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Delectable Details:
A Literary Understanding of the Subtle Tastes of Austen characters

in Mansfield Park and Emma
People of Austen’s society in eighteenth-century England faced a barrage of social pressures that dictated their personal lifestyles. The social codes and expectations not only governed interpersonal relations and encouraged materialism but influenced minute details of their daily lives. Through subtle mentions of food, Austen portrays how socio-economic social codes influenced meals and mealtimes. Her discussion of food, however, is more sophisticated than a simple consequence of social and material pressures. Taking the samples of food further, a reader can interpret appetite and consumption as symbols. The key is the versatile associations linked with consumption – in context, it can refer to food or material consumption, or even to a person’s moral, emotional, and spiritual state. In this manner, fixation with food, eating, and consumption can be interpreted as a disguised commentary on a person’s character and values. Observing the eating habits of different Austen characters reveals their approach towards life, and how personal reactions and resolutions to daily societal pressures play out in their daily lives. 
Of Austen’s completed novels, two stand out in particular when looking at food and consumption. Mansfield Park, unusually concerned with the satisfaction of personal pleasures, is full of characters trying to fulfill their personal appetites. The characters, however, struggle with how they are limited by societal expectations. Emma, on the other hand, could be considered the novel most literally concerned with food and eating in general. The characters’ lives revolve around the sharing of food amongst the neighborhood, especially through lavish dinner parties. The characters in these novels serve as archetypes. Food and eating reveal people’s inner appetites and attitudes towards self-pleasure and materialism. Some characters embrace hedonistic pleasure in wealth and self-indulgence while others allow their self interests to bow to community and society. 
Austen helps reinforce a greedy, selfish characterization of individuals through their attitude and response to food. Ravenous appetites not only reflect physical hunger, but a willingness to consume material resources. In this manner, ‘hungry’ individuals are characterized as gluttonous, hedonistic, and self-absorbed.  

Dr. Grant’s enjoyment and obsession with food is infamous in Mansfield Park. He is depicted as a hedonistic character whose temper is largely dictated by his enjoyment of eating. Guided by Epicureanism, his life revolves around consumption, and his voracious appetite is felt by those around him who scramble to cater to his tastes. His consumption is a self-indulgence with little regard to those around him or to social propriety. When the Grants move into Mansfield Parsonage, they “step out of their proper sphere” to insist on bringing an awkward dining table (Mansfield Park, II-V: 545). The awkwardly wide table only seated five but allowed much more food to be served at every meal, the main object of Dr. Grant’s concern. 


Mrs. Norris, too, is a greedy, self-serving individual who is often seen trying to selfishly satisfy her own tastes. When she goes in her sister’s stead to visit Sotherton, she greedily accepts the fine cheese, beautiful heath, and pheasant eggs, offered to her (Mansfield Park, I-X: 483). The eggs, she plans on putting under “the first spare hen” at Mansfield Park. In this manner, she would benefit with “no trouble or expense in the business herself, beyond making a great fuss” (Mansfield Park, I-X: 483). She is mainly interested in her catering to her own hunger, her own basic needs, and does not pay attention to those of others. 

