is more sympathetic, and therefore, it helps to outline Emma’s inner life, 

her struggles, and intentions. 

As it is known from the novel Emma is a complex character. The reader is confused 

by her snobbery at the beginning and her behavior does not provoke sympathy. However, 

Jane Austen created a strong female character who learns from her mistakes. Similarly, 

McGrath succeeded in presenting the contrast between Emma from the beginning and the 

changed Emma by the end of the film. 

This version of the novel shows women engaged in different actions. For instance, 

McGrath also used the British Heritage rules as there are a great amount of scenes with 

English gardens, flowers, and green spaces. In such scenery he presents the two female 

characters Emma and Harriet sewing. 
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Both the girls are presented as typical girls that can be found in the contemporary 

society too. They discuss about boys while engaged in an activity outdoors. The director 

applies to Austen’s female characters the vivacity that it is considered to lack from her 

novel. They are seen walking in the garden, in the woods, in the carriage through 

Highbury, greeting people (Troost and Greenfield 163). 

Similarly, Emma is shown as independent, strong, young woman. Apart the archery 

skills, she drives the carriage and helps the poor. According to DiPaolo, Emma is aspiring 

for self-sufficiency. In McGrath’s version she is shown stuck with her carriage in pond 

and Frank Churchill comes and helps her. The scene implies the idea that Emma should 

not be so independent and let men help her (DiPaolo 90). 

Considering the character of Mr. Knightley, it is important to notice that unlike Mr. 

Knightley from the A&E version, in this adaptation of Emma, he is presented as a 

sympathetic figure like the female protagonist. 

Sue Parrill suggests that from all the adaptations, he is the most tender and loving. 

In my opinion, the American director wanted to reach not only to Jane Austen’s fans but 

also to the great female audience. Therefore, the key was to romanticize as much as it is 
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possible the film, detaching it from Jane Austen’s message. Nevertheless, he altered some 

details for creating a slightly different atmosphere from the novel. 

For instance, in comparison with Diarmuid Lawrence’s adaptation, McGrath 

introduces subtly the love between Emma and Mr. Knightley. With the help of the 

cinematic technique, and especially the move of the camera; he gives a hint to the future 

by showing the two protagonists having as background Donwell Abbey. 

 

This adaptation shows the two protagonists standing on the same level. On the one 

hand, Emma with her flaws and on the other hand, Mr. Knightley misjudging the people 

around him. To stress this idea, the scriptwriter introduced a phrase that cannot be found 

in the book, Mr. Knightley says: “Perhaps it is our imperfections that make us so perfect 

for one another” (91). 

Since the Miramax adaptation is also a part of the great amount of 1990’s 

adaptations, when the audience was interested in romantic and sympathetic stories, the 

director aimed at the Hollywood audience too. He wanted to please the contemporary 

feminists as well as the male society. Therefore, the director presented both the 

protagonists with equal attention to details (DiPaolo 92). 

Speaking about the other characters of Highbury, in the novel and film; the majority 

of them are portrayed as complex characters. The only exceptions are Mrs. Elton and the 
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good Mr. Weston who are described as having a stronger outline of the character. Mrs. 

Elton is the symbol of the vain and materialistic woman. She is constantly speaking about 

her property comparing it in the beauty with Hartfield. She is a woman, who boasts about 

her possessions and praises herself.  

It is important to notice that the presence of Mr. Elton in the film is diminished by 

the time his new wife appears. She overshadows him, and the camera also shows Mr. 

Elton following his wife around the room at Hartfield, as if she is in the power. Mrs. 

Elton is shown in this adaptation as having a certain power, not only on her husband but 

occasionally on Mr. Knightley too. The scene with Jane Fairfax, for example, shows Mrs. 

Elton worried about the health of her protégée. She calls for Knightley to reinforce her 

advice to Jane, when she sees his reluctance in agreeing with her, one of her sharp looks 

accompanied with the stress “Knightley tell her” makes him oblige.  

In addition, the last scenes of the film also show Mrs. Elton’s criticism. The director 

uses an interesting technique; he made Mrs. Elton look right into the camera, as if 

speaking to the viewer, convincing him that the wedding is not as beautiful as it looks, 

since there is an evident lack of satin (DiPaolo 98). 

The Miramax adaptation of Emma in contrast with the A&E version shows a more 

active Mr. Woodhouse. In this adaptation, he occasionally rises from chair, and he seems 

to be involved in some business, since he comes to Emma asking if the post has not yet 

arrived. He is more lively, and in my opinion, less comic than in Lawrence’s adaptation.  

