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“Tales of Wonder!”: a contemporary satire on horror novel reading.

[From Works of James Gillray (London, 1849), Figure 514]
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1. The house in this painting, called Oriel Lodge, was built in the early nineteenth century in Gothic Revival style, as indicated by, among other things, the pointed arches and heavy stone walls that were features of medieval Gothic buildings. Gothic Revival style began in the late eighteenth century and became increasingly popular; it reflected the same fascination with the Middle Ages that spurred the tremendous popularity of Gothic horror novels, which were usually set in actual medieval buildings. Catherine, the heroine of Northanger Abbey, is a devoted reader of these novels, and her naïve belief that the horrors they depict are a normal part of life lead her into a series of embarrassing delusions when she visits Northanger Abbey.

2. Villas such as Oriel Lodge were usually built in or near towns and, while elegant and highly adorned, were not as large as grand country houses such as Northanger Abbey (in this case, the picture shows most of the house’s front). Catherine’s friend Isabella at one point fantasizes about living in a villa near Richmond, a highly affluent suburb of London. Oriel Lodge is in Cheltenham, a popular spa town of the time; much of the novel is set in the even more popular spa town of Bath. Cheltenham also happens to be in Gloucestershire, the same county in which the fictional Northanger Abbey lies.

3. The turrets and castellated roof seen on this house were basic elements of medieval castles, created for practical purposes of defense, though here, as in other Gothic Revival buildings, they are purely decorative. They are also prominent features of an imitation medieval structure of the eighteenth century, Blaise Castle, that figures in an important episode in the novel. The prospect of visiting Blaise Castle, which Catherine is told is a genuine medieval edifice, tempts her into committing a serious breach of etiquette.

4. The windows of the house are heavily latticed. This was standard in medieval buildings, since the poor quality of glass at that time precluded larger panes, and Gothic Revival structures often imitate this feature. When she arrives at Northanger Abbey, Catherine is disappointed to discover that its windows, while still Gothic in their external outline, have been modernized, and thus that “every pane was so large, so clear.”
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Literary interpretations: Comments on the techniques and themes of the novel, more than other types of entries, represent the personal views and interpretations of the editor. Such views have been carefully considered, but inevitably they will provoke disagreement among some readers. I can only hope that, even in those cases, the opinions expressed provide useful food for thought.

Differences of meaning: Many words in Jane Austen’s era, like many words now, had multiple meanings. The meaning of a word that is given at any particular place is intended to apply only to the way the word is used there; it does not represent a complete definition of the word in the language of the time. Thus some words are defined differently at different points, while many words are defined only in certain places, since in other places they are used in ways that remain familiar today.

Repetitions: This book has been designed so it can be used as a reference. For this reason many entries refer the reader to other pages where more complete information about a topic exists. This, however, is not practical for definitions of words, so in some cases definitions are repeated at appropriate points.
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Of Jane Austen’s six complete novels, Northanger Abbey was the first to attain its finished form. Appropriately, it is the one that most bears the traces of the author’s early literary experiences and efforts, which emerged out of the circumstances of her childhood. Born on December 16, 1775, in the county of Hampshire in southern England, Jane Austen, like the heroine of Northanger Abbey, was the daughter of a clergyman, George Austen. Her mother, Cassandra Austen Leigh, came from a family consisting mainly of landed gentry, the principal social group depicted in Jane Austen’s novels. The family provided an atmosphere that fostered learning and literature: her father supplemented his income by running a school for boys, several of her brothers tried their hands at literary composition, and Jane received encouragement for her own literary efforts.

These efforts began at thirteen. Initially she produced short, highly comical sketches, often mocking literary works of the day. Some longer pieces from her later adolescence continued in this spirit of satire and parody; others were more serious and reveal the interest in the delineation of character that would mark all her novels. As she matured, she began to draft entire novels. Her first known completed novel was Elinor and Marianne, the initial version of what eventually became Sense and Sensibility; it was probably written in 1795, when she was nineteen. Late in 1796 she began First Impressions, the first version of Pride and Prejudice, which upon completion impressed her family sufficiently that her father sent the manuscript to a publisher. Although First Impressions was rejected, Austen persevered, modifying Elinor and Marianne and composing a third novel, Susan, the original version of Northanger Abbey, which was probably completed in 1799.

This last novel draws heavily on a specific experience in Jane Austen’s life: her time in the popular resort town of Bath. Most of Austen’s childhood had been spent with her parents and her sister, Cassandra, in the town of Steventon, though her existence there was punctuated by periodic travels. Two of those, in 1797 and 1799, were visits of a month or two to Bath. Her familiarity with the city increased further when her father retired from his clerical position and moved there with his wife and daughters in 1801. At some point after her arrival, and with the benefit of greater familiarity with the town, Jane Austen returned to Susan, and in 1803 a revised version was submitted to a publisher, who purchased the rights but never published it. Otherwise all she wrote during her five years in Bath was an unfinished novel called The Watsons. In this period she also rejected, after briefly accepting, her one known offer of marriage.

Eventually, after she and her mother and sister left Bath in 1806, due to the death of Mr. Austen in the preceding year, and then resided in the port city of Southampton, they were able to move in 1809 into a cottage owned by Jane’s brother Edward, in the Hampshire village of Chawton. The quiet of its setting allowed Jane to dedicate herself more fully to writing. She began by revising her first two completed novels from the later 1790s. The result was the publication, in October 1811, of Sense and Sensibility and, in January 1813, of Pride and Prejudice. The first, with an author’s credit that said simply “By a Lady,” enjoyed fairly good sales, and the second experienced even greater success. She followed this with two completely new compositions, Mansfield Park, published in May 1814, and Emma, appearing in December of 1815.

