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ABSTRACT

COMIC, THEMATIC, AND MIMETIC IMPULSES
IN JANE AUSTEN'S PERSUASION

By

George Graeber

Any attempt to interpret a Jane Austen novel must take into
account its thematic, mimetic, and structural impulses because it
is claimed that her contribution to the development of the genre is
her integration of these impulses, which earlier writers had devel-
oped separately. A methodology for studying her novels in this way
is suggested by the perspectival approach which synthesizes the
insights achieved from a variety of critical points of view. Per-
suasion is an ideal novel to study from the perspectival point of
view because of its fully developed comic structure, its clearly
articulated themes, and its rich mimetic characterization.

Anne E1liot's progress from the unloved daughter of Sir
Walter to the wife of Captain Wentworth parallels what Northrop
Frye identifies as the archetypal structure of comedy. The mythic
content of rituals which celebrate the renewal of 1ife in spring is
echoed not only in the structure of Persuasion but in the autumnal
and vernal imagery of the novel. Sir Walter's preposterous vanity,
Louisa Musgrove's nearly fatal accident on the Cobb, William

E1liot's role as father-surrogate/false suitor, and the "fortuitous
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circumstances" which make possible the triumphant resolution of the
conflict. all partake of a logic inherent in the nature of comedy.

In addition to presenting typically comic social themes,
Jane Austen sets up in Persuasion a moral dilemma concerning the
propriety of Anne's having yielded to Lady Russell's persuasion to
break her first engagement to Captain Wentworth. Because the narra-
tor does not comment on the issue, the reader must rely on other
rhetorical devices to determine the norms against which Anne's deci-
sion must be judged. These rhetorical devices, which together con-
stitute what Wayne Booth calls the implied author of a work, suggest
that Anne herself articulates the norms of the novel. At the moment
of Anne's comic triumph, Wentworth admits that he had misjudged her,
Lady Russell admits that her advice had been wrong, and Anne insists
that she had been right all along. Anne's Jong period of suffering
for her adherence to her rigid sense of duty must finally be seen as
an ordeal which qualifies her for a role of moral authority in the
emerging society.

When we view Anne as a mimetic character we discover that
her self-image, emotions, and defensive reactions correspond to those
described by psychologist Karen Horney as characteristic of the
strategy of perfectionism. Anne attempts to model herself on the
example of her dead mother, both because it was from her that Anne
received the only unconditional affection and support she ever
received and because her mother's devotion to high principles and
right conduct had seemed to insulate her from the abuses of Sir

Walter's narcissism. The pride the perfectionist places in behaving
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in accordance with principles of right conduct accounts for Anne's
susceptibility to Lady Russell's persuasion to break her engagement.
This pride is her solace through the eight years of estrangemént
from Wentworth, and it explains why Anne solicits his acknowledgment
that she had been right to yield to Lady Russell's persuasion.

From the perspectival point of view, Persuasion seems less
well integrated but more powerful as mimesis. The expectation of
causa] plot development generated by the realistic characterization
clashes with expectations generated by the comic structure, which
relies on coincidence to effect the desirable conclusion. Further-
more, the thematic interpretation offered by the novel seems inade-
quate to the mimetic portrayal of Anne's compulsive defensive
reactions. Although this interpretation of Persuasion requires that
we reject the tradftiona] notion that Jane Austen synthésizes sepa-
rately developed conventions of the novel, it also demonstrates that

the genuine achievement of her novels is their mimetic portraiture.



COMIC, THEMATIC, AND MIMETIC IMPULSES
IN JANE AUSTEN'S PERSUASION

By

George Graeber

A DISSERTATION

Submitted to
Michigan State University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Department of English

1977



¢ 10699

o
Uy

for Susan

her Tove, patience and optimism
inspire more dedication
than I can write on a page



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Over the long period of composition of this study, I have
incurred many debts. I wish to thank the members of my committee,
Professors James Hill and John A. Yunck of the Department of English,
Michigan State University. Professor Howard P. Anderson has read
this paper in all its drafts; his suggestions have always been sen-
sitive and supportive. I am grateful, also, to the MSU College of
Arts and Letters for a summer fellowship which helped finance the
initial research for this project. My friend James F. Mullet pro-
vided me access to office machines which eased the drudgery and
financial burden of preparing the various drafts this study has
undergone. Finally, I gratefully acknowledge the contribution of
Professor Bernard J. Paris, my dissertation director. Readers of
this study will recognize my debt to Professor Paris's critical
methods, but no footnote could begin to suggest what I owe to his
inspiring teaching, his patient suggestions for revision, and his

sincere encouragement.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION . . . . . .
Notes . . . . . . .+ « ¢ « < . < .

Chapter
I. THE ARCHETYPAL STRUCTURE OF PERSUASION

The Mythos of Spring . . . . . . . .
The Main Plot . . . . . . . . . .
The Sub-Plot . . . . . . . . . .
The Comic Conclusion . . . . . . . . .
Notes . . .« ¢ « ¢ « ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ < e« .

II. COMIC THEMES AND MORAL ISSUES IN PERSUASION . .

Social Judgments as Comic Themes .
The Moral Impulse . . . . . .
Notes . . . . .

ITI. THE MIMETIC CHARACTERIZATION OF ANNE ELLIOT .

Mimesis in the Novel . . . . .

The Psychology of Karen Horney . .
"She Was Only Anne" . . . . . . .
Notes . . . . . . . .+ < < . .

IV. SYNTHESIS: "THE NATURAL SEQUEL OF
UNNATURAL BEGINNING" . . . . . . . . .

The Ironic Narrator and the Implied Author .
Conflicts and Conclusions . . . . e .
Notes . . . . . . « « + « o . .

BIBLIOGRAPHY . . . . . . . « « .« « « .+ .+ .

iv

103
110
110
118
136
183
186
186
200
220

227



INTRODUCTION

One attempt to characterize the achievement of Jane Austen
rests on the premise that her novels successfully harmonize conven-
tions in the novel which earlier writers had developed separately.
The foremost proponent of this view is Ian Watt. In his The Rise of
the Nove],]Watt credits Samuel Richardson with developing in his
novels the technique of portraying characters by means of a minute
detailing of the particulars of an individual's life. Watt calls
this technique "realism of presentation," and he notes that its
premise is the premise of modern philosophical realism: that "truth
can be discovered by the individual through hié senses" (Watt,

p. 12). The "truth" sought after is truth to human experience:
Formal realism, in fact, is the narrative embodiment of a
premise that Defoe and Richardson accepted very literally,
but which is implicit in the novel form in general: the
premise, or primary convention, that the novel is a full
and authentic report of human experience, and is therefore
under an obligation to satisfy its reader with such details
of the story as the individuality of the actors concerned,
the particulars of the times and places of their actions,
details which are presented through a more largely referen-
tial use of language than is common in other literary forms
(Watt, p. 32).

The strengths of realism of presentation are the strengths
of its premise: attention to particularizing detail helps to achieve
a sense of truth by allowing the reader to participate in the human
experience of another individual. What is achieved is phenomeno-

logical truth. Watt discusses also another kind of realism crucial



to the development of the novel: realism of assessment. It is
Fielding rather than Richardson among early English novelists who
exemplifies realism of assessment for Watt. As the term suggests,
realism of assessment focuses upon the wit and wisdom of the author
--his artistic skills in the service of his moral intentions--rather
than upon the authenticity of the characters:

Fielding brought to the genre something that is ultimately

even more important than narrative technique--a responsible

wisdom about human affairs which plays upon the deeds and

the characters of his novels. . . . at the end of Tom

Jones we feel we have been exposed, not merely to an inter-

esting narrative about imaginary persons, but to a stimu-

lating wealth of suggestion and challenge on almost every

topic of human interest. Not only so: the stimulation has

come from a mind with a true grasp of human reality, never

deceived or deceiving about himself, his characters or the

human Tot in general. . . . his work serves as a perpetual

reminder that . . . the new genre . . . had to find a way

of conveying not only a convincing impression but a wise

assessment of life . . . (Watt, p. 288).

Fielding did not manage both realism of presentation and
realism of assessment, according to Watt, but Jane Austen did. It
is difficult to ascertain just how what Watt means by realism of
assessment differs from what most other critics mean by the moral
vision of a novel. In fact, Watt's dichotomy between realism of
assessment and realism of presentation parallels Erich Auerbach's

famous dichotomy between the classical-moralistic and the

2

problematic-existential impulses in Western literature.” It would

seem that the adequacy of the realism of assessment of a work is to
be judged by the truth of the moral vision which informs the novel
or which the novel is intended to illustrate. Watt's expectation

of wisdom from a realistic novelist is in essence an expectation



that the reader will be able to acquiesce to what the novelist makes
of the characters and events he portrays.

Watt claims that Jane Austen successfully reconciled realism
of presentation and realism of assessment:

Jane Austen's novels, in short, must be seen as the most
successful solutions of the two general narrative problems
for which Richardson and Fielding had provided only par-
tial answers. She was able to combine into a harmonious
unity the advantages both of realism of presentation and
realism of assessment, of the internal and of the external
approaches to character (Watt, p. 297).