Douglas McGrath uses in his adaptation the voice-over. With the help of this 

technique, the viewer can understand her real thoughts and her mistakes. Thinking about 

Frank Churchill, Emma dreamingly thinks “He loves me” thus, the director shows her 

naiveté. Moreover, McGrath introduces alongside with the voice-over, the idea of Emma 
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writing into a diary, sharing her thoughts to herself, the only person who she is sure 

would agree with her (Troost and Greenfield 6). 

Jane Austen had a purpose for the lively character of Emma. It was meant that 

Emma should understand the mistake in her snobbery and change by the end of the novel. 

She considered that she had nothing to do with people from the lower classes, and she felt 

insulted by Mr. Elton’s marriage proposal. In my opinion, Austen wanted to create a 

balance in her female character. The idea that a woman should be excused for her flaws, 

and that her snobbery is a normal trait, since she lived with “nothing to distress or vex 

her” (33) is crucial to the novel’s message. 

Comparing the A&E adaptation with Miramax adaptation, the viewer easily notices 

the contrast between the directors’ approach to class-consciousness. If in the A&E 

adaptation, the director often presents the servants helping around the gentry, than in the 

Miramax film McGrath has a slightly comic and unserious approach towards the class 

structure. 

The director in this adaptation thus, does not stress too much on the class hierarchy. 

The mise-en scene in the film is very symmetrical. The characters are positioned 

symmetrically in the frame of a scene, so that no one appears to be the dominant figure. 

Harriet and Emma are often shown sitting in front of each other by the fireplace, or 

walking closely to each other. There is the scene with Harriet leaning with the head in 

Emma’s lap, but there is another scene where Emma does the same. Moreover, the 

behavior of both the Eltons, on the one hand, his choice of wife shows he values money 

and status more than love, and on the other hand Mrs. Elton, boasting about the 

similarities between Hartfield and Maple Grove in their richness and grandeur. Mr. 

Knightley with his statement “here where it’s cozy” with the huge Donwell Abbey in the 

background shows the fact that he enjoys being the owner of such a big estate. 
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Similarly to the A&E version and detached from Jane Austen’s book, Emma, 

remains friends with Harriet. In the novel their friendship must end by the time Emma 

gets married with Mr. Knightley and thus becoming the most influential couple in 

Highbury. Even if Jane Austen was criticized for not including the lower classes in her 

novels, the film-makers decided to include the people that belong to a lower class until 

the end of the film. In this adaptation, Harriet is the only person she kisses at her wedding 

day. 

However, Jane Fairfax is given just a few scenes in McGrath’s version. Her sad 

story is not highlighted in this film as in Lawrence’s adaptation. She is presented as 

Emma’s competitor rather than a girl with a sadder situation in life than Emma’s. The 

scene that shows Emma hearing Jane Fairfax’s piano performance is the symbol of envy 

between women. Douglas McGrath wanted to stress this aspect, since he decided to omit 

Jane’s sad story that could put her situation under a new light. His choice therefore, was 

to put them on the same position as competitors (Troost and Greenfield 69). 

In addition, Frank Churchill, the character in disguise, is presented by McGrath as 

being more evil than in the book. He is the one to invent the story with the secret love 

between Mr. Dixon and Jane, and his love for Jane is less evident than in the A&E 

adaptation. The director therefore, wanted to emphasize on the contrast between men and 

women. His behavior is forgiven by both Emma and Jane Fairfax. A certain balance is 

created thus at the end of the film, both the competitors women are reconciled, although 

McGrath shows Emma more attached to Harriet than to Jane, and similarly, all the 

couples are formed. 

An obvious feminist aspect in the Miramax adaptation of Emma is the way men are 

positioned equally to women. Women are active; engage verbally and physically as men 
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do. Emma freely states her disapproval of men “preferring superficial qualities in women” 

as for example the physical beauty; a clear sign of the contemporary feminist claims. 

The third adaptation of Emma that also takes into consideration the emerging 

feminist claims is Amy Heckerling’s Clueless. Linda Troost and Sayre Greenfield claim 

that each adaptation depends on the directors’ ideas about womanhood. Their type of 

reading of the novel influenced very much the female character in the adaptations. The 

influence of the contemporary feminist is not seen equally in all the heroines of the three 

adaptations. They are portrayed as women with powers and in the same time, as obedient 

to the rules of society. 

Clueless for instance, as modern as it is, does not necessarily portray powerful 

women. Many critics claim that the adaptations that are more faithful to the novel tend to 

reflect feminism better than the modern adaptations. However, it is considered that the 

loose adaptation is the best from the three discussed, in reflecting Austen’s comic on the 

screen (Troost and Greenfield 72). 

Heckerling brought Jane Austen’s narrative on the screen transforming it into a 

story of our times. The only character that hints to Emma is Elton, but the readers of the 

novel can easily guess the similarities between the film and the novel. The adaptation is 

considered faithful to Jane Austen’s satire. The class-consciousness is reflected in the 

High School hierarchy. All the characters are from Beverly Hills and they all show how 

rich their life is, as they drive expensive cars, even without driving license.  

