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One of Jane Austen’s earliest surviving letters is dated 23 August 1796

and was sent to her sister Cassandra from Cork Street in London,

where the twenty-year-old budding author overnighted with their

sailor brother Frank on the way to relatives in Kent. That short visit

places Jane within an easy ten-minute walk of John Boydell’s famous

Shakespeare Gallery, the first-ever museum dedicated to The Bard and

a must-see spectacle for any aspiring writer. This then is where our

story starts — with one author contemplating the fame of another.

Today, we are roughly as far removed from Austen’s world as she was

from Shakespeare’s. As if on cue, Austen now warrants museums of

her own (our story ends with Janeite pilgrimage sites in the village of

Chawton). But in 1796, the young, yet-unpublished Jane would have

stood in front of the life-size paintings depicting Shakespeare’s most

famous scenes and marvelled at this stunning literary celebrity.

Shakespeare’s influence on Austen is substantial: her characters “all

talk Shakespeare” in

Mansfield Park

;

Hamlet

is read in

Sense &

Sensibility

, where Marianne plays Ophelia to the broody and unfaithful

Willoughby; and

Pride & Prejudice

takes as a source of inspiration the

love-hate relationship of Beatrice and Benedick in

Much Ado About

Nothing

. Austen kneaded the clay of both her wide reading and her

daily experiences into new shapes that, today, exert in their turn an

influence on writers of page, stage and screen around the world. How
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did Austen emerge as a literary powerhouse of her own? Fans like us

crave to know the ordinary events and daily talk that she repurposed

and remade.

Any biography of Austen, and there are many, exists at the intersection

of speculation and research. Our graphic account does too, although the

Glossary will attest to the breadcrumbs of facts that we have

painstakingly followed. Although we have stubbornly stuck to a muted

colour palette that reflects the relative quiet of her life, our story flares

into vibrant colour whenever Jane’s fancy takes flight and she begins to

create her now-famous stories. Along the way, facsimiles of historical

artefacts as well as cheeky Easter eggs from modern films reward the

committed fan. This graphic biography focuses on three extended

periods in Jane’s adult life (the early luxuries of Bath, the lean years

in Southampton and the modest comforts of Chawton), narrating how

she struggled with financial insecurity as an unmarried woman and

endured a long process of disappointments, revisions and artistic

frustrations as a writer. All the while, her sister Cassandra faithfully

lived by her side.

Biographers blame Cassandra for burning the many letters that might

have told us more. She must have had her reasons. And she left us

with plenty of material to imagine our favourite author’s life.
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PART ONE

Budding

Writer

1796–1797
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