In addition to the traditional elements of character and
theme accounted for by Watt, a third element must also be considered
in any discussion of fiction. The impulse to structure the events
recorded in a novel, to give them form, constitutes an important
factor in the equation which comprises the totality of any particular
work. This is especially true in Jane Austen's novels in that they
are comedies, because comedy is largely a matter of structure.
Structure in general, and comic structure in particular, carries
with it traditions and conventions which must be fulfilled for the
reader to experience satisfaction. These genre-based expectations,
however, may conflict with other expectations generated by a work,
expectations generated, for instance, by the novel's thematic or
mimetic impulses. A novel's success depends upon the author's hav-
ing harmonized or reconciled the competing conventions and expecta-
tions generated by the various impulses in the work.

Jane Austen's Persuasion is a particularly suitable work by

means of which to explore how structure, theme, and characterization

work together in a novel. It is suitable because it has a fully



developed comic structure, clearly articulated themes, and a rich
mimetic characterization of its heroine, Anne Elliot. Various
studies have attempted to interpret Persuasion in terms of some one
of its impulses, but no single study has yet tried to examine Jane
Austen's efforts to integrate structure, theme, and character in that
work.3 Article-length discussions could never fully accommodate all
of the implications of each impulse or incorporate the perceptions
of critics of this novel. And, since each of the separate impulses
requires a different critical approach, the methodology for such a
study has seemed problematic.

A methodology for exploring how Persuasion attempts to inte-
grate the conventions inherent in its structure, themes, and charac-

terization is suggested by Avrom Fleishman's study of Mansfield Park.

Fleishman attempts to reconcile different critical approaches to
that novel by synthesizing the insights achieved by each of them
into "an approximation of a total reading."4 The diversity of
impulses in any particular novel (not to mention the sheer volume of
criticism directed at the works of important authors) demands
extended discussion and, more importantly, what Fleishman calls a
perspectival view. The novel, he says,

is organic to the degree to which its multitudinousness

creates the illusion of a living world; the escape of many

fictional details from any critical net cast to hold them

can substantiate an impression of life's heterogeneity.

If the novel is bg nature various, our point of view on it

must follow suit.

Fleishman's "perspectival" approach to the study of Mansfield

Park is adaptable to the study of Persuasion. I propose that a valid



interpretation of Persuasion can be approximated only by examining
in depth the conventions and reader expectations generated by the
three dominant impulses in the novel: the comic, the thematic, and
the mimetic. The conventions and expectations inherent in the comic
nature of Persuasion are best understood by comparing the novel to
the archetypal structure of the comic mythos as identified primarily
in the work of Northrop Frye. Such a study reveals complicated and,
perhaps, unsuspected coherence among the scene descriptions, the
characters, and the structure of events in the work.

Many of Persuasion's themes emerge from its comic nature;
but, in addition, the novel has a quite separate moral impulse.
Using Wayne Booth's conception of the implied author, it is possible
not only to investigate the moral vision that informs this novel but
to understand how Jane Austen communicates it. The advantage of
using the concept of the implied author to elucidate the moral
impulse of a novel like Persuasion is that it obviates the practice
of utilizing biographical and historical data and of attempting to
find consistencies and relationships between its themes and the
themes of Jane Austen's other novels. The themes thus derived are
entirely a product of the novel under scrutiny.

While the understanding of the moral dimensions of Persua-
sion advanced in this study is not radically different from that
achieved in other studies, the conception of character proposed here
represents something of a departure from more traditional interpre-
tations. Anne Elliot is best understood in terms of the patterns of

behavior and thought identified by the American Third Force
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psychologist Karen Horney as the strategy of perfectionism.
it is perceived that Anne's typical actions and responses correspond
closely to those Horney describes as perfectionistic, it can also be
seen how these behaviors were developed as a defense against the
pathogenic environment at Kellynch. The question of whether Anne's
development in the novel represents a genuine personality change or
merely a new manifestation of a personality structure which she
possesses all along is ultimately a psychological rather than a
thematic question. The analysis presented here focuses on Anne in
terms appropriate to her mimetic characterization: because she
achieves for the reader something like the identity of an actual
person, she can be studied and analyzed in the way in which actual
people are studied and analyzed.

It is when one attempts'to synthesize the perceptions
achieved through separate analysis of the various e]eménts Of’Egrf
suasion that one becomes aware of the stresses among these impulses.
Each impulse arrives complete with its own set of conventions and
generating its own expectations, and this leads to tensions and
incongruities not easily resolved. For instance, the emphasis on
desirability inherent in comedy frequently results in plots which
are resolved by means of fortunate coincidences and unlikely changes
in character. There is nothing about these sudden turns of event
which violates the spirit of comedy, but they are contrary to expec-
tations of plausible plot development which are produced by the
mimetic characterization. The stresses which become apparent in

Persuasion are almost always between the conventions and expectations



associated with the mimetic characterization and those associated
with either the comic or the thematic elements of the work. In
essence, the mimetic characterization subverts the other elements in
the novel by accentuating both the artificiality of the comic struc-
ture as a vehicle for the characterization and the inadequacy of the
moral vision which the characterization is intended to illustrate.
Watt to the contrary notwithstanding, Jane Austen's novel embodies
powerful and unreconciled tensions, not é harmony among its elements.
It is not necessary to debunk Persuasion or its critics.
Its successes are remarkable, its critics perceptive. The perspec-
tival approach, however, helps us both to reconcile conflicting
critical responses to Persuasion and to see more clearly the nature
of its strengths and weaknesses. From the perspectival point of
view the novel seems less well integrated but more powerful as

mimesis.



NOTES: INTRODUCTION

]Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Rich-
ardson and Fielding (London: Chatto and Windus, 1957); my edition
is the University of California paperback (Berkeley, 1967). A1l
references to Watt are to this latter source and will be cited in my
text thus: (Watt, p. 12).

2Er'ich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in
Western Literature (Berne: Francke, 1946); English edition trans.
by Willard R. Trask (Princeton University Press, 1955).

3Because I deal extensively in my text and notes with the
pertinent articles and books concerned with Persuasion, I forgo in
my introduction the customary review of criticism.

4Avrom Fleishman, A Reading of Mansfield Park: An Essay in
Critical Synthesis, Minnesota Monographs in the Humanities 2 (Minne-

apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1967), p. 4.

5F]eishman, p. 5.

6The technique of analyzing realistic characters in terms of
Horneyan psychology was developed by Bernard J. Paris. See espe-
cially his A Psychological Approach to Fiction: Studies in
Thackeray, Stendahl, George Eliot, Dostoevsky, and Conrad (Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press, 1974). Paris also uses Horneyan
psychology to analyze the implied authors of realistic novels, a
strategy I adopt in Chapter IV of this study.




CHAPTER I

THE ARCHETYPAL STRUCTURE OF PERSUASION

Most attempts to study the comic impulse in Jane Austen's
works have been explorations of what she finds funny in society, or
of how she creates humorous characters, or of how she establishes a
'comic mood. These studies are valuable contributions to the under-
standing of Jane Austen's adaptations of certain comic conventions,
and they often help to illuminate characteristics of her sty]e.]
Such studies seem congruent with L. J. Potts' pronouncement that
comedy is distinguishable by its philosophy:

I shall treat it as a literary form. But since it is dis-
tinguished from most of the literary forms by its philoso-
phy rather than its structure, I shall call it a mode of
thought; by which I mean that its character depends on the
attitude of the writer to life.Z

Without entering into a debate with Potts, it is perhaps
fair to observe that the writer's attitude to 1life manifests itself
in literature by the way in which he structures the events of his
work.3 It is thus by the identification of the structure of an indi-
vidual work with the analogous structures in other works that we
classify them as belonging to the same genre. The most commonplace
observation, that comedy moves from unhappiness to happiness and
usually ends with a wedding, or that tragedy ends sadly and usually

with the death of the hero, implies a recognition of structural

principles.
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It is not for the purpose of classification that a considera-
tion of the structure of a Jane Austen novel is valuable. It is
rather that, once one recognizes the comic structure in Persuasion,
one is able to account for many other features of that work which
are likewise attributable to its comic impulse. To identify the
comic impulse requires a comprehensive theory of comedy, one which
satisfactorily accounts for as many elements in a comic work as pos-
sible. To put it in other terms, one requires a genre description
which identifies as fully as possible the elements of a work which
are attributable to its comic impulse.

4 Northrop Frye's

There is no shortage of theories of comedy.
study of the archetypal basis of comedy has several advantages
over other theories: (1) his study is capable of subsuming the
observations made by other theoreticians; (2) his explanation begins
with a recognition of the structural principles underlying comedy;
and (3) most importantly, Frye's account of the characteristics of |
comedy includes more specific correspondences with Persuasion than
do other theories with which I am familiar. In brief, I use Frye
because Frye works.5

In this chapter I shall summarize the premises of Frye's
theory of archetypal criticism and the features o% his discussion of
comedy which are appropriate to my analysis of Persuasion. I shall
investigate the ways in which Frye's observations illuminate Per-

suasion, especially its narrative structure, the details of its con-

clusion, and its imagery. Finally, I shall discuss what I consider
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to be the limitations of archetypal criticism for accounting com-

pletely for all facets of the novel.6

The Mythos of Spring
From the point of view of archetypal criticism, narrative is

studied as

ritual or imitation of human action as a whole, and not
simply as mimesis praxeos or imitation of an action. In
archetypal criticism the significant content is the con-
flict of desire an9 reality which has for its basis the
work of the dream.

