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‘Here’s harmony!’ said she; ‘here’s repose! Here’s what 
may leave all painting and all music behind, and what 
poetry only can attempt to describe! Here’s what may 
tranquillise every care, and lift the heart to rapture! 
When I look out on such a night as this, I feel as if 
there could be neither wickedness nor sorrow in the 
world; and there certainly would be less of both if the 
sublimity of Nature were more attended to, and people 
were carried more out of themselves by contemplating 
such a scene.’

Is Austen being ironic with ‘her Fanny?’ Perhaps our 
young heroine is gushing a little. But by this point in 
the story, Fanny has already revealed her interest in the 
outdoors. She mourns an old avenue, cleared for the fash-
ionable landscape designs of men like Humphry Repton. 
(Fanny’s grief, by the way, is given by the poetry of William 
Cowper, whose words also inspired Jane Austen to plant 
mock orange and laburnum at Castle Square, her South-
ampton home.) While sitting in a carriage, Miss Price finds 
‘entertainment’ in fields, dirt, cottages, livestock and so on. 
In short: she cares about the landscape, and Austen writes 
of this care approvingly. But the heroine’s celebration of 
the Mansfield Park garden scene is unprecedented in its 
lyricism and boldness. In four sentences, Austen reveals the 
richness of Fanny’s feelings. Despite her diffidence, Miss 
Price’s aesthetic and ethical experiences are powerful and 
sophisticated.  

nd what are her experiences? To begin: her  
‘harmony’. What Fanny finds through her window 

is a representation of completeness; the feeling that things 
are of a piece. It is an artificial scene that combines dark 
woodland and brilliant sky with the contours of the Mans-
field Park gardens. But behind this contrived elegance is a 
more profound one: the world itself. This is why it is greater 
than Turner’s oils or Handel on the harp strings – even 
out of poetry’s reach. Austen is describing a cosmological  
harmony: the world’s divine order.

Austen herself enjoyed this vision of the universe: it is  
neither cruel nor random – overall, it is as perfect and as good  
as can be. Poetry cannot quite grasp this truth – but, as Aus-
ten suggests, it can gesture at it. In a letter to her sister, the 
author quoted one of her favourite poets, Alexander Pope: 
‘whatever is, is right.’ The line is from Pope’s famous ‘An 

 is testament to Jane Austen’s talent that Austen  
can make Fanny Price loveable. Fanny Price the  
wallflower. Fanny Price the wowser. Miss Price is  
not a charming Lizzy Bennet: ‘as delightful a  
creature,’ as Austen put it, ‘as ever appeared in  
print.’ Fanny is not even a Catherine Morland,  

with her verve and simple boldness. Fanny’s families do not  
hate her – they just barely notice her. And when they do,  
she is simply the moth to make their butterflies brighter.  
One Victorian critic, George Saintsbury, had the right word  
for Fanny: ‘insipid’.

And yet I love her. Now, this is neither capital ‘R’  
Romantic love nor Georgian lust – the carnal love of 
Boswell’s alleyway trysts. I do not have a ‘thing’ for Fanny 
Price as I do for Anne Elliot from Persuasion (1818). (She  
was never ‘only Anne’ to me.) This is love in Hume’s eight-
eenth-century sense: pleasure. I get pleasure from Miss Price.

This reads cynically to modern eyes, but pleasure need  
not be mercenary. In a Treatise of Human Nature (1818), 
published a generation before Austen was born, Hume 
argued that love is an ‘indirect’ emotion. We hear some-
one’s words, see their gestures, smell their scents, and these  
impressions give pleasure. They might suggest trust-
worthiness, gentleness or generosity, for example. These 
impressions, in turn, are associated in our minds with the 
idea of character. So we never really see, smell or touch the 
psyche – we imagine it. And this fantasy borrows the plea-
sure offered by the senses.

