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You could not shock her more than she shocks me;

Beside her Joyce seems innocent as grass.

It makes me most uncomfortable to see

An English spinster of the middle class

Describe the amorous effects of “brass”,

Reveal so frankly and with such sobriety

The economic basis of society.
—W. H. AUDEN,
Letter to Lord Byron, Part I
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I have loved Jane Austen since I was a teenager too innocent in the ways of the world to know that there is a great divide between crude sarcasm and delicious irony. Learning how first to discern and secondly to cross that division is part of learning how to understand and appreciate Austen’s sensibility.
I had my earliest lessons in that fine art when I first read Pride and Prejudice at age sixteen. Initially I came to some of the following conclusions: that Mary Bennet was the most intelligent and potentially the most interesting Bennet sister; that Mr. Collins expressed himself very prettily indeed and I would love to have such a well-spoken suitor; that Mrs. Bennet’s maternal enthusiasms were wonderful and that my mother was very lacking in her failure to scout the neighborhood for a suitable match for me. Upon more reflection, I realized that perhaps some subtleties had been lost on me. Had Austen been crudely sarcastic about her characters, I would have understood at once. But she demanded that I explore the nuances in her characters. I read another Jane Austen novel, this time Emma, and in a flash of illumination I understood the delicacies and the delectations of Austen’s irony. I reread Pride and Prejudice with gusto then, realizing that Mary Bennet was a parody of pseudointellectual show-offs, that those “well-spoken” words of Mr. Collins revealed that he was a ludicrous nerd, and that Mrs. Bennet was a more tiresome mother than my own could be on her worst days.
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Rereading Jane Austen has taught me how to read the world and has given me more guidelines and examples on how to behave than the combined efforts of Emily Post, psychoanalysis, and a lengthy stay at the Betty Ford Clinic possibly could. With each rereading I gradually realized that Jane Austen was teaching me something that was not on the curriculum of my high school.
Many years later, in graduate school, I was thrilled to have the opportunity to enroll in a seminar on the works of Jane Austen. At last my love for Austen’s novels would be married to academic discipline. I would become a Jane Austen scholar, which promised to be the harmonious denouement of my love of literature and my desire to teach. My desires were thwarted. The professor approached Jane Austen the way Wagner’s Brunnhilde and her warrior Valkyries approached Valhalla. She was dressed in academic armor and rode on stallions of critical theory. Her battle cries seemed too fierce for what I had thought of as the always amusing and gratifying act of reading Jane Austen. The professor drilled us in the arcane metalanguage of academic theory. We galloped through Sense and Sensibility dutifully noting “tagged indirect discourse,” “untagged direct discourse,” “free indirect discourse,” or “free direct discourse.” As if this were not sufficient to dampen my delight in Austen scholarship, she flew on, with great zeal, to Lacanian Austen, poststructuralist Austen, Todorovian and Bakhtinian Austen, and Austen under the pendulum of Foucault. I was still wondering why Elinor Dashwood found Edward Ferrars so appealing and whether or not Jane Austen was endorsing the decision of Charlotte Lucas to marry Mr. Collins. The novel is a text, I was reminded, and it was naive to treat the characters, those verbal constructs, as though they were real people with whom I could interest myself.
When my aunt Marjorie had an eye operation and was forced into a fortnight of blindness, she asked me to read Pride and Prejudice to her. It was a redemptive experience after my graduate school seminar. Virtually every page gave us cause to howl with laughter. Marjorie and I were captivated by the Bennet sisters, and between chapters we eagerly discussed the characters and their actions, much as we talked about our own families. It became easier to see how we could cope with our boorish brothers, crude cousins, indecorous in-laws, and surly sons after the tonic effect of Jane Austen’s wit.
Austen became our lodestar. We vowed to be civil to the officious, the maladroit, the impolitic, and the insincere. Having worshiped at the tabernacle of Jane Austen, we were better people for it. If we could not actually be Elizabeth or Jane Bennet, then we could certainly identify and exorcise any traces within us of a Miss Bingley, a Lydia or a Mary Bennet, and we could learn how to stand up to any Lady Catherine de Bourghs rampaging about the neighborhood. In reading Jane Austen, we had in fact become better people. We had learned how to read the characters of others, how to discern those people made of gold from those pyrite puppets of humanity.
I think that people today hunger for the kind of experience I had with my aunt, and that accounts for the explosion of Jane Austen onto the best-seller list of the New York Times (with such strange bedfellows as Danielle Steel, John Grisham, and Robin Cook) and the multiplying television and film productions of her novels in recent years.
In Mansfield Park, Jane Austen says that she would “Let other pens dwell on guilt and misery. I quit such odious subjects as soon as I can, impatient to restore every body, not greatly in fault themselves, to tolerable comfort and to have done with all the rest.”
As for The Friendly Jane Austen, my plan is to let other pens dwell on Lacan, Derrida, Foucault, political correctness, and cultural diversity. The Friendly Jane Austen is for the uninitiated as well as more serious Austenites. In short, I promise unalloyed adoration of Austen’s works.
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Jane Austen is weirdly capable of keeping everybody busy. The moralists, the Eros-and-Agape people, the Marxists, the Freudians, the Jungians, the semioticians, the deconstructors—all find an adventure playground in six samey novels about middle-class provincials.
—MARTIN AMIS
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When I think of Jane Austen I think of opulence and sophistication.
—BEATRICE ARTHUR
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The oddest yet by no means inapt analogy to Jane Austen’s art of representation is Shakespeare’s—oddest, because she is so careful of limits, as classical as Ben Jonson in that regard, and Shakespeare transcends all limits. . . . Like Shakespeare, she gives us figures, major and minor, utterly consistent each in his or her own mode of speech and being, and utterly different from one another.
—HAROLD BLOOM
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Jane Austen . . . always invites us to rise to precisely her own masterful level of inference about moral relations. She presents the signs of moral and intellectual strength and weakness; we make a stab at the correct inferences; she then gently corrects our misreadings.
—WAYNE BOOTH
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She was naturally exuberant. Her power came as all power comes, from the direction and control of exuberance. But there is the presence and pressure of that vitality behind her thousand trivialities; she could have been extravagant if she liked. She was the very reverse of a starched or a starved spinster; she could have been a buffoon like the Wife of Bath if she chose. . . . Jane Austen may have been protected from the truth but precious little of the truth was protected from her.
—G. K. CHESTERTON
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There are some writers who write too much. There are others who write enough. There are yet others who wrote nothing like enough to satisfy their admirers, and Jane Austen is certainly one of these. There would be more genuine rejoicing at the discovery of a complete new novel by Jane Austen than any other literary discovery, short of a new major play by Shakespeare, that one can imagine.