Myth makes communicable the structure inherent in ritual which is,
by itself, pre-verbal and therefore incommunicable. Ritual, then,
is the inherent structure of myth. Rituals themselves can be under-
stood as the attempt to celebrate or to recognize the dependence of
man upon the cyclical processes of nature, a fact made clear by the
attachment of ritual to significant points of all natural cycles:
"Every crucial periodicity of experience: dawn, sunset, the phases
of the moon, seed-time and harvest, the equinoxes and the solstices,
birth, initiation, marriage, and death, get rituals attached to
them" (Frye, p. 105).

Myth is the literary form in which ritual structure is
isolated, that is, it is the literary form in which the narrative
structure is wholly determined by the ritual which the myth makes
comunicable. The world of myth is apocalyptic or demonic} a world
in which action is the expression of human desire or its opposite
without regard for plausibility; and it is a "world of total meta-

phor, in which everything is potentially identical with everything
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else, as though it were all inside a single infinite body" (Frye,
p. 136).

Literary forms other than myth exist between the pure white
of apocalyptic myth and the pure black of demonic myth. The hues of
these forms are determined by the degree to which they are influ-
enced by the impulse of plausibility. A1l of these forms are struc-
tured by the identical ritual design that structures myth, but in
realistic literature these structural principles are displaced away
from the mythical and toward the human. Where plausibility becomes
a factor, total metaphorical identification is displaced toward ana-
logical or coincidental identification.

Frye recognizes three structures of imagery intermediate to
the dialectical poles of undisplaced myth. The structure which "pre-
sents a human counterpart of the apocalyptic world . . . we may call

the analogy of innocence" (Frye, p. 151). The corresponding human

counterpart of the demonic world Frye calls the'analogy of experi-

ence. Between these two structures is the analogy of nature and

reason. The action in the analogical structures consists of the
movement from one structure to or toward another; in the structures
of myth the action stays within the world in which it originates.
Thus, the total structure of the analogical modes is cyclical; the
poles between which the analogical modes revolve are the static
structures of archetypal and demonic myth. This cyclical movement
corresponds to the natural cycle of the seasons, and the narratives

typical of any phase of that cycle will have a structure
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paralleling the rituals and myths of the corresponding phase of the
natural cycle.

"There are thus four main types of mythical movement:
within romance, within experience, down and up" (Frye, p. 162). The
movement from romance to experience is tragic; the movement from
experience to romance is comic; the movement within romance Frye
calls romance; and the movement within experience, he identifies as
irony or satire. Tragedy, comedy, romance, and irony or satire con-
stitute the "four pregeneric elements of literature which I shall
call mythoi or generic plots" (Frye, p. 162). Romance is the mythos
of summer; tragedy is the mythos of fall; irony and satire together
constitute the mythos of winter; and comedy is the mythos of spring.

In the cycle of the seasons, spring is the rebirth of nature,
a rebirth from its death-1like state in winter. In myths associated
with rituals of spring (the myth of Proserpine is typical), the cen-
tral being is reborn or.returns from s&he exile or is restored to a
lover to the accompaniment of festival and images of fertility and
fruitfulness. Typically, there is a sense that the desirable state
of affairs that emerges at the end of such myths is not merely a
triumph of the desirable over the undesirable, but a reclamation of
authority from the powers or beings who have usurped it from its
rightful possessors.

Comedy is a displaced version of such myths, structured by
the same rituals which structure the myths. Although the fact that

the triumph of the desirable characters represents a re-emergence
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of a former golden age is not usually dramatized in comedy, it is an
element understood by the audience. Frye summarizes the usual action
of comedy in this way:

What normally happens is that a young man wants a young
woman, that his desire is resisted by some opposition,
usually paternal, and that near the end of the play some
twist in the plot enables the hero to have his will. In
this simple pattern there are several complex elements.

In the first place, the movement of comedy is usually a
movement from one kind of society to another. At the
beginning of the play the obstructing characters are in
charge of the play's society, and the audience recognizes
that they are usurpers. At the end of the play the device
in the plot that brings hero and heroine together causes a
new society to crystallize around the hero, and the moment
when crystallization occurs is the point of resolution in
the action, anagnorisis or cognitio.

The appearance of this new society is frequently sig-
nalized by some kind of party or festive ritual, which
either appears at the end of the play or is assumed to
take place immediately afterward. Weddings are most com-
mon . . . (Frye, p. 163).

The movement of comedy, thus, is from the parental society,
usually characterized by "folly, obsession, forgetfulness, 'pride
and prejudice,'" (Frye, p. 171) to the younger society of the hero
which is freer, perhaps revolutionary, and which is recognized as
embodying some moral norm with which the audience is in sympathy.
The action of comedy is determined by the obstacles which the usurp-
ing society places in the way of the hero's attempts to become
united with the heroine, and the resolution of that action which
unites the pair is often triggered by an event or discovery which
causes the dissolution of the blocking society and the formation of
a new society around the hero.

The fact that a comedy will often end with a wedding or a

feast points to its correspondence with rituals of spring, weddings
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being the most obvious of fertility rituals. The dissolution of the
blocking society also corresponds to ritual, namely, the scapegoat
ritual. Wylie Sypher (following F. M. Cornford) has called atten-
tion to the presence of both of these ritual elements in comedy, the
sacrifice and the feast. Sypher maintains that the ritual from
which comedy derives celebrates the "double occasion" of the killing

8 While there

of the old king and the resurrection of the new king.
is an element of the scapegoat ritual in the dissolution of the
blocking society in which some irreconcilable character is expelled,
the mood at the end of comedy is festive, and usually most oflthe
blocking characters are in the end converted to or tolerated in the
new society rather than expelled from it.

Rather than suffering the actual expulsion that ritual would
assign to them, the blocking characters are made the subjects of
ridicule in comedy. Provoking laughter is one of the ways in which
comic characters heighten the comic mood, which is not only appro-
priate to the festive occasion of comedy but is also necessary to
keep the audience from taking "a serious action serious]y."9 Taken
seriously the predicaments in which the comic hero finds himself
could be viewed by a sympathetic audience only with concern, thus
upsetting the comic balance. But the audience is not ever really
concerned because the characters who oppose the hero are less wicked
than absurd; and if the audience knows it is watchinga comedy, it
never doubts that the hero will prevail.

The principle which makes the blocking characters ridiculous

is their state of what Frye calls "ritual bondage" (Frye, p. 168).
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The blocking character is dominated by an obsession which charac-
terizes not only him but the society he represents. Repeated often
enough, this obsession becomes laughable, and it makes his society
laughable, as well. Making the blocking forces ridiculous is one
way in which comedy allows the hero's society to triumph. A society
which is ridiculous is not a viable alternative to a society which

is free from obsession and undeserving of ridicule.

The characteristics of comic structure summarized to this
point are descriptive of the middle range of comedy. When it is
recalled that Frye positions comedy opposite tragedy and between
irony and satire on the one hand and romance on the other; it is to
be expected that some varieties of comedy partake of ironic ele-
ments, and others have characteristics associated with romance.
Frye recognizes six phases of comedy from the most ironic to the
most romantic. We can summarize these phases briefly, and then
devote more careful attention to the phase the characteristics of
which are most descriptive of Persuasion.

"The first or most ironic phase of comedy is the one in
which a humorous [blocking] society triumphs or remains undefeated"
(Frye, p. 177). In this sort of comedy, the blocking forces are
less absurd than sinister, a condition appropriate to the proximity

of this phase to irony and to the demonic archetype. Very often the

hero averts death or catastrophe only by some deus ex machina, and,
in fact, Frye observes that the action in ironic comedy often seems

to move toward some inevitable tragedy before the hero miraculously



17

escapes or is rescued. He calls this moment of narrow escape (apolo-
getically) the "point of ritual death" (Frye, p. 179), and cites as
examples a hero's imprisonment or a heroine's nearly mortal illness.

In the next phase of comedy, the quixotic phase, the block-
ing society does not triumph, but neither does the hero. Instead,
the hero runs away from the dominant society or creates a new
society which is based upon obsession as surely as is the blocking
society.

The comic norm is that in which the hero's society triumphs
over the blocking society. The generalizations made about comedy
earlier are descriptive of this third phase of comedy. Frye
elaborates on the action of comedy in this phase noting that "like
the Christian Bible, [it] moves from law to liberty. In the law
there is an element of ritual bondage which is abolished, and an
element of habit or convention which is fulfilled" (Frye, p. 181).
The "law," of course, is a displaced version of necessity.

The characteristics of fourth phase comedy are descriptive
of Shakespearian comedy. They are also constitutive of an element
in Jane Austen's Persuasion, and as such will be treated more
thoroughly below. Suffice it to say here that in this phase an
increasing influence of the analogy of innocence, and a decreasing
influence of the analogy of experience is apparent. Frye calls this
phase romantic comedy.

More romantic still is the fifth phase in which the hero's
society is already established, but in which the sympathetic charac-

ters undergo a kind of metamorphosis into childlike innocence. The
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society "takes on an increasingly religious cast and seems to be
drawing away from human experience altogether" (Frye, p. 185).

Ghost stories and Gothic romances are typical of the sixth
phase of comedy. Here the social units are small; the realism appro-
priate to the more ironic phases is completely absent; the mood is
not humorous but pensive. If the phases of comedy are thought of
as corresponding to the life of an individual society, the most
ironic being a story of its infancy, and each succeeding phase being
like some stage in its maturation and growing independence, then
this last phase is the stage when the "comic society has run the
full course from infancy to death, and . . . myths closely connected
psychologically with a return to the womb are appropriate" (Frye,

p. 186).

