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    JANE AUSTEN


    ENGLISH NOVELIST


    
      	Born in Steventon in 1775.


      	Died in Winchester in 1817.


      	Notable works:


      	Pride and Prejudice (1813), novel


      	Northanger Abbey (1818), novel


      	Persuasion (1818), novel

    


    Jane Austen was born in Hampshire in 1775, the daughter of an Anglican rector. Although the Austens had a modest income, Jane and her siblings were encouraged to read widely. She wrote her first spoof novella, Love and Freindship (1790) – misspelling deliberate – when she was just 14. Jane apparently read excerpts of the work aloud to her family, developing a writing style characterised by social observation and wit.


    In 1801, Jane moved from Hampshire to Bath with her parents and sister Cassandra. Their life in the city was cut short, however, when her father died in 1805. Jane, her mother and Cassandra finally settled in the village of Chawton, where Jane wrote her most famous novels: Sense and Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion. In 1816, at the age of 41, she became ill and died the following year, possibly of Addison’s disease. She continued to write until the very end and is buried in Winchester Cathedral.

  


  
    MANSFIELD PARK


    A STUDY OF FAMILIAL DUTY


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Austen, J. (2011) Mansfield Park. London: Penguin.


      	1st edition: 1814


      	Themes: class, family, marriage, propriety, slavery, acting, the home

    


    Mansfield Park was written immediately after Pride and Prejudice. Considering the novels’ proximity, readers may wonder at the difference between the two: while Pride and Prejudice is an homage to wit, Mansfield Park reveals the dark side of charisma, using Fanny Price as a foil to the glamorous Crawfords, whose clever conversation endangers those around them.


    Of all Austen’s novels, Mansfield Park arguably has the largest scope. The atmosphere of Mansfield Park itself – at once both stately and claustrophobic – is offset by the references to Antigua and the episode set in raucous Portsmouth. The undertones of the slave trade add a political dimension that invites us to read the novel through a lens of power, control and freedom.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    FANNY ARRIVES AT MANSFIELD


    The novel opens with the marriage of a young woman, Miss Maria Ward, to the wealthy Sir Thomas Bertram of Mansfield Park. The marriage is much discussed in the community, as Sir Bertram is socially superior to the Wards. Maria has two sisters, neither of whom make so advantageous a match: one marries a man named Reverend Norris, and the other, Frances, fares even worse – she marries a sailor, Mr Price, who is injured at sea and returns home a drunk. While Mr and Mrs Norris live near the Bertrams, the Prices are cast out as a familial embarrassment and live in Portsmouth. Mrs Price has no contact with her family for many years, until – pregnant with her ninth child – she writes a letter begging her wealthier sister for help.


    Sir Thomas and Lady Bertram decide to send for the eldest Price daughter, nine-year-old Fanny, to live at Mansfield Park. The couple assumes Mrs Norris will be happy to have Fanny as a companion, but Mrs Norris – who is stingy and ungenerous – insists the child will disturb her sick husband. When Fanny arrives, she is introduced to the four Bertram children: 17-year-old Tom, 16-year-old Edmund, 13-year-old Maria and 12-year-old Julia. She is scared of Sir Thomas and wary of her cousins, who largely disparage her for her lack of musical talent and inability to speak French.


    Fanny does not adapt well to life at Mansfield. One day, Edmund discovers her in tears. He comforts her, bringing her paper so that she can write to her beloved older brother, William. From that moment, Edmund and Fanny become close friends. Although Maria and Julia are still dismissive, and Mrs Norris cruel, the rest of the family warms to Fanny. Sir Thomas decides to help William and helps him join the Navy. Five years later, Reverend Norris – who has long been ill – dies and his position as parish clergyman is handed down to Edmund. However, Edmund is not yet of age. Until he can take up the position, a man named Dr Grant and his wife move into the rectory. As Mrs Norris is now alone, the Bertrams again expect her to invite Fanny to live with her. To Fanny’s relief, Mrs Norris insists that she is too poor and old to bring Fanny into society.


