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THE COMPLETE NOVELS

JANE AUSTEN was born on December 16, 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 July 18, 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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INTRODUCTION

Some writers are admired by academics and taught in the academy. The criticism regarding their work takes up many shelves in university libraries. Their books are seen as influential, complex, and important. Other writers are read solely for fun. They are rarely found on assigned reading lists and their books are often described as transporting by people who like them and escapist by people who don’t. Only a handful of writers manage to be both kinds. Jane Austen is among those who occupy the rare intersection of academic and popular culture.

Austen’s enduring appeal is not easy to explain. Certainly no mere description of her work will do so. On the surface, she is a specialist in all those things that women’s fiction has been criticized for over the years.

Let’s review the list:1. Her books are about women. With the possible exception of Northanger  Abbey, her women are more interesting than her men.
2. She structures all her books around the marriage plot. Martin Amis says (in context this appears to me not meant as a criticism) she wrote “six samey novels about middle-class provincials.”
3. Her focus is domestic. The magic of Austen’s novels is more easily located in observation and quotidian detail than in page-turning plot and adventure.
4. Her presentation is genteel. Her subject matter is decorous. Her prose lacks muscularity. Her plots move as deliberately as her sentences.
5. And look who reads her.


On hearing this description, one might well ask (perhaps through clenched teeth) how she gets away with this and still retains such respectability, such popularity. Who does she think she is?

Or one might, while reading her books, notice how the question simply falls away. Genius is always beyond explanation. If it can be accounted for, if it can even be located, then it never really was genius after all.

There is no reason in the world this should stop people from trying.




AUSTEN THEN

The first novel Austen sold was Northanger Abbey. In 1803, she was paid £10 by the London publishers Richard Crosby and Co., who advertised the book but never published it. Six years later in response to a letter in which Austen apparently threatened to take the work elsewhere, Richard Crosby and Co. said there would be legal consequences if she did so. The book only saw print after Austen’s death.

Austen’s first published novel was Sense and Sensibility. Thirty-six years old when it came out in 18 11, she had been working on it since she was nineteen.  Sense and Sensibility was published on commission, which meant Austen had to set aside some of her own money to recoup any losses the publisher might incur. No author’s name was attached to the book. A contemporaneous novelist, Mary Brunton, spelled out the wisdom of this. According to Brunton, the literary woman was shunned by her own sex and abhorred by the other. “I would sooner exhibit as a rope dancer,” Brunton said.

The publication of Lord Byron’s epic poem Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage followed that of Sense and Sensibility by no more than a few months. Sense and Sensibility was a success and sold out its modest first printing in two to three years. It earned Austen £140. Childe Harold was a sensation and sold out in three days. By Byron’s own account, he woke up to find himself famous. Childe Harold introduced London to the archetypal Byronic hero—melancholy, ruined, and ready for redemption—the gold standard in romance novels ever since.

A word often applied to Austen by her earliest readers, both as praise and complaint, was natural. One of these readers, commenting on Mansfield Park, described it as less a novel than “the history of a family party in the country, very natural, and the characters well drawn.”

Indeed, some of the recurring elements of Austen’s fiction can be found in her own life. The Austens belonged to the gentry. Their politics were Tory, their finances precarious. She was the youngest daughter of a large, affectionate, and literary family. Her father was a clergyman, as was her oldest brother; other brothers found careers in banking and the navy. The girls, neither of whom married, remained uncomfortably financially dependent on their male relatives for most of their lives.

One of Austen’s brothers became, through adoption, the heir to a large estate. This story is echoed in the situation of Frank Churchill in her novel Emma.  Another brother had a congenital condition that prevented him from developing normally. He never did live with the family, but was cared for elsewhere. Though he survived his sister, there is no record that she spoke much of him, and she never included such a character in her work.

At the age of twenty she met a young man named Tom Lefroy. She expected him to propose and it appears that she planned to accept. But his family seems to have talked him out of it. She was, after all, a penniless clergyman’s daughter. Tom Lefroy went on to become the chief justice of Ireland and late in his life wrote that he had loved her with “a boy’s love.”

She had at least one offer of marriage. Although the match would have been financially advantageous, she was not in love. She accepted initially, but by the next morning had changed her mind. In refusing, she followed the path she later set out for several of her protagonists. The right offer that always comes in her novels did not materialize for her, but there is no evidence that she regretted her decision.

In 1809 she moved to a cottage owned by her brother at Chawton in Hampshire. She would live in this small house until her death eight years later. During this time and in this place, writing every morning before her domestic chores, she revised two earlier novels and produced three new ones.

Walter Scott, in the first serious review attention Austen was given, made a distinction between her newish sort of realism and the kind of novels that had preceded her. Austen, he said, dwelt on the ordinary. Where previous novelists  had searched out and stretched to what was possible, Austen focused instead on what was probable. Annabella Milbanke, an early reader of Pride and Prejudice,  described it as “the most probable fiction I have ever read.”

(When this same young woman had read Childe Harold, she’d criticized it as the work of a mannerist. But Annabella Milbanke would soon succumb to the appeal of the Byronic hero by marrying Byron himself. Her marriage to him would be brief and improbably Gothic in its awfulness, the sort of marriage not found in an Austen novel.)

Behind the decorous facade, Austen’s novels do contain elements of these other, earlier literatures, this other darker reality. Deep in the background of  Sense and Sensibility is a melodrama involving a woman and her daughter, both seduced and abandoned. More foregrounded in Pride and Prejudice, Darcy’s sister narrowly escapes the predator that Lydia Bennet does not. In Persuasion,  the crippled Mrs. Smith has been pushed to the brink of ruin by yet another scoundrel. Northanger Abbey, Austen’s clever parody of the Gothic novel, culminates in the realization that General Tilney, while not the sort of fiend found in the Gothics, is still quite dangerous in his way, and very far from being a good man. In Lady Susan, a novel frequently classed with Austen’s juvenilia, the sexual predator is female, conniving, adulterous, and unashamed.