The phases of comedy are differentiated by the degree of
influence which is exerted on them by the ironic and satiric ele-
ments at one extreme and the romantic at the other. In all comedy
the direction of movement is from the ironic toward the romantic, or,
in terms of the dialectical forms of myth, from the demonic toward
the apocalyptic, or, in terms of the analogous modes, from the
analogy of experience toward the analogy of innocence. That being
so, the resolution of the comic plot is determined not by necessity,
but by desirability, the apocalyptic being that version of meta-
phorical identity which is shaped by human desire. And since
desirability and not plausibility shapes the outcome of the comic
plot, we expect and find frequent manipulation of the events of

comedy. As Frye observes, "Unlikely conversions, miraculous
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transformations, and providential assistance are inseparable from
comedy" (Frye, p. 170).

The characteristic action of comedy described by Frye as
generally true of comedy and typical of third phase comedy is
descriptive of some of the action in Persuasion. It is his descrip-
tion of fourth phase comedy, romantic comedy, however, that corre-
sponds most recognizably with the events of Jane Austen's last com-
pleted novel. In this phase the comic plot is "assimilated to the
ritual theme of the triumph of life and love over the waste land."
"Thus, the action of the comedy begins in a world represented as a
normal world, moves into the green world, goes into a metamorphosis
there in which the comic resolution is achieved, and returns to the
normal world" (Frye, p. 182). It is the presence of this metamor-
phosis in a green world and the symbolism of the victory of summer
over winter associated with the green world which distinguishes
this phase most clearly from the more realistic third phase.

A ritual frequently associated with the green world is
that of "carrying out Death," in which the triumph of summer over
winter is enacted in the ritualized death of some figure in the
green world. Another convention associated with the theme of
rebirth inherent in the green world motif is that of the death and
revival of some feminine figure, or her disappearance and return,
although this feature is sometimes displaced to the extent that her
"disappearance" is into male clothing. The disappearing figure is

usually, but not always, a woman.
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One other feature of fourth phase comedy is appropriate to
Persuasion, namely the fact that the action in this phase often
takes place "on two social planes, of which one is preferred and
consequently idealized" (Frye, p. 182). What normally happens in
comedy is that the attention is focused on the blocking characters;
the emerging society is left undefined except in the most romantic
types of comedy in which it receives most of the attention and the
blocking characters are thinly drawn. In the romantic comedy of the
fourth phase both the blocking society and the hero's society exist
side-by-side and are defined with some specificity.

Frye points out that in the simple pattern of comedy in
which the lovers overcome obstacles and become united, complex ele-
ments of competing social orders are involved. The presence of
these two elements in Persuasion becomes clearer after the action
of the novel is analyzed in terms of its main plot and sub-plot. The
main plot consists of the events in the lives of Anne Elliot and Cap-
tain Frederick Wentworth which culminate in their reunion and mar-
riage. The sub-plot has to do with the parallel interests of Sir
Walter E11iot, Anne's father, and his heir William Elliot. The
theme of competing societies is inherent in the rival interests of

Sir Walter's society and the society of sailors.

The Main Plot
Comedy is ritually like the triumph of summer over winter,
and it therefore portrays the hero moving from a state contrary to

that which an audience might desire for him toward a state which is
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deemed desirable by him and a sympathetic audience. But the total
mythos of comedy sees in the triumph of the hero a recollection of

a golden age in the past before the main action of the

play begins. Thus we have a stable harmonious order dis-

rupted by folly, obsession, forgetfulness, "pride and

prejudice," or events not fully understood by the charac-

ters themselves, and then restored (Frye, p. 171).
The existence of a golden age in the past which is re-established by
the triumph of the hero is an aspect of the mythos which comedy does
not ordinarily make very explicit. The audience is often aware of
an ideal state of affairs toward which the action of comedy tends.

In Persuasion the existence of a golden age in Anne's life

which has been lost by the time the main action begins is an impor-
tant element of the plot. That golden age was, of course, the brief
period of Anne's engagement to Wentworth some eight years before the
action of the novel begins.]0 Anne was only nineteen at the time
and the engagement lasted only a few months, but for Anne it}was a

w1l Anne was persuaded (thus the

"period of exquisite felicity.
novel's title) by her friend and confidante, Lady Russell, and by
her father, Sir Walter Elliot, to break the engagement. Captain
Wentworth was without fortune and had no influence to assure him-
self of further advancement in the navy. To her status-conscious
family and friend this was enough for them to persuade Anne that the
engagement was "indiscreet, improper, hardly capable of success, and
not deserving it" (27). Furthermore, Anne believed breaking the

engagement to be in Wentworth's interest, but he was "unconvinced

and unbending" (28), and felt himself ill-used by her.
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Wentworth left the country in consequence of the broken
engagement, and when the novel begins Anne has not seen him for
eight years. From the "exquisite felicity" of the golden age of her
engagement Anne sinks into suffering and regret at its loss, a state
of mind which even eight years later is described as "a sort of
desolate tranquility" (36). Wentworth's long absence and Anne's
desolation following the breaking of their engagement are ritually
like the withdrawal of vitality and fertility in nature during
winter. The analogy with the mythical stories of the disappearance
of some life-embodying personage (Proserpine, for instance) is clear.
In Persuasion the first phase and part of the second phase of the
ternary form of the comic mythos are constituted by events preceding
those dramatized in the novel. When the story begins, the eight-
year long winter of Anne's life is drawing to a close.

Much of that portion of Volume I which precedes the Lyme
chapters (i.e., Chapters xi and xii), when not concerned with the
interests of the sub-plot, delineates Anne's "desolate tranquility."
A microcosmic view of Anne's life since her broken engagement is
afforded at Uppercross where Anne ministers to her hypochondriac
sister Mary and her two boys. There Anne is always called upon to
play music at the little impromptu dances arranged by Mary's sisters-
in-law, Louisa and Henrietta Musgrove. The fact of Anne's never
having found a man to take Wentworth's place, her following of his
career by means of newspapers and navy lists, and her conviction
that, in similar circumstances, she would never have given the advice

Lady Russell gave to her because of the wretchedness she experienced
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because of it, all bespeak Anne's continuing love for Wentworth and
regret at having lost him.

Wentworth returns to Kellynch as a guest of his sister and
her husband Admiral Croft, who are renting the E1liot home, the
owners of it having been unable to maintain it. Wentworth has given
the lie to Lady Russell's predictions for him by becoming rich, but
his arrival does not immediately result in a return of Anne's exqui-
site felicity. In fact, Anne's pain and regret are exacerbated by
his presence, and she soon must admit to herself that she still
loves him and recognize that he has not yet forgiven her.

Anne's state of desolation and wretchedness, and the pas-
sivity with which she conducts her life, contribute to the often
remarked upon autumnal quality of the first part of Persuasion. The
foremost factor contributing to the autumnal mood is the fact that
the action begins in autumn. The autumnal setting is appropriate to
the stage in Anne's Tife which has been described as one of desolate
tranquility. The descriptions of the landscape associate Anne's
state of mind with the images of the dying year. For instance, at
the prospect of going to Bath with her father and older sister after
they quit Kellynch, Anne grieves "to forego all the influence so
sweet and so sad of the autumnal months in the country" (33).

A more extended description of the autumnal landscape, again
associated with Anne's mood, comes later, when on a November day
Anne walks from Uppercross to Winthrop in the company of Charles and

Mary Musgrove, Captain Wentworth, and Louisa and Henrietta. Of
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course to be in the company of Captain Wentworth as the Musgrove
girls flirt with him is a source of pain to her.
Her pleasure in the walk must arise from the exercise and
the day, from the view of the last smiles of the year upon
the tawny leaves and withered hedges, and from repeating
to herself some few of the thousand poetical descriptions
extant of autumn, that season of peculiar and inexhaust-
ible influence on the mind of taste and tenderness . . .
(84).

The noteworthy thing about these passages is not only the
correspondence between them and Anne's state of mind, but also how
appropriate the descriptions of the landscape are to the point in the
comic mythos at which they are found. These scenes occur near the
beginning of the novel, but in terms of the total comic mythos which
structures the events in the lives of the characters in the novel,
this is the middle action, the period following the loss of the
golden age of the past. Thus the landscape descriptions, Anne's
state of mind, and the stage in the comic mythos in which these are
found all contribute to and partake of the novel's autumnal mood.

The descriptions of Anne's physical appearance at this stage
in her life also correspond to the other autumnal qualities of Per-
suasion. The novel's first description of Anne is that she "had
been a very pretty girl, but her bloom had vanished early" (6).
Again, after summarizing the events of the first courtship of Anne
by Wentworth, and of Anne's breaking the engagement, the narrator
discloses that "her attachment and regret had, for a long time,

clouded every enjoyment of youth; and an early loss of bloom and

spirits had been their lasting effect" (28). When Anne is told by

Mary that Wentworth thought her "so altered he should not have known
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you again," Anne can only admit to herself that "the years . . . had

destroyed her youth and bloom" (61).