The character of Emma, Cher is certainly aware of her status in society, she does not 

want to learn to park because:  “everywhere you go, you’ve got valet”. In my opinion, 

Amy Heckerling’s approach to class division criticizes in fact the well-being of higher 

society, and their preoccupations which in her opinion are directed towards unimportant 

things. Cher’s mother for example, died because of a routine liposuction surgery that went 
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bad. Basically, this adaptation is a satire of the class division; a theme crucial in Jane 

Austen’s Emma, since both the protagonists must learn to look for other realities apart 

theirs (Troost and Greenfield 73). 

Tai, the character of Harriet in the novel is Cher’s protégée in Clueless. She and the 

character representing Robert Martin, Travis, represent the lower class. It is important to 

notice the way Tai makes her way, climbing up the social scale. Her class origins are 

unknown, but since in society of Beverly Hills the appearances spoke much information, 

similarly her clothes showed that she comes from a poorer family.  

The director emphasized the idea of class borders, as Jane Austen in her novel. 

Elton in this adaptation, like Mr. Elton in the book is bewildered by Cher’s mentioning 

Tai. He tells her: “Why would I go with Tai? Don’t you know who my father is?” The 

protagonist herself does not seem to be a snob. The director thus, shows a girl who praises 

intelligence. She wants to change Tai’s vocabulary and she helps her become popular too 

(Troost and Greenfield 125). 

Heckerling’s decision to blur the class barriers in Clueless changes the ending of the 

novel too. If in Jane Austen’s novel Emma and Harriet must be apart from each other 

when they get married, mostly because of the social class. In Clueless, Cher and Tai along 

with other friends are presented in the final scene as being on the same position. Tai’s 

dress does not seem poorer than Dionne’s and Cher’s and none of the three couples are 

shown as dominant (Troost and Greenfield 75). 

In the modern adaptation of Emma, Clueless, the director presents Cher’s mother as 

being more present in the protagonist’s life. It is done indirectly; her mother’s huge 

portrait is hung in the entrance of the house. Cher is shown speaking with her mother, 

showing her grades. 
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Unlike in Jane Austen’s novel, Amy Heckerling, indirectly included another female 

character, and the detail helps to create a different atmosphere in the film. The opinion of 

Cher’s mother seems to have a value too. She is present in their house, watching them and 

in way, she is an example for Cher. This detail in the film highlights the fact that as 

present as a father can be in his daughter’s life, she will always need a mother’s opinion, 

which is sometimes even more important. 

Speaking about Cher’s father and his role in the protagonist’s life, it is important to 

emphasize on the difference between Austen’s novel and Heckerling’s modern 

interpretation of it. If in Jane Austen’s novel Emma’s father is less dominant, and she is 

described growing as a free child, choosing her own path. In Clueless, Cher’s father is 

presented more authoritative and demanding. Therefore, Linda Troost’s opinion of this 

adaptation’s highlighted patriarchal society comes from Cher’s father’s dominant 

behavior with his daughter. In my opinion, the feminist aspect here implies the idea that a 

modern society does not necessarily mean women that have more freedom in choosing 

their own wish. Austen’s descriptions of Mr. Woodhouse therefore, are more feminist in 

their structure. They show in contrast a female protagonist being able to decide for 

herself. 
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Cher’s father is often shown screaming and demanding, he does not want to listen to her. 

And he is severe when it comes to her grades; she is worried her father will be 

disappointed. However, the director of the film managed to create a complex father-

daughter relationship. While Emma’s father does not change throughout the novel, he 

represents the comic character, and he always concerns about health and weather. 

Heckerling’s idea was to show a softer side of Cher’s father, and it helped in the creation 

of a different atmosphere. 

 

Jane Austen was criticized for illustrating in her novels passive women that look like 

subjects of portraits. Devoney Looser however, argues that Amy Heckerling also, reflected 

Austen’s idea, and presented in her film, passive girls too. Contrarily, the idea of an active 

life in Austen’s novels implied the husband-hunting activity, match-making, 

misunderstandings between characters. 
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Feminist claims of nowadays are strongly against women being portrayed as objects 

to be looked at. Therefore, Looser’s statement that Heckerling’s girls are passive, taken 

from the scene when the girls at PE wait in line their turn to hit a tennis ball, or Cher’s 

refusal to learn to park, should not be considered aspects of passive women. Additionally, 

the director shows Cher and other girls being interested in their physical appearances, 

shopping, and make-up.  

For instance, Amy Heckerling shows Tai and Cher reading, for the sake of 

improving their vocabulary. The scene is watched by Josh from background, clearly 

praising girls’ interest in books. 