So Austen’s plots make use of standard Gothic tropes and seamier, uglier realities. But in choosing which story to tell and how that story will play out, Austen turns away from the overtly dramatic to make the more probable, and therefore more fictionally surprising, choice. Who but Austen would decide to tell the story of the rich, complacent Emma instead of the beautiful, imperiled Jane Fairfax? Who but Austen would have thrown an attractive, attentive, ripe-for-redemption suitor to Mansfield Park’s Fanny Price only to have her, in a decision that still riles many readers, pass up the privilege of saving him from himself?

In fact, what writer of romances has ever been as impervious to the attractions of the Byronic male as Austen? Character in the Austen novel is relatively stable. Our perceptions of people may change, but the people do not. Silly characters remain silly; the good remain good. When, in Pride and Prejudice,  Elizabeth Bennet explains to Wickham her revised opinion of Darcy (and by implication her revised opinion of Wickham as well) she says of Darcy that she believes he is, in essentials, much as he has ever been, that she merely understands him better now. Seducers in Austen are exposed rather than redeemed.

The writer Julia Kavanaugh wrote in 1862, “She refused to build herself, or to help to build for others, any romantic ideal of love, virtue, or sorrow.” In the Austen novel, money plays as large a role in marriage as love. Elizabeth Bennet notes that “handsome young men must have something to live on, as well as the plain,” while Elinor Dashwood and Edward Ferrars are “neither of them quite enough in love to think that three hundred and fifty pounds a year would supply them with the comforts of life.” Austen’s implacable antiromanticism can also be found in her hurried endings. The proper match having at last been made, Austen is often perfunctory in wrapping things up. “Who can be in doubt of what followed?” she asks in Persuasion and then, instead of lingering on the happy couple, runs through the reaction of family and friends to the marriage of Anne Elliot and Captain Frederick Wentworth.

Austen is credited with inventing and refining a new style of narration, an impersonal, ironic omniscience. One of its hallmarks is a discrepancy between what is said and how this should be understood. This discrepancy allows the reader to discover the difference between the way a given character sees him- or herself and the way he or she is seen by others. No writer, even with Austen’s example to build on, has ever used this strategy better or to better comic effect. It cannot be said often enough how funny Austen’s books are.

Do her novels also admit to passion, despair, longing? Or is she, as Charlotte Brontë and others have said (though one hears with pain the defensiveness in the accusation when it comes from Brontë), too well bred for the strong stuff, unwilling to ask her readers to contemplate anything profound or unsettling. At the heart of Sense and Sensibility is the relationship of two sisters, Elinor and Marianne Dashwood. This book has been characterized as a debate, setting out for contrast and comparison the guarded restraint of the older sister as opposed to the free expression of emotions by the younger. In its seeming preference, finally, for sense over sensibility, this novel cannily foreshadowed some issues that Austen’s work (as well as her persona) has continued to and will continually raise. “The Passions are perfectly unknown to her,” Charlotte Brontë said of Austen, and we hear in this an echo of Marianne telling Elinor that she is too composed, too unfeeling. The accusation is unfair when applied to Elinor. But what about Austen?




AUSTEN LATER TO NOW

After her death in 1817, Austen fell somewhat out of favor. The posthumous publication of Persuasion together with Northanger Abbey was criticized in the  British Critic for “want of imagination” and never sold out its printing.

At least one reviewer attributed this to her naturalness. “Ordinary readers have been apt to judge of her as Partridge, in Fielding’s novel, judged of Garrick’s acting. He could not see the merit of a man who merely behaved on the stage as any body might be expected to behave under similar circumstances in real life. He infinitely preferred the ‘robustious periwig-pated fellow,’ who flourished his arms like a wind-mill, and ranted with the voice of three,” Thomas Henry Lister wrote in 1830.

Another, Margaret Oliphant, blamed her lack of affect. “It is scarcely to be expected that books so calm and cold and keen ... would ever be popular,” she wrote.

In 1869 Austen’s nephew published a Memoir of Jane Austen, and this marked the beginning of a renewed interest in her. It also added to the discussion of her work a marketable persona, that of dear Aunt Jane. A contemporaneous review of Memoir of Jane Austen says, “It has always been known that Miss Austen’s private life was unruffled by any of the incidents or passions which favour the trade of the biographer.... It fits with our idea of the authoress ... that she was never in love.” (In point of fact the memoir adds a romance, one unnamed man who suffered an untimely death.)

The Austen presented by her nephew was a comfortable character for Victorian readers, a cheerful, pious, and unpretending gentlewoman, a hobbyist in the world of writing. In this depiction her genius sometimes appears to be a  sort of accident, a theme picked up later by Henry James, who described her work as “unconscious,” and much later by Vladimir Nabokov, who wrote it was “the work of a lady and the game of a child.”

After the memoir it often becomes difficult to untangle a response to the novels themselves from a response, either yea or nay, to the character of the placid spinster who supposedly wrote them. Weighing in against Aunt Jane, we have Alice Meynell, who called her a “mistress of derision”; Frederick Harrison, who told Thomas Hardy she was a “heartless little cynic”; and D. H. Lawrence, who described her as a mean old maid. If the independence of her mind and her acute, ironic eye kept her from earlier popularity, the Memoir of Jane Austen went a long way toward making her cozy. She became a sort of cottage industry. Cheap editions of her work were reissued, as publishers, illustrators, and magazine editors all found “everybody’s dear Jane so infinitely to their material purpose.” (Henry James.)

Austen’s reputation rose throughout the end of the nineteenth century and by the twentieth was thoroughly established. Though rarely put quite on par with Shakespeare, hers is the one writer’s name most likely to be used in the same sentence. Here is Virginia Woolf doing so: “Here was a woman ... writing without hate, without bitterness, without fear, without protest, without preaching. That was how Shakespeare wrote, I thought.”

And Edmund Wilson: “There have been several revolutions of taste during the last century and a quarter of English literature, and through them all perhaps only two reputations have never been affected by the shifts of fashion: Shakespeare’s and Jane Austen’s.”

And Margaret Drabble: “There would be more genuine rejoicing at the discovery of a complete new novel by Jane Austen than any other literary discovery, short of a new major play by Shakespeare, that one can imagine.”