Unfortunately, even as knowledge and appreciation of Austen’s work was growing, her health began to decline during the following year. She still managed to finish the relatively brief Persuasion and to begin another novel, Sanditon. She also had her brother Henry buy back the rights to publish Susan, and she prepared it for possible publication, changing the name of the heroine and book to Catherine, due to the appearance of another novel in the interval named Susan, and affixing a short preface explaining its delay in publication (see this page). However, on July 18, 1817, Austen died. Following this event, Henry arranged for Persuasion and Northanger Abbey—the third and final title of what had been Susan, probably chosen by the publisher—to come out together, along with a brief biographical notice (written by him) that finally revealed her identity to the world.

Northanger Abbey, more than any Austen novel, is the product of the author’s reactions to other works of fiction. Novels had first arisen as a distinct and influential literary genre in the eighteenth century. Extended fictional narratives in prose had existed before, but they were relatively few in number, and they commanded far less interest and respect than long-established genres such as lyric and narrative poetry and drama. What helped change this was a tremendous increase in the number of books published during the eighteenth century in Britain—a process abetted by the nation’s marked growth over the course of the century in population, in rates of literacy, and in standards of living, which gave more people the means to buy books and the leisure to consume them. The spread of circulating libraries in the second half of the century further assisted this process, by allowing large numbers of people, for a modest fee, to borrow rather than buy books. These changes stimulated the market for all types of books, but novels were a particular beneficiary, and by the latter part of the century they were the most common type of leisure reading, with scores of new novels pouring forth from the presses to feed a seemingly insatiable demand.

These new novels departed from earlier prose fiction in substantive ways. Earlier works had tended to be extravagant or fabulous adventures set in remote times and places, involving larger-than-life characters; their narratives were also highly episodic and discursive. In contrast, novels were usually set in the present, and involved characters and incidents one might encounter in ordinary life. In addition, novelists gradually moved toward stories with a single overarching plot, applying to their works the same principle of unity of action that had long held sway in the drama. Discussion of the novel as a literary genre also increased, with commentators debating such questions as the relative merits of Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding, the two most celebrated novelists of the century. At the same time, many people still held the novel in low esteem, an attitude fortified in the last three decades of the century by the absence of any novelists meeting the standards set by Fielding and Richardson, despite their continually expanding numbers.

Jane Austen’s literary education occurred within this context. She, like other members of her family, was an avid reader of novels, and the various letters to her sister in which she praises or criticizes novels suggest that they formed an active topic of discussion within the family. Austen’s interest is further indicated by her youthful writings. Many are partly or wholly parodies of current fiction styles, particularly the popular sentimental novels of the day, which specialized in arousing the feelings of the reader by placing a highly sensitive principal character, often a young woman, in situations of acute distress. Among the absurdities Austen targets in her youthful works are overly perfect protagonists, heroines constantly overcome by their emotions, improbable coincidences and plot devices, and the insertion of asides or background stories having no relationship to the main action. At the same time, she attempted many novels (in embryonic form) of her own, tales in which she sets up the basis for an extended narrative, presents a variety of characters, and explores important moral or psychological issues.

These two approaches or purposes shape Northanger Abbey: it is both a parody of novels and a sustained novel in its own right. The author devotes a sizable portion of the book to mocking many features of contemporary novels, most notably those of the sentimental novel and its offshoot, the Gothic horror tale. But while doing so she replicates the basic story framework of a large swath of these novels, that of an innocent young woman going out into the world and undergoing a series of trials and difficulties. For, in contrast to many commentators of the time, Jane Austen’s antipathy toward the defects and absurdities of the contemporary novel did not lead her to dismiss the genre altogether. Instead, she was determined to demonstrate the great potential of the form, when purged of these defects and guided by a more reasonable set of literary values. This is manifested in Northanger Abbey most sharply when, immediately before the crucial conversation in which the heroine’s foolish friend stokes her infatuation with Gothic horror novels—an infatuation that will later have such a baleful effect—the narrator, in the most sustained authorial intervention in Austen’s oeuvre, defends in principle such discussions of fiction and delivers an eloquent defense of the novel as an art form, complete with fulsome praise of recent efforts by the two leading practitioners of the day, Frances (or Fanny) Burney and Maria Edgeworth. It is as if Austen wishes to ensure that the reader is not misled by the parody to condemn the whole rather than certain egregious parts.

Northanger Abbey’s parody falls into two phases.1 In the first, spanning the first half of the novel, Austen tells the story of the heroine to the frequent accompaniment of brief witty asides contrasting her character, behavior, or experiences with the far more extravagant versions found in other novels, particularly sentimental ones. This method allows the author, in presenting such essential elements of a novel as the heroine’s background and personality, her journey to a new place, her encounter with new acquaintances, and her first feelings of romantic attraction, both to furnish a genuine story that draws the reader into the fate of the heroine and to satirize, through the persistent ordinariness of each of those elements, the extraordinary and often unbelievable heroines and adventures found elsewhere. However, as the first half of the novel proceeds, and as more consequential developments occur, such as Catherine’s growing intimacy with the Tilneys, the Thorpes’ efforts to tempt her into rude behavior, and Isabella’s engagement with James, the parodic element diminishes until, by the end of the first half, it has virtually disappeared.

In the second half, set at Northanger Abbey, Jane Austen turns to a different form of parody. Now the heroine’s inner convictions and emotions become the prime target of mockery, as she comes to believe in the reality of the far-fetched events of Gothic horror fiction, especially those created by the genre’s most popular practitioner, Ann Radcliffe. This form of parody has precedents, most famously Cervantes’s Don Quixote. The most notable in the eighteenth century was The Female Quixote (1752), by Charlotte Lennox. Its heroine, under the spell of a group of fantastical romances of the seventeenth century, falls into a series of ridiculous mishaps through her persistent conviction that the sorts of escapades related there, particularly the constant attempts on young women by violent ravishers, are actually happening to her. Jane Austen indicates her familiarity with Lennox’s novel in a letter, in which she says “the ‘Female Quixotte’ . . . makes our evening amusement; to me a very high one, as I find the work quite equal to what I remembered it” (Jan. 17, 1807). Another precedent can be found in Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s The Rivals (1775), one of the most popular plays of the century (and mentioned in Mansfield Park): its upper-class heroine is so entranced by the illicit elopements found in novels that her lover is forced to disguise himself as an illicit poor suitor in order to win her affection. Jane Austen continued to show her taste for such mockery even in her later years when she declared in a letter that Eaton Barrett’s satirical The Heroine (1813), whose main character falls under the sway of Gothic novels much as Catherine Morland does, “diverted [her] exceedingly” (March 2, 1814). In her final unfinished novel Sanditon, she also creates a foolish character, Sir Edward Denham, “who had read more sentimental novels than agreed with him,” and who, fancying himself the sort of great seducer found in some of those works, aspires to kidnap a young woman he loves and carry her off to Timbuktu.

