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NORTHANGER ABBEY

JANE AUSTEN was born on 16 December 1775 at Steventon, near Basingstoke, the seventh child of the rector of the parish. She lived with her family at Steventon until they moved to Bath when her father retired in 1801. After his death in 1805, she moved around with her mother; in 1809, they settled in Chawton, near Alton, Hampshire. Here she remained, except for a few visits to London, until in May 1817 she moved to Winchester to be near her doctor. There she died on 18 July 1817.

Jane Austen was extremely modest about her own genius, describing her work to her nephew, Edward, as ‘the little bit (two Inches wide) of Ivory, on which I work with so fine a Brush, as produces little effect after much labour’. As a girl she wrote stories, including burlesques of popular romances. Her works were published only after much revision, four novels being published in her lifetime. These are Sense and Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice (1813), Mansfield Park (1814) and Emma (1815). Two other novels, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, were published posthumously in 1817 with a biographical notice by her brother, Henry Austen, the first formal announcement of her authorship. Persuasion was written in a race against failing health in 1815–16. She also left two earlier compositions, a short epistolary novel, Lady Susan, and an unfinished novel, The Watsons. At the time of her death, she was working on a new novel, Sanditon, a fragmentary draft of which survives.
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Chronology

1775 Jane Austen born on 16 December, the second daughter and seventh child of the Revd George Austen and his wife, Cassandra Leigh. Her father was rector of the village of Steventon in Hampshire. The family was well-connected although not rich. Two of her brothers entered the navy and one of them rose to the rank of Admiral of the Fleet.

1776 American Declaration of Independence.

1778 Frances Burney published Evelina.

1785–6 Austen, with her sister Cassandra, attended the Abbey School, Reading.

1787 Austen started to write the short, parodic pieces of fiction known as her Juvenilia.

1789 French Revolution broke out.

1792 Mary Wollstonecraft published A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.

1793 Britain at war with revolutionary France.

1794 Ann Radcliffe published The Mysteries of Udolpho.

1795 Austen wrote ‘Elinor and Marianne’, a first version of Sense and Sensibility.

1796 Rise of Napoleon Bonaparte in France.

1796–7 Austen wrote ‘First Impressions’, a first version of Pride and Prejudice.

1797 ‘First Impressions’ offered to a publisher, who refused it.

1798–9 ‘Susan’, an early version of Northanger Abbey, written.

1801 Austen’s father retired and the family moved to Bath.

1802 Austen accepted a proposal of marriage from Harris Bigg-Wither, but changed her mind the following day.
In France Napoleon appointed Consul for life.

1803 ‘Susan’ sold for £10 to the publisher Crosby, who did not publish it.

1804 Austen wrote unfinished novel, ‘TheWatsons’.
Napoleon crowned Emperor.

1805 Austen’s father died. Battle of Trafalgar.

1806 Austen moved with her mother and sister to Southampton.

1809 Austen moved with her mother and sister to a house in the village of Chawton in Hampshire, owned by her brother Edward, which was her home for the rest of her life.

1811 Sense and Sensibility published.
Illness of King George III caused the Prince of Wales to be appointed Prince Regent.

1813 Pride and Prejudice published.

1814 Mansfield Park published.

1815 (December) Emma published (dated 1816) and dedicated at his request to the Prince Regent.
Wellington and Blücher defeat French at the Battle of Waterloo, bringing to an end the Napoleonic Wars.

1816 Austen’s health started to deteriorate; she finished Persuasion. ‘Susan’ bought back from Crosby. Walter Scott reviewed Emma flatteringly in the Quarterly Review.

1817 (January–March) Austen at work on ‘Sandiston’. She died on 18 July in Winchester, where she had gone for medical attention, and was buried in Winchester Cathedral. (December) Her brother Henry oversaw the publication of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion (dated 1818), with a biographical notice of the writer.




The Novels of Jane Austen

The texts of Austen’s novels in the Penguin Edition are based on the first editions and have been edited afresh. The texts of four of the novels are necessarily based on the first edition: in the case of Pride and Prejudice Austen sold the copyright to the publisher of the first edition and was not involved with the preparation of the two further editions in her lifetime; Emma did not reach a second edition in Britain in Austen’s lifetime; and Northanger Abbey and Persuasion were published posthumously. Sense and Sensibility and Mansfield Park, however, both appeared in second editions in which Austen took some part. Hitherto all reprints of these novels have been based on the second editions. The Penguin Edition returns to the first-edition texts of both novels, and includes a list of the substantive variants between the two editions so that readers can see clearly for the first time the alterations made between the first and second editions.

The editors have worked from copies of the first editions kindly supplied by the Bodleian Library, Oxford. The editorial policy is one of minimum intervention: no attempt has been made to modernize spelling or punctuation, or to render spellings consistent so long as the variant spellings were acceptable in the period. Where any of these might cause difficulty to the modern reader the editor has offered help and explanation in a note.

The editors have emended the text in the following circumstances: errors in spelling and punctuation have been corrected. Where, after all allowance has been made for historical usage, the text seems faulty the editors have cautiously emended it. They have been assisted by the fact that there is a tradition of Austen scholarship. The first edition of Austen’s novels to examine the texts thoroughly was The Novels of Jane Austen, edited by R. W. Chapman, 5 vols (Clarendon, 1923). This pioneering edition was itself revised in later reprints, and all recent editions have been either based on Chapman’s text or acknowledge debts to it. The editors of the Penguin Edition have edited Austen’s texts anew from the first editions, but in making decisions about obscurities and cruxes they have borne in mind the work of previous commentators on the Austen texts. The greatest of these is R. W. Chapman, but there have been others, including critics and general readers who have from time to time queried passages in Austen’s texts and suggested emendations. Where the Penguin editors are indebted to a previous scholar for a particular emendation they acknowledge it, and where a crux has provoked controversy they indicate it in a brief note. All corrections to the text other than any which are purely typographical are recorded in the “Emendations to the Text’.

Austen’s novels originally appeared in three volumes (with the exception of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, which appeared together in four volumes). To make the original volume arrangements visible in a one-volume format the Penguin Edition has headlines at the top of each page so that in any opening the headline on the left will give the volume and chapter number in the first edition and the headline on the right will give the chapter number in a continuously numbered sequence.

The bibliographical basis of the Penguin Edition is David Gilson’s Bibliography of Jane Austen (Clarendon, 1982), to which the edition is happy to acknowledge its debt.