So my confession of love for the heroine of Mansfield  
Park (1814) is an admission of pleasure: in her sincerity  
and warmth, her ‘constant little heart’ as Edmund puts it  
(with condescension).These suggest the idea of a beautiful  
soul, which I happily imagine. I see past the surface, in 
other words. In this light, my adoration of Fanny Price 
involves a double creativity: I invent a beloved self from 
the impressions invented by Jane Austen. Austen’s genius 
is to offer, in prose, the impressions that suggest superficial 
blandness and profound beauty.

t what moment did I recognise my love for Miss  
Price? It happens in chapter eleven. Looking out  

the window, Fanny takes in the bright stars and dark woods; 
enjoys the play of contrasting shades and shapes; feels the 
intricacy and immensity. And without prompting from 
Edmund, the reserved heroine rhapsodises:

DAMON YOUNG confesses his love for Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park. 

Fanny Price 
and the Garden
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Essay on Man’ (1734), which argues in favour of a kind of 
Enlightenment deism: god is somewhere between artist and 
engineer, fabricating this delicate machine we call the world. 

The Mansfield Park gardens hint at this, what must be.  
With their concord of woods, sky and formal design, they  
exemplify a greater harmony: existence itself. And a reminder  
of this existence consoles Fanny Price as it did her creator.  
For a few moments, our heroine is taken away from the  
pettiness, malice and egotism of her family and neighbours, 
and shown a reality more noble, altruistic and expansive. 
This vision can ‘tranquillise every care,’ as Fanny says, 
because it belies accident and ugliness with the higher truths  
of necessity and beauty.

It is no coincidence that this rhapsody happens shortly 
after the visit to Sotherton, where Mr Rushworth is seeking 
help with his landscaping. For the trendy or the wannabe 
trendy (like Rushworth), Sotherton’s terrace is ‘a good spot 
for fault-finding’ – that is, for the comparison of old fash-
ions with new. For Fanny Price, Sotherton and Mansfield 
Park, like the fields and farms between, are a chance to 
observe, reflect and meditate; to glimpse the metaphysical 
in the aesthetic.

s the example of dopey Mr Rushworth suggests, 
the harmony of Mansfield Park’s garden is not only 

aesthetic or cosmological – it is also ethical. One of the 
most powerful ideas in Mansfield Park is moral integrity: 
the notion that our character ought to be of a piece, just like 
the stars and woodland, and the universe itself. 

Henry Crawford is something of a villain, not because he 
is wholly evil or even bad intentioned. He is capricious and 
contradictory. At one point, Crawford speaks about preach-
ing: if he were a preacher, his audiences would be educated 
London folk, not those of the Mansfield Park country. And 
he would preach a little, not regularly – not, he says ‘for a 
constancy; it would not do for a constancy.’ 

As soon as Henry says this, Fanny shakes her head – 
she does not mean to, but she does. This is no small thing; 
no trivial bit of characterisation. This is not Austen’s style. 
Miss Price cannot help denying Crawford’s use of this word, 
because it is Fanny’s chief virtue, and one Henry can only 
ape. (More on his fakery soon.) 

As Alasdair MacIntyre argues in After Virtue (1981), 
constancy is vital for understanding Jane Austen’s philoso-
phy, particularly in Persuasion and Mansfield Park. A good 
life, says MacIntyre, is something like a story: a beginning, 
middle and end, which is lived as a whole, not a series of 
moments. It is only from within this narrative that char-
acters make sense at all – including our own. If we cannot 
refer to past mistakes or future expectations as ours, trust 
is impossible, and so are genuine relationships. And this is 
one of Austen’s great themes: how can we continue to be 
ourselves, when we are rewarded for being fickle or capri-
cious? How can the ‘I’ be a unity? ‘By the time Jane Austen 
writes,’ says MacIntyre, ‘that unity can no longer be treated 
as a mere presupposition or context for a virtuous life. It 
has itself to be continually reaffirmed and its reaffirmation 
in deed rather than word is the virtue which Jane Austen 
calls constancy.’ In other words, life as a harmony must be 
cultivated – much like a garden.

