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    Jane Austen was born in Hampshire in 1775, the daughter of an Anglican rector. Although the Austens had a modest income, Jane and her siblings were encouraged to read widely. She wrote her first spoof novella, Love and Freindship (1790) – misspelling deliberate – when she was just 14. Jane apparently read excerpts of the work aloud to her family, developing a writing style characterised by social observation and wit.


    In 1801, Jane moved from Hampshire to Bath with her parents and sister Cassandra. Their life in the city was cut short, however, when her father died in 1805. Jane, her mother and Cassandra finally settled in the village of Chawton, where Jane wrote her most famous novels: Sense and Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, Northanger Abbey (1818) and Persuasion. In 1816, at the age of 41, she became ill and died the following year, possibly of Addison’s disease. She continued to write until the very end and is buried in Winchester Cathedral.
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    Sense and Sensibility was Jane Austen’s first published novel. It is thought that a first draft may have been written as early as 1795, when Austen was just 19. This draft, given the working title of Elinor and Marianne, was an epistolary novel (a novel told through letters). It was not until 1811 that Sense and Sensibility in its final narrative form was published, and even then, it was published anonymously; the original title page simply states that the book is “by a lady.” It was nevertheless quite the literary success, with the 750 copies of its first print run sold out by 1813.


    The story principally follows Elinor and Marianne Dashwood, sisters who are forced to move after the death of their father. The title of the novel refers to their differing characters: while Elinor represents sense, Marianne represents sensibility, and the plot puts both to the test as the sisters respectively fall in love.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    LEAVING NORLAND


    The novel opens with the death of Mr Henry Dashwood. He is married with three daughters: 19-year-old Elinor, 16-year-old Marianne and 13-year-old Margaret. The family has been “long settled” (p.3) at their Sussex home, Norland Park, but upon Henry’s death, the property is passed down to John Dashwood, Henry’s son from a previous marriage. Although John is fond of his stepmother and three half-sisters, his wife, the proud and ungenerous Fanny, insists that he has no responsibility towards them; she convinces her husband that giving them money is tantamount to stealing from his own son’s inheritance, and that the material possessions left to Mrs Dashwood in Henry’s will – all the china, plates and linen – is more than enough of a legacy.


    John, Fanny and their son Harry move into Norland as soon as possible, arousing resentment from the Dashwood women. Mrs Dashwood is particularly perturbed and starts looking for somewhere to move with her daughters. However, when Fanny’s brother Edward Ferrars arrives at Norland, Mrs Dashwood delays her plans; she starts to suspect that Elinor and Edward are falling in love. Edward is not outwardly remarkable, and Marianne despairs over his lack of spirit and the fact that “music seems scarcely to attract him” (p.15); however, once his shyness starts to break down, he is good-natured and attentive, as unlike his sister Fanny as he could be (“It is enough;” said [Mrs Dashwood], “to say that he is unlike Fanny is enough. It implies everything amiable. I love him already.” p.14).


    Fanny, however, has also noticed an attachment between her brother and Elinor. She tells Mrs Dashwood that the match could never take place and that Elinor must be motivated by the prospect of Edward’s inheritance. Mrs Dashwood is offended, and when a distant relative, Sir John Middleton, writes to her with the offer of a home – a small cottage in his Devonshire parish – she accepts the invitation immediately. She and her daughters bid Norland goodbye (tearfully, in the case of Marianne) and leave for Devonshire.


    BARTON COTTAGE


    When the Dashwoods arrive at their new home, Barton Cottage, they receive a warm welcome from Sir John Middleton, who insists that the family dine at his house the next day. He lives at Barton Park, about half a mile from the cottage, with his wife Lady Middleton and her mother, Mrs Jennings. Over dinner, Mrs Jennings proves herself to be jovial, gossipy and “rather vulgar” (p.29). She delights in teasing Elinor and Marianne, asking if they have left their hearts behind in Sussex. Marianne, who is aware of her sister’s interest in Edward, is indignant on her behalf.


    The Dashwoods are also introduced to Sir John’s friend, an “absolute old bachelor” (p.30) called Colonel Brandon. Although Marianne initially dismisses him because of his age – thirty-five – he gains her respect by paying close attention to her performance at the piano after dinner. This is apparently also noted by Mrs Jennings, who a few days later causes great embarrassment by announcing to a horrified Marianne that Colonel Brandon is in love with her. Marianne tells her mother and Elinor that Brandon is clearly too old and infirm to fall in love, much to her family’s amusement. When Elinor has left the room, Marianne goes on to announce her surprise that Edward has not yet come to visit them. She wonders at Elinor’s self-command and how strange it is that she does not appear to miss him.