Claire Lamont




Introduction

WRITING, 1798–1817

Northanger Abbey was the first of Austen’s novels to be completed for publication, though she had previously made a start on Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice. According to Cassandra Austen’s Memorandum, ‘Susan’ (as it was first called) ‘was written about the years [17]98 & 99’. Austen at that time was twenty-three or twenty-four, and still lived in her childhood home, the Rectory in the small village of Steventon, Hampshire.1

The greater part of the novel is set in the resort city of Bath, which Jane Austen visited in November 1797, when she stayed with a wealthy aunt and uncle, the Leigh-Perrots, and May 1799, when she stayed at Queen Square with her wealthiest brother, Edward (Austen) Knight. She moved there to live with her parents in 1801, at 4 Sidney Place, following her father’s handing over of Steventon Rectory to his curate, his eldest son James. Her experience of the tourist’s and visitor’s Bath visibly enriches the first twenty of the novel’s thirty chapters, which are set in the public rooms, the nearby streets and the walks and drives within easy reach. (See map, pp. 236–7.)

Jane Austen’s Advertisement, written in 1816 to precede what became Northanger Abbey, says it was ‘finished in 1803, and intended for immediate publication’, wording which indicates that some work at least was done on the manuscript at the last moment. In the spring of 1803 the London firm of Benjamin Crosby and Co. paid ten pounds for the novel to an employee of Austen’s brother Henry; they advertised it for publication, but failed to publish it, without explaining why. Six years later Jane Austen, writing under the pseudonym of Mrs Ashton Dennis, wrote Crosby a tough letter asking for an explanation, and offering another copy of the novel if the first was lost; she threatened that if he did not cooperate she would approach another publisher. Crosby’s son Richard replied that in such a case the firm would take legal proceedings against the rival publisher. The best he would offer was to return the manuscript ‘for the same as we paid for it’.2

By now Austen had been through two years of financial uncertainty and wandering, following the death of her father in 1805. In 1809 she was settling into her last home, with her mother and sister: a small, pleasant village house belonging to her brother Edward Knight in the Hampshire village of Chawton, close to the small town of Alton, and at a fork of main roads linking London to Winchester and Portsmouth. In spite of her first disappointing experience of publishers, Austen was at last in a position to contemplate novel-writing in earnest: hence, presumably, the attempt to publish or recover ‘Susan’. But in fact she did not pay to retrieve the manuscript at this time; instead she wrote Sense and Sensibility (1811) and then Pride and Prejudice (1813). It was not until she had published Emma in December 1815 that, again employing Henry, she bought back ‘Susan’, and then, in 1816, took steps that showed she meant to publish it. All that we know of these for certain is that she implemented a change in her heroine’s name, and consequently a change of title, to Catherine, and that she wrote her brief Advertisement.

From the autumn of 1816 Austen became seriously ill with the kidney disease that led to her death on 18 July 1817. On 13 March 1817 she wrote to her niece Fanny Knight, ‘Miss Catherine is put on the Shelve for the present, and I do not know that she will ever come out.’ Retitled Northanger Abbey, and preceded by a significant, influential Notice by her brother Henry, the novel was brought out posthumously in late December 1817 (given as 1818 on the title-page), as the first two of a four-volume set with Persuasion. Neither novel had undergone the author’s final revision; nor, obviously, had she seen proofs.

Austen had all along kept her own copy of ‘Susan’, as she shows in her letter of 1809, when she offers Crosby a second copy. She could have worked on it at any time after 1803, but would hardly have wanted to while Crosby owned the copyright. Buying back the manuscript was a legal necessity but also a needless expense, in her years of real poverty after her father’s death, and indeed until the success of her other novels made her confident of finding a publisher for her first venture. But if these are fairly cogent reasons why she probably did not revise it before the beginning of 1816, did she ever find the time and inclination after that?

Almost alone among Austen’s established critics, Brian Southam has made the case that she did make substantial changes, probably in 1816, after she finished Persuasion in July. He points to the well-developed satirical portrait of General Tilney as a consumer, which he thinks shares concerns general to the postwar period from 1816. Among Jane Austen’s other works, the closest thematically is in Southam’s view the fragment Sanditon, on which she worked January–March 1817.3 Yet we know that Austen was already seriously ill that autumn. Moreover, a case can also be made for the fashionableness of consumerism as a theme, in fiction as well as general social commentary, both before 1800, and in 1809. It was surely the very fact that parts of the novel continued to touch a fashionable nerve that led to Austen’s renewed interest at different points of her career – only to discover, equally inevitably, that other parts had dated. While not stating that the novel she now offers is identical with the one submitted as ‘Susan’ in 1803, Austen’s Advertisement of 1816 confesses that she has not updated it in a way that apparently she, as well as many of her readers, might have thought desirable, so that its representation of society would have seemed fully current. (She had after all just sketched, in Persuasion, a very different portrait of fashionable Bath, one where the wealthy and titled entertain one another in private.) If she was unable to make those practical, and commercial, changes, is there any reason to suppose she made improvements of a more subtle literary kind?

Most of Austen’s critics and editors in fact take a view opposed to Southam’s, that relatively little new work was done on Northanger Abbey after 1803. Most of them believe that it contains very few references to public events, though that is certainly a view that needs revising. Another proposition seems to hold much better; references that can be dated belong to the period pre-1803. James King, the real-life master of ceremonies of the Lower Rooms, who in vol. I, chapter iii, introduces Henry Tilney to Catherine, moved to the Upper Rooms in 1805. The riots in St George’s Fields of which Eleanor Tilney thinks when, on the walk to Beechen Cliff, Catherine speaks of horrid news from London, appear to be a reference to the worst disturbances in the metropolis in living memory, the Gordon riots of 1780. Sir Benjamin Thompson, Count von Rumford (1753–1814), made his name in 1796 as inventor of the state-of-the-art ‘stove’, actually an efficient fireplace, which General Tilney has recently installed in his drawing-room. Rumford’s long article on how to make an economical, heat-projecting but smokeless fireplace appears in vol. I of his Essays Political, Economic and Philosophical (London, Cadell, 1796), but the more extensive modifications to the cooking facilities in General Tilney’s kitchen depend on an essay, ‘The Management of Fire and the Economy of Fuel’ (3rd edition, 1797, vol. II, pp. 1–196).