 

Over the years the reading of Austen has changed in some ways and remained essentially much as it ever has been in others. Her characters make the leap from her time to ours with absolute gracefulness. The supporting cast is half the delight of her books, from the vanity of Reverend Collins to the fussiness of Mr. Woodhouse to the hypochondria of Mary Musgrove to the sheer evil of Mrs. Norris-each is sharp, distinct, memorable. Meanwhile her main characters have all the fullness and multidimensionality that a reader hopes for. Her prose, too, is not only gorgeously layered but remains easy to read.

If Austen’s novels were considered natural in her day, they can hardly be so in ours. She has become, instead of a reflection of daily life, a historian of a particular class at a particular moment. For a modern audience, one of her appeals is the exotic setting—negus, shoe-roses, country dances, and carriage rides. Charades and long walks in pretty lanes. This is a world so leisurely it might as well be Oz to us.

Austen is much more likely now than then to be criticized for the politics she left out. She lived through both the American and French revolutions. The British remained at war with France for nearly the whole of her writing career; she had brothers fighting Napoleon. At least three estates, one in Emma, one in  Mansfield Park, and one in Persuasion, can be conjectured to depend on the slave trade, but the notice Austen takes of slavery in her fiction is to compare the lot of the governess to it. Without blaming Austen, Edward Said wrote that she  and other pre-imperialist novelists might be more “implicated in the rationale for imperialist expansion” than they first appear.

On the subjects of feminism and class, Austen gets a mixed response. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar have pointed out that as her theme is often the taming of the most lively, most imaginative girl, her work must be flattering to male readers. But Carol Shields says that, in a system that puts women at severe economic and social disadvantage, Austen’s heroines exercise real power over their own lives. If Mansfield Park appears nostalgic for an old England based on agrarian values, class divisions, and great estates, Persuasion is all for the self-made men of the navy. In fact, the latitude that allows for varied, even oppositional readings, is another feature of Austen’s narrative style.

The very first review Austen was given represents a response that has disappeared altogether. Early readers were so confident that books by ladies must contain moral precepts and a didactic impulse, they imposed these on Austen. Such reviews stressed the moral benefit to young ladies in reading these works. In  Sense and Sensibility the benefit was in the example of decorous Elinor’s behavior. This reading can only occur if many things about the book are ignored. Elinor, representing sense, is mistaken in what she assumes nearly as often as Emma Woodhouse in Emma. Elinor assumes Marianne and Willoughby are engaged, she assumes Willoughby will call on them in London, she assumes the lock of hair Edward carries is her own, she assumes Edward’s depressive demeanor is the result of financial dependence. As an example to be imitated, Elinor leaves much to be desired. No one today believes that Jane Austen preaches (with the possible exception of Mansfield Park, on which the jury is still out).

If any single theme has been sounded steadily over two hundred years of responses, it is the concern on the part of many scholars and critics that readers may be underestimating her. There is, knotted inextricably into the persona of Aunt Jane, something characterized as the conventional reading of her work, and this conventional reading is lighthearted, well-mannered, and simple. Surely no one else’s fans can have been scolded so often for the wrong-headed ways in which they love her. Austen herself has been co-opted into this project. Austen would be so ashamed of you, her fans are told. You’d embarrass her. In every generation another hundred critics come to her expecting to find a gentle romantic and are taken by surprise.

Austen’s parties and balls tend to be scenes of disappointment. The Box Hill picnic in Emma, the Netherfield ball in Pride and Prejudice, are scenes of agony. Everybody’s got a secret to keep. Everybody’s got an agenda. Everybody’s pretending, and even the most intimate among them do not know what’s in the other’s heart. These episodes make a useful metaphor for Austen’s work in general. The music, the food, the pretty speeches stand for Austen’s delightful comedy. But what’s really going on is subterranean. Eighty years later, Rebecca West answered Charlotte Brontë thusly: “There are those who are deluded by the decorousness of her manner, by the fact that her virgins are so virginal that they are unaware of their virginity, into thinking that she is ignorant of passion. But look through the lattice-work of her neat sentences, joined together with the bright nails of craftsmanship, painted with the gay varnish of wit, and you will see women haggard with desire or triumphant with love.”

Fay Weldon put it much more strongly. “The reason no one married her,” Weldon has written, “was the same reason Crosby didn’t publish Northanger Abbey. It was just all too much. Something truly frightening rumbled there beneath the bubbling mirth....”

Meanwhile, the Austen cottage industry continues apace. She is a best-selling author, a Hollywood mogul. Every year more sequels, more spin-offs, more books that use Austen characters or Austen plots appear in the bookstores. A tea room in Bath, planning to market Jane Austen teas and coffees (in “distinctively nineteenth-century flavors”) found the name already trademarked for restaurant and catering services. An inexplicable lull of a couple of years between Austen movies was ended with a Mormon version of Pride and Prejudice and then a colorful, contemporary Bollywood musical. (Worth the price of a ticket just to see the dishy Naveen Andrews sing and dance.)

Movie versions often contribute to the perceived underestimation of Austen. In the films, the most interesting bits, the bits that undercut the cozy reading, are removed. So Willoughby’s final speech has been eliminated from Ang Lee’s  Sense and Sensibility, the entire troubling personality of protagonist Fanny Price from Patricia Rozema’s Mansfield Park. The first thing Hollywood does is fix Austen’s unsatisfying men, which in turn makes happy endings out of her more interesting as-happy-as-could-be-managed endings. We purists must content ourselves with Austen’s dialogue, so impossible to improve on that much of it makes the transition to the screen untouched.

The debate over the literature of the probable as opposed to the possible continues, but has fallen out in Austen’s favor so far. Where eighteenth-century novels focused on adventure, on the bizarre or the lurid, or else on the great historical sweep, what Walter Scott called “the big bow-wow strain,” these things today are found mostly in genre fiction.

