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“Emma”

The notion of watching a Hollywood adaptation of a classic novel usually prepares me for a worst-case scenario.  Hollywood generally has enough trouble re-imagining its own films (see “Charlie and the Chocolate Factory”) to be permitted anywhere near literature of any importance.  Despite this general lack of faith in the film industry and a lukewarm experience in having read “Emma”, I was determined to give the film an impartial viewing.  However, it was not very far into the film that I realized reading the book was easily the more pleasurable of the two experiences.

I regard Jane Austen with a sort of aloof suspicion.  I wholeheartedly admire how her female characters have depth, intelligence and independent minds but am sometimes disappointed that they only really express themselves through being the precocious favorite children of rich, over-indulgent fathers.  Granted, even wealthy women had it none too easy in the early 1800s, but I would still rather be born an Emma Woodhouse than the wife of the local fishmonger.  Therefore, the privilege of her characters can sometimes annoy me.  But while almost all of her characters are people of some means and have a proper veneer of British gentility, only her most sympathetic characters seem to possess humility or a serious grasp on morality.  Austen shows these qualities in Mr. Knightley repeatedly and even shows it to be a major factor in Emma falling for him.  Knightley is raised above Emma’s other possible suitors via the sense that he is inherently decent, kind and moral.  Emma herself is therefore elevated in her ultimate wisdom in seeing these qualities as what she treasures in him, not his wealth and prestige.

“Emma” the film, however didn’t drive that point home.  This aspect that most rescues Jane Austen’s work for me is buried in a sea of romantic-comedy scenarios and time period fluff.  Knightley’s goodness is implied rather than demonstrated in any real fashion.  The scene where Emma is scolded for treating Miss Bates poorly is all I can recall of Knightley asserting his better nature. It’s definitely not enough for me to excuse the shallowness of the rest of the film.  By the same token, Emma never really seems to evolve as she does in the book; she is just sort of a bratty manipulator who gets what she wants in the end, despite having toyed with a few peoples’ lives

“Clueless”, a film made the year before “Emma”, is also based on the Austen book.  It is set in modern day Beverly Hills and the Emma character, named Cher, is also a spoiled but ultimately good-hearted girl.  However, “Clueless” renders the essence of Austen’s novel in a more true light than “Emma”, to my mind at least, because it retains the intent of the story while jettisoning the trappings of early nineteenth-century England.  “Emma” the movie does just the opposite.  In the end, “Emma” the film makes me realize what I like about “Emma” the novel, not because it enhances the story, but only because of its omissions.

1