The promotion of the Rumford stove is as public and more datable (because unique) than any riot. It is also more typical of Northanger Abbey, where external events tend to be media events: Austen consciously refers to knowledge she assumes she shares with readers because it has been well covered in recent newspapers and reviews. Northanger Abbey also has far more literary allusions of a more bookish kind than any other Austen novel, and the dates of the works cited are powerful evidence for the case that Northanger Abbey is essentially a work of the late 1790s. Apart from two references to works by Edgeworth of 1800 and 1801, each certain allusion to another text dates before 1800. The Gothic novels listed by Isabella at Bath (I, iii) as being currently the rage belong to the years 1794–9. The novels most closely used in the text (i.e., those Austen had presumably read) include a number of works of the 1780s, some even earlier. The three Gothic novels which are virtually quoted, all by Ann Radcliffe, were published between 1790 and 1794. Other leading cultural themes – the picturesque, gardening, estate management, the modernization of ancient buildings – are equally characteristic of the 1790s, and will perhaps appear specific to that decade, when some of the detail is more closely examined.

‘NORTHANGER ABBEY’ AND BOOKS:
 1. THE WORLD OF ROMANCE

If critics have toyed with complicated theories of revisions, insertions, the possible merger of two parodies (of Bath novels and of Gothic novels), it is because they suspect the book does not hang together as it stands. While leading nineteenth-century admirers of Austen mostly warmed to Northanger Abbey, their successors often complain it moves jerkily between the social comedy of the Bath scenes and the Gothic burlesque of the shorter sequence at Northanger Abbey. Or they protest that burlesque has no place in a novel elsewhere trying to be naturalistic. By being in patches self-consciously literary, or so the consensus runs, Northanger Abbey belongs with the juvenilia Austen wrote in her precocious adolescence in the early 1790s, rather than with the sustained naturalistic masterpieces generated in her maturity, Mansfield Park, Emma and Persuasion.

Like Fanny Price of Mansfield Park, Catherine Morland of Northanger Abbey is first described as a child. The changing coherence of Fanny’s thoughts, as she enters the adult world for the first time, is one of the remarkable technical feats of Austen’s later, maturer writing. It takes Catherine almost the length of the novel to grow up, a fact signalled by her discontinuous, rather unreflective inner life. Again, comparison with Emma and with Anne Elliot of Persuasion (heroines decidedly grown up when we first meet them) can make Northanger Abbey itself seem immature, like its heroine. But criticism of Austen’s six novels has dwelt too narrowly on the heroines, as if each one functions comparably as the vessel of the reader’s consciousness and a reliable guide to the novel’s world. Such a notion bears hardest on Northanger Abbey, in many respects the most individual of the six.

Any critical tendency which denigrates the Mozartian elegance and élan of Pride and Prejudice ought to seem suspect. Northanger Abbey, playful, youthful and warm, is nearer than the others to Pride and Prejudice in its reliance on dialogue, but it is odder, more experimental, far more challenging in respect of their medium, the novel. It is, in fact, time to acknowledge Northanger Abbey for what it is: an ambitious, innovative piece of work, quizzically intellectual about fiction itself.

Austen’s training as a writer was first a training as a reader, as one of seven children brought up in the country by parents who enjoyed acting and reading aloud. Novel-reading was not for the Austens a private activity, but social and communal; the occasion for reader participation, commentary, contested interpretation. Northanger Abbey, so carefully grounded as a story in its heroine’s parsonage childhood, is also quintessentially concerned with novel-reading, and other reading too, of serious non-fiction, guidebooks, even newspapers (Bath had three, all weeklies). Just as Austen’s characters have different reading prehistories, so do her readers. But she anticipates that we come with a considerable fund of common knowledge, as we embark on this most social and referential of her novels.

What is the experiment being conducted here? Austen plays a game, with her reader as a partner: you must be a novel-reader to play, or you will not pick up the clues; you must be a general reader to score well. For all its good humour, Northanger Abbey can be disconcerting, since from its first paragraph it moves to characterize the naïve romantic private reader as a beginner; it flatters and shames her into becoming more ambitious. In this educative process Catherine the heroine shows the way. Foregrounding her unusual contract with us, Austen launches on the novel byway of a quick checklist of the fictional conventions she supposes us used to: heroines’ exceptional beauty; the difficulties they are likely to meet; the failures of the standard guardian figures, parents, chaperones, and marriageable men. While reading Northanger Abbey we must bear in mind the many books and stories we have read before.

The result eventually is an anatomy of the heroine-centered, woman-targeted novel of the day, in some of its variant forms. Northanger Abbey is uniquely self-conscious among Austen’s novels about what it is, a popular mode of representing the world. Its self-consciousness makes it a true performance of the sophisticated 1790s, the decade when the words ‘ideology’ and ‘ideologue’ were coined, and words such as ‘discourse’ and ‘culture’ took on their modern meanings. It also anticipates our own fin de siècle fascination with endlessly remaking what has been made before.

The so-called romantic revolution was preoccupied with genre: it took its name from its revival of an old genre, used to challenge or oust more recent ones. Romance, ballad, and sonnet, all of them archaic forms, reappeared in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, at the expense of the forms neoclassical taste had privileged, epic, tragedy, satire and history. Within the novel, an impulse towards a dizzy proliferation of plots, or the fragmentation of plot, was more apparent throughout the century than any move to conform to classical unities. Pleasure in many plots, or in the playful frustration of the plot, competed with an opposite tendency, to tell a simple powerful story out of a common stock of folkloric or mythic stories. Towards the close of the century, a sub-genre which purported to revive old stories and beliefs established itself as the Gothic novel; a sophisticated format, based on the conversation, or the Socratic philosophical dialogue, enjoyed intellectual prestige but for obvious reasons never became equally popular.4 Both traditions are used in Northanger Abbey, that compulsive reflector of novels as they are.