    The detailed depiction of ordinary life favored by Austen, with its sharp, impartial observation, has become the norm for realist fiction in the years since. For a long time, realism has been the literature most favored in the academy. In order to write her books, Austen had to develop for herself techniques that are a standard part of the writer’s kit now. She is rightly seen as an early practitioner of the highbrow stuff, a pioneering innovator, and one of the mothers of the realist tradition. “That this spirit should have embodied itself... in the mind of a well-bred spinster, the daughter of a country clergyman, who never saw more of the world than was made possible by short visits to London and a residence of a few years in Bath and who found her subjects mainly in the problems of young provincial girls looking for husbands, seems one of the most freakish of the many anomalies of English literary history.” (Edmund Wilson)

But Austen is also seen as the mother of the romance novel, that popular, supermarket genre which in our day outsells all others by a good margin. That a single author could hold this preeminent position in both traditions simultaneously may be an anomaly simply too freakish to be believed. At the very least it is not very probable. 



KAREN JOY FOWLER
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A NOTE ON THE TEXTS

The texts of these seven novels have been reset from the individual volumes of Jane Austen’s work published in Penguin Classics, which are edited from the first editions.
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VOLUME ONE




CHAPTER I

The family of Dashwood had been long settled in Sussex. Their estate was large, and their residence was at Norland Park, in the centre of their property, where, for many generations, they had lived in so respectable a manner, as to engage the general good opinion of their surrounding acquaintance. The last owner but one, of this estate, was a single man, who lived to a very advanced age, and who, for many years of his life, had a constant companion and housekeeper in his sister. But her death, which happened ten years before his own, produced a great alteration in his home; for, to supply her loss, he invited and received into his house the family of his nephew Mr. Henry Dashwood, the legal inheritor of the Norland estate, and the person to whom he intended to bequeath it. In the society of his nephew and niece, and their children, the old Gentleman’s days were comfortably spent. His attachment to them all increased. The constant attention of Mr. and Mrs. Henry Dashwood to his wishes, which proceeded, not merely from interest, but from goodness of heart, gave him every degree of solid comfort which his age could receive; and the cheerfulness of the children added a relish to his existence.

By a former marriage, Mr. Henry Dashwood had one son: by his present Lady, three daughters. The son, a steady respectable young man, was amply provided for by the fortune of his mother, which had been large, and half of which devolved on him on his coming of age. By his own marriage, likewise, which happened soon afterwards, he added to his wealth. His wife had something considerable at present, and something still more to expect hereafter from her mother, her only surviving parent, who had much to give. To him, therefore, the succession to the Norland estate was not so really important as to his sisters; for their fortune, independent of what might arise to them from their father’s inheriting that property, could be but small. Their mother had nothing, and their father only seven thousand pounds in his own disposal; for the remaining moiety of his first wife’s fortune was also secured to her child, and he had only a life interest in it.

The old Gentleman died; his will was read, and like almost every other will, gave as much disappointment as pleasure. He was neither so unjust, nor so ungrateful, as to leave his estate from his nephew;—but he left it to him on such terms as destroyed half the value of the bequest. Mr. Dashwood had wished for it more for the sake of his wife and daughters than for himself or his son:—but to his son, and his son’s son, a child of four years old, it was secured, in such a way, as to leave to himself no power of providing for those who were most dear to him, and who most needed a provision, by any division of the estate, or by any sale of its valuable woods. The whole was tied up for the benefit of this child, who, in occasional visits with his father and mother at Norland, had so far gained on the affection of his uncle, by such attractions as are by no means unusual in children of two or three years old; an imperfect articulation, an earnest  desire of having his own way, many cunning tricks, and a great deal of noise, as to outweigh all the value of all the attention which, for years, he had received from his niece and her daughters. He meant not to be unkind however, and, as a mark of his affection for the three girls, he left them a thousand pounds a-piece.

Mr. Dashwood’s disappointment was, at first, severe; but his temper was cheerful and sanguine, and he might reasonably hope to live many years, and by living economically, lay by a considerable sum from the produce of an estate already large, and capable of almost immediate improvement. But the fortune, which had been so tardy in coming, was his only one twelvemonth. He survived his uncle no longer; and ten thousand pounds, including the late legacies, was all that remained for his widow and daughters.

His son was sent for, as soon as his danger was known, and to him Mr. Dashwood recommended, with all the strength and urgency which illness could command, the interest of his mother-in-law and sisters.

Mr. John Dashwood had not the strong feelings of the rest of the family; but he was affected by a recommendation of such a nature at such a time, and he promised to do every thing in his power to make them comfortable. His father was rendered easy by such an assurance, and Mr. John Dashwood had then leisure to consider how much there might prudently be in his power to do for them.

He was not an ill-disposed young man, unless to be rather cold hearted, and rather selfish, is to be ill-disposed: but he was, in general, well respected; for he conducted himself with propriety in the discharge of his ordinary duties. Had he married a more amiable woman, he might have been made still more respectable than he was:—he might even have been made amiable himself; for he was very young when he married, and very fond of his wife. But Mrs. John Dashwood was a strong caricature of himself;—more narrow-minded and selfish.

When he gave his promise to his father, he meditated within himself to increase the fortunes of his sisters by the present of a thousand pounds a-piece. He then really thought himself equal to it. The prospect of four thousand a year, in addition to his present income, besides the remaining half of his own mother’s fortune, warmed his heart, and made him feel capable of generosity.—“Yes, he would give them three thousand pounds: it would be liberal and handsome! It would be enough to make them completely easy. Three thousand pounds! he could spare so considerable a sum with little inconvenience.”-He thought of it all day long, and for many days successively, and he did not repent.

No sooner was his father’s funeral over, than Mrs. John Dashwood, without sending any notice of her intention to her mother-in-law, arrived with her child and their attendants. No one could dispute her right to come; the house was her husband’s from the moment of his father’s decease; but the indelicacy of her conduct was so much the greater, and, to a woman in Mrs. Dashwood’s situation, with only common feelings, must have been highly unpleasing;—but in her mind there was a sense of honour so keen, a generosity so romantic, that any offence of the kind, by whomsoever given or received, was to her a source of immoveable disgust. Mrs. John Dashwood had never been a favourite with any of her husband’s family; but she had had no opportunity, till the present, of shewing them with how  little attention to the comfort of other people she could act when occasion required it.