The obstacles in the way of the desired reunion between Anne
and Captain Wentworth are several. Whereas Anne has recognized that
she still loves Wentworth, he is not in love with her. He declares
to his sister that he is ready to marry, but the narrator announces
that "He had a heart for either of the Miss Musgroves, if they could
catch it; a heart, in short, for any pleasing young woman who came
in his way, excepting Anne Alliot" (61). His requirement that the
girl be one with a "strong mind, with sweetness of temper" is indica-
tive of his reason for excluding Anne. By the time the party of
young people departs for Lyme, he is already assumed to be courting
Louisa.

The short holiday to Lyme is proposed by Wentworth and under-
taken by him, Charles and Mary Musgrove, Louisa and Henrietta, and
Anne. They enjoy the scenery there and especially the hospitality of
Wentworth's friends, Captain and Mrs. Harville, and another sailor,
Captain James Benwick. Before leaving Lyme the sailors and the
visitors from Kellynch and Uppercross decide upon a last walk upon
the Cobb (a cobblestone pier). Emboldened by Wentworth's admiration
for her strong mind, Louisa insists that he help her jump down from
one level of the Cobb to another. In doing so, Louisa stumbles and
is nearly killed. The accident is the turning point of the action.
It provides Anne with the opportunity to display her resourcefulness,
and it causes Wentworth to re-examine his high regard for firmness

of character.
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As a result of the accident, Wentworth must question the
basis upon which he has judged Anne, that is, upon the absolute
desirability of resoluteness of mind. That he might indeed begin to
change his mind on the subject occurs to Anne when, in the wake of
the accident, she muses perhaps somewhat gloatingly:

whether it ever occurred to him now, to question the just-
ness of his own previous opinion as to the universal feli-
city and advantage of firmness of character; and whether
it might not strike him, that, 1ike all other qualities of
the mind, it should have its proportions and limits. She
thought it could scarcely escape him to feel, that a per-
suadable temper might sometimes be as much in favour of
happiness, as a very resolute character (116).

Anne and the reader must wait until the end of the novel
when Wentworth recapitulates the events at Lyme from his point of
view to have the satisfaction of knowing that such thoughts as these
. had indeed occurred to Wentworth at this time. Another event at
Lyme, however, shows that Wentworth is beginning to come around even
before the accident. While the party of young people is walking in
town, a young man (who is later discovered to be William Elliot,

Sir Walter's heir apparent) is attracted by Anne. In fact, the nar-
rator announces,

It was evident that the gentleman, (completely a gentleman

in manner) admired her exceedingly. Captain Wentworth

looked round at her instantly in a way which shewed his

noticing of it. He gave her a momentary glance,--a glance

of brightness, which seemed to say, "That man is struck

with you,--and even I, at this moment, see something like

Anne El1liot again" (104).

William E1liot's noticing of Anne calls attention to a trans-
formation that has taken place in her at Lyme. The sea air has

breathed back into Anne some of her lost youthful appearance:
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She was looking remarkably well; her very regular, very
pretty features, having the bloom and freshness of youth
restored by the fine wind which had been blowing on her
complexion, and by the animation of eye which it had also
produced (104).
Later, back at Kellynch, Lady Russell notices Anne's revivified
appearance, too, a recognition which leads to Anne's "hoping that
she was to be blessed with a second spring of youth and beauty"
(124).

Just as the autumnal mood of the early chapters of the novel
is reflected in the landscape descriptions and in the accounts of
Anne's loss of youth and bloom, so is the return of her youthful
beauty accompanied by descriptions of the scenery around Lyme.
Instead of "tawny leaves and withered hedges," the area around Lyme

offers images of growth and fertility. Among the views Anne admires

is the following:

--the woody varieties of the cheerful village of Up Lyme,
and, above all, Pinny, with its green chasms between
romantic rocks, where scattered forest trees and orchards
of Tuxuriant growth declare that many a generation must
have passed away since the first partial falling of the
cliff prepared the ground for such a state (95-96).

When all that is associated with Lyme is taken together, the

function of the Lyme chapters in the total comic mythos of Persuasion

can be understood. At Lyme Anne's relationship with Wentworth begins
to improve; at Lyme Anne's youthful bloom is restored; at Lyme the
autumnal imagery and mood of the earlier chapters give way to imagery
of growth and fertility. The scenes at Lyme Regis function precisely
in the way that Frye ascribed to the green world of fourth phase

comedy.
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Frye says, in a passage already quoted, that the action of
fourth phase comedy "begins in a world represented as a normal world,
moves into the green world, goes into a metamorphosis there in which
the comic resolution is achieved, and returns to the normal world."
The description could serve as an outline for Volume I of Persuasion.
And if the Lyme scenes constitute a green world in the archetypal
structure of Jane Austen's comedy, Louisa's fall from the Cobb is
clearly a displaced version of the ritual of "carrying out Death."
Frye summarizes the ways in which Falstaff's function in The Merry
Wives corresponds to that of a fertility spirit in rituals of the
defeat of winter. He is "thrown into the water, dressed up as a
witch and beaten out of a house with curses, and finally supplied
with a beast's head and singed with candles" (Frye, p. 183).

Louisa's fate is not so obviously ritualistic, but her nearly fatal
plunge from the Cobb, near the sea from which the hero returns, and
the breeze which restores the heroine's youthful bloom, in the
vicinity of Lyme which is described in images of growth and fer-

tility, points clearly to a ritual func'cion.]2

By the end of the scenes at Lyme, then, some of the obsta-
cles in the way of Anne's reunion with Wentworth have been removed.
He is no longer convinced of "the universal felicity and advantage
of firmness of character," and he has displayed just enough jealousy
at William E1liot's noticing of Anne at Lyme to indicate a continu-
ing interest in and affection for her. Nonetheless, he is assumed
to have an understanding with Louisa, and Volume II requires further

twists in the plot before Anne and Wentworth are reunited.
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A further complication in the way of the reunification arises
when it appears that Anne has attracted a new suitor in the person of
Captain Benwick. Anne and Benwick were often together at Lyme, with
many mutual interests. Not only do they both read, but he is, like
Anne, grieving because of the loss of one to whom he had been
betrothed. He had been engaged to Captain Harville's sister, Fanny,
who "had died the preceding summer, while he was at sea" (96). Ben-
wick's interest in Anne is further evidence of her revived attrac-
tiveness. His major function in the plot, however, is to become
engaged to Louisa, thus removing her as an obstacle in the way of the
eventual reunion of Anne and Wentworth. In the hints of an earlier
attraction between Benwick and Anne, the novel establishes Benwick
as a suitable consolation prize for Louisa. Anything less might have
impugned Wentworth's judgment and therefore his worthiness of Anne;
for although Wentworth insists that he was surprised to learn he was
supposed to be engaged to Louisa, by his actions at Uppercross and
at Lyme he encouraged such speculation. Neither Benwick nor Louisa
can be portrayed as entirely absurd characters if the judgments of
Anne and Wentworth are to be endorsed. Louisa and Benwick fell in
love over poetry, Anne surmises, without the least resentment over
Benwick's fickleness. "He must love somebody" (167), she concludes.

In the meantime Anne seems to have attracted still another

13 The implications of Mr.

suitor in her cousin, William Elliot.
Elliot's pursuit of Anne are mor appropriately discussed later in
this chapter in the context of a consideration of the sub-plot.

Here it is important to note that by the time Wentworth arrives in
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Bath immediately following the news of Louisa's engagement to Ben-
wick, it is already assumed that Willfam E1liot and Anne have
reached an understanding.

What happens to Wentworth in Bath is a parallel set of
events to Anne's experiences in the novel. The central fact in this
double structure of events is the appearance of a false rival for
both characters. Wentworth was surprised to learn from Harville
that he is thought to be engaged to Louisa. Anne's belief in that
attachment further dampened her hopes that she and Wentworth might
ever find their way back to one another. Similarly, Anne is sur-
rised to learn from her friend Mrs. Smith of the assumption that she
will marry William E1liot. Wentworth's knowledge of this assumption
likewise makes him reluctant to make his renewed love for Anne known
to her. The reader experiences one set of misunderstandings and
disappointments from the inside (i.e., Anne's point of view) and the
other from the outside (i.e., Anne's view of Wentworth's misunder-
standings). It is not until Anne and Wentworth are finally rejoined
that all of the misunderstandings are unraveled by having Wentworth
retell the events of the main plot from his point of view.14

Anne is not unmindful of Wentworth's dilemma. From the time
she learns of Louisa's engagement to Benwick until Wentworth finally
confesses his love for her, Anne's activities are largely a series of
efforts to determine Wentworth's feelings for her, or to create
opportunities for him to know hers. She grows increasingly bold in