The thinking fiction reader of 1800 was likely to know the classic eighteenth-century defence of the novel, Johnson’s celebrated discussion in The Rambler (no. 4). Austen must have warmed to its eloquent praise of the manner of Richardson and his followers (but not Fielding) for their accurate observation of character, naturalistic mixing of virtues and weaknesses, and moral, educative intention. ‘The purpose of these writings is not only to show mankind, but to … teach the means of avoiding the snares which are laid by Treachery for Innocence.’ But in one typically robust paragraph Johnson has fun at the expense of ignorant novel-readers; it is equally Austenian slyly to pick out a paragraph potentially so embarrassing to herself and the like-minded circle she addresses. This has surely been a starting-point for Austen’s plot and for the character of a heroine who is herself an avid reader. ‘These books are written’, says Johnson,


chiefly to the young, the ignorant, and the idle, to whom they serve as lectures of conduct, and introductions into life. They are the entertainment of minds unfurnished with ideas, and therefore easily susceptible of impressions; not fixed by principles, and therefore easily following the current of fancy; not informed by experience, and consequently open to every false suggestion and partial account.5



Sure enough, Catherine somewhere exhibits each of these defects. To a sophisticated reader of novels and about novels, she plays the archetypal simple reader, a hostile caricature of oneself. In much the same way, she acts like the giddy girls rebuked in another Rambler essay, no. 97, which was apparently contributed by Richardson (and which Austen herself cites as Richardson’s, in a rare footnote she supplies in I, iii). Catherine does just what she should not, by falling in love with her man without waiting for him to make the first move, and neglecting domestic business ‘for routs, drums, balls, assemblies, and such like markets for women’.6 But if Catherine can at moments even seem so foolish that we distance ourselves from her, this state of affairs rarely lasts long. Even Johnson would probably have felt that her honest, unwavering attraction to Henry, and her equally honest pleasure in (most) balls and assemblies, make this warm, spontaneous character one of the admirable people actually recommended in Rambler no. 4 as the best and most moral of all examples to set before impressionable readers.

Fifteen years after Johnson’s death, his severity about the potential danger of romance was being sturdily challenged, by proponents of what was by 1799 the high tide of an overwhelming romance revival. After ThomasWarton’s History of English Literature to 1603 (1774–81) and Clara Reeve’s philosophical dialogue The Progress of Romance (1785), the reputation of the novel became enhanced by its claim of descent from medieval and classical romance, and thus a history going back to the Greeks. Reeve’s argument peters out disappointingly, but as set up it makes the rousing feminist case that women have their own ancient literary genres, implying women’s presence from the outset, as creators and audience, in cultural traditions based on primitive pre-literate forms.

Joanna Baillie, in her sixty-page Introductory Discourse to her Plays on the Passions (1798), and William Godwin, in a long-unpublished essay, ‘Of History and Romance’ (c. 1797), follow Reeve in capitalizing on the association of both romance and novel with women writers and readers, rather than apologizing for it. They argue that epic and formal history are, by contrast, the superseded genres of archaic, militaristic cultures. The modern reader is typically a domesticated person – and thus, it is hinted, a woman. She will prefer historical novels, centred on people, to the history of external events (Godwin), and domestic drama, based on the passions generated by personal relationships, to high tragedy or epic (Baillie).7 To use the generic word preferred by Reeve, Godwin and Baillie, the modern age is seeing the return of romance, but in a sophisticated rather than a regressive form, for which writers of both sexes may take credit.

Not that Catherine, resistant to most books, knows anything of that current debate. Walking with the Tilneys round Beechen Cliff (I, xiv), she makes engagingly teenage complaints against the tedium of history. Yet Catherine unaware becomes a participant in the still-running philosophical dialogue instigated by Reeve and carried on in the later 1790s in prestigious reviews, articles and books.

The conversation at Beechen Cliff reads very differently, then, according to who is reading. Austen challenges us to pick up her text’s play of allusion; anyone who does not, but reads the scene at the level of the beginner Catherine, has lost a layer of ironic comedy, and a key cross-reference to current claims for women’s place in culture as readers and creators of genres of their own. If that case goes by default, it becomes natural to assume, as most critics do, that Henry prevails over Catherine in the Beechen Cliff conversation – merely because he champions ‘grown-up’ history. On the contrary: the first round goes to Eleanor, Catherine’s knowledgeable ally, for defending the use of fiction (that is of invented speeches and trains of thought) by some older historians. This is a more skilled, informed debating point than Austen’s mock-solemn defence of the novel in I, v, and it catches Henry where he is vulnerable – for he has already conceded ground to fictional history at its most extravagantly fictitious, by acknowledging how much he enjoys the historical novels of Ann Radcliffe.

But though ‘female’ romance scores first, Henry successfully counter-attacks from the masculinist side when the sensible, well-read Eleanor believes she hears Catherine announcing shocking news from London. In fact Catherine is uncritically referring to the latest terrific publications of Minerva Press.8 The muddle created by the women gives Henry the opening he needs as a debater to ridicule Eleanor, while sparing Catherine – and, just as notably, leaving intact the claims of romance. Genres are systems, each with its own rules; a reader has to take responsibility for knowing which genre she is in. The mistake prepares us for Catherine’s potentially damaging confusion of the same categories when, after arriving at Northanger, she takes General Tilney for the villain of a novel; but it also makes it human and forgivable.

In Northanger Abbey, living in the world involves the reading of people, behaviour, dress and conversation as well as of books. Reading takes in more and more genres; there is so much to learn that everyone proceeds by trial, and at least some error. Women are not more stupid than men, the debate on Beechen Cliff seems to show, but anyone young has further to go, and needs to progress to knowledge where it is to be found, in a variety of forms. For issues of economics and social justice – which Henry connects with the making and unmaking of landscapes – Catherine proves herself unready: ‘by an easy transition … to forests, the inclosure of them, waste lands, crown lands and government, he shortly found himself arrived at politics; and from politics, it was an easy step to silence.’9 Henry, who has appointed himself Catherine’s opener of doors, gently shuts this one for now.

The conversation at Beechen Cliff establishes the novel’s central trio of principal characters, two women and a man (an echo perhaps of Reeve’s Progress of Romance, a dialogue featuring just such a trio). Superseding Catherine’s earlier conversations with Henry alone, the trio format, engaging her with both Tilneys, on the whole prevails in volume II. On Beechen Cliff an underlying harmony emerges between the three characters concerned, matched in the novel only by the pleasurable excursion to Woodston towards the end of volume II. In the meantime, somewhere on the road to Clifton, in a curricle for two, James Morland and Isabella Thorpe have become engaged – a ‘false climax’ to the novel, which will itself supply conversational topics to the central trio in the second volume. Typically for Austen, outings are used to focus relationships. But the couple’s excursion to Clifton turns out an ill-planned, uncomfortable outing, we find at second hand from the younger Thorpe sisters, a foretaste of the way the union between James and Isabella will turn out.

On Beechen Cliff, in natural-seeming conversation, the leading characters exchange important principles, priorities which reveal their value-systems and philosophies of life. Largely thanks to the Tilneys (and no thanks to her first mentor Isabella) Catherine finds not one world but many worlds opening to her through books. Henry develops and brings to a close the main theme of his courtship to date, which is to explore the world through play. Understanding comes from seeing how many different games there are. Genres are for adults what games are for children (and adults too), special systems which provisionally reduce reality to order, and make conclusions possible. Henry shows Catherine, who at this point only half hears him, that the mind orders the world through genres, lives in them, and plays between them.