So acutely did Mrs. Dashwood feel this ungracious behaviour, and so earnestly did she despise her daughter-in-law for it, that, on the arrival of the latter, she would have quitted the house for ever, had not the entreaty of her eldest girl induced her first to reflect on the propriety of going, and her own tender love for all her three children determined her afterwards to stay, and for their sakes avoid a breach with their brother.

Elinor, this eldest daughter whose advice was so effectual, possessed a strength of understanding, and coolness of judgment, which qualified her, though only nineteen, to be the counsellor of her mother, and enabled her frequently to counteract, to the advantage of them all, that eagerness of mind in Mrs. Dashwood which must generally have led to imprudence. She had an excellent heart;—her disposition was affectionate, and her feelings were strong; but she knew how to govern them: it was a knowledge which her mother had yet to learn, and which one of her sisters had resolved never to be taught.

Marianne’s abilities were, in many respects, quite equal to Elinor’s. She was sensible and clever; but eager in every thing; her sorrows, her joys, could have no moderation. She was generous, amiable, interesting: she was every thing but prudent. The resemblance between her and her mother was strikingly great.

Elinor saw, with concern, the excess of her sister’s sensibility; but by Mrs. Dashwood it was valued and cherished. They encouraged each other now in the violence of their affliction. The agony of grief which overpowered them at first, was voluntarily renewed, was sought for, was created again and again. They gave themselves up wholly to their sorrow, seeking increase of wretchedness in every reflection that could afford it, and resolved against ever admitting consolation in future. Elinor, too, was deeply afflicted; but still she could struggle, she could exert herself. She could consult with her brother, could receive her sister-in-law on her arrival, and treat her with every proper attention; and could strive to rouse her mother to similar exertion, and encourage her to similar forbearance.

Margaret, the other sister, was a good humoured well disposed girl; but as she had already imbibed a good deal of Marianne’s romance, without having much of her sense, she did not, at thirteen, bid fair to equal her sisters at a more advanced period of life.




CHAPTER II

Mrs. John Dashwood now installed herself mistress of Norland; and her mother and sisters-in-law were degraded to the condition of visitors. As such, however, they were treated by her with quiet civility; and by her husband with as much kindness as he could feel towards any body beyond himself, his wife, and their child. He really pressed them, with some earnestness, to consider Norland as their home; and, as no plan appeared so eligible to Mrs. Dashwood as remaining there till she could accommodate herself with a house in the neighbourhood, his invitation was accepted.

A continuance in a place where every thing reminded her of former delight, was exactly what suited her mind. In seasons of cheerfulness, no temper could be more cheerful than hers, or possess, in a greater degree, that sanguine expectation of happiness which is happiness itself. But in sorrow she must be equally carried away by her fancy, and as far beyond consolation as in pleasure she was beyond alloy.

Mrs. John Dashwood did not at all approve of what her husband intended to do for his sisters. To take three thousand pounds from the fortune of their dear little boy, .would be impoverishing him to the most dreadful degree. She begged him to think again on the subject. How could he answer it to himself to rob his child, and his only child too, of so large a sum? And what possible claim could the Miss Dashwoods, who were related to him only by half blood, which she considered as no relationship at all, have on his generosity to so large an amount. It was very well known, that no affection was ever supposed to exist between the children of any man by different marriages; and why was he to ruin himself, and their poor little Harry, by giving away all his money to his half sisters?

“It was my father’s last request to me,” replied her husband, “that I should assist his widow and daughters.”

“He did not know what he was talking of I dare say; ten to one but he was light headed at the time. Had he been in his right senses, he could not have thought of such a thing as begging you to give away half your fortune from your own child.”

“He did not stipulate for any particular sum, my dear Fanny, he only requested me, in general terms, to assist them, and make their situation more comfortable than it was in his power to do. Perhaps it would have been as well if he had left it wholly to myself. He could hardly suppose I should neglect them. But as he required the promise, I could not do less than give it: at least I thought so at the time. The promise, therefore, was given, and must be performed. Something must be done for them whenever they leave Norland and settle in a new home.”

“Well, then, let something be done for them; but that something need not be three thousand pounds. Consider,” she added, “that when the money is once parted with, it never can return. Your sisters will marry, and it will be gone for ever. If, indeed, it could ever be restored to our poor little boy—”

“Why, to be sure,” said her husband, very gravely, “that would make a great difference. The time may come when Harry will regret that so large a sum was parted with. If he should have a numerous family, for instance, it would be a very convenient addition.”

“To be sure it would.”

“Perhaps, then, it would be better for all parties if the sum were diminished one half.—Five hundred pounds would be a prodigious increase to their fortunes!”

“Oh! beyond any thing great! What brother on earth would do half so much for his sisters, even if really his sisters! And as it is—only half blood!—But you have such a generous spirit!”

“I would not wish to do any thing mean,” he replied. “One had rather, on such occasions, do too much than too little. No one, at least, can think I have not done enough for them: even themselves, they can hardly expect more.”

“There is no knowing what they may expect,” said the Lady, “but we are not to think of their expectations: the question is, what you can afford to do.”

“Certainly—and I think I may afford to give them five hundred pounds a-piece. As it is, without any addition of mine, they will each have above three thousand pounds on their mother’s death—a very comfortable fortune for any young woman.”

“To be sure it is: and, indeed, it strikes me that they can want no addition at all. They will have ten thousand pounds divided amongst them. If they marry, they will be sure of doing well, and if they do not, they may all live very comfortably together on the interest of ten thousand pounds.”

“That is very true, and, therefore, I do not know whether, upon the whole, it would not be more adviseable to do something for their mother while she lives rather than for them—something of the annuity kind I mean. My sisters would feel the good effects of it as well as herself. A hundred a year would make them all perfectly comfortable.”

His wife hesitated a little, however, in giving her consent to this plan.

“To be sure,” said she, “it is better than parting with fifteen hundred pounds at once. But then if Mrs. Dashwood should live fifteen years, we shall be completely taken in.”

“Fifteen years! My dear Fanny, her life cannot be worth half that purchase.”

