Edgeworth, Maria (1767-1849), novelist; third child of Richard Lovell *Edgeworth by his first wife, she was born in England at Black Bourton near Reading, educated there and at a finishing school in London, moving with her father to the family estate at Edgeworthstown, Co. Longford, in 1782. She taught the children of his later marriages, sharing his progressive ideas on education. Her early writings, encouraged by him, led to The Parent’s Assistant (1796), a series of children’s stories in the didactic manner popularized by her father’s friend Thomas Day (1748-89). This was followed by Practical Education (2 vols., 1798), a joint work recommending learning through recreation, and influenced by the ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Her children’s series was continued in Early Lessons (1801), Moral Tales (1801), and other pedagogic collections of stories concluding with Harry and Lucy (1825), while Essays on Professional Education (1809), published under her father’s name, was actually a further collaboration.   


	In the *United Irishmen’s Rebellion of 1798 Edgesworthstown was spared by the insurgents because of the family’s standing with their tenants. In 1800, Maria published *Castle Rackrent, the earliest regional novel in English and an acknowledged influence on Sir Walter Scott who praised its innovations in the preface to Waverley (1814).  Belinda (1810) is a satiric novel in which the wicked Lady Delacour, whose tortured life has elements of gothic mystery, is reformed by the title-character. *Essay on Irish Bulls (1802) was written with her father; Popular Tales and The Modern Griselda (1805) without him. Persuaded by a Swiss friend of her father, they went to Brussels and Paris in 1802. In Paris their reputation as reformers and their kinship with the Abbé *Edgeworth secured for them the acquaintance of Madame Récamier, the Comte de Segur, and others, among them the Swedish diplomat Chevalier Edelcrantz whose marriage proposal Maria refused, but for whom she wrote Leonora (1806). They left France hastily in 1803 at the approach of war, her brother Lovell Edgeworth being interned there for eleven years. Back in Ireland, she composed Tales of Fashionable Life, the first series (1809) containing *Ennui (vol. 1); Almeria, Madame de Fleury, and The Dun (vol 2); and Manoeuvring (vol 3). The second series, also three volumes, contained Vivian, Emilie de Coulanges, and The *Absentee (1812). Apart from the Irish stories, they suffer from excessive moralizing with plots and entire passages being contributed by her father. Patronage (1814), however, gives impressive insights into the problem of finding a living.


	In 1813 Maria and her father visited London, where she was lionized. She wrote *Ormond (1817) speedily for his seventy-third birthday, a novel innovative in its exploration of the effect of reading on the hero. She greatly missed her father after his death in 1817, and wrote less. She edited and completed his vigorous Memoirs (1820), and made several further visits to England, being entertained in 1823 at Abbotsford by Scott, who returned the visit in 1825. In later years, she was largely occupied with rectifying her brother’s mismanagement of the Edgeworthstown estate, and in relieving victims of the *Famine. Of her later novels, Harrington (1817) reflects the lack of her father’s enthusiastic encouragement, while Helen (1834) presents a depressing view of the prospects for Irish society. Her last work, Orlandino (1848), was written for the Poor Relief Fund. A poem of 1849 records her keen but disillusioned love of her country. In a letter of 1834, she declared it impossible to write fiction about post-*Union Ireland: ‘The people would only break the glass and curse the fool who held the mirror up to nature — distorted nature, in a fever’. See Emily Lawless, Maria Edgeworth (1904), Elizabeth Inglis-Jones, The Great Maria (1959), Marilyn Butler, Maria Edgeworth (1972); and discussions in Thomas Flanagan, The Irish Novelists (1959), and W. J. McCormack, Ascendancy and Tradition (1985).
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