‘NORTHANGER ABBEY’ AND BOOKS:
 2. THREE OTHER WOMEN NOVELISTS

Northanger Abbey presents reading as at once a trivial pursuit, a form of social bonding, the quest for pleasure and satisfaction, and a trainee’s preparation in reading the world. The pervasiveness of the theme of reading, from the first paragraph to the last, queries the frequent claim that the novel fails to hang together; yet it does not dispense with it entirely, since Austen cross-refers to very different kinds of novel. Strictly speaking, the Bath scenes, comprehensively built on plot motifs from the heroine-centred Richardsonian type of novel, rely on other well-known novels as literally and unmistakably as the scenes at Northanger. From the first two chapters, throughout the Bath visit, it becomes clear that the model Austen most wants her reader to keep in mind is that of Richardson’s important successor, Frances Burney: to some extent her Evelina (1778), which is set partly in Bath, or Cecilia (1782), where the hero belongs to a snobbish aristocratic family, but far more pervasively Camilla (1796), a novel to which Austen subscribed before publication.10

Catherine’s family circumstances, as the elder daughter of a caring but hard-pressed clergyman and his capable, unsentimental wife, duplicate Camilla’s. Just as Camilla is entrusted to the care of her worthy but foolish, inattentive uncle Sir Hugh Tyrold, who inadvertently causes many of her difficulties, so Catherine is sent off with the silly Mrs Allen, who allows her to fall into the clutches of the Thorpes. Camilla was to have been Sir Hugh’s heir, and throughout the novel this possibility surfaces again, to make trouble for her; echoing that distinctive complication, Catherine’s rumoured expectations from the Allens drive the plot of Northanger Abbey.

Reminders of these literary precedents come frequently. Austen pauses in I, ii, to give a full 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’. John Thorpe is not merely a vulgar ‘rattle’ in the style of Mr Dubster in Camilla, and a burlesque version of the Richardsonian villain who abducts the heroine in a carriage: he himself brings up the topic of Camilla (I, vi), when he boastfully refuses to read it. Any reader who has read it spots not only John Thorpe’s shortcomings as a critic of Burney’s novel, but his habit of acting as if he lived in it. Meanwhile Catherine too in some senses is Camilla – young, inexperienced, impetuous, charming and fundamentally virtuous.11 Henry Tilney, as the lover who is also a mentor, has the role, if not the humourless personality, of Burney’s Edgar Mandelbert. Isabella, beautiful, ignorant and rapacious, is cleverer than Camilla’s spoilt cousin, the beauty Indiana, but similar in her role of unsympathetic foil to the amiable heroine. The many parallels, extending to the daily incidents – which are typically spoilt excursions – constantly undercut Austen’s claims to naturalness. Again, the well-read reader experiences a different Northanger Abbey from the reader who cannot read down to the layer in the text that repeats Camilla.

It would be too crude to suggest Austen requires us to have read any single book, even her own favourite Camilla or her heroine’s current preoccupation, The Mysteries of Udolpho. For most purposes it is enough to notice the variety of roles novels play in the text simply by their shadowy presence. Talk about books stands for sociability, even friendship, so often based on shared interests and pursuits: two very different styles of friendship are revealed on Beechen Cliff and by Isabella when she hands on Miss Andrews’s library book list in the sixth chapter. All the same, wholly new aspects of Northanger Abbey unfold if readers have an impression of the world of eighteenth-century novels – their leading characters, for example, and the outline of their plots. The novels listed in I, v (Burney’s Cecilia, 1782, and Camilla, 1796, and Edgeworth’s Belinda, 1801), are all stories featuring the dangerous entry into the adult world of an inexperienced, vulnerable heroine. So for that matter is Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison (1753), dismissed by Isabella in I, vi. The same plot, with its stereotyped dangers amplified and psychologized, occurs in Radcliffe’s historical romances The Sicilian Romance (1790), Romance of the Forest (1791) and Mysteries of Udolpho (1794); Henry skilfully weaves together key episodes from all three in the parody of Gothic with which he entertains Catherine on their drive to Northanger. In other words, the main conventions of Gothic writing cannot be cleanly detached from those of the more natural-seeming Richardson–Burney tradition. By pooling the contemporary novel’s sub-genres together to make her own continuous plot, Austen draws attention to a family similarity and a common stock of motifs found widely dispersed in time. Ultimately, indeed, Northanger Abbey depends for its own interest, suspense and colour on being itself a romance. Catherine shares her adventures with the Jack who climbs the Beanstalk, Sindbad the Sailor, the wayfaring Constance, and the inge´nue bride in Bluebeard’s Castle.12

Though Austen is on her most dignified behaviour when praising her four chosen novels in I, v – not even Radcliffe gets admitted into this e´lite company – she also has non-canonical and quite modest sources. Edgeworth’s elegant and innovative children’s tales in the collection called The Parent’s Assistant (1796, enlarged second edition 1800) owe something to French fables and Arabian tales, while also offering young English readers a crash course in small-business capitalism. It is these tales, not the more elaborate Belinda, which come close to the Austen of Northanger Abbey in style, setting and the handling of character.

Equally, it may be from these tales rather than from Hannah More and the conduct-book tradition of the 1800s that Austen draws her striking preoccupation with the world of goods.13 Edgeworth’s classic volumes of children’s fiction are rightly placed by Austen among the literary breakthroughs of the 1790s because of their clever adaptation to the social realities of a commercial, entrepreneurial age. Here small marketable things assume a high degree of visibility, and their value is carefully explored. Pretty shells or stones fetch a price as wall or grotto decoration, and thus help save the family finances in a story called ‘Lazy Lawrence’. Elsewhere the value of such desirable, collectible objects is negative: in ‘The Bracelets’, presents are seen as cheap ways of buying popularity; in ‘The Purple Jar’, Rosalind buys a useless flask of coloured water from a chemist’s window, when what she needed was a pair of shoes. The Edgeworthian child living in the city is a consumer of luxury goods; her village child typically belongs to a family cultivating expensive fruit or flowers to sell to Bristol suburbanites on weekend carriage jaunts. Sparkling, up-to-date, economically knowledgeable, Edgeworth’s children’s fiction analyses the mainsprings of the late-century consumer boom and at the same time naturalizes it in humble daily life.