“Certainly not; but if you observe, people always live for ever when there is any annuity to be paid them; and she is very stout and healthy, and hardly forty. An annuity is a very serious business; it comes over and over every year, and there is no getting rid of it. You are not aware of what you are doing. I have known a great deal of the trouble of annuities; for my mother was clogged with the payment of three to old superannuated servants by my father’s will, and it is amazing how disagreeable she found it. Twice every year these annuities were to be paid; and then there was the trouble of getting it to them; and then one of them was said to have died, and afterwards it turned out to be no such thing. My mother was quite sick of it. Her income was not her own, she said, with such perpetual claims on it: and it was the more unkind in my father, because, otherwise, the money would have been entirely at my mother’s disposal, without any restriction whatever. It has given me such an abhorrence of annuities, that I am sure I would not pin myself down to the payment of one for all the world.”

“It is certainly an unpleasant thing,” replied Mr. Dashwood, “to have those kind of yearly drains on one’s income. One’s fortune, as your mother justly says, is not one’s own. To be tied down to the regular payment of such a sum, on every rent day, is by no means desirable: it takes away one’s independence.”

“Undoubtedly; and after all you have no thanks for it. They think themselves secure, you do no more than what is expected, and it raises no gratitude at all. If I were you, whatever I did should be done at my own discretion entirely. I would not bind myself to allow them any thing yearly. It may be very inconvenient some years to spare a hundred, or even fifty pounds from our own expences.”

“I believe you are right, my love; it will be better that there should be no annuity in the case; whatever I may give them occasionally will be of far greater assistance than a yearly allowance, because they would only enlarge their style of living if they felt sure of a larger income, and would not be sixpence the richer  for it at the end of the year. It will certainly be much the best way. A present of fifty pounds, now and then, will prevent their ever being distressed for money, and will, I think, be amply discharging my promise to my father.”

“To be sure it will. Indeed, to say the truth, I am convinced within myself that your father had no idea of your giving them any money at all. The assistance he thought of, I dare say, was only such as might be reasonably expected of you; for instance, such as looking out for a comfortable small house for them, helping them to move their things, and sending them presents of fish and game, and so forth, whenever they are in season. I’ll lay my life that he meant nothing farther; indeed, it would be very strange and unreasonable if he did. Do but consider, my dear Mr. Dashwood, how excessively comfortable your mother-in-law and her daughters may live on the interest of seven thousand pounds, besides the thousand pounds belonging to each of the girls, which brings them in fifty pounds a year a-piece, and, of course, they will pay their mother for their board out of it. Altogether, they will have five hundred a year amongst them, and what on earth can four women want for more than that? They will live so cheap! Their housekeeping will be nothing at all. They will have no carriage, no horses, and hardly any servants; they will keep no company, and can have no expences of any kind! Only conceive how comfortable they will be! Five hundred a year! I am sure I cannot imagine how they will spend half of it; and as to your giving them more, it is quite absurd to think of it. They will be much more able to give you something.”

“Upon my word,” said Mr. Dashwood, “I believe you are perfectly right. My father certainly could mean nothing more by his request to me than what you say. I clearly understand it now, and I will strictly fulfil my engagement by such acts of assistance and kindness to them as you have described. When my mother removes into another house my services shall be readily given to accommodate her as far I can. Some little present of furniture too may be acceptable then.”

“Certainly,” returned Mrs. John Dashwood. “But, however, one thing must be considered. When your father and mother moved to Norland, though the furniture of Stanhill was sold, all the china, plate, and linen was saved, and is now left to your mother. Her house will therefore be almost completely fitted up as soon as she takes it.”

“That is a material consideration undoubtedly. A valuable legacy indeed! And yet some of the plate would have been a very pleasant addition to our own stock here.”

“Yes; and the set of breakfast china is twice as handsome as what belongs to this house. A great deal too handsome, in my opinion, for any place they can ever afford to live in. But, however, so it is. Your father thought only of them. And I must say this: that you owe no particular gratitude to him, nor attention to his wishes, for we very well know that if he could, he would have left almost every thing in the world to them.”

This argument was irresistible. It gave to his intentions whatever of decision was wanting before; and he finally resolved, that it would be absolutely unnecessary, if not highly indecorous, to do more for the widow and children of his father, than such kind of neighbourly acts as his own wife pointed out.




CHAPTER III

Mrs. Dashwood remained at Norland several months; not from any disinclination to move when the sight of every well known spot ceased to raise the violent emotion which it produced for a while; for when her spirits began to revive, and her mind became capable of some other exertion than that of heightening its affliction by melancholy remembrances, she was impatient to be gone, and indefatigable in her enquiries for a suitable dwelling in the neighbourhood of Norland; for to remove far from that beloved spot was impossible. But she could hear of no situation that at once answered her notions of comfort and ease, and suited the prudence of her eldest daughter, whose steadier judgment rejected several houses as too large for their income, which her mother would have approved.

Mrs. Dashwood had been informed by her husband of the solemn promise on the part of his son in their favour, which gave comfort to his last earthly reflections. She doubted the sincerity of this assurance no more than he had doubted it himself, and she thought of it for her daughters’ sake with satisfaction, though as for herself she was persuaded that a much smaller provision than 7000l. would support her in affluence. For their brother’s sake too, for the sake of his own heart she rejoiced; and she reproached herself for being unjust to his merit before, in believing him incapable of generosity. His attentive behaviour to herself and his sisters convinced her that their welfare was dear to him, and, for a long time, she firmly relied on the liberality of his intentions.

The contempt which she had, very early in their acquaintance, felt for her daughter-in-law, was very much encreased by the farther knowledge of her character, which half a year’s residence in her family afforded; and perhaps in spite of every consideration of politeness or maternal affection on the side of the former, the two ladies might have found it impossible to have lived together so long, had not a particular circumstance occurred to give still greater eligibility, according to the opinions of Mrs. Dashwood, to her daughter’s continuance at Norland.

This circumstance was a growing attachment between her eldest girl and the brother of Mrs. John Dashwood, a gentlemanlike and pleasing young man, who was introduced to their acquaintance soon after his sister’s establishment at Norland, and who had since spent the greatest part of his time there.