15

her maneuverings, = the result of her rejuvenation at Lyme and her

knowledge that Wentworth is no longer attached to Louisa. The next
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time they meet, at a concert, Anne draws out Wentworth on the sub-
ject of Louisa and Captain Benwick, and concludes from the conver-
sation that "He must Tove her" (186).
Finally, at a gathering of the Musgroves at the lWhite Hart
Inn, Anne debates with Captain Harville on the relative constancy of
men and wornen.]6 Anne remarks pointedly, "All the privilege I claim
for my own sex (it is not a very enviable one, you need not covet it)
is that of loving longest, when existence or when hope is gone"
(235).
Anne, of course, is speaking of her own continued love for
Wentworth, and she is overcome by her own words. So is Wentworth
who has been writing at a desk nearby and has overheard the debate.17
As he Tleaves he thrusts a letter into Anne's hands, and Anne hastily
opens the Tetter and reads. The upshot of the letter is that Went-
worth has been moved by her words to Harville, that he Toves her
still, and that he wishes for a sign from her if his suit is accept-
able. A short time later she meets Wentworth on the street and
gives the sign.
There they exchanged again those feelings and those promi-
ses which had once seemed to secure every thing, but which
had been followed by so many, many years of division and
estrangement. There they returned again into the past,
more exquisitely happy, perhaps, in their re-union, than
when it had been first projected; more tender, more tried,
more fixed in a knowledge of each other's character,
truth, and attachment; more equal to act, more justified
in acting (240-41).
In their returning "again into the past," Anne and Went-

worth's reunion recalls the first part of the ternary structure of

the comic mythos, the golden age which was lost when their first

Y e e ————
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engagement was broken. Now, however, their paradise is far more
felicitous, not only because they are older, wiser, and richer, but
because it is set off against their nearly having lost it. Appro-
priately, the comedy ends with marriage, not only Anne's to Went-
worth, but also Louisa's to Benwick, and Henrietta's to Charles
Hayter. The mood of the novel has moved from the autumnal quality
that prevailed at the beginning to the festive mood at the end. As
the plot moves toward the comic conclusion, the outcome depends
increasingly on coincidence, overheard conversations, and unlikely
interventions. A1l of these "fortuitous cilr‘cumstances"]8 are appro-
priate in a world that leaves necessity and plausibility behind and

moves toward marriages and reconciliations, a world shaped by human

desire.

The Sub-Plot

Frye observes that the form of comedy can be developed in

two different ways:
one is to throw the main emphasis on the blocking charac-
ters; the other is to throw it forward on the scenes of
discovery and reconciliation. One is the general tendency
of comic irony, satire, realism, and studies of manners;
the other is the tendency of the Shakespearean and other
types of romantic comedy (Frye, pp. 166-67).

Persuasion begins as if it were a traditional comedy of man-
ners. Until Jane Austen packs them off to Bath in Chapter v, Sir
Walter, Elizabeth, and later Mrs. Clay dominate the early action of
the novel. From the moment he is introduced, Sir Walter functions in

the role of the blocking character. He is not villainous but
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absurd. Frye explains the source of the absurdity in blocking char-
acters by citing Jonson:

Ben Jonson explained this by his theory of the "humor,"

the character dominated by what Pope calls a ruling pas-

sion. The humor's dramatic function is to express a state

of what might be called ritual bondage. He is obsessed by

his humor, and his function in the play is to repeat his

obsession (Frye, p. 168).

Jane Austen does not leave the reader to infer Sir Walter's
humor: "Vanity was the beginning and the end of Sir Walter Elliot's
character; vanity of person and vanity of situation" (4). Much of
thé early action of the novel serves to illustrate the truth of this
generalization. It is the preposterous self-indulgence of Sir lalter
and Elizabeth which has gotten them so deeply into debt. Their utter
inability to separate their self-indulgence from their dignity
allows them to sacrifice residence at Kellynch rather than deny
themselves the luxuries which feed their sense of their own conse-
quence. Sir Walter's vanity is illustrated most clearly in his
estimate of the naval profession. The significance of his judgments
about the navy is not felt until later in the novel where so many
of the sympathetic characters are naval officers, but his statements
about the navy amply illustrate his peculiar prejudices:

"I have two strong grounds of objection to it. First, as
being the means of bringing persons of obscure birth into
undue distinction . . . , and secondly, as it cuts up a

man's youth and vigour most horribly; a sailor grows old
sooner 'than any other man; I have observed it all my life"

(19).
"Vanity of person and of situation." The two objects which

are consistently associated with Sir Walter are mirrors (vanity of

19

person) and the Baronetage (vanity of situation). Each of the
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characters identifiable as a member of Sir Walter's society exhibits
this vanity in one way or another. Elizabeth has hardly any identity
except as an extension of Sir Walter. Mary Musgrove's ruling pas-
sion is hypochondria, certainly a variety of vanity. Even Lady
Russell shows more than a little vanity of situation: she was "gen-
erally speaking, rational and consistent--but she had prejudices on
the side of ancestry" (H).20

As Frye says, the action of comedy is determined by the
obstacles placed in the way of the reunion of the hero and heroine by
the blocking characters. Lady Russell's original objection to Anne's
marriage to Wentworth, of course, was the crucial obstacle in Anne's
life. Sir Walter and Elizabeth continue to block Anne's development
and to insure her unhappiness because their snobbishness and insensi-
tivity exclude her from any comfort that might be derived from a
close feeling of family. Their failure even to include Anne in
their yearly trips to London prevents her from enlarging upon "the
small 1imits of the society around them" (28). A larger society
might have led to a "second attachment, the only thoroughly natural,
happy, and sufficient cure" for a broken heart, the narrator informs
us; but Sir Walter and Elizabeth are too bound up in their own con-
sequence to think of Anne.

As the consideration of the novel in terms of the character-
istics of Frye's fourth phase comedy makes clear, Persuasion is less
a comedy of manners than a romantic comedy. Typically in fourth
phase comedy the action is conducted on two social planes. The

action of the main plot reaches its turning point at Lyme, where all
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of the characters are associated with the navy, and where the values
of the naval characters are affirmed by the novel. The action of the
sub-plot takes place against the background of the blocking society

21 The main interest of the

of Sir Walter at Kellynch and at Bath.
sub-plot is to see if Elizabeth will escape spinsterhood and whether
Sir Walter will marry, as well.

The form of the events of the sub-plot has a ternary struc-
ture which is the mirror image of the structure of events of the main
plot. The Elliots of Kellynch once enjoyed a golden age parallel to
Anne's period of exquisite felicity. The Baronetage provides some
of the details of Sir Walter's ancestors who had acquired distinction
for the family name, doing so by "serving the office of High Sheriff,
representing a borough in three successive parliaments, exertions of
loyalty, and dignity of baronet, in the first year of Charles
I (4).

While Lady E1liot Tived, some measure of that dignity
remained at Kellynch, but with her death the golden age of Kellynch
also died. The second phase of the ternary structure in the main
plot is the period of Anne's desolate tranquility; for the Elliots
of Kellynch the phase following the loss of the golden age is the
period in which Sir Walter's vanity, self-indulgence, and irrespon-
sibility culminate in his having to rent Kellynch in order to main-
tain himself and his daughter in some semblance of luxury. This
period is appropriately portrayed in the novel in correspondence
with the autumnal qualities which are associated with Anne's state

of mind preceding the Lyme chapters. Sir Walter is like the impotent
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king of the wasteland society: his only son was still-born, thus
Kellynch will pass to William E1liot upon Sir lalter's death. The
world of Kellynch is static and sterile, a societyvin need of
rejuvenation or replacement by a younger, more vigorous hero of a
freer, more virile society. At the beginning of the novel Kellynch
is in a state which is ritually like that period in the contest
between summer and winter in which winter dominates. Of course,
such a judgment is made from the point of view of the naval society,
the values of which are affirmed by the novel. From their own point
of view the Kellynch characters are neither decadent nor sterile.
Anne's eight-year winter ended following the action at Lyme,
a green world which is the romantic counterpart of an archetypal
heaven. The blocking characters move not into a green world but to

22 In Bath, a winter watering place

its dialectic opposite: Bath.
(in contrast to Lyme, a summer resort), all of the follies and
absurdities of Sir Walter's society at Kellynch are magnified. Con-
tinuing in his ritual bondage, Sir Walter complains of the pre-
ponderance of plain women in Bath: "'once, as he stood in a shop in
Bond-street, he counted eighty-seven women go by, one after another,
without there being a tolerable face among them'" (141-42).

At Lyme a new set of characters is introduced: Went-
worth's brother-sailors, who embody the virtues which Anne admires,
and in whose presence Anne feels most poignantly her regret at the
1ife she forfeited when she broke the engagement: "'These would

have been all my friends,' was her thought; and she had to struggle

against a great tendency to lowness" (98). In Bath a quite
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different set of characters is introduced. Anne finds her father
and sister in a great agitation to be in the company of their
cousins "the Dowager Viscountess Dalrymple, and her daughter, the
Honourable Miss Carteret" (148), genuine Irish nobility. Even

Lady Russell and Mr. E11iot excuse and participate in the fawning
over the El1liots' noble cousins. Anne, of course, is vexed over the
behavior of her family and friend, being herself "'too proud to
enjoy a welcome which depends so entirely upon place'" (151).

From a world of winter following a decline from a golden age,
the novel traces Anne's life through a green world where her fortunes
begin to ascend, to her triumph in her marriage to Wentworth. The
descending fortunes of Sir Walter and Elizabeth are traced from a
world which, in terms of the values the novel affirms, is equally
fallen from a golden state, through a world which is the demonic
antithesis of the green world, to the defeat of all the schemes and
interests dear to the Kellynch society.