—MARGARET DRABBLE
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Jane’s specialty is the knowing smile. Jane is perhaps the greatest tour guide to the affections of men and women, a guide who knows how to reveal the delicate conversational dance without making her own presence obtrusive. The chief reason that I have returned to her works repeatedly is that I love her style (her “smile style” as it were). If style is to writing as grace is to dancing, then Jane is most graceful on her feet. She does not opt for a “grand jeté” when a pirouette is best.
—MICHAEL FISCHER
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Jane Austen’s works used, fondly, to be thought of as the spontaneous effusions of a vicarage parlour: as little systems of light and energy, full of delicate, decisive love comedy and miraculously independent of any hampering local circumstances. If these are classics, we thought, then classics are fun. Their nature encouraged us to feel about them somewhat as we might feel about lyric poems conceived in the same way—the song of a witty skylark perhaps. It is a mistake to sneer. Such a response is a response to some perennially fresh quality in the novels which if we miss we miss everything.
—ROGER GARD
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I’ve always thought of Austen as a miniaturist. If you look at miniatures, particular Elizabethan miniatures by Hilliard, and Oliver, you can see that she does much the same thing by creating an entire world in a very small place. Hilliard’s miniature portrait of Francis Drake, although tiny, captures all of Drake’s vanity and arrogance. I think Austen does much the same thing. Her universe is small, but within it you see everything that needs to be seen.
—BLYNN GARNETT
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There is a time to be born and a time to die, and a time to be middle-aged and read Miss Austen. Some men are born middle-aged, some achieve middle age of their own preference, others have it thrust upon them.
—H. W. GARROD
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Some years ago I was participating in a voir dire for a criminal trial. The judge asked me, “Who is your favorite author?” When I replied, “Jane Austen,” she said, “In thirty years on the bench, no one has ever given that response to me.” I responded, “More’s the pity,” and she agreed. I was seated on the jury.
—GENE GILL
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Miss Austen is an inimitable painter of quiet life. . . . Common, workday life, with here & there a suit of best for Sundays. Yet there is nothing trivial. It is what Alfred [Tennyson] calls in one of his unfinished poems “most ideal unideal, most uncommon commonplace.” Dignity in the sentiments, dignity in the style . . .—none but a woman & a lady could possess that tact of minute observation & that delicacy of sarcasm.
—ARTHUR HENRY HALLAM
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If there is a mature man incapable of being infatuated with Mary Crawford, or in love with Anne Elliot, he must be a dull fellow.
—WILLIAM HAMILTON
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An artist without artistic temperament and a feminine woman with a masculine mind. That’s what I call a double-barrelled blessing.
—FLORENCE KING
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There are those who think Jane Austen tea-tablish, as there are those who think that Mozart tinkles.
—LOUIS KRONENBERGER
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Among the writers who have approached nearest to the manner of [Shakespeare’s characterizations] we have no hesitation in placing Jane Austen.
—THOMAS BABINGTON MACAULAY
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At first sight, Jane Austen’s manner and matter may seem to be old-fashioned, stilted, unreal. But this is a delusion to which the bad reader succumbs.
—VLADIMIR NABOKOV
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Jane Austen. Based on the watercolor sketch by Cassandra, this slightly glamorized picture gives Jane more embonpoint and a backdrop of books.
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Jane Austen is not an opera, she’s a string trio or quartet—clear and direct and uncompromising.
—NANCY PANNIER
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In Miss Austen there is, though a restrained and well-nuanced, an insatiable and ruthless delight in roasting and cutting up a fool.
—GEORGE SAINTSBURY
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That young lady had a talent for describing the involvements and feelings and characters of ordinary life, which is to me the most wonderful I ever met with. The Big Bow-wow strain I can do myself like any now going; but the exquisite touch, which renders ordinary commonplace things and characters interesting, from the truth of the description and sentiment, is denied to me. What a pity such a gifted creature died so early!
—SIR WALTER SCOTT
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Reading Austen has led me to read texts with much more scrutiny, to catch potential glimpses of irony. Now I read everything—novels, newspapers, cereal boxes—for the subtext, which is a bit paranoid. I blame Austen.
—DARYL SNG
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For reading Jane Austen, to those who love her, is like mounting with wings as eagles; we cannot tire.
—G. B. STERN
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Afull appreciation of the genius of Jane Austen is the nicest touchstone of literary taste . . . Jane Austen, Jane Austen and life, which of you two copies the other?
—MONTAGU SUMMER
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Once we have comprehended her mode of judgment, the moral and spiritual lessons of contemporary literature are easy—the metaphysics of “sincerity” and “vulgarity” once mastered, the modern teachers, Lawrence and Joyce, Yeats and Eliot, Proust and Gide, have but little to add save in the way of contemporary and abstruse examples.
—LIONEL TRILLING
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Jane Austen wrote about situations that are repeated today—the driving scenes in Northanger Abbey are so similar to those on a date with a boy who drives too fast. There are Lydias, Emmas, Bingleys of the same age today. Adopting Austen’s eyes to see people and situations as amusing rather than infuriating does wonders for one’s blood pressure.
—SALLIE WADSWORTH
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Much of America lives by the process of manipulation, and nobody renders it more brilliantly than Austen.
—HARVEY WEINSTEIN
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She is not a gentle writer. Do not be misled; she is not ignorant, merely discreet; not innocent, merely graceful.
—FAY WELDON
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Her cool silence on the wherefore of the why is a million times more evidential of an interest in the fundamental things of life than “Brother, brother, how shall I know God?” sobbed Alyosha, who by this time was exceedingly drunk, or any such sentence from those Russians.
—REBECCA WEST
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—How did I feel about Jane Austen? [Somerset Maugham] asked.—I said that . . . I thought her one of the six greatest English writers (the others, as I did not say, are Shakespeare, Milton, Swift, Keats, and Dickens). We spoke of Jane Austen a moment. Why did the people who didn’t like her dislike her so much? I asked.—Oh, because she didn’t care about public events, didn’t mention the Napoleonic wars.—
—EDMUND WILSON
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How Do We Love Jane Austen? Let Us Count the Ways
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J ane Austen is a writer like Shakespeare and Dickens who is read and understood on multiple levels. There is no one Jane Austen and no single reason to love her. But there are at least four good reasons and thus four essential types of passionate reader of Jane Austen. The following multiple-choice test will help you determine into which school of readership you fall.