    Another year passes, and Sir Thomas departs for Antigua in order to look after a plantation he holds on the island. He expects to be away some time. Though he regrets leaving his three youngest children, particularly his daughters, he takes Tom – who is in serious debt – with him in an attempt to straighten him out. Unbeknownst to Sir Thomas, his daughters are delighted that he is leaving; they believe his strict parenting gets in the way of their own pursuits. Fanny is not sorry to see him go either, but her sense of gratitude causes her pain and she “grieve[s] because she [cannot] grieve” for his absence (p.31).


    SIR THOMAS’S ABSENCE


    With his father and older brother gone, Edmund takes over as head of the family. He notices that Fanny spends most of her time indoors, looking after his mother, and buys her a horse so she may go riding. Tom returns from Antigua without Sir Thomas; he explains that business is not going well, and he will be abroad much longer than expected. When Maria becomes engaged to the very rich, but stupid, Mr Rushworth, Sir Thomas sends his consent from Antigua.


    Not long after Fanny turns 18, Dr Grant and Mrs Grant receive some visitors: Henry and Mary Crawford, Mrs Grant’s siblings. Henry is not handsome, but he is the heir to a large estate, and his quick conversation and expert flirting soon attract both Julia and Maria. Mary is dainty, beautiful and talented. She is very charming and takes an immediate fancy to Tom, who will inherit Mansfield Park. Henry, on the other hand, spurns marriage – but Mrs Grant hopes that he will shortly change his mind and propose to Julia. Henry himself prefers Maria, despite – or rather, because of – her engagement to Mr Rushworth. The Bertrams and Crawfords quickly become close friends, though Henry and Mary find Fanny somewhat mysterious; they assume she is simply not ‘out’ in society yet, during a conversation in which it becomes apparent that none of the Bertrams has considered Fanny’s being ‘out’ or not.


    Tom soon leaves Mansfield again, this time to visit his wayward friends. Mary is disappointed, expecting Edmund – as the younger brother – to offer her no attraction. However, as they become better acquainted, they grow fond of each other. When Mary tells Edmund of the difficulty she has encountered getting her harp delivered to the Grants’ house (it is nearly harvest time, and she does not understand the social faux pas she has committed by expecting farmers to lend her a cart), Edmund notices her impropriety but finds himself falling in love with her. He discusses her with Fanny the next day; although he is pleased to find Fanny has also noticed Mary’s flaws, he remains besotted with her.


    Fanny herself is troubled by the blossoming friendship between Edmund and Mary. She has been in love with Edmund for years and is threatened by Mary’s beauty and alarmed at her loose speech. Edmund offers Mary the use of the horse which he bought for Fanny; soon she is riding it every day, leaving Fanny trapped with Lady Bertram and Mrs Norris. Eventually, Edmund discovers that Fanny has become ill after spending a day running errands in the hot sun for her aunts. He is angry with himself for neglecting Fanny through his attentions to Mary, and is determined to make things up to her. His opportunity comes when the party arranges a trip to Sotherton, the estate of Mr Rushworth. Because there is not enough room for everyone in the carriages, Mrs Norris insists that Fanny stay at Mansfield to look after Lady Bertram. Edmund challenges her, claiming that he will stay at home so that Fanny can go. Eventually, Mrs Grant offers to stay with Lady Bertram, and Edmund and Fanny are both permitted to join the outing.


    The journey is fraught with tension. Julia and Maria, despite the latter’s engagement, are fighting for Henry’s affection, and when he picks Julia to sit beside him as he drives the carriage, Maria is angry. She comforts herself by bragging about Sotherton, which will be her home once she is married. Fanny has rarely left Mansfield since joining the household and is delighted merely by looking out of the carriage window. When the party arrives, they are given a tour of the estate by Mr Rushworth’s mother. Fanny is surprised to discover that the chapel is a small and plain room. She voices her surprise to Edmund, sparking a debate between Edmund and Mary Crawford about the priesthood. Mary, unaware that Edmund intends to become a clergyman, is disparaging of the profession and claims that “in those days [when the chapel was first built], I fancy parsons were very inferior even to what they are now” (p.82). She is embarrassed when Julia later remarks that it is a shame Edmund has not yet taken orders, otherwise he could marry Maria and Mr Rushworth that moment.