Not only are the main plot and the sub-plot inversions of
each other, but the characters in the main plot are seen to have
their opposite number in the sub-plot. Frye notes that "doubled
characters . . . [run] all through the history of comedy" (Frye,

p. 181). In Persuasion the characters of the main plot have ironic
doubles in the minor plot. Like Anne, Elizabeth had also been
attached to a man sometime in the past before the novel begins. In
this case, it was not the woman but the man who broke off the
acquaintance. Sir Walter had been promoting a match between his

eldest daughter and his cousin, William E11iot, heir presumptive of
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Kellynch. Mr. E1liot, however, "Instead of pushing his fortune in
the 1ine marked out for the heir of the house of Elliot, . . . had
purchased independence by uniting himself to a rich woman of
inferior birth" (8). William E1liot is the demonic counterpart of
Wentworth who also used his time following his break with a daughter
of Sir Walter to obtain wealth, albeit by somewhat more honorable
means.

Following the departure of William Elliot from the Kellynch
scene, Sir Walter and his connections learned that his heir had
spoken contemptuously of him and of the baronetcy itself. Conse-
quently, Mr. E1liot was much resented and never spoken of at Kellynch.
By the time Anne arrives in Bath following the scenes at Lyme, how-
ever, she finds Sir Walter and Mr. E1liot very much reconciled. Now
a widower, Mr. E1liot has set all to right by denying that he had
ever spoken disrespectfully of them, and by insisting that he had
married for love, not money. Mr. Elliot appears to be renewing his
courtship of Elizabeth, providing yet another parallel to the roman-
tic interest of the main plot. Of course, because we see the events
from Anne's point of view, we perceive Mr. Elliot as her suitor.
Elizabeth and Sir Walter remain oblivious to William Elliot's inter-
est in Anne; by them he is always viewed as Elizabeth's suitor.

In the main plot the reunion of Anne and Wentworth is for a
time delayed by Wentworth's attachment to Louisa, and Anne's inter-
est in Benwick. The complication is resolved offstage when Louisa
and Benwick become engaged to each other. A parallel complication

occurs in the sub-plot in the intrigue between William E1liot and



39

Mrs. Clay, but, of course, the resolution is much different. Mrs.
Clay had been assumed to be maneuvering herself into becoming the
wife of Sir Walter. Instead, she runs off to London to become the
mistress of William E11iot. In the main plot an offstage alliance
promotes the resolution which the characters deem desirable; in the
sub-plot an offstage alliance frustrates the marriage plans of Sir

23 The difference between the

Walter for his favorite daughter.
nature of the alliance which promotes the resolution of the main
plot and the alliance which frustrates a desirable resolution to the
sub-plot is itself a version of the apocalyptic-demonic tension
which exists between the idyllic society of sailors and the decadent
society of Kellynch and Bath.

The triumph of the sympathetic characters and the defeat of
the blocking characters is dramatized in the success and failure of
their respective efforts. Comedy involves more than this, however.
As Frye has pointed out, "the movement of comedy is usually a move-
ment from one society to another" (Frye, p. 163). In Persuasion,
this movement is seen in Anne's beginning as the daughter of Sir
Walter of Kellynch and ending as the wife of Captain Wentworth of
the navy. Anne's association with Wentworth and her identification
with all the naval characters, in contrast with Sir Walter's objec-
tions to the navy, represent a triumph of Wentworth's society over
Sir Walter's. That the naval society replaces Sir Walter's society
as the dominant one is the clear implication at the end of the
nove].24 That event is foreshadowed by the replacement of Sir

Walter at Kellynch by Admiral Croft. When Anne visits the Crofts at
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Kellynch, "she could not but in conscience feel that they were gone
who.deserved not to stay, and that Kellynch-hall had passed into
better hands than its owners'" (125).

Anne's marriage to Wentworth is not directly opposed by Sir
Walter, whatever his role may have been in breaking their original
engagement. The real force exerted by Sir Walter's society against
Anne's attachment to the naval society is embodied in William
E1liot's proposal to Anne that she become his wife. It has already
been noted that Mr. El11iot functions in the main plot as the false
suitor, a stock character in comedy. Frye notes of this character
that he is "generally someone who partakes of the father's closer
relation to established society: that is, a rival with less youth
and more money" (Frye, pp. 164-65). He concludes that this type of
character is a father-surrogate. Because Mr. Elliot is a father-
surrogate, his proposal to Anne is a proposal that she become the
next Lady E1liot, who, 1ike her mother, Lady Elliot, would renew the
vitality and restore the djgnity of Sir Walter's society. It is one
of the structural triumphs of the novel that Mr. Elliot's offer to
Anne to become the revitalizing force in the old society comes in
the very same chapter (Chapter viii of Volume II) in which she
realizes that Wentworth "must love her," and that she therefore is
likely to have the option to choose between suitors and between
societies. The main plot and the sub-plot, which to this point had
been developing along parallel byt distinctly separate lines, inter-
sect in this event. As soon as it is clear that Anne has the

- choice of becoming the wife either of Wentworth or of Mr. Elliot,
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it is also clear that the resolutions of the main plot and the sub-
plot are interdependent.

The thought of becoming the next Lady Elliot is not without
its attractions for Anne. Lady Russell articulates the appeal the

idea has for Anne:

"T own that to be able to regard you as the future mis-
tress of Kellynch, the future Lady Elliot--to look forward
and see you occupying your dear mother's place, succeeding
to all her rights, and all her popularity, as well as to
all her virtues, would be the highest possible gratifica-
tion to me" (159-60).

Even Wentworth, in his retrospective summary of the events
of the novel fromhis point of view, must admit that when he came to
Bath and heard the rumors of Anne's attachment to Mr. Elliot he was
match!" (244). Although she toys only briefly with the idea of
becoming Lady E11iot, once Mrs. Smith discloses the damaging
information about Mr. Elliot's true character, Anne admits to her-
self that she might have yielded:

Anne could just acknowledge within herself such a pos-

sibility of having been induced to marry him, as made her
shudder at the idea of the misery which must have followed.

It was just possible that she might have been persuaded by
Lady Russell! (211)

That Anne does not yield, that she rejects the appeal to
revitalize the old order in favor of establishing a new order is the
substance of the triumph of the naval society over Sir Walter's

25 Anne's decision not to accept Mr. Elliot's offer does

society.
not depend on Mrs. Smith's revelations about his true character.

In fact, she rejects him even before he makes his half-proposal, and
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before Mrs. Smith tells her story. She will not marry him because
she loves Wentworth. Furthermore, she distrusts his motives for
renewing his relationship with Sir Walter, and she is suspicious of
a character which can please not only herself, but such diverse
personalities as Lady Russell and Mrs. Clay. Anne would have liked
him better had he displayed "any warm burst of feeling," and she
distrusted the sincerity of "those whose presence of mind never
varied, whose tongue never slipped" (161). There is also the matter
of his bad habits in his past--like Sunday—trave]ing.26 When Mr.
E1liot finally does utter his wish to Anne that her name "might
never change" (188), she is only vexed. She has by this time deter-
mined that Wentworth still loves her, and her interest is to let

him know of her feelings and to create opportunities to be near him.
Mrs. Smith's information plays no role in creating Anne's distrust
of Mr. E1liot. It merely confirms her suspicions.

The importance of Mrs. Smith's information about Mr. Elliot
is in the commentary it provides on the society and the characters
who are taken in by him. Frye observes of the false suitor/father-
surrogate chracters of comedy that they are "imposters, and the
extent to which they have real power implies some criticism of the
society that allows them their power" (Frye, p. 165). This is
indeed the case in Persuasion: the characters most enamored of
Mr. Elliot are Sir Walter, Elizabeth, of course Mrs. Clay, and Lady

Russell, the last of whom "could not imagine a man more exactly what

he ought to be than Mr. Elliot" (161).
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Mrs. Smith's information reveals Mr. Elliot to be something
less than he ought to be. Anne's suspicion of his character and
his eagerness to re-establish a cordial relationship with his
cousins is borne out by the testimony of Mrs. Smith, who had once
been Anne's classmate and is now an impoverished widow. Mrs. Smith
shows Anne a letter from William E1liot (who had been associated
with her husband) in which he speaks insultingly of Sir Walter and
Elizabeth, and asserts that "'my first visit to Kellynch will be
with a surveyor, to tellme how to bring it with best advantage to
the hammer'" (203). As to the reason for renewing his association
with his family (he will inherit Kellynch and the baronetcy in any
case), Mrs. Smith also has an explanation. Now that he is rich he
has altered his opinion "'as to the value of a baronetcy'" (206).
The only event which could deny Mr, El1liot that title would be if
Sir Walter should yet produce a male heir. Having gotten wind of
Sir Walter's intimacy with Mrs. Clay, Mr. El1liot decided to prevent
their marrying in any way he could. Either by intimidating Mrs.
Clay or by marrying Anne (presumably he had been ready to settle for
Elizabeth before meeting Anne) and including in the marriage articles
a provision that Sir Walter may not marry Mrs. Clay, Mr. Elliot
meant to insure his inheritance of Kellynch. After learning of
Anne's engagement to Wentworth, he succeeds in his endeavor by

establishing Mrs. Clay "under his protection in London" (250).
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The Comic Conclusion

Sypher reminds us of the double occasion of comedy--the
festival and the sacrifice. Not only is there rejoicing at the tri-
umph of the hero and heroine, and renewal in their union, but there
is a contrapuntal mood of defeat of the blocking characters. The
scapegoat ritual of their sacrifice also contributes to the renewal
which comedy celebrates.

