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			Jane Austen

			
					Born: 16 December 1775 in Steventon.

					Died: 18 July 1817 in Winchester.

					Context: Romanticism and the Gothic novel are in vogue, tensions between England and France are on the rise and the upheaval of the Industrial Revolution looms on the horizon.

					Notable works:	Sense and Sensibility (1811), novel

	Pride and Prejudice (1813), novel

	Mansfield Park (1814), novel

	Emma (1815), novel

	Northanger Abbey (1817), novel

	Persuasion (1817), novel




			

			At first glance, Jane Austen appears to be no more than a normal, unassuming woman who lived in relative seclusion and favoured a simple, unpretentious literary style. However, appearances can be deceiving, and upon closer inspection her novels reveal an unparalleled gift for description and analysis. Although these talents brought her no recognition during her own lifetime, she has since become one of the most celebrated authors in British literary history.

			Her work could be categorised with the sentimental novels which were popular at the time, or it could be a considered a forerunner of realism, which emerged in the following century. However, it is most accurate to say that Austen’s style was uniquely her own, and was based solely on her personal observations of humanity. Her refined, elegant novels aimed to paint an accurate, balanced portrait of the domestic environment she had grown up in, namely the world of the landed gentry, and combine an ironic view of the literary trends and current events of the time with extraordinarily insightful descriptions of human emotions, social relations and personal relationships.

			Although her novels are unpretentious in style, they brim with charm and wit. In addition to their complex plots, which always reach a satisfying resolution, they feature a wide range of well-developed characters and social commentary, providing plenty of opportunities for humour and even satire. This perfectly balanced combination is the reason why Jane Austen remains one of the most widely read English-language authors not just in the United Kingdom, but throughout the world.

		


		
			Context

			A period of change and upheaval

			Jane Austen lived during the reign (1760-1820) of King George III (1738-1820), which was a period of profound changes and widespread turmoil both in Europe and throughout the world.

			The transition between the 18th and 19th centuries was a turbulent time in British history, which saw a great deal of political and socio-economic change and heralded even greater change to come. This upheaval began with the loss of Britain’s colonies in the Americas, a process which began in 1763 when American citizens rebelled against the taxes levied on them by the British government, which was attempting to replenish the coffers that had been emptied by the Seven Years’ War (1756-1763) against France. In 1775, this revolt escalated into the American War of Independence, which only ended when Britain officially recognised the United States of America as an independent country in 1783. The loss of its colonies dealt a heavy blow to the British economy and to the popularity of both the country itself and George III.

			In the following years, Britain was embroiled in fresh conflict with France, this time in the form of the Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815), which ended with the defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte (1769-1821) in 1815, but left all of Europe, particularly Britain, in tatters. In 1811, George III’s son, the Prince of Wales and the future King George IV (1762-1830), was made regent due to his father’s declining mental health, which had left him unfit to rule. Unfortunately, the prince was prone to excess, and racked up enormous debts which emptied the national coffers. However, he was also a loyal patron of the arts, and his regency (1811-1820) and reign (1820-1830) were both characterised by a boom in artistic and intellectual activity. Although Austen held the king in low esteem because of his complacency and lack of self-control, she nevertheless dedicated an edition of her novel Emma to him, which was highly appreciated by the monarch.

			In addition to the political turmoil which had arisen as a result of the various wars that had taken place in recent years, poverty was spreading. Taxes and unemployment were constantly rising, and social unrest was becoming more and more common. This period also heralded the start of the Industrial Revolution, which had numerous socio-economic consequences: the rise of new industries, the birth of capitalism, the emergence of the working class, etc. Nevertheless, it is worth pointing out that although Austen uses this period as the backdrop for all of her novels, major political, social and economic events rarely feature in her work. In fact, small towns like the one she lived in remained relatively isolated, and did not undergo the same transformations as larger towns and cities.

			The ordered domestic lives of the landed gentry

			While Austen rarely mentioned the upheaval that was occurring at that time, she drew a great deal of inspiration from the lives of the English landed gentry in the late 18th century. Their daily routines, their habits and manners, the joys, sorrows, and love they felt and the personal conflicts they faced form the backbone of her stories.

			During Austen’s time, social hierarchy was rigid and firmly rooted in manners: each individual was expected to behave in a way that was appropriate to their rank and title. More specifically, the members of the landed gentry were well-educated and cultured, and could live comfortably without necessarily being well-off; they were persons of independent means whose income depended on the lands they owned. These individuals were therefore able to indulge in certain leisure pursuits, which were generally determined by their relationships with their peers and their neighbours, with whom they would organise soirees, balls, card tournaments, dinners or hunting expeditions – all of which feature in Austen’s novels.

			However, her novels are also shaped by the position of women in the society of that era, as was her own life. Women from well-off families were cultured and very well-educated, as this was deemed appropriate for their station, but they were chiefly judged on their level of “accomplishment” and their chances of making a good marriage. Their prospects depended on their beauty, but also on the talents they had and how proficient they were in each one. However, under British law they were not considered to be independent individuals, and therefore had to depend on a man (a father, spouse or brother) to ensure their comfort and financial security throughout their entire lives. They were rarely able to inherit land, as it was almost always left to a brother, cousin or uncle instead, and the careers that were open to them were mostly limited to the roles of governesses and schoolteachers. It was therefore almost impossible for a young woman from the landed gentry to claim a legal status and private income of her own at that time. As a writer, which was one of the few activities that were considered suitable for a woman at that time, Austen often explored and questioned the issues of marriage and women’s position in society, which are recurring themes throughout all of her novels.