Austen presents things in Northanger Abbey in a revised version of Edgeworth’s new evaluative vocabulary. Edgeworth on the whole celebrates the entrepreneurial spirit as more egalitarian and generally beneficial than a hierarchical order. She also qualifies her approval, for instance by pushing hard on questions of value, exploring the specific function of exchanges and gifts, and identifying things which for one reason or another cost too much. By contrast Austen rarely values commodities: instead she uses things in Northanger Abbey to mark out character and motive within a traditional, moralized register of feeling. Later in Austen’s career this relatively predictable approach allows surprisingly fine shades of characterization, through the exact comic matching of possession and possessor. In Emma, Harriet’s stub of pencil and Mr Woodhouse’s smooth, thin water-gruel speak volumes about their two possessors, whereas in Northanger Abbey Mrs Allen, Isabella and even Catherine are all capable of fretting, without much differentiation, over their headpieces.

But, though Austen afterwards learnt to pinpoint her characters’ possessions more exactly, the novelist’s subtle shift of attention from people to their goods had more significance than this. Northanger Abbey displays artefacts, a protoanthropological technique, because their accumulation of itself conveys a prosperous society bent on pleasure and acquisition. The shops and assembly-rooms of Bath, the house and gardens at Northanger, are equally consumerist treasure houses, full of colourful, shifting signs which are the markers of income and taste. The minor characters who represent ‘the World’ in this novel display objects as signs to others of their own wealth, status and taste. Even the stupid Mrs Allen is keen-eyed about the lace on the pelisse of her old schoolfriend Mrs Thorpe, since it establishes the difference of their incomes. Austen is no neutral observer of this reflection, still less does she fall in with the modernizing, entrepreneurial spirit. At times her detachment makes her analytical, at other times she becomes judgemental. Mrs Allen damns herself in the reader’s eyes by using anything so trivial as lace and muslin as her yardstick of quality.

We tend to accept Austen’s moralism, and to be convinced when she contrasts commodity value unfavourably with mental, moral and polite qualities without a visible price-tag: good sense, taste, honest feeling and the ability to speak in sentences and paragraphs. All the same it is the appearance of the commodities, and their sophisticated treatment, that is deeply interesting in the novels of Austen and her contemporaries, and seems to mark a periodic shift in representational style. Everyone in Austen’s Bath becomes involved in the display or reading of signs. Austen involves herself, by allowing the worth of so many of her characters to be quantified for us by things they have bought. Her foregrounding of artefacts advertises the novel as another commodity, a product of the commercial publisher-bookseller and stable-mate of the advertisement-led popular press.

In her first version of Northanger Abbey Austen seems to acknowledge the emergence of a new style, by alluding in her title to the longest, most adult and most thoughtful of Edgeworth’s tales for children, ‘Simple Susan’ (1800). The heroine of this novella, Susan Price, aged about thirteen, succeeds in rescuing her family from a financial crisis, when her father is about to be drafted into the army and her mother is seriously ill. The girl first earns money by baking and taking in washing; when that is not enough, she reluctantly sells the pet lamb her mother gave her to the village butcher, after which it will be served up at the new squire’s Sunday table. Susan in effect grows up in the course of the tale by learning different ways of valuing the lamb, and also how ‘to shift for herself’ in an adult world containing predators. So does the first of the characters Austen presumably named after her, the young, inexperienced, familial Susan who eventually became the Catherine of Northanger Abbey. So do those other Austen good daughters, Fanny and Susan Price of Mansfield Park.

It has become an accepted scholarly fact that Austen changed the name of her novel from ‘Susan’ because an anonymous novel of that name appeared in 1809.14 Having already decided she must change the name if she ever published the novel, she was free to make use of it elsewhere, in Mansfield Park. But the eventual Northanger Abbey sustains a loss. To have signalled through the title ‘Susan’ the presence of Edgeworth, a notable new voice in 1801–2, would have brought out decisively Austen’s claim to be joining a new sophisticated group of woman novelists.

Of all the literary cross-references in Northanger Abbey, those of the visit to the abbey itself are the most sustained and complex. By going to the abbey Catherine for a chapter or two takes the reader with her into the setting and plot of a Radcliffean novel of terror, mystery and self-induced illusion. Even the Bath scenes momentarily anticipate the superstitious, surreal effects Radcliffe uses in her Gothic plotting. Henry inexplicably goes away and returns; Mrs Allen wishes and wishes for a friend in Bath, and as in a fairy tale her wish is ironically fulfilled, by the appearance of false friends, the Thorpes. Then, on the journey towards Northanger, Henry rehearses in a full-dress way what might be expected to happen there: he distils key sequences from three Radcliffe novels, A Sicilian Romance (1790), The Romance of the Forest (1791) and The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), to produce a skilful redaction, delightful to the omnivorous Gothic reader, of the external props Radcliffe introduces into her most characteristic situation – the exploration, by night, of a vast and ancient building.

From the mid nineteenth century until late in the twentieth century, Romantic Gothic was often decried, both as pasteboard, gimcrack architecture and as a sensational sub-genre of fiction deliberately aimed at a semi-educated readership. In fact William Lane’s Minerva Press (founded 1790), which published the Horrid Mysteries on Isabella’s library list (I, vi), was indeed launched specifically to appeal to lower-middle-class females.15 Radcliffe’s principal Gothic novels were by no means put by contemporaries into the same category. Austen acknowledged, as did Scott, Coleridge, Godwin, Byron and Shelley, that Radcliffe had opened up a profoundly imaginative, intellectually ambitious fictional genre. True, Radcliffe bases her action and setting on conventions established by Horace Walpole in The Castle of Otranto (1764), and developed by several successors, which typically centre on the figure of a cruel tyrant, and use his vast prison-like fortress as the setting for his crimes. But she also moves far beyond routine, mechanical deployment of Walpole’s devices, and shifts the emphasis in significant ways. She diverts the reader’s attention from the compelling but stagey villain to the heightened, paranoid consciousness of his female victim, that is from event to the reception and interpretation of event. This degree of internalization lessens or at least complicates what is in Walpole and in Radcliffe’s challenger Matthew Gregory Lewis a somewhat obvious political allegory, whereby the feudal baron stands for domination and political injustice in the family and in the state.

