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INTRODUCTION 

Emma takes place in the English town of Highbury and centers on the characters who 
occupy that town and their interactions with one another: the title character’s cautious 
and protective father, Mr. Woodhouse; the kind but aggravating and chatty Miss Bates; 
the reserved and accomplished Jane Fairfax; the charismatic, flirtatious Frank Churchill; 
and the intelligent and well-mannered Mr. Knightley, among others. Emma Woodhouse, 
the flawed yet lovable heroine of the story, is queen of Highbury society. A wealthy, 
beautiful, clever, financially independent woman, she prides herself on her perceived 
expertise when it comes to people and their hopes and dreams. She confidently 
endeavors to foster engagements for the other occupants of Highbury, trusting in her 
observational skills and match-making capabilities. The characters and their stories are 
expertly woven together in this comedic story as the reader and the heroine are 
surprised by how events unfold. Emma is a masterfully woven, funny, and enjoyable 
story filled with all sorts of brilliantly crafted characters with familiar flaws and 
struggles that make them recognizable and lovable to readers.  

This guide includes the following: 

● A brief biography 

● A glossary of terms 

● Discussion questions for each chapter 

● A list of broader questions suitable for larger discussions and essay assignments 

BIOGRAPHY 

Jane Austen was born in Hampshire in 1775, the seventh of eight children of a church 
rector and his wife. Jane received most of her education at home and began writing 
early in life. Due to her father’s position, Jane was in contact with many different kinds 
of people, and she used these opportunities to study people of varying social classes 
and professions. Upon Mr. Austen’s retirement, the family moved from Hampshire to 
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Bath. When her father died in 1805, the Austen family moved again, first to 
Southampton, then back to Hampshire. Although Austen lived a somewhat more 
sheltered life at Chawton after the death of her father, she was able to maintain some 
connection with society at large through her four brothers, who had various careers in 
the wider world.  

While she published her works anonymously, they achieved some popularity even 
during her lifetime. Her last work, Sanditon, was unfinished at her death in 1817 when 
Austen was only forty-one years old. Her brother Henry and her sister Cassandra 
ensured that her last two completed novels were published after her death. Henry then 
revealed his sister’s identity as the author of all six of her published works. Although 
she never married, Austen was a careful observer of human relationships; her 
characters, including those who are married or in the complicated process of courtship, 
reveal a sensitive and keen power of observation and a deep sympathy for the human 
condition. 

Austen completed Emma after her first two novels—Sense and Sensibility and Pride and 
Prejudice—had already been published. About this novel, Austen is said to have 
remarked that she created a heroine that no one but herself could love, although 
undoubtedly this has proved to be false with the many readers who have encountered 
Austen’s witty, stubborn, frustrating, yet endearing heroine. Emma, like much of 
Austen’s work, is a story ripe with amusing observations and satirical criticism of 
society and the customs and rules that governed it. 

SAMPLE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

SECTION I 

Chapter 4 

1. How does Emma contrast her relationship with Mrs. Weston to her new friendship 
with Harriet? What, if anything, does this reveal about her and her relationship with 
Mrs. Weston? 

2. Who are the Martins?  

3. What does she mean when Emma thinks to herself that “if she [Harriet] were not 
taken care of, she might be required to sink herself forever” (24)? 

4. What is Emma trying to accomplish in her conversation with Harriet about the 
Martins? What does this conversation reveal about both Harriet and Emma? How 
does Emma see her own position in society and in relation to other classes? 
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5. What can you tell about the relationship between Harriet and Emma from their 
conversations in this chapter? How do they relate to one another? 

6. Characterize Robert Martin. What is Emma’s judgement of him and what is 
Harriet’s response? Why? 

7. What is Emma trying to accomplish in her conversation with Harriet after meeting 
with Robert Martin?  

Chapter 5  

1. What do Mr. Knightley and Mrs. Weston argue about in this chapter? Why does Mr. 
Knightley think Emma and Harriet’s friendship is good for neither of them? Why 
does Mrs. Weston disagree? 

2. What more do we learn about the relationship between Mr. Knightley and Emma 
during his discussion with Mrs. Weston? What is his opinion of her? How does he 
regard her? 

3. Do we learn anything more about Emma’s character from her two friends’ 
discussion of her friendship with Harriet? 

4. What does Mr. Knightley mean when he says that Emma’s “vanity lies in another 
way” (34)? Where do you think is he implying her vanity lies? 

5. Why does Mr. Knightley want to “see Emma in love, and in some doubt of a 
return” (35)? Why does he think that would be good for her? 

6. What are Emma’s plans concerning her own matrimony as far as we can tell? 

Chapter 6 

1. Describe Mr. Elton. Characterize his interactions with Harriet and Emma. What kind 
of man is he? 

2. What is going on in the portrait-painting scene? What is Mr. Elton trying to 
accomplish? 

3. What does she mean when Emma thinks that Mr. Elton “sigh[s] and languish[es], 
and stud[ies] for compliments rather more than [she] could endure as a 
principal” (42)? What is Emma’s opinion of Mr. Elton? 
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The full guide Leading a Seminar on Jane Austen’s Emma is available in our online shop 
for $10. Click here to visit the product page.
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