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‘As I practised conjecture more, I came to trust it less”™
Jane Austen, R.W. Chapman, and the Dark Art of Emendation

Dr. Peter Sabor
Professor, McGill University

This paper will begin with a brief consideration of editorial emendation, focusing on Dr
Johnson’s celebrated discussion of ‘conjecture’ in the preface to his edition of Shakespeare. 1
shall then turn to the groundbreaking edition of Jane Austen’s six novels edited by R.W.
Chapman, first published exactly ninety years ago, in November 1923. The late Brian Southam
rightly called this the first critical edition of any of the major English novelists, and it still
wields a major influence today; many scholars continue to base their references to Austen’s
novels on Chapman’s text. My subject is the series of emendations proposed by Chapman for
each of Austen’s novels. I shall consider both the intrinsic merits of these emendations and
their use by subsequent Austen editors. I shall also discuss the implications of Chapman’s
decision to use, as his copy-text, the revised, second edition of Sense and Sensibility and
Mansfield Park. Finally, I shall examine the emendations recorded in Cassandra Austen’s
copies of her sister’s novels, comparing them with those proposed by Chapman.

While some of Chapman’s emendations, as I shall show, have justifiably won universal
acceptance, I find many of them quite wrong-headed. Although a celebrated scholar of Johnson,
as well as Austen, Chapman often failed to follow Johnson’s sage advice to textual editors,
based on his own experience in editing Shakespeare’s plays: ‘As I practiced conjecture more, I
learned to trust it less; and after I had printed a few plays, resolved to insert none of my own
readings in the text. Upon this caution I now congratulate myself, for every day increases my
doubt of my emendations’. Chapman, I believe, should have exercised more of the restraint
recommended by Johnson, and in particular he should have refrained from inserting his
conjectural emendations into the text of Austen’s novels. Textual alterations should be
confined to the limited number of cases when a reading is incontrovertibly wrong, and the
correction equally incontrovertible. Practitioners of the dark art of emendation, like medical

practitioners, should be bound by the Hippocratic oath, primum non nocere: first, do no harm.
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