And, again like a garden, this harmony is not always 
peaceful. There are always forces in conflict. And someone of  
integrity recognises this. So Fanny Price is agonised by 

Henry Crawford’s proposal precisely because of her constancy. 
She is indebted to Sir Thomas Bertram for adopting her, and 
Crawford’s money would ease the financial burden on the 
Bertram household. She is obliged to Henry himself for 
gaining her brother’s naval commission – marriage would 
repay him for his labours. But she also knows that Craw-
ford is a fickle playboy, who cruelly toyed with Maria and 
Julia Bertram; knows that Henry’s urban milieu is jaded, 
mercenary and above all deceitful. Fanny Price must reject 
this marriage, knowing full well that she owes both men 
involved – the father and the suitor – genuine gratitude, 
and knowing full well that she will seem exactly what she 
is not: ‘self-willed, obstinate, selfish, and ungrateful,’ as she 
puts it. 

Another virtue of Fanny Price is humility. David Hume, 
in his Treatise, neatly summed up humility as pain caused 
by the idea of oneself; the feelings of some ugliness of  
character. This need not be Christian humility, though 
obviously this tradition was important to Jane Austen. To 
be humbled is simply to recognise our flaws – not in and 
of themselves, says Hume, but always next to someone or 
something more perfect. 

When Fanny Price speaks of ‘the sublimity of Nature’, 
she is hinting at this perfection. The words are not simply  
decorative. Austen is invoking the eighteenth-century 
notion of the sublime: the joyful horror that arises when 
we encounter threatening immensity, but from some 
vantage point of safety. Storms, mountains, oceans evoke 
the sublime – but so do stars. Immanuel Kant and Arthur 
Schopenhauer both wrote influential work on the sublime, 
but in Austen’s era Edmund Burke was most well-known 
in England. ‘The stars lie in such apparent confusion, as 
makes it impossible on ordinary occasions to reckon them,’ 
he wrote in his snappily titled ‘A Philosophical Enquiry 
into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful’ 
(1757). ‘This gives them the advantage of a sort of infinity.’  
This suggestion of infinity not only awakens a kind of  
pleasurable fear, but highlights our own smallness and  
fragility; the pettiness of humans beside the magnificence 
of the divine order.

In other words, while Austen and Miss Price are no gothic 
Romantics, both recognise the power of the cosmos: to 
prompt awe at the great chain of being, and humility at our 
own small links in this chain. As she looks out the window 
with Edmund, Fanny is remembering her fragile finitude. 

ut if Fanny is humble, she is not morally weak. Our 
heroine can be overcautious, of course. This is why 

Edmund is always trying, as Austen puts it, ‘to make her 
good qualities understood, and to conquer the diffidence 
which prevented their being more apparent’. But these 
qualities are there, no doubt. For all her humility, Miss Price 
is ethically robust. More specifically, she is autonomous:  
her conscience is her own to consult.

Interestingly, Austen demonstrates this in the garden 
as much as the drawing room or makeshift theatre. Mr 
Rushworth oafishly defers to authority, without knowing 
what makes it authoritative. He wants Sotherton to be the 
most fashionable estate in the neighbourhood, and will pay 
handsomely to anyone who can do this on his behalf. He 
does not simply outsource the labour – he outsources his 
own taste. ‘I must try to do something with it,’ he says of 
Sotherton, ‘but I do not know what. I hope I shall have 
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some good friend to help me.’ Likewise for Mary Crawford,  
who wants whatever is in style, but does not know what 
it is. ‘I should be most thankful to any Mr Repton who 
would undertake it,’ she tells Edmund, ‘and give me as 
much beauty as he could for my money.’ This is off-the-
shelf aesthetic judgement.

By contrast, like Edmund – who cultivated her taste as a 
child – Fanny Price is her own authority on the landscape. 
On the trip to Sotherton, as we saw above, she keeps her 
own counsel. In the carriage she was, writes Austen, ‘happy 
in observing all that was new, and admitting all that was 
pretty’. Importantly, this is not ‘new’ as in trendy, but new 
to her – she is savouring the novel landscape that others 
take for granted. 