[image: [image]] SELF-EVALUATION QUIZ[image: [image]]

Answer the following multiple choice questions honestly.
	Your favorite Meg Ryan movie is:


		Sleepless in Seattle
	You’ve Got Mail
	When a Man Loves a Woman
	Courage Under Fire


	Your favorite planet is:


		Venus
	Jupiter
	Mercury
	Saturn


	Your favorite Shakespearean comedy is:


		Taming of the Shrew
	A Midsummer Night’s Dream
	As You Like It
	The Twelfth Night


	After a long absence, Reginald, the man whose marriage proposal you still regret declining, reappears in your life. You:


		Can only blush and silently implore him to forgive you. You embark upon a program of good deeds.
	Tell the beloved Reg that you made a mistake and that you are sorry.
	Arouse his jealousy by flirting with the wealthy but doltish owner of your nearest equivalent to a country estate.
	Act indifferent. You can be happy without Reginald.
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	Your favorite Beatle is:


		Paul
	George
	John
	Ringo


	Your favorite Dickens novel is:


		Oliver Twist
	The Old Curiosity Shop
	Bleak House
	Dombey & Son


	You identify most with which of the following maxims:


		Life is a glass of blessings.
	The glass is always half full.
	We see life through a glass darkly.
	The glass is always half empty.


	Your half sister Jonquil wants to put on a home performance of No Sex Please, We’re British, and she begs you to participate. You:


		Are shocked and pray for the safe deliverance of her soul.
	Are shocked and immediately condemn such folly.
	Are appalled at her vulgar taste. Why can’t Jonquil read Pinter and Beckett?
	Insist that she put on Hamlet; you will take the lead à la Sarah Bernhardt.


	You like most the tenor voice of:


		José Carreras
	Luciano Pavarotti
	Placido Domingo
	k. d. lang


	To comfort your acutely sensitive friend Primrose, who has just been jilted by her love, you first have a cozy chat about Jane Austen and reflect upon what Lizzy Bennet would do in similar circumstances. Next you make her a bracing cup of tea and then you:


		Read the poetry of Cowper and Crabbe to her.
	Show her your photos of Colin Firth as Mr. Darcy.
	Play your disc of Gorecki’s Symphony of Sorrowful Songs.
	Rent videos of Thelma and Louise, Bound, and The Piano.


	For hors d’oeuvres you prefer to serve:


		Gateaux and chocolate-covered strawberries
	Cucumber and watercress tea sandwiches
	Martinis, shaken not stirred, hold the vermouth
	Alfalfa sprout sandwiches; sliced kiwi fruit
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	You are signing up for a free course at the local community college. You choose:


		Petit Point, Quilting, or Embroidery
	Calligraphy, Determining Your Fashion Color Season, or Folk Dancing
	Bereavement Counseling, Current Events Discussion Group, or Studies in Flannery O’Connor
	Self-Defense, Tai Kwon Do, Vegetarian Cooking


	You most appreciate the sensibility of:


		Martha Stewart
	Heloise (she of the Hints)
	Miss Manners
	Susie Bright


	You have a date on a wintry Friday evening. You decide to:


		Cook at home and rent Love Story or Doctor Zhivago. Snuggle and cuddle.
	See if you can find a place where you can enjoy moonlit ice skating or cross-country skiing; bring along a thermos of Irish coffee.
	Go first to a concert and then to a coffeehouse with a blazing fire and discuss the music.
	Go to a poetry slam and then go home for sexual aerobics.


	The artist who most exemplifies the American spirit in your opinion is:


		Norman Rockwell
	Gilbert Stuart
	Diane Arbus
	Annie Liebowitz


	Your therapist asks you to react to the letter O: You say:


		Oatmeal, Oahu, organza
	Orchid, Orion, oregano
	Oblomov, Orwell, osso buco
	Orgasm, organic, O’Keeffe


	Your idea of good medicine for a cold is:


		Chicken soup, brownies, chamomile tea
	Nyquil, vitamin C, aspirin, rest
	Prozac, Midol, Courvoisier, low-tar cigarettes
	Ginseng tea, powdered feverfew, and zinc tablets


	You have tickets for a Broadway show. You most want to see:


		The Sound of Music
	Phantom of the Opera
	Sweeney Todd
	Rent


	Your favorite character in Gone with the Wind is:


		Melanie
	Ashley
	Rhett
	Scarlett



Tally your answers. If you have a preponderance of A answers, then you are a “Janeite.” If you have more B answers than any others, you are a member of the “Gentle Jane” school. If C answers dominate, then you believe in Jane Austen as cynic and satirist and belong to the “Ironic Jane” school of readers. If D is the prevailing letter, you are a person who loves Jane Austen for her contributions to feminism and can proudly consider yourself a member of the “Subversive Jane” school. Don’t be concerned if you have a tie! It is eminently possible to belong to more than one school of Austen readership or to transport between them depending on your mood du jour.
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ARE YOU A JANEITE?
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The first school, the Janeites, proposes that Jane (and if you are a Janeite, you are on a comfortable first-name standing with your favorite author) provides an alternate, romantic reality more attractive than real life with its wars and deaths. This school, alternatively, can be regarded as Jane as comfort food, Jane as a pint of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream or a Kraft macaroni and cheese dinner on a stormy night. Your Jane is a teller of fairy tales in which Cinderella always claims the prince in a sweetly satisfying, and never syrupy, idyll.