Dr. Grant and Mrs. Norris’ appetites reveal much more than just a selfish desire for food. On a deeper level, their appetites represent a satisfaction in the temporary gratification of food and material substance rather than in spiritual health and happiness. Although they subscribe to society’s materialistic class structure, their personal priorities have taken on society’s desirabilities. Their materialism produces a corrupt worldview in which the importance of their own appetites overwhelms all other concerns. Their appetite becomes dominated by an unhealthy gluttony. Consumption of food, also a sign of wealth, becomes an outlet for their gluttony. Its affects on their personalities also comes to affect their relations with others. 
Dr. Grant’s love of eating creates an unpleasant atmosphere in his home. His disappointment with a green goose drives out his house guests, Mary and Henry Crawford. It is an irrational appetite and an irrational temper. Rather than being angry at “the cook [who] makes a blunder, [he] is out of humor with his excellent wife” (Mansfield Park, I-XI: 486). Later, there is an occasion in which Mrs. Grant worries about Dr. Grant’s reaction to having a turkey served at an inopportune time of the week. Rather than being angry, he claims that he does not care “to hear the bill of fare” and wants nothing but “a turkey or a goose, or a leg of mutton, or whatever you and your cook chuse to give us” (II-IV: 543). Dr. Grant’s disinterest is deceiving because the alternatives he offers he names would still be good, considerable dinners. Although readers get a sense that his demands are unreasonable, the impropriety of his attitude is not felt until Mary explicitly expresses her distaste of her brother-in-law. Despite how Dr. Grant is “a good scholar and clever, [who] often preaches good sermons, and is respectable,” he is also “an indolent, selfish Bon vivant” (Mansfield Park, I-XI: 486). His gluttony overshadows any elements of a good character he might possess. 

There is more behind Dr. Grant’s gastronomy than just an enjoyment of food. Despite his position as a clergyman, Dr. Grant appears to neglect his spirituality and morality in favor of satisfying his physical appetite with the temporary, fleeting pleasure of food. It is his socioeconomic status that gives him the responsibility of caring for the spiritual health of the locals who attend his sermons; it is not the state of his own spirituality. Even Edmund who is appalled by Mary’s disapprobation of Dr. Grant’s mannerisms recognizes his “faulty habit of self-indulgence” and “cannot attempt to defend Dr. Grant” (Mansfield Park, I-XI: 486). In the end, Dr. Grant’s indulgence in fleeting self-pleasure brings about his death with “three great institutionary dinners in one week” (Mansfield Park, II-XVII: 684). His fixation with physical satisfaction and materialism is his ultimate downfall and shows the flaw with such a fixation. 
Mrs. Norris seeks to better herself even at the expense of others. “Having married on a narrower income than she had been used to look forward to, she had, from the first, fancied a very strict line of economy necessary; and what was begun as a matter of prudence, soon grew into a matter of choice…” (Mansfield Park, I-I: 428). She admonishes Fanny’s meekness when she first arrives because she considers Fanny’s lack of appetite for gooseberry tart a gross misbehavior (Mansfield Park, I-II: 430). Rather than trying to understand Fanny’s delicate situation, Mrs. Norris is so self-absorbed by her own circumstances that she can only see Fanny’s life from her own perspective. She projects her own hunger and fine tastes onto Fanny. In many respects, she is envious because Fanny has received the chance to enjoy all the comforts of a better income without doing a thing. 


Her excessive attention to consumption results from an awareness of her inferior socio-economic position in relation to the Bertrams. Her appetite is driven by the desire to have the capacity to consume resources and material goods as if she were not indeed inferior. This desire produces an unhealthy appetite for selfish consumption and a greedy want for power. When Sir Thomas finally returns home from abroad, Mrs. Norris bustles about, “laboring to be important where nothing was wanted” (Mansfield Park, II-I: 523). She offers Sir Thomas food, then soup, and other gourmet substances, in hopes of tempting him to accept one of her suggestions of food before tea, thereby admitting her usefulness to the family. Yet Sir Thomas adamantly refuses to allow her to dictate his appetite. Because of her self-centeredness, she is insensitive to her surroundings and her tastes are rejected. 
The character most concerned with food in Emma, Mr. Woodhouse, is a man of unusual tastes. Despite the self-centered interest in food he shares with Mrs. Norris and Dr. Grant, his gourmand reflects a strong conservatism that is markedly different from the tastes of any one around him or from any other Austen character for that matter. He does not pay any particular attention to social dictates, but is self-indulgent in the respect that he rigidly follows only his own tastes and desires without thought to others. He is considerably less dictated by materialism, and though it is in part because he already possesses all the material comforts he could want, it is because materialism is not what contributes most to his comforts. Rather, he takes comfort in stableness. 
His rigid, old-fashioned tastes make him an unsociable, conventional man. People are forced to cater to him instead. Although he does socialize as a result of his daughter’s sensitivity to society, he does not really care for people beyond the circle of his family and intimate friends – and does not like changes in group dynamics. His conservatism is reflected in his appetite. He enjoys to “have the cloth laid” for supper, an antiquated custom; but he hates to see any food actually be offered as he is convinced that it is rather “unwholesome” (Emma, I-III: 700). He cannot help but try to convince his guests of his own views. He encourages them to be more moderate, or to eat healthy things such as a boiled egg or a bit of gruel. His appetite, resistant to change and liberalism, reflects his old-fashioned, self-centered worldview. Although his tastes are not indulgent like Dr. Grant and Mrs. Norris’, they are self-centered. 
Not all Austen characters are characterized by a selfish, greedy response to food. In contrast, some are so apathetic to food that they are self-denying. Rather than a fixation on food and materialism, they are characterized by a willingness to allow their main concerns bow to societal pressures. In this manner, their self-starvation is representative of their self-denial.  