Likewise, later in the novel Fanny is out in the shrubbery 
at the parsonage, talking to Mary Crawford. Fanny admires 
the walk – Mary is inattentive and careless. While Mary 
is anaesthetised to the landscape, Miss Price is inspired by 
sun, soil and leaves. ‘One cannot fix one’s eyes on the com-
monest natural production,’ says Fanny a little breathlessly, 
‘without finding food for a rambling fancy.’ Again, her  
fancies are not simply purchased from the market – she 
has her own imaginative response to these colours, forms, 
cycles. ‘I am very apt,’ she says, ‘to get into this sort of  
wondering strain.’ She does not need anyone to decide or 
even correct her aesthetic pleasure – she can direct and 
deploy her own consciousness.

And she deploys her own conscience. In Mansfield Park, 
aesthetic deference is matched by ethical deference. Henry 
Crawford, for example, does not have his own consistent 
ethical standards – he wants Fanny to supply them for 
him. ‘When you give me your opinion,’ he says to Fanny, 
‘I always know what is right. Your judgement is my rule of 
right.’ In other words, Crawford will not master his own 
morality. Put another way, Henry Crawford wants Fanny’s 
morality as Rushworth wanted Crawford’s fashion. 

In this light, ethical autonomy and constancy go hand-
in-hand. Crawford will not know the kinds of torment our 
heroine suffers, because he is not ethical enough to recog-
nise his own culpability or responsibility. He does not, as 
Alasdair MacIntyre might put it, pull together the story of 
his life: Henry has lost the plot.

he irony is that Henry Crawford is a fine actor. One of 
the vital philosophical debates taken up in Mansfield 

Park is between performing and living, seeming and being. 
In one scene, Crawford reads Shakespeare aloud. Fanny 
tries to ignore him, but her feelings for art are too strong. 
She is taken in by his voice – not only to listen, but to enjoy; 
and not only to enjoy him, but to take pleasure in the very 
idea of a play. We are witnessing the end of a literary seduc-
tion: to the man, and to theatre itself. 

But there is more going on than the slow loss of dramatic 
virginity. Here, Crawford is demonstrating his falsity. To 
begin, note his ‘knack’: for jumping from scene to scene, 

choosing the most entertaining. As we have seen, Crawford 
is not a man for constancy: he is restless, seeking quick 
amusement, the slower happiness of a life unified. But more 
importantly, Henry can become anything: dignity, pride, 
tenderness, all on a whim. Not long after, he toys with the 
idea of taking orders, and becoming a priest: all, again, for 
the performance. The obvious point, of course, is that play-
ing at a life of the cloth is not the same as being a parson. It 
is Crawford’s acting that has him seduce the married Maria 
Rushworth, after flirting with her sister, and proposing to 
her cousin, Fanny. For all his foolishness with Mary Craw-
ford, Edmund is sincere and trustworthy. And he knows 
that seeming is not being, particularly when it comes to 
ethics. ‘The man who chooses the profession itself,’ he says 
of the priesthood, ‘is, perhaps, one of the last who would 
wish to represent it on the stage.’ 

Mary herself is also an actor of sorts. Most obviously, 
she sees conversation as a kind of charismatic performance: 
quips, flirtation, urbane banter. With her beauty and 
charm, she can even give the semblance of moral goodness 
– to Edmund, at least. Interestingly, Mary’s performance  
applies to the landscape. While Fanny is, as we have seen, 
genuinely enchanted by the garden and wilds, Mary is 
anaesthetised. The only thing she really notices in the shrub-
bery, for example, is herself. But she can play at gardenesque  
chatter, explaining how to buy a country estate complete 
with ‘shrubberies, and flower gardens, and rustic seats’.

In other words, the landscape is, for Austen and for 
Fanny, no simple cause of goodness. The window scene 
of ‘a little lawn, surrounded by shrubs in the rich foliage 
of summer,’ suggests that Mary Crawford has a beautiful 
soul. But it leaves her soul as it was before: ‘darkened, yet 
fancying itself light’. With her usual gracefulness, Austen 
is demonstrating a more general point here. Those who put 
on a show of virtue may also put on a show of botanical 
fashionability; those who lack autonomy in ethics may also 
lack autonomy in taste. In many cases, it all depends on 
what we do with our imagination.

antasy is vital for Mansfield Park. It is what marks our 
heroine off from her suitors and rivals; what makes 

Fanny Price loveable and Edmund Bertram briefly pitiable. 
‘We have been more or less to blame,’ says Edmund to his 
father, just returned from Antigua to a house of drama. 
‘Fanny is the only one who has judged rightly through-
out, who has been consistent.’ Beneath all Fanny’s virtues, 
including her constancy, is a more basic endeavour to see 
the world as it is, and not as she wants or needs it to be. 