A JANEITE PAR EXCELLENCE
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I am a Jane Austenite, and therefore slightly imbecile about Jane Austen. . . . She is my favourite author! I read and re-read, the mouth open and the mind closed. Shut up in measureless content, I greet her by the name of most kind hostess, while criticism slumbers. The Jane Austenite possesses little of the brightness he ascribes so freely to his idol. Like all regular churchgoers, he scarcely notices what is being said.
—E. M. FORSTER



DO YOU BELONG TO THE SCHOOL OF GENTLE JANE?
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The second school consists of the students of Gentle Jane. These readers believe that Jane Austen depicts an ideal society in which goodness is always rewarded and a divine harmony shapes our ends. Jane Austen’s novels can teach us how to become ladies and gentlemen, how to avoid vulgarity, how to conduct ourselves with civility. Jane Austen is not merely a beloved escape and consolation, but one who represents an attainable reality of a pleasantly well-ordered life. She is like a beloved aunt always providing the best and wisest counsel.

A MEMBER OF THE GENTLE JANE SCHOOL
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T he great abstract nouns of the classical English moralists are unblushingly and uncompromisingly used: good sense, courage, contentment, fortitude, “some duty neglected, some failing indulged,” impropriety, indelicacy, generous candour, blameable distrust, just humiliation, vanity, folly, ignorance, reason. These are the concepts by which Jane Austen grasps the world. In her we still breathe the air of the Rambler and Idler.

—C. S. LEWIS



DO YOU BELONG TO THE IRONIC JANE SCHOOL?
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The third school of Austen lover contends that Jane’s muse is neither high romance nor the ideal of civility, but rather irony. This Jane Austen is brilliantly terrifying in her acerbic, quietly vitriolic observations about the human character. She is the one person whose insights about yourself you would most fear because you realize that her perceptions are penetrating, perspicacious, and piercingly accurate. This school loves Jane Austen because she has honed their intellectual judgments and intensified their irony quotients and, most of all, because she makes them chortle. If you laugh out loud or even chuckle softly to yourself when you hear the words “Maple Grove,” “Mr. Suckling,” “rears and vices,” or “pollute the shades,” you are probably already a thoroughgoing ironist who reads Jane Austen more for delight than for inspiration or instruction, although you would not be likely to deny that inspiration and instruction are abundant.

THE VOICE OF THE IRONIC JANE SCHOOL
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H er sharpness and refusal to suffer fools make you fearful of intruding, misinterpreting, crassly misreading the evidence.
—CLAIRE TOMALIN



DO YOU BELONG TO THE SUBVERSIVE JANE SCHOOL?
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Finally, the fourth major Austen Academy consists of those who see Jane Austen as a protofeminist whose prime interest was in ameliorating the lot of women. Her very real transgressive and subversive messages may be read between the lines of her parodic novels. Her novels are imbued with feminist commentary; she is the mother of upward mobility for women and the author of some of the first adventure stories for young ladies. Behind a veneer of civility lurks a deep anger that most women do not have the luxury of refusing to become chattel, and while England celebrates its navy and its clergymen, the wives, mothers, and sisters who are the backbone of the system are given only perfunctory public notice. Your Jane Austen exposes the injustice of this society. Furthermore, she made enormous strides in the art of narration of the novel. She was an innovator, ahead of her time in every way. You are intrigued by articles on covert lesbianism, or masturbation fantasy, or indirect critique of the Napoleonic Wars in Austen’s novels and think that they explore a major layer of meaning.
 
Acutely conscious of other women’s writing and of women’s subordinate and marginal position within society, Austen began by writing burlesques that offer comic images of female power and possibility. Her unconventional portraits of women in the juvenilia reflect her scepticism about contemporary notions of what women were like—and what they should be like. . . . From picturing women who literally get away with murder in her burlesques, Austen went on to portray women who figuratively do so in her earliest realistic fiction—women who confront and reject conventional behavior. In her later novels, she managed to convey an increasing sense of women’s insecure and even threatened position within their social worlds, without destroying a comic tone.
—JAN FERGUS, on the feminism inherent in Austen’s works
[image: [image]]
There are obvious differences in these four slants on Austen, and Janeites will rarely see eye to eye with those who believe that the “real” Austen is a subversive “bad girl” full of ribaldry and revolution. Contemporary critics have unfolded new ways of looking at Austen, but the old ways have never diminished in popularity. Like Shakespeare and Dickens, Austen offers a world of possibilities for every kind of reader. She is both deep and accessible and appeals to “highbrow” and “middlebrow” readers. The worlds she created in her six finished novels are alluring to traditionalists, to radicals, and to those who like to stay in the middle of the literary road. She seems to have anticipated post-Freudian understanding of human character by layering her novels with substantial material to keep everyone happy.
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[image: [image]]