Jane Fairfax, the supposed model of perfection, is as sweet as she is self-denying. Rather than thinking of herself and her own hunger, she tries to do what is best expected in the eyes of society. At home, she eats so little in the morning that it “makes such a shocking breakfast,” and ends up looking for baked apples in the middle of the day (Emma, II-IX). Mr. Knightley, learning of Jane’s fondness for apples from Miss Bates, immediately offers to share his supply from Donwell. Rather than being thankful, Jane is “quite distressed that [she] had owned the apples were so nearly gone” and they nearly have a quarrel (Emma, II-IX). It seems that Jane is upset at an act which calls specific attention to her appetite which is quite apparently lacking. 

Her lack of breakfast reveals a deeper problem of general self-denial. Much of it results from her poor socio-economic position in society. She cannot afford to be judged ill when she does not have the excuse of wealth to recommend her. And so, she has little choice but to endure Mrs. Elton’s attentions to herself and to make the most of them (Emma, II-XV, 845). Interestingly enough, although others may be described in the context of a neighborhood sharing a meal, a description of Jane is frequently absent. When all are at Donwell, Jane is left unmentioned until she excuses herself from the party (Emma, III-VI). Others, however, are described enjoying the strawberry fields. This purposed absence further differentiates her and her detachedness from material consumption from that of others. Much more dictated by social expectations and economics, she is unable to allow herself unhealthy self-indulgence. 
Her selflessness plays out in greater decisions of her life as well. Later the readers learn the truth of her secret engagement with Frank Churchill. Rather than following love, she decides to do the prudent thing. She denies her feelings for Frank and instead embraces a future as a governess. It is important to see that despite or in spite of her selfless sacrifice, her fate and her desires coincide in the end. This is no accident. It is the careful work of an authoress who is rewarding her selfless, non-materialistic character for a non-indulgent appetite. 
Fanny Price is a timid, selfless person whose abstinence from food does not necessarily reflect self-denial, but rather the overpowering of physical hunger by emotional feelings. In general, however, she considers the needs of her family and friends first before she considers herself. Because of her selfless attitude, she becomes a silent support to the entire Bertram family. When she first arrives at Mansfield Park, she is so fatigued that “she could scarcely swallow two mouthfuls” of gooseberry tart before going to sleep (Mansfield Park, I-II: 430). The change in surroundings is overwhelming, not only because she is surrounded by a new family, but because their different mannerisms and socioeconomic status mean a whole different lifestyle. When Henry Crawford has dinner with the Bertrams after his proposal, Fanny’s “comfort in that day’s dinner [is] quite destroyed: she could hardly eat anything” (Mansfield Park, II-XIII: 592). Her emotions continue to overpower any physical concerns. 