Toward the end of Mansfield Park, Edmund makes a con-
fession to Fanny. Mary Crawford, he says, was ‘a creature of 
my own imagination’. In reality she is ‘spoilt’, but in his mind, 
she was almost perfect. In other words, she was a fantasy – a 
fantasy Fanny never had. Likewise, Fanny can see that Henry 
Crawford, for all his liveliness, wit and momentary sweet-
ness, is a cad. She has seen his abuse of Julia and Maria, and 

  ife as a harmony must be cultivated –  
 much like a garden
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believes that his character is perverse. ‘She could never see 
Mr Crawford with either sister without observation,’ Austen 
writes, ‘and seldom without wonder or censure.’ 

Sir Thomas cannot see his own daughters’ vices until it is 
too late; until one has cheated and the other eloped. And his 
illusions were puffed up and protected by that masterwork 
of magical thinking, Mrs Norris. After all her foolishness, 
she still sees Fanny Price as ‘the demon of the piece,’ as 
Austen puts it. If only Fanny had married the cad – Maria 
would never have cheated on her husband. Mrs Norris is a 
priest in the church of bad faith.

Almost all of the characters of Mansfield Park are toying 
with fantasy in this way. Mrs Norris is just the hilarious 
exemplar. As we saw earlier, Austen is wary of performers;  
of those who play at the virtues, rather than living. But 
Austen’s point is that the actors have a willing audience: 
characters like Maria, Julia, Sir Thomas, Mrs Norris and 
even Edmund want to be fooled. They lie to themselves as 
they are lied to. Early on in the novel, Austen describes the 
‘mist’ that Maria sprays over her father’s return, comforting 
herself for her forthcoming marriage to Rushworth. But 
her delusion is a more general unwillingness to see. She is, 
Austen writes, ‘favouring something which everybody who 
shuts their eyes while they look, or their understandings 
while they reason, feels the comfort of.’ Mansfield Park is a 
mansion full of these somethings.

Except, of course, for Miss Price. Fanny is not perfect, 
but she is not a slave to fantasy. This does not mean she has 
no imagination. As we have seen, our heroine is happy to 
rhapsodise about stars and woods, leaves and soil. When 
she returns from Portsmouth to Mansfield Park she is over-
joyed by the greenery of the estate, just beginning. Austen 
writes: ‘[T]he trees, though not fully clothed, were in that 
delightful state when farther beauty is known to be at hand, 
and when, while much is actually given to the sight, more 
yet remains for the imagination.’

So Fanny imagines – she is not some monstrous realist, 
exiled from the world of fantasy. But she imagines well. 

David Hume, in his Treatise, saw imagination as a basic 
human faculty: to make new ideas from old ones. Now, 
imagination, says Hume, has a logic to it: it combines ideas 
by resemblance, nearness and regularity. For example, Miss 
Price does not really see the leaves fully grown. She sees a 
few leaves for the first time: these leaves have never grown 
before. But this impression resembles an idea she has had 
before. So she imagines a new idea: a ‘fully clothed’ tree, 
which combines present ideas with those of the past. It’s 
not simply a memory: it is a new tree, which does not yet 
exist in Mansfield Park, wholly existing in Fanny’s mind. 

But just because it is imagined does not mean it is false. 
Hume distinguishes between ‘understanding’ and ‘fancy’. 
Understanding is reasonable imagination; imagination that 
keeps up some intimacy with the world, and observes its own 
play of ideas. Fancy is imagination that has lost touch with 
the world; imagination that offers us fiction instead of facts. 