Early Life and Family
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Steventon: The Austen Family
J ane Austen was born, the seventh of eight children, to the rector of Steventon George Austen, and his wife, Cassandra Leigh, on December 16, 1775. Steventon is in Hampshire, between Basingstoke and Whitchurch, and it is where Austen spent the first twenty-five years of her life aside from a period of almost two years at the Abbey School in Reading. Steventon Rectory had seven bedrooms, so it could not have been too cramped, but it perhaps lacked something in appearance. In later years Austen’s nephew J. E. Austen-Leigh recalled it as “finished with less elegance than would be found in the most ordinary dwellings . . . the beams which supported the upper floors projected into the rooms below in all their naked simplicity.”
BRINGING UP BABY
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Child psychologists have persuaded us that it is critical for infants to spend their early months closely “bonding” with their parents. If we don’t pencil in “quality time” with our infants today, we are committing emotional abuse. In fact, there has never been any universally accepted method of infant care. When Jane Austen was young, infants of her class were shipped out to the home of a wet-nurse, who was paid a few shillings weekly to provide milk and basic care. Austen’s mother chose to nurse her own infants for about three months and then to send them to a wet-nurse in the nearby village who returned the children as walking, talking toddlers, ready to engage, with at least a certain amount of sentience, in family life. Jane was an infant during a particularly cold winter and spent the first three months of her life in bed with her mother. But with the coming of spring she was evicted from the maternal bed and breast and sent out to a village wet-nurse, where she stayed for a year or eighteen months. In her biography of Jane Austen, Claire Tomalin points out the potential trauma in these major upheavals in an infant’s life and suggests that Austen’s lifelong sense of emotional distance from her mother may have had its genesis in this abrupt exile from home at such a tender age.

ON THE BIRTH OF JANE AUSTEN, BY HER FATHER
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Y ou have doubtless been for some time in expectation of hearing from Hampshire, and perhaps wondered a little if we were in our old age grown such bad reckoners but so it was, for Cassey certainly expected to have been brought to bed a month ago: however last night the time came, and without a great deal of warning, everything was soon happily over. . . . Your sister thank God is pure well after it. . . .
—LETTER DATED DECEMBER 17, 1775, FROM THE REVEREND GEORGE AUSTEN TO HIS SISTER-IN-LAW, SUSANNA WALTER
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The Reverend George Austen, Jane’s father, as he appeared in 1801, the year he retired and moved to Bath with his wife and two daughters
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A Pruned Family Tree: Jane Austen’s Immediate Family
A usten scholars have constructed elaborate family trees that detail all of Jane’s family connections: Austen, Leigh, de Feuillide, Knight, Knatchbull, Hampson, Perrot, Cholmeley, Lloyd, Craven, Fowle, Lefroy. Their heroic efforts have proved that Austen is connected to King Edward III, Mary, Queen of Scots, Prince William of Wales through his late mother, Diana, Princess of Wales, and other luminaries. Yet more important to an appreciation of Jane Austen are her parents, her siblings, their spouses, and her nieces and nephews.
George Austen (1731–1805) married Cassandra Leigh (1739–1827) on April 26, 1764. Here is a brief account of their eight children.
REVEREND JAMES AUSTEN (1765–1819)
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Jane’s eldest brother had two wives; the first, Anne Mathew, who died in 1795, left him a daughter, Anna, who married the Reverend Benjamin Lefroy. With his second wife, Mary Lloyd, James had two children: James Edward Austen (Austen-Leigh after 1837) and Caroline. James’s three children were particularly beloved by their aunt Jane, and all three contributed to the Memoir of Jane Austen (1870). Anna Lefroy wrote a continuation of Sanditon, and Caroline wrote My Aunt Jane Austen.
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James Austen, Jane’s eldest brother
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GEORGE AUSTEN (1766–1838)
[image: [image]]
The second son did not grow up with his family. He may have been deaf; he may have had cerebral palsy; he may have suffered from epilepsy; he may have been intellectually weak. In any event he was sent to board with another family.
Unlike his siblings, he did not return from the home of the village wet-nurse. Only recently has there been some lively debate about how his fate reflects the general treatment of “defective” children during the eighteenth century. When he was four years old, his father wrote, “We have this comfort, he cannot be a bad or a wicked child,” and later that year his mother wrote, “My poor little George is come to see me to-day, he seems pretty well, tho’ he had a fit lately.” George spent his entire life being cared for by the Cullum family, who also cared for Mrs. Austen’s younger brother Thomas Leigh, who, like George, had been separated from his family from an early age for similar unspecified “defects.” Although the Leighs and the Austens supported these outcasts financially, they were no longer family members in any essential way. Both men lived with the Cullums until they died. Thomas Leigh lived to be seventy-four; George Austen died of dropsy at the age of seventy-two and was described on his death certificate as a “gentleman.”

JANE AUSTEN’S GENERATION
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A usten was born in the precise middle of the 1770s, a decade that produced many outstanding people. Many of her cocelebrants are noted for their fantastic imaginations and their contribution to Romanticism. Austen is clearly the comic genius of a fairly solemn bunch. Since comedy tends to wither under the test of time more so than grand canvases, majestic symphonies, philosophy, epic stories, lyrical poetry, and national anthems, Austen’s accomplishments can be appreciated as monumental in their own right.
 
Ludwig van Beethoven
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel
William Wordsworth
Sir Walter Scott
Dorothy Wordsworth
Samuel Taylor Coleridge
William Henry Harrison
Friedrich von Schlegel
Charles Lamb
J. M. W. Turner
André Ampère
Henry Clay
E. T. A. Hoffmann
John Constable
William Hazlitt
Clement Clarke Moore
Francis Scott Key