Henry Tilney, that skilled reader, extracts certain sequences in Radcliffe novels which crystallize her manner: essentialist and psychologically acute. The Radcliffe heroine is isolated and surrounded by strangers, enemies or equivocal friends. Her parents are dead, possibly dead, or not certainly known – the last, an equally powerful, more suggestive indicator of her alienation. At the nodal point or points in her story she comes to a building which may provide a seeming refuge by day but becomes a threatening, haunted maze by night: ‘a mystery seems to hang over these chambers, which it is still, perhaps, my lot to develope’.16 Always at midnight, in fear of discovery by the other people of the house, in fear of ghosts and whatever else she may find, she unlocks hidden doorways, feels her way down dark passages, and finds the equivocal keys to the past – a familiar-looking portrait, a blood-stained dagger, a scroll of paper or a chest big enough to hold a human skeleton.

When the Radcliffe heroine resolves to explore the hidden nocturnal world she simultaneously tries her courage and reveals her immaturity. Terror of the dark belongs to her childhood self, which she has barely left behind. By mastering fear and opting for rationality she chooses the world as it is, a state of civilization committed to order and reason. Though Chesterfield gibes at women as ‘children of a larger growth’, Radcliffe shows her heroines emerging from dependency and irrational fear to self-reliance; by implication, qualifying themselves for a modern daylight society on the same terms of citizenship as men. Adeline and Emily take charge of their own destinies, and in so doing put behind them the injustice, superstition and abject dependence of history’s medieval shadowland. Radcliffe’s plot concerning an individual woman’s rite of passage to maturity can also be read, then, as a historical and civic allegory. The values of Protestant self-reliance have replaced, but not everywhere, or not within everyone, the values of the old aristocratic, Catholic world order.

Much of the best modern criticism of Radcliffe has shown, excitingly, how modern she seems. She teaches her successors, Austen included, how to give the reader access to a heroine’s consciousness. Yet more sophisticated is Radcliffe’s stunning use of spatial imagery, an architecture of extremes: from coffin-like passages and cells to vast halls, or (in A Sicilian Romance) a broken stairwell, reminiscent of Piranesi’s fantastic drawings of a Roman prison, I Carceri, in which neither the roof nor the ground is visible. For post-Freudians, the settings suggest the landscape of the Unconscious, while the plots of parental violence, guilt and suffering re-enact the repressed traumas of infancy. This imagery speaks across time of women’s fear of sexually active men, whether strangers, lovers or fathers.17

That modern sympathetic version of Radcliffe is thought-provoking when we now read her novels; but though Austen responded imaginatively to her contemporary, she never understood her by quite this light. She indicates otherwise in her three imitations, arguably parodies, in Northanger Abbey: one by Catherine, when she first imagines her forthcoming visit to Northanger Abbey (II, ii); Henry Tilney’s, on the journey from Bath (II, v); and Catherine’s actual attempts at exploration (II, vii and viii). These episodes add up to a much more extensive treatment of Radcliffe than Austen’s scattered references in the first volume to many novels; their length and textual fidelity bring Radcliffe’s voice into two or three chapters of Northanger Abbey, an invasion of the text unparalleled elsewhere in her oeuvre. But Austen’s representation of her fellow novelist is calculatedly selective. There is no architectural fantasy of the house’s hidden other regions; instead Catherine is forced to endure the General’s itemized tour, informative in the language of an auctioneer, and too exhaustive to leave room for unvisited wings or cellars. There was a mother – Eleanor’s, not Catherine’s – and she is dead; but her last days, and the recurrent stomach trouble that killed her, again rule out the idea that her husband poisoned her. Catherine does not imagine a sexual motive for the General’s supposed crime, though the Radcliffe heroine lives in fear of rape, and lust is always at the root of evil in the violent, primitive and passionate Radcliffean past. Austen never allows the dark shadows of the past to encroach on the present, either in a political form, as despotism, or psychologically, in the return of a tragic or traumatized subconscious. Her omissions flatten Radcliffe’s extraordinary spatial perspective, and the temporal one too: General and the late Mrs Tilney inhabited the same daylit commodious world as the modern generation.

Austen does, however, encourage readers to merge Radcliffe’s symbolic plot with her own – though with striking substitutions. Eleanor, at least, repeats the Gothic stereotype of young womanhood. Passive and pensive, isolated and repressed, she endures from an unfeeling father daily constraints not far from imprisonment, and has never got over the loss of her mother. But once her foolish Radcliffean hypothesis is dismissed, Catherine is free to tackle Eleanor’s unhappiness in a more appropriate and natural manner, by intuiting her grief and her need to talk. Her sister-like friendship with Eleanor, a delicately drawn, subtly emotional but unsexual relationship, in fact comes to share the central narrative space with Henry’s courtship of Catherine. In conversation with Eleanor and Henry, she even unravels some truths about sexuality via the novel’s secondary plots, Isabella’s flirtations with James Morland and Frederick Tilney. Again, the secondhand, indirect narration of Isabella’s amours occupies the room that Radcliffe gives in her closing chapters to intense fantasies of older women’s forbidden and insatiable sexuality.

If Radcliffe is taken as the third of Austen’s three important mentors, together with Burney and Edgeworth, she is, like the others, at once source, involuntary collaborator and target of an extensive, coherent rewriting. The literary relationship which emerges between Austen and Radcliffe is by no means obvious, at least to modern readers, who often take Austen for the champion of modernity. In fact the Protestant Radcliffe approaches the Catholic past critically; by contrast, Austen, though wedded to an exact modern setting, has also inherited the Tory leaning, more Catholic than Reformed, lightly asserted in her juvenile History of England. Northanger Abbey itself will imply she respects village England and its unwritten customs as a source of law and the constitution, the church and the clergy back to monastic times for their social commitment. Ironically, then it is Austen of these two who is ‘ancient’ in her sympathies.

THREE CHARACTERS AND THE HEROINE

Perhaps the least questioned generalization about Austen is that readers see the world of each novel through its heroine’s eyes. But if the character and actions of Susan/Catherine derive wholly or partly from other heroines, and we notice that, we can hardly immerse ourselves innocently in her adventures. In any case, Catherine’s judgements, though not her feelings, are often immediately exposed as unreliable. At least three other characters in the novel convey more usable and certainly more knowing information about their world. These are, in ascending order of importance, General Tilney, Isabella Thorpe and Henry Tilney.

The first two look at first sight typologically very simple. Compared with later, more naturalistically conceived Austen minor characters, their speeches are relatively flat and unoriginal. But the General and Isabella also perform quite elaborate functions which are not part of naturalistic characterization. Austen in this novel urges her readers to become unusually active as interpreters, and unusually aware of artifice, intrigue and plotting. The General and Isabella are notable deceivers, whose machinations in the end prove responsible for almost everything that happens. They are so active, between them, that we may not notice the actual scarcity of minor characters, even in a novel where the crowds are dense enough to threaten Mrs Allen’s muslin and headpiece. Partly thanks to their links with Radcliffe’s world, they also hint at ranges of villainy her other novels avoid: male cruelty and oppression, female lust, treachery and corruption.