    The group goes for a walk around the grounds: Maria, Henry and Mr Rushworth form one party, while Fanny, Edmund and Mary form a second. Julia is left with Mrs Norris and Mrs Rushworth. Fanny is largely left out of Edmund and Mary’s conversation and when she grows tired, she is left by herself as the pair explores further. She is soon joined by Maria, Henry and Mr Rushworth. They try to go through a gate to reach the rest of the park, but the gate is locked. Mr Rushworth is persuaded to rush back to the house and fetch the key. While he is gone, Maria and Henry pass through the railings and go off alone, despite Fanny’s warnings. Julia arrives, furious to discover her sister is alone with Henry. She follows them. Finally, Mr Rushworth returns. He is upset that the rest of the party has gone off without him and quizzes Fanny about Henry, clearly suspicious of his behaviour.


    Shortly after the trip to Sotherton, the Bertrams receive a letter from Sir Thomas, informing them that he will return home in November. Maria, keenly aware that her father’s return will prompt her marriage to Rushworth, hopes he will be delayed. Mary is also dreading Sir Thomas’s reappearance, as it means Edmund will take his priestly orders. She teases him at a party one evening, describing Dr Grant – who is also a clergyman – as “an indolent selfish Bon vivant, who must have his palate consulted in every thing” (p.104). Fanny is appalled at Mary’s ingratitude towards Dr Grant.


    LOVERS’ VOWS


    Tom soon returns to Mansfield again. Mary finds him repellent and the contrast between the Bertram brothers cements her preference for Edmund. Tom brings a friend with him, Mr Yates, who proves himself to be selfish and improper; he talks of a play in which he had been acting before coming to Mansfield, regretting the fact that the performance had never taken place – the host’s grandmother had died before rehearsals ended. Tom is excited by the story and suggests they put on a play at Mansfield Park. Edmund and Fanny are strongly opposed, believing the theatricals will open up the family to gossip and scorn. Heedless to their concerns, Tom begins to construct a theatre in Sir Thomas’s private rooms.


    The group eventually chooses to perform Lovers’ Vows, a play written by Elizabeth Inchbald in 1798. (It proved popular but was controversial thanks to its themes of illegitimacy and seduction). Julia is furious when Henry picks Maria to act the part of Agatha, his love interest. She correctly sees this as confirmation that he prefers her sister and refuses to have anything more to do with the play. There are eventually just two parts left to cast: Anhalt, a clergyman who marries Mary’s character, Amelia, and a small female role. Tom asks Fanny to take this part; when she refuses, Mrs Norris attacks her, claiming “I shall think her a very obstinate, ungrateful girl […] – very ungrateful indeed, considering who and what she is” (p.137).


    Upset, Fanny seeks refuge in the old nursery. Edmund arrives to ask for her advice. Despite his earlier protestations, he has decided to accept the role of Anhalt after all – for if he does not, Tom will recruit an outsider to play the part. Fanny is appalled and believes Mary has led Edmund astray. Meanwhile, as rehearsals get underway, it becomes apparent to everyone that Henry and Maria are attracted to each other. Fanny is pained watching Edmund and Mary together. Finally, the night of the dress rehearsal arrives – but proceedings are soon brought to a halt when Sir Thomas arrives home unexpectedly. As Edmund and Fanny anticipated, he is disapproving of the amateur theatricals and hastens Yates’s departure. Fanny is surprised by the warmth with which her uncle greets her. Mrs Norris is displeased and attempts to get his good opinion for herself, telling Sir Thomas that she has looked after the family in his absence and secured Maria’s engagement. Sir Thomas merely rebukes her for allowing the play to take place.


    ONE WEDDING AND A PROPOSAL


    Soon, Henry leaves for Bath, much to Maria’s disappointment; she expected him to declare his love for her before departing. Her father has become concerned by her engagement to Rushworth, who is obviously an idiot and not particularly well-liked by Maria. He offers to break off the engagement on his daughter’s behalf – but Maria, embittered by Henry’s neglect and eager to spite him, tells Sir Thomas that she does want to marry Rushworth. The wedding takes place quickly, and the couple, accompanied by Julia, leaves for Brighton.


    With Maria and Julia gone, Fanny and Mary


    

    

    

    

    

    

    RESOLUTION
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