EDWARD AUSTEN (KNIGHT) (1768–1852)
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Edward was evidently a charming lad. When he was twelve years old, Thomas Knight II, a distant cousin of the Austen family, and his bride, Catherine, requested his company on their honeymoon. Despite the seeming oddness of this plan, the Knights adored Edward. At the age of sixteen he was formally adopted by the wealthy, childless Knights and became their heir, although he retained the family name Austen until the death of Mrs. Knight in 1812, when he was a widower himself, at which point he was legally obligated to change his own surname and that of all of his children to Knight. This change of name is strikingly similar to that of Frank Churchill, the son of Mr. Weston in Emma.
Edward had married the multigravid Elizabeth Bridges, who produced eleven children between 1793 and 1808, when she shuffled off this mortal coil, evidently exhausted by her final confinement at age thirty-five. Fanny, her eldest daughter, then age fifteen wrote in her diary on October 10, 1808: “Oh! the miserable events of this day! My mother, my beloved mother torn from us! After eating a hearty dinner, she was taken violently ill and expired (may God have mercy upon us) in 1/2 an hour!!!!”
Cassandra Austen went to Godmersham to stay with the bereaved family. Although Jane Austen seems to have been sympathetic to the plight of the motherless children, she was not responsive to Cassandra’s desire that she come to Godmersham to help the family, since the fifteen-year-old Fanny was too grief-stricken to be of much help. Jane wrote rather coldly that “soon we may hope that our dear Fanny’s sense of duty to that beloved father will rouse her to exertion. For his sake, and as the most acceptable proof of love to the spirit of her departed mother, she will try to be tranquil and resigned.” Of Edward’s eleven children, Fanny was the most important to her aunt Jane Austen, who came to regard her as “almost another sister.”
REVEREND HENRY THOMAS AUSTEN (1771–1850)
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The fourth Austen son, wrote of his sister: “Her voice was extremely sweet. She delivered herself with fluency and precision. Indeed she was formed for elegant and rational society, excelling in conversation as much as in composition.” Henry was Jane’s favorite brother; this has surprised some biographers since he was clearly feckless and in frequent financial difficulty. Intellectual and optimistic (his niece Anna Lefroy said he created “a perpetual sunshine”) he had a career in life that seems to parallel John Donne’s inasmuch as he experienced a worldly youth and then was ordained at age forty-six. Unlike Donne, however, Henry was a bit of a slacker in that he returned home to live off his mother’s largess when he was well into his fifties. Like his eldest brother, James, Henry was Oxford educated. He was the brother most directly responsible for handling the f business transactions involved in publishing his sister’s novels, and after her death he rushed Northanger Abbey and Persuasion to press.
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The handsome Henry Austen, said to be Jane’s favorite brother, after his midlife ordination
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His first wife, Eliza de Feuillide, was a first cousin, the widowed daughter of his aunt Philadelphia Hancock. Ten years older than Henry, Eliza commenced a flirtation with him when he was only sixteen. They were evidently a couple of startlingly attractive appearance. Glamorous and sociable, they moved easily in London’s artistic circles. Eliza’s first husband, Count Jean-François Capot de Feuillide, had been guillotined, and in 1802 Eliza and Henry traveled to France hoping to recover some of the de Feuillide assets. Considering the uneasy relationship between France and England at the time, this was a dangerous venture. Indeed, while they were in France, Napoleon gave orders for all English visitors to be detained. Their dramatic escape anticipates Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities in some senses: Eliza was able to use her fluent French while Henry bundled up and concealed himself as a comatose invalid.
A year after Eliza’s death in 1813 Henry seems to have been out of mourning and flush enough to attend a ball at the ultrafashionable Burlington House in London sponsored by the ultraexclusive White’s Club. In a letter to Cassandra, Jane proclaimed: “Henry at White’s! Oh, what a Henry!” By 1816, however, Henry was bankrupt after several business losses and refashioned himself as a clergyman. In 1820 he married Eleanor Jackson. He wrote a biographical notice of his sister that was appended to the 1817 first publications of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion. Additionally he published several sermons of his own and a series of Lectures upon Some Important Passages in the Book of Genesis. Henry did not leave children.
CASSANDRA ELIZABETH AUSTEN (1772–1845)
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The fifth child was the first daughter of the burgeoning Austen family. Cassandra was undoubtedly the most important person in Jane Austen’s life. Whenever the sisters were separated, they wrote to each other, and virtually all of Austen’s letters that we have were sent to Cassandra. One of the biggest tragedies, perhaps the defining tragedy of Cassandra’s life was the death of her fiancé the Reverend Thomas Fowle in early 1797. Fowle, probably acting as private chaplain to one Lord Craven, had accompanied Craven as colonel of the Buffs to help put down a slave revolt in the West Indies in late 1795. He contracted yellow fever, died, and was buried at sea. Cassandra never again entertained the idea of marriage, perhaps because she could not bear the thought of another loss. In many respects she was “married” to her sister Jane. The sisters shared a bedroom for most of their lives and exchanged lengthy letters whenever they were separated. Cassandra’s sense of humor was not as developed as Jane’s, but she was her sister’s best and closest confidante and friend. Their relationship was undoubtedly similar to that of Jane and Lizzie Bennet in Pride and Prejudice.
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SIR FRANCIS WILLIAM AUSTEN (1774–1865)
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The first of Jane’s two naval brothers eventually became an admiral of the fleet and died much honored at the age of ninety-one. As a young boy he was known as Fly, a tribute to his energy and his love of horse jumping. Just before his twelfth birthday, Frank, evidently the first member of his extended family to go to sea, was registered at the Royal Naval Academy of Portsmouth. Perhaps the fact that the academy offered free tuition and board was an inducement; two of the Austen sons had already gone to Oxford, incurring expense for the family. Frank must have influenced Austen’s depiction of Fanny Price’s adoration of her brother William, who also embarked on a naval career. Years after his sister’s death he wrote: “I do not know whether in the character of Capt. Wentworth the authoress meant in any degree to delineate that of her Brother: perhaps she might—but I rather think parts of Capt. Harville’s were drawn from myself. At least some of his domestic habits, tastes, and occupations bear a strong resemblance to mine.”
In 1806 Frank married Mary Gibson, who bore him eleven children. After her death in 1823 he married Martha Lloyd, a dear family friend who had been living with Jane and Cassandra for many years. Frank was to be a great supporter of his sister, reading and commenting astutely on her novels. He also was very conscientious about preserving her anonymity, whereas Henry, a bit of a blabbermouth, revealed the name of the author of Pride and Prejudice to some members of the public.
In a letter to Eliza Quincy of Boston, Frank remembered his sister:
Of the liveliness of her imagination and playfulness of her fancy, as also of the truthfulness of her description of character and deep knowledge of the human mind, there are sufficient evidence in her works; and it has been a matter of surprise to those who knew her best how she could at a very early age and with apparently limited means of observation, have been capable of nicely discriminating and pourtraying such varieties of the human character as are introduced in her works. . . . [S]he was a most agreeable companion and by the lively sallies of her wit and good-humoured drollery seldom failed of exciting the mirth and hilarity of the party.