Some mothers might have encouraged the intimacy from motives of interest, for Edward Ferrars was the eldest son of a man who had died very rich; and some might have repressed it from motives of prudence, for, except a trifling sum, the whole of his fortune depended on the will of his mother. But Mrs. Dashwood was alike uninfluenced by either consideration. It was enough for her that he appeared to be amiable, that he loved her daughter, and that Elinor returned the partiality. It was contrary to every doctrine of her’s that difference of fortune should keep any couple asunder who were attracted by resemblance of disposition; and that Elinor’s merit should not be acknowledged by every one who knew her, was to her comprehension impossible.

Edward Ferrars was not recommended to their good opinion by any peculiar graces of person or address. He was not handsome, and his manners required  intimacy to make them pleasing. He was too diffident to do justice to himself; but when his natural shyness was overcome, his behaviour gave every indication of an open affectionate heart. His understanding was good, and his education had given it solid improvement. But he was neither fitted by abilities nor disposition to answer the wishes of his mother and sister, who longed to see him distinguished—as—they hardly knew what. They wanted him to make a fine figure in the world in some manner or other. His mother wished to interest him in political concerns, to get him into parliament, or to see him connected with some of the great men of the day. Mrs. John Dashwood wished it likewise; but in the mean while, till one of these superior blessings could be attained, it would have quieted her ambition to see him driving a barouche. But Edward had no turn for great men or barouches. All his wishes centered in domestic comfort and the quiet of private life. Fortunately he had a younger brother who was more promising.

Edward had been staying several weeks in the house before he engaged much of Mrs. Dashwood’s attention; for she was, at that time, in such affliction as rendered her careless of surrounding objects. She saw only that he was quiet and unobtrusive, and she liked him for it. He did not disturb the wretchedness of her mind by ill-timed conversation. She was first called to observe and approve him farther, by a reflection which Elinor chanced one day to make on the difference between him and his sister. It was a contrast which recommended him most forcibly to her mother.

“It is enough;” said she, “to say that he is unlike Fanny is enough. It implies every thing amiable. I love him already.”

“I think you will like him,” said Elinor, “when you know more of him.”

“Like him!” replied her mother with a smile. “I can feel no sentiment of approbation inferior to love.”

“You may esteem him.”

“I have never yet known what it was to separate esteem and love.”

Mrs. Dashwood now took pains to get acquainted with him. Her manners were attaching and soon banished his reserve. She speedily comprehended all his merits; the persuasion of his regard for Elinor perhaps assisted her penetration; but she really felt assured of his worth: and even that quietness of manner which militated against all her established ideas of what a young man’s address ought to be, was no longer uninteresting when she knew his heart to be warm and his temper affectionate.

No sooner did she perceive any symptom of love in his behaviour to Elinor, than she considered their serious attachment as certain, and looked forward to their marriage as rapidly approaching.

“In a few months, my dear Marianne,” said she, “Elinor will in all probability be settled for life. We shall miss her; but she will be happy.”

“Oh! mama, how shall we do without her?” “My love, it will be scarcely a separation. We shall live within a few miles of each other, and shall meet every day of our lives. You will gain a brother, a real, affectionate brother. I have the highest opinion in the world of Edward’s heart. But you look grave, Marianne; do you disapprove your sister’s choice?”

“Perhaps,” said Marianne, “I may consider it with some surprise. Edward is very amiable, and I love him tenderly. But yet—he is not the kind of young man—there is a something wanting—his figure is not striking; it has none of that grace which I should expect in the man who could seriously attach my sister. His eyes want all that spirit, that fire, which at once announce virtue and intelligence. And besides all this, I am afraid, mama, he has no real taste. Music seems scarcely to attract him, and though he admires Elinor’s drawings very much, it is not the admiration of a person who can understand their worth. It is evident, in spite of his frequent attention to her while she draws, that in fact he knows nothing of the matter. He admires as a lover, not as a connoisseur. To satisfy me, those characters must be united. I could not be happy with a man whose taste did not in every point coincide with my own. He must enter into all my feelings ; the same books, the same music must charm us both. Oh! mama, how spiritless, how tame was Edward’s manner in reading to us last night! I felt for my sister most severely. Yet she bore it with so much composure, she seemed scarcely to notice it. I could hardly keep my seat. To hear those beautiful lines which have frequently almost driven me wild, pronounced with such impenetrable calmness, such dreadful indifference!”—

“He would certainly have done more justice to simple and elegant prose. I thought so at the time; but you would give him Cowper.”

“Nay, mama, if he is not to be animated by Cowper!—but we must allow for difference of taste. Elinor has not my feelings, and therefore she may overlook it, and be happy with him. But it would have broke my heart had I loved him, to hear him read with so little sensibility. Mama, the more I know of the world, the more am I convinced that I shall never see a man whom I can really love. I require so much! He must have all Edward’s virtues, and his person and manners must ornament his goodness with every possible charm.”

“Remember, my love, that you are not seventeen. It is yet too early in life to despair of such an happiness. Why should you be less fortunate than your mother? In one circumstance only, my Marianne, may your destiny be different from her’s!”




CHAPTER IV

“What a pity it is, Elinor,” said Marianne, “that Edward should have no taste for drawing.”

“No taste for drawing,” replied Elinor; “why should you think so? He does not draw himself, indeed, but he has great pleasure in seeing the performances of other people, and I assure you he is by no means deficient in natural taste, though he has not had opportunities of improving it. Had he ever been in the way of learning, I think he would have drawn very well. He distrusts his own judgment in such matters so much, that he is always unwilling to give his opinion on any picture; but he has an innate propriety and simplicity of taste, which in general direct him perfectly right.”

Marianne was afraid of offending, and said no more on the subject; but the  kind of approbation which Elinor described as excited in him by the drawings of other people, was very far from that rapturous delight, which, in her opinion, could alone be called taste. Yet, though smiling within herself at the mistake, she honoured her sister for that blind partiality to Edward which produced it.

“I hope, Marianne,” continued Elinor, “you do not consider him as deficient in general taste. Indeed, I think I may say that you cannot, for your behaviour to him is perfectly cordial, and if that were your opinion, I am sure you could never be civil to him.”