The switch to this form of parody in Northanger Abbey’s second half furnishes new, and in some respects, superior opportunities for the author. It allows her to focus more closely than before on one specific type of novel, and even to a great degree on one novel, Ann Radcliffe’s most popular work, The Mysteries of Udolpho. More important, it allows Austen to make the parody part of the plot, rather than a commentary on it, by having the heroine’s misguided imaginings about Northanger Abbey lead to foolish actions and speculations, interspersed with developments in which her illusions are dispelled. By this series of events, the author can make her points through pure narration instead of through asides—and as she does, Austen displays great skill in creating the sort of tension and excitement found in the genre she is mocking, though the reader’s knowledge that this is all part of a jest inevitably tempers the suspense.

The Gothic episode does involve a rather abrupt transition to a new plotline and a new tone, as well as a transition in the heroine from someone who takes everything at face value to one who now perceives hidden meanings everywhere. It also means leaving behind most of the characters established in Bath, and much of the superb comedy they provide. But it does continue the process of education and maturation that Catherine had commenced in Bath. Moreover, her heroine’s pursuit of hidden meanings at Northanger links to her earlier literalness because it grows out of her overly literal acceptance of the expectations and categories furnished by Gothic fiction.

For these reasons, any possible awkwardness in the parodic elements of the novel does not detract from the author’s success in conveying the other, more significant throughline of the narrative, the history of Catherine Morland’s entrance into the world. This success starts with the portrayal of Catherine herself, who is so much the center of the novel that there is not a single scene in which she is not present; even the revelation of the crucial exchanges between John Thorpe and General Tilney occurs only in the context of Henry Tilney’s proposal to her. The nineteenth-century novelist Margaret Oliphant opined that “Catherine Morland, with all her enthusiasm and her mistakes, her modest tenderness and right feeling, and the fine instinct which runs through her simplicity, is the most captivating picture of a very young girl which fiction, perhaps, has ever furnished.”2 What makes this picture possible is Jane Austen’s willingness to present the full, unvarnished reality of her heroine’s innocence and eagerness, with no attempt to impute to her any wisdom beyond her years or to disguise her frequent descents into folly. Catherine’s wonder at every new experience, her elation or dejection in the face of every good or bad development, along with her intense hopes and fears regarding what will transpire next, are all vividly before the reader. Other Austen heroines balance such feelings with well-developed, even if sometimes mistaken, ideas for making sense of the world and guiding their behavior; much of the drama therefore lies in the conflict between these ideas and the realities confronted by the heroines. With Catherine, however, we see someone who is just beginning to learn about the world and to formulate ideas and judgments. It is the very process of doing so that constitutes her drama. Hence the simplest incidents, such as looking for a partner at a ball or deciding whether to go on a carriage ride, can become dramatic, since even they present challenges to the untutored heroine—a feature that, in turn, by permitting the author to hew so closely to ordinary experience, also serves her parody of other novels’ departures from that experience.

The potential dangers of having such an innocent heroine are that of making the novel too simple, and of arousing ridicule or contempt rather than sympathy toward the main character. The parody helps to avoid the first danger by providing a complex extra dimension to the novel. As for the second, the author takes pains throughout to balance Catherine’s naïveté with other qualities, including a basic intelligence that enables her, even when not comprehending all that she sees and hears, to respond coherently to what she does discern; a willingness to acknowledge her mistakes and limitations; and, most of all, a moral integrity that makes her always strive to do right and attempt every remedy possible when she finds she has been wrong. Catherine’s guilelessness, in fact, turns out to be a powerful source of both her weaknesses and her strengths.

The novel’s hero is vital to its success as well. Henry Tilney stands out among Austen heroes in several respects. He alone is present throughout the story in the capacity of a romantic interest for the heroine. He alone serves throughout as a powerful and accepted guide for the heroine. Finally, he alone exhibits strongly the qualities of wit and humor that are always such a prominent feature of Austen’s novels (but that she usually assigns to female or secondary male characters). All this makes him a compelling figure in his own right, a particularly valuable asset in a novel that contains only a small cast of characters, and that removes most of them from the stage in the second half. Henry’s personal situation adds to his interest, for he suffers from having a flawed parent that he must respect outwardly even while being aware of his faults; this dilemma, one shared in various respects by the heroines of all other Austen novels, leads to its own complex minor drama, as Henry must struggle, in his conversations with Catherine, over how much to reveal of his awareness of the defects of his father (as well as of his brother).

Henry also serves a number of important functions in the overall structure of the novel. He greatly advances the parody through the elaborate Gothic fantasy he jokingly offers to Catherine, a fantasy that represents the fullest exposition in the novel of the absurdities of the Gothic horror genre and makes her subsequent delusions more plausible. He plays an equally essential part in the all-important process of Catherine’s education, through the various lessons he imparts about human behavior and his exposure of the falseness of her beliefs regarding his mother’s fate. He also frequently elucidates Catherine’s character through his astute commentary on her. This removes some of that burden from the narrator, who in general must assume a heavy role in the exposition, since Catherine’s lack of experience prevents her from serving as the organizing consciousness through whom all events are refracted to nearly the same extent as the heroines of other Austen novels. Moreover, Henry’s wisdom, appreciation of Catherine, and concern for her serve as reassurance that, despite her naïveté and frequent errors, her fate will eventually be a happy one. Finally, the inequality between them created by his role as mentor, which might portend an ultimately incompatible marriage, is balanced by the playful and unsententious manner with which he imparts his lessons, and by the strong respect and admiration he consistently displays for her moral qualities.