JANE AUSTEN (1775–1817)
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CHARLES JOHN AUSTEN (1779–1852)
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The baby of the family was an easygoing child and an affable man. Cassandra and Jane liked to call him “our own particular little brother.” When Charles was twelve, he followed his brother Frank in enlisting in the Royal Naval Academy at Portsmouth. He spent much time overseas, including five years in North America. He was an enthusiastic supporter of Jane’s novels and read Emma three times. In 1807 he married Frances Palmer, who died in childbirth along with the fourth of her daughters. In 1820 he married her older sister, Harriet, with whom he had two children, who lived to adulthood. Charles had many adventures, close calls, and an actual shipwreck in his naval career, which certainly inspired his sister when she celebrated the navy and its officers with such high approbation in Persuasion. He died of cholera in 1852 while on active service in Burma.
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Rear Admiral Charles Austen, Jane’s youngest brother
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Life at the Steventon Rectory
W as the Austen family really as wonderful as they seem and as they testify about one another? Actually it is refreshing to say yes. Even in this modern day of “dysfunctional” families, none of the Austens would have hastened to air any but the cleanest linen in public. Life was lively at the Steventon Rectory. Jane and Cassandra were surrounded by affectionate, animated brothers. To augment the family income, which was always more than a little strained, Reverend Austen took in boarders, whom he crammed for Oxford and Cambridge. These boarders added to the spirited witty and intellectual ambience. The Austens were not wealthy, but their financial resources were sufficient for a clerical family that enjoyed intellectual resources more than flashy materialism. A family member wrote: “The home conversation was rich in shrewd remarks, bright with playfulness and humour.”
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Steventon Rectory, Austen’s birthplace, as drawn by her niece Anna Lefroy
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Home theatricals were particularly popular at Steventon, and James, the eldest brother, was usually in charge of the productions, many of which were more ambitious than the Lovers’ Vows production, aborted in Mansfield Park by the sudden return of Sir Thomas. Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s The Rivals is only one of at least seven full-length plays that the Austens mounted in their dining room at the Steventon Rectory. During her adolescence Jane wrote three short plays designed to amuse her family, as the rest of her juvenilia seems to have been. Her mother, among several other family members, including Cassandra and brother James, was fond of dashing off poetry for all sorts of occasions. When James was at Oxford, he produced, along with the help of his brother Henry, a literary periodical called the Loiterer.
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The Austens had about five hundred volumes in the family library, not at all inconsiderable for the times, and the family enjoyed discussing literature. No wonder Jane soaked up a decent education by listening and then contributing to the family colloquy. She was, by all reports, a happy child, and as a teenager she enjoyed entertaining her family with her satires and parodies. It must have been a satisfyingly heady experience for the young Jane to develop her powers to engage and amuse her parents and older siblings. She early learned the rewards of an “antic disposition” and must have been Steventon’s finest “stand-up comedian.” Her early success as an entertainer may explain why she later was so guarded about her serious writing, concealing it whenever anyone approached her room. She may have felt diffident about her ambitions to find a larger audience.
Her siblings’ support provided Austen with an atmosphere in which she could exercise her genius. That she was unvexed by boorish brothers or surly sisters certainly helped her focus on forwarding her career.

JANE AUSTEN’S MOTHER ON ANIMAL HUSBANDRY
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I have got a nice dairy fitted up, and am now worth a bull and six cows, and you would laugh to see them, for they are not much bigger than jack-asses—and here I have got jackies and ducks and chickens. . . .In short, you must come, and, like Hezekiah I will show you all my riches.
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—LETTER FROM JANE AUSTEN’S MOTHER TO HER SISTER-IN-LAW, MRS. WALTER
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The Family Appearance
U nfortunately there is only one drawing of Jane Austen’s face in existence. In that sketch, wrought by Cassandra, Jane looks thin-lipped, prissy, dour, impatient, almost defiant. But there is ample testimony that it does not do her justice; Jane’s niece Anna Lefroy called it “hideously unlike.” The Reverend Fowle said she was “Pretty—certainly pretty—bright and a good deal of colour in her face—like a doll—no, that would not give at all the idea, for she had so much expression—she was like a child—quite a child, very lively and full of humour—most amiable—most beloved.” Mrs. Beckford, a friend and distant cousin via a convoluted chain, wrote: “I remember her as a tall thin spare person, with very high cheekbones, great colour, sparkling eyes not large but joyous and intelligent.” Mary Russell Mitford noted that her mother said that Jane Austen was “the prettiest, silliest, most affected, husband-hunting butterfly.” Jane’s extravagant cousin Eliza de Feuillide asserted that Jane and Cassandra were “perfect Beauties & of course gain ‘hearts by dozens.’ ”
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In his Memoir of Jane Austen, James Edward Austen-Leigh, her nephew, describes her appearance: “In person she was very attractive; her figure was rather tall and slender, her step light and firm, and her whole appearance expressive of health and animation. In complexion she was a clear brunette with a rich colour; she had full round cheeks, with mouth and nose well formed, light hazel eyes, and brown hair forming natural curls close round her face.”
Austen’s niece Anna Lefroy was perhaps the most observant:
As to my Aunt’s personal appearance, hers was the first face that I remember thinking pretty, not that I used that word to myself, but I know I looked at her with admiration— Her face was rather round than long—she had a bright, but not a pink colour—a clear brown complexion and very good hazle [sic] eyes—She was not, I beleive [sic], an absolute beauty, but before she left Steventon she was established as a very pretty girl. . . . I believe my two Aunts were not accounted very good dressers, and they were thought to have taken to the garb of middle age unnecessarily soon.