Most of the time, the understanding does its job well. 
We imagine stars are bright and leaves green; we imagine 
Antigua is far away and the parsonage close – and eventually  
impressions fit with ideas. In other words, we have true 
beliefs, which have a ‘force, or vivacity, or solidity, or firm-
ness, or steadiness,’ as Hume puts it. But sometimes – for 
example, when we are protecting ourselves from awkward-
ness, embarrassment, regret, shame – the fancy takes over. 

We let it take over, and fanciful ideas become falsely firm. 
This is why Austen writes of those who, like Maria, shut 
their eyes to ‘their understandings while they reason’ – they 
are allowing themselves to imagine badly; to treat false  
creations like true ones. And the more this happens, the 
more painful life will be, as the fictions are found to be false 
– so new fancy is needed to deny the failure of the old. And 
voila: we have Mrs Norris.

Fanny Price has a healthy understanding – Austen is 
clear about this. She does not simply reason well; as I have 
said, she imagines well. And Austen portrays this most 
beautifully as our heroine gazes out the window and praises 
the scene. There would be less vice and suffering in the 
world, says Fanny, ‘if the sublimity of Nature were more 
attended to, and people were carried more out of themselves 
by contemplating such a scene.’ We have already seen the 
importance of sublimity in affording pleasure and virtue. 
But there is a more basic force at work here: directing us 
away from ourselves, towards the world, including others. 
The landscape encourages Fanny to overcome her fantasies; 
to recognise, with humility, the gap between fancy and 
understanding. Put another way: for our heroine, beauty is 
a reminder of a certain kind of moral perception – one that 
avoids, instead of seeking, selfishness. 

This vision is behind Fanny’s humility, her constancy, 
her aesthetic and moral autonomy, and her commitment 
to authenticity. It is a basic commitment to truth – not as 
an abstract concept, but as something she loves. The truth 
about others, and about the landscape, but also about 
herself. She sometimes fails, but she is honest enough to 
recognise – and usually correct – her coveted semblances.

Fanny Price, in other words, finds enlightened pleasure 
in understanding, not in fancy. What looks like bland  
priggishness is in fact a labour to overcome the psyche’s 
distortions and distractions – and it is driven by adoration.

hat Fanny Price saw in the garden, I see in Fanny 
Price. Her love of truth gives me pleasure: the vision 

of a psyche on the verge of harmony – and edging closer to 
full virtue as the story progresses. By the end of Mansfield 
Park, our heroine is rightly celebrated as the only constant 
character in the family – and more courageous and outspo-
ken for her suffering. Like the beautiful shrubbery, which 
was once a ‘rough hedgerow’, Fanny has matured well. 

And who gave me this character? Jane Austen. The 
author provided the words that prompt me to imagine 
– and to love what my imagination invents. Put another 
way, Austen’s portrait of Fanny Price in the garden is also 
a portrait of this reader, holding his edition of Mansfield 
Park: drawn out of his selfishness by an image of quiet, 
disregarded beauty. 

‘The enthusiasm of a woman’s love,’ wrote Austen, ‘is 
beyond the biographer’s.’ Perhaps. But this biographer gives 
us the beloved herself – we can provide the enthusiasm.
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Audrey: I read that Lionel Trilling essay you  
mentioned. You really like Trilling? 

Tom: Yes.

Audrey: I think he’s very strange. He says that  
nobody could like the heroine of Mansfield Park? 
I like her. Then he goes on and on about how we 
modern people of today with our modern attitudes, 
bitterly resent Mansfield Park because … its heroine  
is virtuous? What’s wrong with a novel having a  
virtuous heroine? 

Tom: His point is that the novel’s premise …  
there’s something immoral in a group of young 
people putting on a play? Simply absurd. 

Audrey: You found Fanny Price unlikeable? 

Tom: She sounds pretty unbearable,  
but I haven’t read the book. 

Audrey: What? 

Tom: You don’t have to have read a book to have  
an opinion on it. I haven’t read the Bible, either. 

Audrey: What Jane Austen novels have you read? 

Tom: None. I don’t read novels. I prefer good 
literary criticism. That way you get both the  
novelist’s ideas as well as the critic’s thinking.  
With fiction, I can never forget that none of it ever 
happened; that it’s all just made up by the author. 

Whit Stillman,
Metropolitan (1990)