The resolution of the story aptly brings together all the above aspects of the novel. It dramatically resurrects the parody elements, which had faded in the few preceding chapters, through a critical plot twist—the brutal ejection of Catherine by Henry’s father—that is a less extreme but real version of her Gothic fantasies. General Tilney reveals himself to be, if not quite a wife-murderer, nonetheless a true villain, one who behaves much like the villains of novels like The Mysteries of Udolpho in luring the heroine to his imposing and relatively isolated residence, manipulating and courting her in pursuit of her supposed fortune, and mistreating her when his mercenary ambition is thwarted (just as earlier John and Isabella Thorpe had performed modified versions of the familiar fictional roles of the brutal seducer and the false friend). The General’s actions force Catherine to experience some of the anguish of Gothic heroines, and to undertake a journey that, while not nearly as frightening or perilous as theirs, still represents a lonely and humiliating ordeal for an inexperienced girl of seventeen. Even the concluding elements that right Catherine’s fate—Henry’s brave defiance of his father in defense of love and principle and the unexpected accession to title and fortune of Eleanor’s suitor—replicate common plot twists of Gothic and sentimental fiction. Using these tropes may undermine some of Austen’s earlier parody of such fiction (something she implicitly acknowledges by humorously and almost apologetically introducing the deus ex machina of Eleanor’s lover), but it also suggests the real-world relevance of the issues and situations presented in that fiction, and thereby furthers the rationale for devoting so much of the novel to them.

Most importantly, the final scenes of Northanger Abbey shed a new light on the hero and heroine. Catherine and Henry’s conversation in Fullerton provides a partial justification for her fantasies regarding the General, as she comes to realize that “in suspecting General Tilney of either murdering or shutting up his wife, she had scarcely sinned against his character, or magnified his cruelty.” Her suspicions now appear not simply as absurd delusions that risk forfeiting the reader’s sympathy, but as the partly understandable mistakes of a girl who, confronting an imposing and far more sophisticated older man who disguises a brutal nature beneath a veneer of extravagant courtesy and flattery, tries to make sense of the discomfort and fear he arouses by resorting to categories of malevolence she has imbibed from fiction rather than ones from real life (of which she has little experience). The revelation of the General’s wickedness also alters her position in relation to the hero. Although earlier he had indignantly refuted Catherine’s Gothic fantasy, Henry had also admitted that his mother suffered from his father’s temper (a suffering that would be made more acute by the weak social and legal position of a wife in this period). Now it appears that, even with his knowledge of his father’s faults, he had underestimated the lengths to which the latter might go. Thus the episode undermines the slightly self-satisfied and condescending manner Henry has adopted at times toward Catherine—especially when he, in confessing the full extent of his father’s baseness, must undergo a humiliating penance before her, one that serves as a counterpart to her penance before him in confessing her delusions regarding his mother’s death.

The result is an ending that unites the hero and heroine in a relationship of greater equality than before. In this respect, as well as in its exploration of human characters and its many instances of sparkling humor, the novel points toward Jane Austen’s more mature fiction. She would never again use outright parody to make her points, but the enduring themes she explores here would reappear, and in Catherine she creates the first of her principal characters about whom readers, even centuries later, care deeply.


1 The rest of this introduction will include plot spoilers, for those not familiar with the novel.

2 Margaret Oliphant, The Literary History of England in the End of the Eighteenth and Beginning of the Nineteenth Century (1882).




Advertisement, by the Authoress
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This little work was finished in the year 1803, and intended for immediate publication. It was disposed of to a bookseller, it was even advertised, and why the business proceeded no farther, the author has never been able to learn.1 That any bookseller should think it worth while to purchase what he did not think it worth while to publish seems extraordinary.2 But with this, neither the author nor the public have any other concern than as some observation is necessary upon those parts of the work which thirteen years have made comparatively obsolete. The public are entreated to bear in mind that thirteen years have passed since it was finished, many more since it was begun, and that during that period, places,3 manners, books,4 and opinions have undergone considerable changes.


VOLUME ONE

Chapter One

No one who had ever seen Catherine Morland in her infancy, would have supposed her born to be an heroine.1 Her situation in life, the character of her father and mother, her own person and disposition,2 were all equally against her. Her father was a clergyman, without being neglected, or poor, and a very respectable man,3 though his name was Richard4—and he had never been handsome. He had a considerable independence,5 besides two good livings6—and he was not in the least addicted to locking up his daughters.7 Her mother was a woman of useful plain sense, with a good temper,8 and, what is more remarkable, with a good constitution. She had three sons before Catherine was born; and instead of dying in bringing the latter into the world, as any body might expect, she still lived on—lived to have six children more—to see them growing up around her, and to enjoy excellent health herself.9 A family of ten children will be always called a fine family, where there are heads and arms and legs enough for the number; but the Morlands had little other right to the word, for they were in general very plain, and Catherine, for many years of her life, as plain as any. She had a thin awkward figure,10 a sallow skin without colour, dark lank hair, and strong features;—so much for her person;11—and not less unpropitious for heroism seemed her mind.12 She was fond of all boys’ plays, and greatly preferred cricket13 not merely to dolls, but to the more heroic enjoyments of infancy, nursing a dormouse,14 feeding a canary-bird,15 or watering a rose-bush. Indeed she had no taste for a garden; and if she gathered flowers at all, it was chiefly for the pleasure of mischief16—at least so it was conjectured from her always preferring those which she was forbidden to take.—Such were her propensities—her abilities were quite as extraordinary. She never could learn or understand any thing before she was taught;17 and sometimes not even then, for she was often inattentive, and occasionally stupid. Her mother was three months in teaching her only to repeat the “Beggar’s Petition”;18 and after all, her next sister, Sally, could say it better than she did. Not that Catherine was always stupid,—by no means; she learnt the fable of “The Hare and many Friends,” as quickly as any girl in England.19 Her mother wished her to learn music; and Catherine was sure she should20 like it, for she was very fond of tinkling the keys of the old forlorn spinnet;21 so, at eight years old she began. She learnt a year, and could not bear it;—and Mrs. Morland, who did not insist on her daughters being accomplished in spite of incapacity or distaste,22 allowed her to leave off. The day which dismissed the music-master was one of the happiest of Catherine’s life.23 Her taste for drawing was not superior;24 though whenever she could obtain the outside of a letter from her mother, or seize upon any other odd piece of paper,25 she did what she could in that way, by drawing houses and trees, hens and chickens,26 all very much like one another.—Writing and accounts she was taught by her father;27 French by her mother:28 her proficiency in either was not remarkable, and she shirked her lessons in both whenever she could. What a strange, unaccountable character!—for with all these symptoms of profligacy at ten years old, she had neither a bad heart nor a bad temper; was seldom stubborn, scarcely ever quarrelsome, and very kind to the little ones, with few interruptions of tyranny; she was moreover noisy and wild, hated confinement and cleanliness, and loved nothing so well in the world as rolling down the green slope at the back of the house.
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A portrait of two girls.