Having to confront the collapse of their plans and the
humiliation of recognizing themselves as the victims of the duplicity
of both Mr. Elliot and Mrs. Clay, Sir Walter and Elizabeth are
"shocked and mortified" (251). Lady Russell's coming to terms with
Anne's second engagement to Wentworth, and her recognition of Mr.
E1liot's true character represent an abandonment of the feudal values
of the blocking society by their most respectable proponent. She
must recognize that her "prejudices on the side of ancestry" and her
weakness for good manners (both versions of Sir Walter's vanity) are
inadequate standards, and the implication is that a society based on
such standards is not a viable one.

With all the guilt heaped upon her, Lady Russell becomes the
scapegoat of the piece, exonerating Anne from any blame, indicting
all the characters who opposed Anne's union with Wentworth, the
values behind that opposition, and the society based upon those
values. By the end of the novel, Lady Russell must "take up a new
set of opinions"; Sir Walter has been forced to vacate Kellynch for
a sailor and his wife; Elizabeth is not likely ever "to be certain

of being properly solicited by baronet-blood" (7), and Mary is
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pretty effectively neutralized by her husband's society at
Uppercross.

There is also a suggestion of the scapegoat ritual in Mr.
E1liot's alliance with Mrs. Clay. The apparent triumph of Mr,
Elliot's plan to prevent Sir Walter from marrying is tempered by the
narrator's suggestion that Mrs. Clay's cunning may yet wheedle and
caress Mr. E11liot into making her the next Lady Elliot. His renewed
interest in the baronetcy, once he had obtained wealth through his
first marriage, was presumably based upon his conviction that the
title would give him dignity. Mrs. Smith suggests that "'Having
had as much money as he could spend, . . . he has been gradually
learning to pin his happiness upon the consequence he is heir to'"
(206-07). That Mrs. Clay, who from the beginning has been the butt
of the narrator's vilification, ridicule, and scorn, will share, and
that Sir Walter has shared in that "consequence" is surely an indi-
cation of the double-edged nature of Mr; Elliot's victory. The
defeat of the blocking characters and the novel's repudiation of
their society for the society and values of the naval characters
undermines any consequence Mr. Elliot seeks in his title.

Associated with the festive mood of the multiple marriages
at the end of comedy is a pervading mood of reconciliation. Frye
notes that the "tendency of comedy is to include as many people
as possible in its final society: the blocking characters are more
often reconciled or converted than simply repudiated" (Frye, p. 165).
In Persuasion, Lady Russell is the only one who is truly converted.

Her recognition of her own misjudgments of Captain Wentworth and
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Mr. E1liot, and her having "to take up a new set of opinions and of
hopes," and the narrator's assurance that Lady Russell is still at
the end of the novel one of Anne's two friends, all indicate that
she is to be included in the new society.

Sir Walter is not converted to the new society, but he is in
some measure reconciled. His consciousness of Wentworth's twenty-
five thousand pounds and "superiority of appearance," "enabled Sir
Walter at last to prepare his pen with a very good grace for the
insertion of the marriage in the volume of honour" (248-49). Beyond
that consolation, and in the face of his later shock and mortifi-
cation at the discovery of Mrs. Clay's duplicity, Sir Walter has the
company of Viscountess Dalrymple and her daughter to flatter his
vanity.

Mary is pleased enough at the marriage, confident that her
own situation at Uppercross is superior to Anne's, "if they could
but keep Captain Wentworth from being made a baronet" (250). Eliza-
beth, besides sharing her father's mortification at being taken in
by Mrs. Clay, and in addition to facing the bleak prospect of spin-
sterhood, "did nothing worse than look cold and unconcerned" (248).
It is true of Anne's sisters as it is true of their father that
they are not so much converted as they are allowed to live on in the
illusions of their ritual bondages which have defined them from the
beginning, and which Anne has broken free of in her alliance with
the naval characters. They do not recognize, as Lady Russell recog-

nizes, that the events recorded in the novel constitute an indictment
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against them, and that the society which is triumphant in the comic
conclusion dismisses them as irrelevant.

Mrs. Smith's timely information about the true character
of Mr. E1liot is duly rewarded by Wentworth's "putting her in the
way of recovering her husband's property in the West Indies" (251).
As Anne's only other friend besides Lady Russell, Mrs. Smith is
included in the triumphant society of Anne and Captain Wentworth, a
point made clear by the information that she was "their earliest
visitor in their settled life" (251).

In the triumph of the naval society and the defeat of the
society of Sir Walter, and in the marriage of Anne to Wentworth the
ternary structure of comedy is complete. The conclusion recalls and
improves upon the golden age of the exquisite felicity of the
couple's first engagement; the triumph of the naval society recalls
a golden age when power and social prestige were granted to Sir
Walter's ancestors as recognition of their service to society.27

Society renews itself by transferring power and status from those

who no longer serve to those who do.

The importance of viewing Persuasion from the perspective of
its archetypal structure is that in so doing many of the elements of
the novel are seen to have a coherence which is not otherwise
obvious. The autumnal mood which is so pervasive in the first half
of the novel is entirely appropriate to the second stage of the
ternary structure of comedy which defines the present at the opening

of the novel. As the heroine in need of rejuvenation, Anne partakes
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of the autumnal mood, in her physical appearance as well as in her
mental state. The impotence of the characters of the dominant
society of Sir Walter, and their replacement by the lively sea char-
acters at Kellynch partake of a logic inherent in the association of
rituals of spring with the cycle of the seasons.

The emphasis on Wentworth's long absence and Anne's retreat
into passive life, the association of Lyme with fertility and
vitality, the ritual death of Louisa, and the marriages and the
atmosphere of qualified reconciliation which concludes the novel are
all seen to be not merely comic conventions, but conventions which
have their origin in the comic impulse to celebrate the triumph of
summer over winter, the impulse to celebrate life and to minimize
death. Because necessity, or fate, is a concept alien to the cele-
bration of desirability, even the arbitrary twists of the plot and
unlikely coincidences obtain Tegitimacy.

Persuasion is most obviously related to what Frye has iden-
tified as the third and fourth phases of comedy. Particularly in
the presence of a green world motif and in the presence of action
on two social planes does Persuasion partake of conventions that
Frye ascribes to fourth phase or romantic comedv. In its realistic
characterization and its emphasis on the bleakness of 1life for an
unmarried Anne, and in the inability of lrs. Smith to act for her-
self to get possession of the property that is hers (and her conse-
quent poverty), the novel exhibits ironic elements associated with
phases of comedy closer to the demonic archetype. Anne's retrospec-

tive admission that she might indeed have been tempted or persuaded
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to marry Mr. E1liot, an admission which "made her shudder at the
misery which must have followed," is an aspect of the story resem-
bling the narrow escapes characteristic of the most ironic first
phase comedies. Mr. Elliot's success in insuring his inheritance of
the baronetcy, and the consequent continuance of Sir Walter's soci-
ety through him are further ironic elements, even though that
society has been found absurd and even though it loses Anne. The
fact is that there are elements in Persuasion which are character-

istic of the full range of comedy, from the most ironic to the most

romantic.28

An understanding of the strength of the comic impulse in
Persuasion, then, provides a means of apprehending the structural
principles underlying the sequence of actions in the novel. But
there are other impulses at work as well. Although it is typical of
comedy that the values of a younger, more virile, more liberal soci-
ety are affirmed, the specific nature of those values is not inherent
in comic convention. Furthermore, whereas the comic structure
necessitates some stock character types, there is nothing about
comedy which requires realistic character development. In fact, the
comic impulse, with its goal of depicting the desirable, is in some
ways antithetical to a realistic impulse, which makes necessity the
structuring principle and grows out of an ironic as opposed to a
romantic point of view. Yet realistic characterization and an
affirmation of a specific value system are certainly present in the
novel. In the next two chapters the nature of those two impulses in

Persuasion will be considered in detail.



50

One value of analyzing exhaustively the comic conventions of
a work is that such a study accounts for the way in which the work
is capable of setting up a system of expectations in the reader. By
fulfilling, or by modifying and then fulfilling the reader's expecta-
tions, the work engenders aesthetic enjoyment in the reader in his
perception of patterns completed. The reader's expectations are
governed by his perception of the nature of the pattern under scru-
tiny; and his enjoyment of the work is governed by the fulfillment
of his expectations. To the degree that his expectations are not
fulfilled, or that he does not develop expectations, the reader will
conclude that he has made an incorrect guess about the pattern or
that the writer has set up (deliberately or ineptly) false pattern
signals.

In Persuasion, the reader recognizes such elements as the
humorous character of Sir Walter, the ternary structure of events,
the mood created by such characters as Admiral Croft and Mary Mus-
grove, and the quickening pace associated with the return of Went-
worth. Based upon his experience with similar sets of circumstances,
the reader concludes that Anne will get her man and that the charac-
ters in her way will be defeated. When these expectations are ful-
filled, the reader experiences pleasure at the rightness of the
conclusion (the ending being inherent in the beginning) and delight
in the manner in which his expectations are fulfilled.

Not all of the expectations the reader forms about Persua-
sion are governed by his perception of the novel's comic form. If

critics are to be believed, readers are offended by the narrator's
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reference to Mrs. Musgrove's "large fat sighings" over her dead

son. Some have objected to the deus ex machina of the introduction

of Mrs. Smith in order to assassinate the character of Mr. Elliot;
others have taken exception to Mrs. Clay's unlikely decision to
abandon her pursuit of Sir Walter to become the mistress of Mr.
Elliot. Unlikely twists in plot, coincidence, divine intervention,
and abuse of <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>