		


		
			Biography
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			Portrait of Jane Austen published in A Memoir of Jane Austen (1870).

			A slim biography

			Not much is known about Jane Austen’s life. Her existence was quite reclusive and isolated, and most of her limited contact with the outside world was with close relatives. Furthermore, much of her (extensive) correspondence was burned by her sister and confidante Cassandra Elizabeth Austen (1773-1845). Most of the details we know about her were revealed by her brother Henry Thomas Austen (1771-1850), who wrote a biographical preface to a posthumous edition of some of her work, and her nephew, James Edward Austen-Leigh (1798-1874), who wrote A Memoir of Jane Austen (1870), a complete biography of his late aunt’s life.

			Austen was born on 16 December 1775 in the rectory of Steventon, Hampshire. Her father, William George Austen (1731-1805), was a well-off Anglican rector who was part of the landed gentry. He married Cassandra Leigh (1739-1827), a woman of equal social rank, and they had eight children together: James (1765-1819), George (1766-1838), Edward (1767-1852), Henry Thomas, Cassandra Elizabeth, Francis William (1774-1865), Jane and Charles John (1779-1852). Their sons left home at a young age: James entered the church, Charles and Francis joined the navy, and Henry became a banker (he would later act as Jane’s literary agent, and introduced her to some very exclusive London social circles). Meanwhile, Edward was adopted by a cousin, and George, who was mentally disabled, was fostered by another family. The only children who remained at home with their parents were the two girls.

			A solid education

			In 1782, Cassandra and Jane Austen were sent to boarding school (in Oxford, Southampton and Reading) to further their education, but they were forced to return home in 1786 because their parents could no longer afford the expense. From that point onwards, their education was mostly overseen by their father, who provided them with an unusually broad, in-depth education for girls of their age and social standing. In particular, he encouraged the young Jane to read a variety of novels from his extensive personal library, which included works by Samuel Richardson (1689-1761), Henry Fielding (1707-1754), Laurence Sterne (1713-1768) and Walter Scott (1771-1832). These authors would have no small influence on the future author’s own literary style and tastes. Austen’s upbringing in a cultured home also gave her the chance to participate regularly in plays that were put on by her close relatives, which shaped her love of comedy and satire.
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			The Rice Portrait (1789), believed to be of Jane Austen and attributed to Ozias Humphry.

			She also started writing at a very young age: from 1787 onwards, she appears to have begun keeping notebooks filled with humorous stories, poems and epistolary tales that she wrote to entertain her family, particularly her nieces and nephews. 27 of these early works, which are dated from 1787 to 1793, have been compiled and published under the title Juvenilia.

			
				
					Juvenilia

					Juvenilia consists of three volumes which were first published in 1884. The first volume contains 15 stories, including The Beautifull Cassandra, which parodies the sentimental novels that were popular at the time. The second volume comprises nine stories, including Love and Freindship, which also takes a mocking view of epistolary and sentimental novels, particularly Richardson’s work, and The History of England, a burlesque of the historical tales which were in vogue at the time, such as the novel of the same name by Oliver Goldsmith (1728-1774). Finally, the third volume consists of two works, Evelyn and Catherine, or The Bower. In these early works, which are often very short, the stylistic, narrative and thematic characteristics which would prove vital to the success of Austen’s published novels are already in evidence, namely her accurate portrayal of reality, incisive humour, elegant style, etc.

				

			

			Early drafts

			Although she always lived the life that was expected of a young woman of her station – she honed her talents (languages, piano, dance, sewing and, of course, reading), helped with the housekeeping, went to church and visited her neighbours – Austen also continued working on increasingly elaborate fictional stories, having evidently made the decision to pursue a career as an author. Between 1793 and 1795, she wrote a short epistolary tale titled Lady Susan, and then tried her hand at a prose novel, Elinor and Marianne, which served as the first draft for one of her most successful novels, Sense and Sensibility. She also fell in love with a man during this time, but they were both aware that marrying was out of the question due to a lack of financial means, and their families soon intervened to keep them apart.

			In 1796, Austen began First Impressions, an early draft of what would later become Pride and Prejudice. When she submitted it for publication it was refused, and she refocused her attention on editing Elinor and Marianne before writing Susan, an early draft of Northanger Abbey. The manuscript of Susan was purchased by a London publisher for a very low price, but was never actually published. In the meantime, the young author began writing The Watsons, but it appears that she abandoned her craft for a dozen years or so after that.

			In 1801, the family moved to Bath, a town which Austen loathed. Around this time, she accepted a proposal from a local gentleman, but broke off the engagement before they were married. Four years later, her father fell ill and died suddenly, leaving his widow and two unmarried daughters in dire financial straits. The three women then moved to Southampton and only made rare social visits, generally only mixing with other women of equal social station. In 1809, they eventually moved in with Edward, one of the writer’s older brothers, in Chawton. This was when Austen began publishing her novels anonymously.

			Literary success

			Austen published several books in quick succession: Sense and Sensibility in 1811, Pride and Prejudice in 1813, Mansfield Park in 1814, and Emma in 1815. The royalties she earned from these novels were enough for her to make ends meet. Shortly after the publication of Emma, she bought the rights to Susan back from the original publisher, but she did not publish the novel

			
			
			An untimely death
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