[From The Masterpieces of Lawrence (London, 1913), p. 49]
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A game of cricket.

[From Randall Davies, English Society of the Eighteenth Century in Contemporary Art (London, 1907), p. 72]
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Such was Catherine Morland at ten. At fifteen, appearances were mending; she began to curl her hair and long for balls;29 her complexion improved, her features were softened by plumpness30 and colour, her eyes gained more animation, and her figure more consequence.31 Her love of dirt gave way to an inclination for finery, and she grew clean as she grew smart; she had now the pleasure of sometimes hearing her father and mother remark on her personal improvement. “Catherine grows quite a good-looking girl,—she is almost pretty to-day,” were words which caught her ears now and then; and how welcome were the sounds! To look almost pretty, is an acquisition of higher delight to a girl who has been looking plain the first fifteen years of her life, than a beauty from her cradle can ever receive.
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A girl with a pet bird.

[From R. S. Clouston, Sir Henry Raeburn (London, 1907), p. 9]
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Mrs. Morland was a very good woman, and wished to see her children every thing they ought to be; but her time was so much occupied in lying-in32 and teaching the little ones, that her elder daughters were inevitably left to shift for themselves; and it was not very wonderful33 that Catherine, who had by nature nothing heroic about her, should prefer cricket, base ball,34 riding on horseback, and running about the country at the age of fourteen, to books—or at least books of information—for, provided that nothing like useful knowledge could be gained from them, provided they were all story and no reflection, she had never any objection to books at all. But from fifteen to seventeen she was in training for a heroine; she read all such works as heroines must read to supply their memories with those quotations which are so serviceable and so soothing in the vicissitudes of their eventful lives.35
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A girl with a bird.

[From George Williamson, George Morland: His Life and Works (London, 1907), p. 96]
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From Pope, she learnt to censure those who


“bear about the mockery of woe.”36



From Gray, that


“Many a flower is born to blush unseen,

“And waste its fragrance on the desert air.”37



From Thompson, that


——“It is a delightful task

“To teach the young idea how to shoot.”38
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“A Girl Sketching.”

[From Sir Walter Armstrong, Sir Henry Raeburn (London, 1901), p. 54]
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And from Shakespeare she gained a great store of information39—amongst the rest, that


——“Trifles light as air,

“Are, to the jealous, confirmation strong,

“As proofs of Holy Writ.”40



That


“The poor beetle, which we tread upon,

“In corporal sufferance feels a pang as great

“As when a giant dies.”41



And that a young woman in love always looks


——“like Patience on a monument

“Smiling at Grief.”42




[image: ]

A young woman with curled hair.

[From The Masterpieces of Lawrence (London, 1913), p. 52]
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So far her improvement was sufficient—and in many other points she came on exceedingly well; for though she could not write sonnets, she brought herself to read them; and though there seemed no chance of her throwing a whole party into raptures by a prelude on the pianoforte,43 of her own composition,44 she could listen to other people’s performance with very little fatigue. Her greatest deficiency was in the pencil45—she had no notion of drawing—not enough even to attempt a sketch of her lover’s profile, that she might be detected in the design.46 There she fell miserably short of the true heroic height. At present she did not know her own poverty, for she had no lover to portray. She had reached the age of seventeen, without having seen one amiable47 youth who could call forth her sensibility;48 without having inspired one real passion, and without having excited even any admiration but what was very moderate and very transient. This was strange indeed! But strange things may be generally accounted for if their cause be fairly searched out. There was not one lord in the neighbourhood; no—not even a baronet.49 There was not one family among their acquaintance who had reared and supported a boy accidentally found at their door50—not one young man whose origin was unknown. Her father had no ward,51 and the squire of the parish no children.52
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A lord, or peer, in ceremonial robes.

[From William Alexander, Picturesque Representations of the Dress & Manners of the English (1813), Plate 6]
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But when a young lady is to be a heroine, the perverseness of forty surrounding families cannot prevent her. Something must and will happen to throw a hero in her way.

Mr. Allen, who owned the chief53 of the property about Fullerton, the village in Wiltshire where the Morlands lived,54 was ordered to Bath for the benefit of a gouty constitution;55—and his lady, a good-humoured woman, fond of Miss Morland, and probably aware that if adventures will not befall a young lady in her own village, she must seek them abroad,56 invited her to go with them. Mr. and Mrs. Morland were all compliance, and Catherine all happiness.57
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A map of Bath from 1801.

[From Emma Austen-Leigh, Jane Austen and Bath (London, 1939), frontispiece]
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A man with gout.