Marianne hardly knew what to say. She would not wound the feelings of her sister on any account, and yet to say what she did not believe was impossible. At length she replied:

“Do not be offended, Elinor, if my praise of him is not in every thing equal to your sense of his merits. I have not had so many opportunities of estimating the minuter propensities of his mind, his inclinations and tastes as you have; but I have the highest opinion in the world of his goodness and sense. I think him every thing that is worthy and amiable.”

“I am sure,” replied Elinor with a smile, “that his dearest friends could not be dissatisfied with such commendation as that. I do not perceive how you could express yourself more warmly.”

Marianne was rejoiced to find her sister so easily pleased.

“Of his sense and his goodness,” continued Elinor, “no one can, I think, be in doubt, who has seen him often enough to engage him in unreserved conversation. The excellence of his understanding and his principles can be concealed only by that shyness which too often keeps him silent. You know enough of him to do justice to his solid worth. But of his minuter propensities as you call them, you have from peculiar circumstances been kept more ignorant than myself. He and I have been at times thrown a good deal together, while you have been wholly engrossed on the most affectionate principle by my mother. I have seen a great deal of him, have studied his sentiments and heard his opinion on subjects of literature and taste; and, upon the whole, I venture to pronounce that his mind is well-informed, his enjoyment of books exceedingly great, his imagination lively, his observation just and correct, and his taste delicate and pure. His abilities in every respect improve as much upon acquaintance as his manners and person. At first sight, his address is certainly not striking; and his person can hardly be called handsome, till the expression of his eyes, which are uncommonly good, and the general sweetness of his countenance, is perceived. At present, I know him so well, that I think him really handsome; or, at least, almost so. What say you Marianne?”

“I shall very soon think him handsome, Elinor, if I do not now. When you tell me to love him as a brother, I shall no more see imperfection in his face, than I now do in his heart.”

Elinor started at this declaration, and was sorry for the warmth she had been betrayed into, in speaking of him. She felt that Edward stood very high in her opinion. She believed the regard to be mutual; but she required greater certainty of it to make Marianne’s conviction of their attachment agreeable to her. She knew that what Marianne and her mother conjectured one moment, they believed the next—that with them, to wish was to hope, and to hope was to expect. She tried to explain the real state of the case to her sister.

“I do not attempt to deny,” said she, “that I think very highly of him—that I greatly esteem, that I like him.”

Marianne here burst forth with indignation—

“Esteem him! Like him! Cold-hearted Elinor! Oh! worse than cold-hearted! Ashamed of being otherwise. Use those words again and I will leave the room this moment.”

Elinor could not help laughing. “Excuse me,” said she, “and be assured that I meant no offence to you, by speaking, in so quiet a way, of my own feelings. Believe them to be stronger than I have declared; believe them, in short, to be such as his merit, and the suspicion—the hope of his affection for me may warrant, without imprudence or folly. But farther than this you must not believe. I am by no means assured of his regard for me. There are moments when the extent of it seems doubtful; and till his sentiments are fully known, you cannot wonder at my wishing to avoid any encouragement of my own partiality, by believing or calling it more than it is. In my heart I feel little—scarcely any doubt of his preference. But there are other points to be considered besides his inclination. He is very far from being independent. What his mother really is we cannot know; but, from Fanny’s occasional mention of her conduct and opinions, we have never been disposed to think her amiable; and I am very much mistaken if Edward is not himself aware that there would be many difficulties in his way, if he were to wish to marry a woman who had not either a great fortune or high rank.”

Marianne was astonished to find how much the imagination of her mother and herself had outstripped the truth.

“And you really are not engaged to him!” said she. “Yet it certainly soon will happen. But two advantages will proceed from this delay. I shall not lose you so soon, and Edward will have greater opportunity of improving that natural taste for your favourite pursuit which must be so indispensably necessary to your future felicity. Oh! if he should be so far stimulated by your genius as to learn to draw himself, how delightful it would be!”

Elinor had given her real opinion to her sister. She could not consider her partiality for Edward in so prosperous a state as Marianne had believed it. There was, at times, a want of spirits about him which, if it did not denote indifference, spoke a something almost as unpromising. A doubt of her regard, supposing him to feel it, need not give him more than inquietude. It would not be likely to produce that dejection of mind which frequently attended him. A more reasonable cause might be found in the dependent situation which forbad the indulgence of his affection. She knew that his mother neither behaved to him so as to make his home comfortable at present, nor to give him any assurance that he might form a home for himself, without strictly attending to her views for his aggrandisement. With such a knowledge as this, it was impossible for Elinor to feel easy on the subject. She was far from depending on that result of his preference of her, which her mother and sister still considered as certain. Nay, the longer they were together the more doubtful seemed the nature of his regard; and sometimes, for a few painful minutes, she believed it to be no more than friendship.

But, whatever might really be its limits, it was enough, when perceived by his sister, to make her uneasy; and, at the same time, (which was still more common,) to make her uncivil. She took the first opportunity of affronting her mother-in-law on the occasion, talking to her so expressively of her brother’s great expectations, of Mrs. Ferrars’s resolution that both her sons should marry well, and of the danger attending any young woman who attempted to draw him  in; that Mrs. Dashwood could neither pretend to be unconscious, nor endeavour to be calm. She gave her an answer which marked her contempt, and instantly left the room, resolving, that whatever might be the inconvenience or expence of so sudden a removal, her beloved Elinor should not be exposed another week to such insinuations.

In this state of her spirits, a letter was delivered to her from the post, which contained a proposal particularly well timed. It was the offer of a small house, on very easy terms, belonging to a relation of her own, a Gentleman of consequence and property in Devonshire. The letter was from this Gentleman himself, and written in the true spirit of friendly accommodation. He understood that she was in need of a dwelling, and though the house he now offered her was merely a cottage, he assured her that every thing should be done to it which she might think necessary, if the situation pleased her. He earnestly pressed her, after giving the particulars of the house and garden, to come with her daughters to Barton Park, the place of his own residence, from whence she might judge, herself, whether Barton Cottage, for the houses were in
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