“CACOETHESSCRIBENDI”:
THE INCURABLE ITCH TO WRITE
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Biographers of Austen have delighted in the evidence of her earliest childhood scrawls. Although not numerous, they are telling indeed. Jan Fergus, in her Literary Life of Jane Austen, reveals that what are apparently Austen’s earliest written words to have survived appear in one of her childhood books, the French Fables Choisis. A firm adult hand has inscribed “Miss Jane Austen, 5th Dec. 1783” (eleven days before Austen’s eighth birthday). Austen wrote her own name as well and two telling sentences. “I wish I had done” begins with a tidy, compact cursive, and each word gets larger, sloppier, as if to dramatize frustration and growing impatience. The second sentence—“Mothers angry fathers gone out”—is written in a small, elegant cursive. Fergus thinks that the latter sentence reveals that Austen, as a keen observer of the human panoply, wanted to note and preserve her “slyly humorous” observations quite early in life. Whether Father went out because Mother was angry or Mother was angry because Father had gone out is irrelevant; what matters, Fergus suggests, is that while most children would just scrawl their own names in books, Austen writes a miniature narrative; her five words tell a story.
At some point the young Jane boldly inscribed for herself not one but three imaginary marriages in the Steventon parish register. Still preserved in the Hampshire Record Office in her childish script is the record of Jane’s hypothetical husbands:
the banns of marriage between Henry Frederic Howard Fitzwilliam of London and Jane Austen of Steventon
 
Edmund Arthur William Mortimer of Liverpool and Jane Austen of Steventon were married in this church
 
This marriage was solemnized between us, Jack Smith & Jane Smith late Austen, in the presence of Jack Smith, Jane Smith


Three husbands and three styles of announcing the marriages! The names are familiar. Fitzwilliam is, of course, the first name of Darcy, the elegant hero of Pride and Prejudice and Austen’s grandest, wealthiest hero. The prefix “Fitz” often denotes that somewhere in the bloodline is an illegitimate offspring of a monarch. This cosmopolitan bridegroom is from London. From Liverpool, a city hardly as modish as London, comes Edmund Arthur William Mortimer. Although a self-avowed “partial, prejudiced and ignorant” historian, Austen would have been familiar with Edmund Mortimer, Earl of March and brother-in-law to Hotspur, from Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part I. Mortimer’s planned share of England is “from Trent and Severn,” and the Trent River does not run far from Liverpool. Edmund Mortimer would have appealed to Austen’s romantic sensibility. Although he cannot speak Welsh, the only language of his wife, Glendower’s daughter, he is sweetly uxorious. In a very pretty love scene he proclaims:
I understand thy kisses, and thou mine,
And that’s a feeling disputation.
But I will never be a truant, love,
Till I have learn’d thy language; for thy tongue
Makes Welsh as sweet as ditties highly penn’d,
Sung by a fair queen in a summer’s bower,
With ravishing division, to her lute. [III, i, 204–10]


Finally there is Jack Smith, whose name anticipates Sir Walter’s tirade against “one of the five thousand Mr Smiths whose names are to be met with every where.” No guests, or witnesses, attend Austen’s imagined marriage to Jack Smith. Austen’s trio of potential husbands ranges from the very nearly royal to the ordinary Jack Smith, an indication of how wide-ranging her imagination was even as a child.
[image: [image]]
The Abbey School
B oth Cassandra and Jane Austen preferred to study at home, but they also had about five years of formal schooling. In the spring of 1783 the girls, aged ten and seven, were first sent to be tutored by Mrs. Cawley at Oxford. James Austen was still at Oxford, and he acted as a tour guide, taking his sisters through “dismal chapels, dusty libraries, and greasy halls.” Later in 1783 Mrs. Cawley took her charges to Southampton, where they all caught a “putrid fever.” Jane Cooper, the girls’ cousin, wrote to her parents, and her mother came to rescue the girls. Unfortunately Mrs. Cooper herself contracted the fever and died. This “putrid fever” was probably diphtheria, although it may have been typhoid fever. There is no more exact medical diagnosis in any of the Austen family memoirs. Several months after their daughters’ brush with death, the Austens decided to send Cassandra to the Abbey School in Reading. Jane refused to be separated from her sister and insisted that she too wanted to attend this romantic-sounding academy in spite of her unfortunate memories of Mrs. Cawley’s school. The Austens managed to pull together the money, and both girls were enrolled in the summer of 1785. They were now aged twelve and nine.
[image: [image]]
The Abbey School was well established and known throughout southern England as a place where the daughters of the gentry could obtain enough education—but not so much that they would become prodigies. The headmistress was Mrs. La Tournelle, née Sarah Hackitt, a woman in her sixties. She could not speak any French at all and was a corpulent woman who sported a cork leg (the mystery of when and how she lost her original fleshly leg must have fascinated Jane) who loved to gossip about theaters, actors, ghosts, and the supernatural. She was like a character out of Dickens. Studies were not exacting at the Abbey School, and Mrs. La Tournelle allowed the girls to spend the afternoons as they pleased. David Nokes writes: “Mrs. La Tournelle was entirely lacking in even the most rudimentary of learned qualifications . . . what she lacked in scholarly skills, she made up for by the cultivation of solemn mysteries. Her little wainscotted parlour was done out as a private shrine” with “chenille” weeping willows and tombs as the major decorative theme, very appropriate to her sense of high melodrama. Mrs. La Tournelle ordered dinner and made tea and regaled the girls with anecdotes. The little formal instruction offered by the Abbey School consisted of a curriculum intended to reinforce the skills of young ladies. After morning prayers, led by Mrs. La Tournelle, the girls studied French, drawing, dancing, music, needlework, writing, and spelling, the last of which was given short shrift by Jane. Afternoons were free, given up to girlish hilarity. No
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