 

This adaptation therefore, reflects Austen’s idea of the roles of women, and 

especially the personal growth of a young girl who was raised in freedom and thinks too 

well of herself. It successfully shows that Jane Austen’s stories can be easily applied to the 

contemporary life. 
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Conclusion 

 

The power of film and its influence on contemporary society is so overwhelming that 

even from its birth in the early twentieth century its inclusion in the category of art was 

unavoidable. Cinema is everywhere around us, from internet to theme parks and video 

arcades, and its ever-growing power is the proof of ever-changing society. 

The film includes in it different art forms: literature, visual photography, and 

painting, the performance of dance and theater. It has the power to influence common 

ideas, to change rules and strengthen beliefs. 

Due to the huge popularity of film industry, the juxtaposition of the old and noble 

practice of literature with the growing cinematic industry was inevitable. The consequence 

of this collation gave birth to the practice of adaptation. The act of transposing the main 

narrative elements from a famous literary work on the screen gained an immense 

popularity since its appearance.  

Since adaptation implies more than a single form of art, it could be used as a purpose 

for promoting cultural values. Jane Austen, for instance, is one of the most famous British 

novelists. Her novels have spread into the world, creating an unexpected phenomenon that 

influenced even tourism in Great Britain. One reason is the increasing British heritage 

industry under the tutelage of Margaret Thatcher. The adaptations based on Jane Austen’s 

novels presented the narrative of the British society during the Regency era, as well as the 

beauty of the picturesque image of the country. 

The three chapters of this thesis discussed the multitude of elements that lay behind 

the practice of adaptation; from the fidelity and the intertextuality to different modes of 

interpretation of a novel. 
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The second chapter thus, contributes to a detailed understanding of the particularities 

of Jane Austen’s novel Emma. The historical background of the novel and the historical 

events hidden between the lines, provide a better understanding of Austen’s criticism of 

social class, marriage, the status of women in society. Therefore, the second chapter 

proves the fact that Jane Austen included some severe criticism of society of her time, 

disguised under manners and irony. 

The boom of Jane Austen’s fiction transposed on the screen was during the 1990s. 

The interpretations of the novel was strongly influenced by the enlighten feminism of the 

period. Therefore, as Linda Troost suggests even the most faithful adaptations of Emma 

have proved to hide contemporary feminist aspects.  

The third chapter has discussed the feminist aspects in the three most famous 

adaptations of Emma. For instance, the director Douglas McGrath of the 1996 version of 

the novel included in the character of Emma, some new traits, not found on Jane Austen’s 

pages. Gwyneth Paltrow’s Emma is more active, she engages in archery while speaking, 

she drives a carriage and she reads and sews in the garden with Harriet. This is an evident 

detail with which he helps Jane Austen against the critics’ claim, that she portrays passive 

women in her novels.  

A similar aspect highlighted the director of the loose adaptation Clueless. Cher is 

interested in reading, improving vocabulary, in make-up and physical appearance. In this 

adaptation however, Amy Heckerling also emphasized on the complex father-daughter 

relationship, pinpointing the idea that the adaptation actually represents less empowered 

women in our modern days than during Jane Austen’s contemporary time. 

The third adaptation considered in this thesis was Diarmuid Lawrence’s Emma. This 

adaptation is considered to be more gloomy and darker in tone. The heroine presented by 

Lawrence is more serious and less comic than Jane Austen’s. Nevertheless, the director 
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managed to highlight in his film Austen’s criticism of social class division. In the context 

of the problem of the social class he managed to emphasize Emma’s personal growth. The 

feminist aspects therefore, in this adaptation have proved to be strongly linked with 

Emma’s coming to terms with her own mistakes and her struggle to mend them. 

Diarmuid Lawrence thus, represented most successfully the hidden message behind 

Jane Faifrax’s situation. He offered to this character a great amount of scenes, thus, 

emphasizing on the problems that women from lower social classes encountered. Besides, 

in this adaptation he often shows servants helping the gentry, thus emphasizing the 

contrast between social classes. 

Amy Heckerling proved in her adaptation of Emma the fact that women from the 

modern society can be less free and independent than women described by Jane Austen. 

Nevertheless, her transposition of the novel in modern time proved that Austen’s story 

can be applied to situations of nowadays too. 

And finally, Douglas McGrath’s version of Emma managed to portray the female 

protagonist as an Amazonian huntress, thus applying to the character some stronger traits, 

alongside with the confidence, intelligence and independence described by Jane Austen in 

the novel. 

The analysis of the feminist aspects both in the novel and the adaptations discussed 

has revealed that the film-makers managed to reflect in their own interpretation Austen’s 

strongest ideas of criticism of class division and the oppression of women.  
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