[From Joseph Grego, Rowlandson the Caricaturist, Vol. I (London, 1880), p. 157]
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Chapter Two

In addition to what has been already said of Catherine Morland’s personal and mental endowments, when about to be launched into all the difficulties and dangers of a six weeks’ residence in Bath,1 it may be stated, for the reader’s more certain information, lest the following pages should otherwise fail of giving any idea of what her character is meant to be; that her heart was affectionate, her disposition cheerful and open, without conceit or affectation of any kind—her manners2 just removed from the awkwardness and shyness of a girl; her person pleasing, and, when in good looks, pretty—and her mind about as ignorant and uninformed as the female mind at seventeen usually is.3

When the hour of departure drew near, the maternal anxiety of Mrs. Morland will be naturally supposed to be most severe. A thousand alarming presentiments of evil to her beloved Catherine from this terrific4 separation must oppress5 her heart with sadness,6 and drown her in tears for the last day or two of their being together; and advice of the most important and applicable nature must of course flow from her wise lips in their parting conference in her closet.7 Cautions against the violence of such noblemen and baronets as delight in forcing young ladies away to some remote farmhouse, must, at such a moment, relieve the fullness of her heart.8 Who would not think so? But Mrs. Morland knew so little of lords and baronets, that she entertained no notion of their general mischievousness, and was wholly unsuspicious of danger to her daughter from their machinations. Her cautions were confined to the following points. “I beg, Catherine, you will always wrap yourself up very warm about the throat, when you come from the Rooms at night;9 and I wish you would try to keep some account of the money you spend;—I will give you this little book on purpose.”
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The discomforts of travel.

[From Ralph Straus, Carriages and Coaches (London, 1912), p. 216]
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Sally, or rather Sarah, (for what young lady of common gentility will reach the age of sixteen without altering her name as far as she can?)10 must from situation be at this time the intimate friend and confidante of her sister. It is remarkable, however, that she neither insisted on Catherine’s writing by every post,11 nor exacted her promise of transmitting the character of every new acquaintance, nor a detail of every interesting conversation that Bath might produce.12 Every thing indeed relative to this important journey was done, on the part of the Morlands, with a degree of moderation and composure, which seemed rather consistent with the common feelings of common life, than with the refined susceptibilities, the tender emotions which the first separation of a heroine from her family ought always to excite. Her father, instead of giving her an unlimited order on his banker, or even putting an hundred pounds bank-bill into her hands,13 gave her only ten guineas,14 and promised her more when she wanted15 it.
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A mail coach.

[From William Pyne, Costume of Great Britain (London, 1804; 1989 reprint), Plate LIV]
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Under these unpromising auspices, the parting took place, and the journey began. It was performed with suitable quietness and uneventful safety. Neither robbers nor tempests befriended them,16 nor one lucky overturn to introduce them to the hero.17 Nothing more alarming occurred than a fear on Mrs. Allen’s side, of having once left her clogs behind her at an inn,18 and that fortunately proved to be groundless.
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The Bank of England.

[From Fiona St. Aubyn, Ackermann’s Illustrated London, illustrations by Augustus Pugin and Thomas Rowlandson (Ware, 1985), p. 105]

[List of Illustrations]



They arrived at Bath. Catherine was all eager delight;—her eyes were here, there, every where, as they approached its fine and striking environs, and afterwards drove through those streets which conducted them to the hotel.19 She was come to be happy, and she felt happy already.

They were soon settled in comfortable lodgings in Pulteney-street.20

It is now expedient to give some description of Mrs. Allen, that the reader may be able to judge, in what manner her actions will hereafter tend to promote the general distress of the work, and how she will, probably, contribute to reduce poor Catherine to all the desperate wretchedness of which a last volume is capable21—whether by her imprudence, vulgarity, or jealousy—whether by intercepting her letters,22 ruining her character,23 or turning her out of doors.24


[image: ]

Pulteney Street.

[From Mowbray Aston Green, The Eighteenth Century Architecture of Bath (Bath, 1904), p. 192]
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Mrs. Allen was one of that numerous class of females, whose society can raise no other emotion than surprise at there being any men in the world who could like them well enough to marry them. She had neither beauty, genius,25 accomplishment, nor manner.26 The air of a gentlewoman, a great deal of quiet, inactive good temper, and a trifling turn of mind, were all that could account for her being the choice of a sensible, intelligent man, like Mr. Allen.27 In one respect she was admirably fitted to introduce a young lady into public, being as fond of going every where and seeing every thing herself as any young lady could be. Dress was her passion. She had a most harmless delight in being fine,28 and our heroine’s entrée into life could not take place till after three or four days had been spent in learning what was mostly worn, and her chaperon was provided with a dress29 of the newest fashion.30 Catherine too made some purchases herself, and when all these matters were arranged, the important evening came which was to usher her into the Upper Rooms.31 Her hair was cut and dressed by the best hand, her clothes put on with care, and both Mrs. Allen and her maid declared she looked quite as she should do.32 With such encouragement, Catherine hoped at least to pass uncensured through the crowd. As for admiration, it was always very welcome when it came, but she did not depend on it.
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A man being robbed by highwaymen.

[From William Combe, The Tour of Doctor Syntax in Search of the Picturesque (London, 1817; 1903 reprint), p. 12]
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Mrs. Allen was so long in dressing, that they did not enter the ball-room till late.33 The season was full,34 the room crowded, and the two ladies squeezed in as well as they could. As for Mr. Allen, he repaired directly35 to the card-room,36 and left them to enjoy a mob by themselves. With more care for the safety of her new gown than for the comfort of her protegée, Mrs. Allen made her way through the throng of men by the door, as swiftly as the necessary caution would allow; Catherine, however, kept close at her side, and linked her arm too firmly within her friend’s to be torn asunder by any common effort of a struggling assembly. But to her utter amazement she found that to proceed along the room was by no means the way to disengage themselves from the crowd; it seemed rather to increase as they went on, whereas she had imagined that when once fairly within the door, they should easily find seats and be able to watch the dances with perfect convenience. But this was far from being the case, and though by unwearied diligence they gained even the top of the room, their situation was just the same; they saw nothing of the dancers but the high feathers of some of the ladies.37 Still they moved on—something better was yet in view; and by a continued exertion of strength and ingenuity they found themselves at last in the passage behind the highest bench.38 Here there was something less of crowd than below; and hence Miss Morland had a comprehensive view of all the company beneath her, and of all the dangers of her late39 passage through them. It was a splendid sight, and she began, for the first time that evening, to feel herself at a ball: she longed to dance, but she had not an acquaintance in the room. Mrs. Allen did all that she could do in such a case by saying very placidly, every now and then, “I wish you could dance, my dear,—I wish you could get a partner.” For some time her young friend felt obliged to her for these wishes; but they were repeated so often, and proved so totally ineffectual, that Catherine grew tired at last, and would thank her no more.