The General is, by profession, family role and temperament, a disciplinarian who believes in his right to rule. He intervenes in national and county affairs, runs his estate, has chosen his sons’ professions and is currently deciding who his younger children should marry. When he is present, these grown children cannot freely dispose of their day, since his word is law on mealtimes, exercise times and journey times. His ‘type’ is that of the despot or, in late-eighteenth-century fiction, the aristocrat. His predecessors include Count Manfred, in Horace Walpole’s Castle of Otranto (1764) and Dorriforth, the Catholic priest, peer, severe husband and father, in Elizabeth Inchbald’s radical fable, A Simple Story (1791).

The apprentice novel-reader Catherine can currently think of only one model for the General: Montoni, the orphaned heroine’s uncle-by-marriage and self-appointed guardian in Ann Radcliffe’s Mysteries of Udolpho (1794). Identifying the two, she suspects the General, as Emily suspects Montoni, of doing away with his wife. Catherine is wrong, as was Emily: both are presented as hysterics, and Radcliffe disapproves of irrationality as much as Austen. But if innocent on this score, the General and Montoni stand for unpleasant behaviour commoner than wife murder in the modern world. A meticulous catalogue of his possessions and some oblique but exact dialogues supply the evidence for other charges to level at the General. In fact, as any well-read person would certainly recognize, he is one of the spendthrift wealthy landowners consistently criticized and satirized in eighteenth-century writing from Pope’s Moral Essays down to a huge body of books, tracts and didactic poems on the uses and abuses of land in Austen’s own day, the 1780s and 1790s.

To take a single analogy, a notorious and extreme case in Austen’s lifetime. In 1763 Joseph Damer, soon to be created first Baron Milton, a member of a family enriched by moneylending, bought a fine estate in Dorset. It included a huge, ancient and largely intact abbey church and the ruins of the abbey itself, which adjoined the market town of Milton Abbas. Milton employed Capability Brown to devise a scheme for the park which involved the removal of much of the town, and the re-siting of its grammar school ten miles away. In the early 1770s he brought in the architect Sir William Chambers to design an exotic mansion in the oriental style, abutting the abbey church, which was transformed and in the process ‘beautified’ as an outsize chapel. (See pp. 238 and 239.) As drawings done for Lord Milton ‘Before’ and ‘After’ confirm, the siting of the large new house required the destruction of most of the remains of the abbey. By the early 1790s the new-built house was attracting tourists, including Fanny Burney, who admired it.

But a more copious literature of complaint was by then available. A local scholar, the Revd George Bingham, published a memoir on the grammar school’s late master, who had also written a history of Dorset, Biographical Anecdotes of the Rev John Hutchins MA (1785). The book exposed some of the stratagems Milton had used to get rid of the school, and condemned him as a selfish petty tyrant, indifferent to the interests of his tenants and the local people. Bingham was, significantly, a friend of the jurist William Blackstone, whose Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765–9) was in certain respects a consensual work. Blackstone sets out what is since Locke the basic reality of modern English society, the right to the secure ownership of property, conceived above all as property in land. But he also accepts older forms of right, when he argues that the English constitution and law is customary: it acknowledges local unwritten practices. This caveat had implications for the many late-eighteenth-century landowners who sought to enclose land or, in reorganizing the use of land in the name of efficiency, to abolish the customary rights of poor people in pasturing, gleaning or wood-gathering. It is relevant to the cases of Lord Milton and General Tilney that Blackstone famously compares common law, incorporating custom, to a venerable building (an image evoking Gothic abbeys and castles) which should be conserved not on aesthetic but on moral and social grounds.18

General Tilney is one of Austen’s distasteful improvers; the Rushworths of Sotherton in Mansfield Park are others. Both families have enjoyed their estates, significantly, from the time of the destruction of the monasteries in Tudor times, when monastic lands were distributed among families in royal favour. In both these novels touching on improvement Austen leads her heroine towards marriage with a clergyman, thus prompting readers to feel the contrast between the selfish hedonism of wealthy families, in Tudor times or the present, and the original use of the land to serve religion and the poor. The clergyman had a traditional role in this debate, especially in more conservative, nostalgic views of tradition, as the champion of the poor. Austen has in short a historical view of social norms and obligations, and of legitimate and illegitimate practices in land management and by extension in marketing or milling too. Taken together, this web of mutual obligations, incorporating paternalistic protections, constitutes what E. P. Thompson has called ‘the moral economy of the poor’.19

The clashes of the poor with the rich in the 1790s were not always over the enclosure or reorganization of land. In 1795 a bad harvest produced a scarcity which was exacerbated by farmers and merchants, who withheld corn in order to drive up the price of bread. Large farmers and corn merchants grew visibly richer, while the poor grew poorer or starved. Incidents both local and national which highlighted the conflict of interest between community and capitalist were regularly reported in the press, and the constitutional issue brought out. The Lord Chief Justice, Lord Kenyon, for example, instructed a Shropshire Grand Jury in 1795, and repeated the same view in another case in 1800, that it was an indictable offence ‘at common law, coeval with the constitution’, to ‘forestall’, that is withhold grain in order to drive up the price.20 Austen must have been especially interested by Gilpin’s essay of 1791 on the economic history of the New Forest, in his and her native Hampshire, which depicts ‘forest law’ as bad law from its inception, because populated, cultivated land was appropriated to make a huge royal hunting-ground for the Norman kings, and savage penalties exacted, unknown to Anglo-Saxon monarchs, when the laws were breached. ‘Forest law indeed was one of the greatest incroachments that ever was made upon the natural rights of mankind; and … one of the greatest insults of tyranny.’21

In the most famous controversy over ‘improvements’ of the decade, Uvedale Price and Richard Payne Knight, two landowners from Hereford (neighbouring county to General Tilney’s Gloucestershire) attacked between 1794 and 1797 the purely aesthetic theories of Humphry Repton, the most fashionable landscape gardener of the day. Price in particular demanded instead that landowners should present their estates as the natural environment of human activity, and improvements as changes that brought benefits to tenants and agricultural workers rather than solely the landowner.22

The General is plainly an improver of Austen’s time, not Pope’s. As the vandal of the abbey ruins, he has continued what his father
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