This pattern of prioritizing her emotional state over her physical state reflects her priorities. Fanny loves Edmund and wants to be with him although she knows that he will not be able to afford her the same comforts she enjoyed at Mansfield Park. Her immateriality is set in contrast to Mary Crawford whose attachment to Edmund cannot overcome the consequences of his profession (Mansfield Park, III-XII: 584). Fanny’s willingness to marry without money is not due to ignorance of socio-economic differentiation, but from love. When Henry visit her in Portsmouth, she meditates on her family’s ill-breeding in terms of mealtime mannerisms. “Rebecca’s cookery and Rebecca’s waiting, and Betsey’s eating at table without restraint, and pulling every thing about as she chose, were what Fanny herself was not yet enough inured to… but [Henry Crawford] had been brought up in a school of luxury and epicurism” (Mansfield Park, II-X: 650). Although she is aware of material and social distinctions, she does not crave socio-economic status for herself. In the end, Fanny is able to be with her one and only love Edmund due to a series of strange but unfortunate events, crafted by Austen. 

Despite the fairytale endings of Jane Fairfax and Fanny, their appetites were self-denying and unhealthy. Their self-denial nearly kept them from ultimately achieving marriage with the ones they loved. If it had not been for the fabulous constructive dexterity of fate, also known as the chief chef and authoress Jane Austen, their loves would not have been possible. As such, the reader can conclude that Austen thought that although it was good to be aware of the pressures of socio-economics, it was more beneficial to be above it. Also, rather than to be self-centered, it was better to be aware of one’s surroundings, and of one’s own desires without reference to society. Yet Austen’s support for self-denial seems to be rooted in a strong, literary backlash against social pressures. If not so strongly affected, there are hints of leaning toward endorsing a healthier, more balanced appetite.  

Of the presented characters, Mr. Knightley seems to have the healthiest appetite both towards food and towards life. He is the owner of Donwell, the best estate in all of Highbury. Hartfield, in contrast, is but “a notch in the Donwell Abbey estate” (Emma, XVI). Yet he does not show it. He is neither self-important nor self-indulgent. Rather, Mr. 
Knightley is a kind person and a hospitable landlord. Though he is aware of socio-economic distinctions, he thinks kindly of tenants like the Martins. He is conscious of those around him, and maintains his own significance without diminishing those of others. 
When Miss Bates gushes about how their Jane loves baked apples, he immediately offers to send her some apples from his own store (Emma, II-IX). He ends up sending her his entire supply! He does not even boast of his kindness. Miss Bates learns of his act through gossip which says his housekeeper Mrs. Hodges, is “quite displeased… that her master should not be able to have another apple-tart this spring” (Emma, II-IX). This selfless episode reflects neither a self-denying appetite nor the personality of one interested in showing off their consumption. Rather, because he eats and consumes without thought, he is without motive. Since he is materially comfortable, he shares his wealth with those around him.
When the party comes to visit Donwell, he is a hospitable host. When they are “tired of eating strawberries in the garden, there shall be cold meat in the house” where there are comfortable seats made available expressly with Mr. Woodhouse in mind (Emma, III-VI). Although he tries to address everyone’s comforts, it is not because he is catering to them. He wants to be the best host possible to all of his guests. Similarly, Emma is wonderful, generous hostess and neighbor who sends and serves her friends with all the right foods.   
Mr. Knightley and Emma appear like they will have a great marriage because their relationship is one of the most socio-economically equal relationships in Austen’s novels. Although Austen does not make a point of this detail, it is important to recognize that their similar attitudes towards food not only reflect similar daily lifestyles but dispositions. Having resisted the influence of socio-economic pressures that produce materialism or self-denial, their healthy, well balanced appetites help them instead to look at their own desires in a realistic context. Of course, they have also been materially well endowed as to not worry. Still, a close reader can deduce through the different character representations in Mansfield Park and Emma, that Austen prescribes that rationally, realistically, and even practically, to get the most from life, people should strive to have a healthy, balanced diet, neither self-indulgent nor self-denying.
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