They were not long able, however, to enjoy the repose of the eminence they had so laboriously gained.—Every body was shortly in motion for tea,40 and they must squeeze out like the rest. Catherine began to feel something of disappointment—she was tired of being continually pressed against by people, the generality of whose faces possessed nothing to interest, and with all of whom she was so wholly unacquainted, that she could not relieve the irksomeness of imprisonment by the exchange of a syllable with any of her fellow captives; and when at last arrived in the tea-room,41 she felt yet more the awkwardness of having no party to join, no acquaintance to claim, no gentleman to assist them.—They saw nothing of Mr. Allen; and after looking about them in vain for a more eligible42 situation,43 were obliged to sit down at the end of a table, at which a large party were already placed, without having any thing to do there, or any body to speak to, except each other.
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A contemporary satire of the fashion for high feathers.

[From Works of James Gillray (London, 1849), Figure 404]
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Mrs. Allen congratulated herself, as soon as they were seated, on having preserved her gown from injury. “It would have been very shocking to have it torn,” said she, “would not it?—It is such a delicate muslin.44—For my part I have not seen any thing I like so well in the whole room, I assure you.”

“How uncomfortable it is,” whispered Catherine, “not to have a single acquaintance here!”

“Yes, my dear,” replied Mrs. Allen, with perfect serenity, “it is very uncomfortable indeed.”

“What shall we do?—The gentlemen and ladies at this table look as if they wondered why we came here—we seem forcing ourselves into their party.”

“Aye, so we do.—That is very disagreeable. I wish we had a large acquaintance here.”

“I wish we had any;—it would be somebody to go to.”

“Very true, my dear; and if we knew anybody we would join them directly. The Skinners were here last year—I wish they were here now.”

“Had not we better go away as it is?—Here are no tea things for us, you see.”45

“No more there are, indeed.46—How very provoking! But I think we had better sit still, for one gets so tumbled in such a crowd! How is my head, my dear?—Somebody gave me a push that has hurt it I am afraid.”47

“No, indeed, it looks very nice.—But, dear Mrs. Allen, are you sure there is nobody you know in all this multitude of people? I think you must know somebody.”

“I don’t upon my word—I wish I did. I wish I had a large acquaintance here with all my heart, and then I should get you a partner.—I should be so glad to have you dance. There goes a strange-looking woman! What an odd gown she has got on!—How old fashioned it is! Look at the back.”

After some time they received an offer of tea from one of their neighbours; it was thankfully accepted, and this introduced a light48 conversation with the gentleman who offered it, which was the only time that any body spoke to them during the evening, till they were discovered and joined by Mr. Allen when the dance was over.

“Well, Miss Morland,” said he, directly, “I hope you have had an agreeable ball.”

“Very agreeable indeed,” she replied, vainly endeavouring to hide a great yawn.

“I wish she had been able to dance,” said his wife, “I wish we could have got a partner for her.—I have been saying how glad I should be if the Skinners were here this winter instead of last; or if the Parrys had come, as they talked of once, she might have danced with George Parry. I am so sorry she has not had a partner!”

“We shall do better another evening I hope,” was Mr. Allen’s consolation.

The company began to disperse when the dancing was over—enough to leave space for the remainder to walk about in some comfort; and now was the time for a heroine, who had not yet played a very distinguished part in the events of the evening, to be noticed and admired. Every five minutes, by removing some of the crowd, gave greater openings for her charms. She was now seen by many young men who had not been near her before. Not one, however, started with rapturous wonder on beholding her, no whisper of eager inquiry ran round the room, nor was she once called a divinity by any body.49 Yet Catherine was in very good looks, and had the company only seen her three years before, they would now have thought her exceedingly handsome.50

She was looked at however, and with some admiration; for, in her own hearing, two gentlemen pronounced her to be a pretty girl. Such words had their due effect; she immediately thought the evening pleasanter than she had found it before—her humble vanity was contented—she felt more obliged to the two young men for this simple praise than a true quality heroine would have been for fifteen sonnets in celebration of her charms, and went to her chair in good humour with every body,51 and perfectly satisfied with her share of public attention.


[image: ]

A Bath chair, with another example of an extravagant headdress (both it and the umbrella covering it are exaggerations).

[From Works of James Gillray (London, 1849), Figure 414]
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Chapter Three

Every morning now brought its regular duties;1—shops were to be visited;2 some new part of the town to be looked at; and the Pump-room to be attended, where they paraded up and down for an hour, looking at every body and speaking to no one.3 The wish of a numerous acquaintance in Bath was still uppermost with Mrs. Allen, and she repeated it after every fresh proof, which every morning brought, of her knowing nobody at all.

They made their appearance in the Lower Rooms;4 and here fortune was more favourable to our heroine. The master of the ceremonies introduced to her a very gentlemanlike young man as a partner;5—his name was Tilney. He seemed to be about four or five and twenty, was rather tall, had a pleasing countenance, a very intelligent and lively eye, and, if not quite handsome, was very near it. His address6 was good, and Catherine felt herself in high luck. There was little leisure for speaking while they danced; but when they were seated at tea, she found him as agreeable as she had already given him credit for being. He talked with fluency and spirit—and there was an archness and pleasantry in his manner which interested, though it was hardly understood by her. After chatting some time on such matters as naturally arose from the objects around them, he suddenly addressed her with—“I have hitherto been very remiss, madam, in the proper attentions of a partner here; I have not yet asked you how long you have been in Bath; whether you were ever here before; whether you have been at the Upper Rooms, the theatre, and the concert;7 and how you like the place altogether. I have been very negligent—but are you now at leisure to satisfy me in these particulars? If you are I will begin directly.”
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The Pump Room, when Princess Caroline came to drink the waters. A Bath chair is in the center: passengers were sometimes conveyed inside in the chairs.

[From Mowbray Aston Green, The Eighteenth Century Architecture of Bath (Bath, 1904), p. 203]
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The Bath Master of Ceremonies introducing two people.

[From Joseph Grego, Rowlandson the Caricaturist, Vol. I (London, 1880), p. 326]
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“You need not give yourself that trouble, sir.”

“No trouble I assure you, madam.” Then forming his features into a set smile, and affectedly softening his voice, he added, with a simpering air, “Have you been long in Bath, madam?”

“About a week, sir,” replied Catherine, trying not to laugh.

“Really!” with affected astonishment.

“Why should you be surprised, sir?”

“Why, indeed!” said he, in his natural tone—“but some emotion must appear to be raised8 by your reply, and surprise is more easily assumed, and not less reasonable than any other.—Now let us go on. Were you never here before, madam?”9

“Never, sir.”

“Indeed! Have you yet honoured the Upper Rooms?”

“Yes, sir, I was there last Monday.”

“Have you been to the theatre?”

“Yes, sir, I was at the play on Tuesday.”

“To the concert?”

“Yes, sir, on Wednesday.”10

“And are you altogether pleased with Bath?”

“Yes—I like it very well.”

“Now I must give one smirk, and then we may be rational again.”

Catherine turned away her head, not knowing whether she might venture to laugh.

“I see what you think of me,” said he gravely—“I shall make but a poor figure in your journal to-morrow.”

“My journal!”

“Yes, I know exactly what you will say: Friday, went to the Lower Rooms; wore my sprigged muslin robe with blue trimmings11—plain black shoes12—appeared to much advantage; but was strangely harassed by a queer, half-witted man, who would make me dance with him, and distressed me by his nonsense.”

“Indeed I shall say no such thing.”

“Shall I tell you what you ought to say?”

“If you please.”

“I danced with a very agreeable young man, introduced by Mr. King;13 had a great deal of conversation with him—seems a most extraordinary genius—hope I may know more of him. That, madam, is what I wish you to say.”

“But, perhaps, I keep no journal.”

“Perhaps you are not sitting in this room, and I am not sitting by you. These are points in which a doubt is equally possible. Not keep a journal! How are your absent cousins to understand the tenor of your life in Bath without one? How are the civilities and compliments of every day to be related as they ought to be, unless noted down every evening in a journal? How are your various dresses to be remembered, and the particular state of your complexion, and curl of your hair to be described in all their diversities, without having constant recourse to a journal?—My dear madam, I am not so ignorant of young ladies’ ways as you wish to believe me; it is this delightful habit of journalizing which largely contributes to form the easy14 style of writing for which ladies are so generally celebrated. Every body allows that the talent of writing agreeable letters is peculiarly15 female. Nature may have done something, but I am sure it must be essentially assisted by the practice of keeping a journal.”16

“I have sometimes thought,” said Catherine, doubtingly, “whether ladies do write so much better letters than gentlemen! That is—I should not think the superiority was always on our side.”

“As far as I have had opportunity of judging, it appears to me that the usual style of letter-writing among women is faultless, except in three particulars.”

“And what are they?”

“A general deficiency of subject, a total inattention to stops,17 and a very frequent ignorance of grammar.”

“Upon my word! I need not have been afraid of disclaiming the compliment. You do not think too highly of us in that way.”

“I should no more lay it down as a general rule that women write better letters than men, than that they sing better duets, or draw better landscapes.18 In every power,19 of which taste is the foundation,20 excellence is pretty fairly divided between the sexes.”

They were interrupted by Mrs. Allen:—“My dear Catherine,” said she, “do take this pin out of my sleeve; I am afraid it has torn a hole already;21 I shall be quite sorry if it has, for this is a favourite gown, though it cost but nine shillings a yard.”22

“That is exactly what I should have guessed it, madam,” said Mr. Tilney, looking at the muslin.

“Do you understand muslins, sir?”

“Particularly well; I always buy my own cravats, and am allowed to be an excellent judge,23 and my sister has often trusted me in the choice of a gown.24 I bought one for her the other day, and it was pronounced to be a prodigious bargain by every lady who saw it. I gave but five shillings a yard for it, and a true Indian muslin.”25

Mrs. Allen was quite struck by his genius.26 “Men commonly take so little notice of those things,” said she: “I can never get Mr. Allen to know one of my gowns from another. You must be a great comfort to your sister, sir.”

“I hope I am, madam.”

“And pray, sir, what do you think of Miss Morland’s gown?”
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A London clothing store; the customers would select from strips of cloth, which could be unfurled from the rolls at the top of the store.

[From The Repository of arts, literature, fashions, manufactures, &c, Vol. I (1809), p. 187]
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“It is very pretty, madam,” said he, gravely examining it; “but I do not think it will wash well; I am afraid it will fray.”27

“How can you,” said Catherine, laughing, “be so—” she had almost said, strange.

“I am quite of your opinion, sir,” replied Mrs. Allen; “and so I told Miss Morland when she bought it.”

“But then you know, madam, muslin always turns to some account or other;28 Miss Morland will get enough out of it for a handkerchief, or a cap, or a cloak.29—Muslin can never be said to be wasted. I have heard my sister say so forty times, when she has been extravagant in buying more than she wanted, or careless in cutting it to pieces.”30

“Bath is a charming place, sir; there are so many good shops here.—We are sadly off in the country; not but what we have very good shops in Salisbury,31 but it is so far to go;—eight miles is a long way; Mr. Allen says it is nine, measured nine;32 but I am sure it cannot be more than eight; and it is such a fag33—I come back tired to death. Now here one can step out of doors and get a thing in five minutes.”


[image: ]

Women in caps; the cap on the left is muslin.

[From Elisabeth McClellan, Historic Dress in America, 1800–1870 (Philadelphia, 1910), p. 59 and p. 67]
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