    “One memorable morning” (p.36), Marianne and Margaret go for a walk in the hills that surround their cottage. Mrs Dashwood and Elinor stay at home, fearing the weather. These fears prove justified when it suddenly starts pouring with rain; the sisters run back home down the steep hill which leads to their garden gate, but Marianne slips and falls down. A gentleman climbing up the hill with his gun and two dogs sees the accident and rushes to her assistance. Discovering that she has twisted her ankle, the man scoops her up and carries her into the parlour at the cottage, where he tells the Dashwoods that his name is Willoughby. He is extremely handsome and charming, asking to call upon them tomorrow to enquire after Marianne’s ankle.


    Later that morning, Sir John arrives. Marianne quizzes him about Willoughby and learns that he is a good shot, a lively dancer, and set to inherit the possessions of the wealthy Mrs Smith who lives at nearby Allenham Court. True to his word, Willoughby calls upon the Dashwoods the next day. He and Marianne discover a shared love of music and literature, quoting their favourite passages and discussing authors. Elinor teases her sister, saying that the pair will have exhausted all conversation within a few meetings. Nevertheless, he visits every day, and his relationship with Marianne intensifies. He even makes fun of Colonel Brandon in front of her, remarking that he is somebody “whom every body speaks well of, and nobody cares about” (p.44) – much to the disapproval of Elinor, who is quick to defend Brandon.


    It is not long before Marianne and Willoughby are spending almost all of their time together, leaving Elinor worried by their indiscretion. Elinor herself has no such close companion; she finds pleasure only in the company of Colonel Brandon. One evening at Barton Park, when Marianne and Willoughby are dancing, Brandon asks Elinor whether Marianne approves of “second attachments” (p.49). Elinor is a little surprised at the question. Brandon goes on to say that he once knew a lady who greatly resembled Marianne, but stops himself as though he is aware he has said too much.


    THE GROWING ATTACHMENT


    The next morning, the sisters are out walking when Marianne confides in Elinor that Willoughby has offered to give her a horse. Marianne herself is delighted, but Elinor is more realistic; not only does she question the practicalities of keeping such an expensive gift, she also voices a concern that accepting such a generous present from a man whom she has known so briefly will be viewed as indecorous. Marianne warmly insists that she knows Willoughby better than she knows anyone else, with the exception of her sister and mother – but eventually agrees that accepting the horse would be a financial burden on Mrs Dashwood, and regretfully turns the offer down.


    The following day, Margaret tells Elinor a secret: she has seen Willoughby cut off a lock of Marianne’s hair, kiss it, and fold it up in his pocket-book. (At the time the novel was written, couples often exchanged locks of hair as a sign of commitment). Margaret believes this means the pair is engaged. She demonstrates yet more indiscretion one evening at Barton Park, when she hints to Mrs Jennings that Elinor has left her heart in Sussex after all. Egged on by Mrs Jennings’ questions, Margaret reveals that Elinor’s love interest is a man of no particular profession whose name begins with ‘F’.


    The Dashwoods, the Middletons, Brandon and Willoughby arrange a trip to Whitwell, an estate not far from Barton that belongs to Brandon’s brother-in-law. Just as they are about to depart, however, Brandon receives a letter that evidently distresses him. Despite Mrs Jennings’ impertinent demands that he tell them all what it says, Brandon maintains that it is merely a letter of business calling him urgently to town. After he has gone, Mrs Jennings tells Elinor that she suspects it concerns a lady named Miss Williams, whom she believes to be Brandon’s “natural daughter” (p.59).


    With the trip postponed, the party decides instead to spend the day driving about the country in carriages. Marianne and Willoughby drive off together and are the last to return. Mrs Jennings teases them, claiming to know where they spent the morning. Although the pair shake off her speculations, Marianne later reveals to Elinor that Willoughby took her to visit Allenham Court while his elderly relative was out of the house. Elinor is aghast and tells her the visit was completely unjustified. Marianne eventually admits that it was perhaps ill-judged – but proceeds to tell her sister in great detail just how charming the house is.


    ABANDONMENT


    During one of his frequent visits to Barton Cottage, Willoughby announces how fond he is of the house. He declares that it is “faultless” (p.64) and makes Mrs Dashwood promise never to make any alterations to it. When she agrees, he presses her still further, saying that he hopes he will always find her and her daughters as unchanged as their dwelling.


    However, change is just around the corner. Elinor and Mrs Dashwood return home from the Middletons’ to find Marianne running in violent tears up the stairs. In the parlour, Willoughby explains that he is being sent to London on business and will be unable to return to Devonshire for the rest of the year. Mrs Dashwood, staunch in her belief that he and Marianne have been secretly engaged for weeks, suggests that Willoughby had to leave so as to hide his engagement from Mrs Smith. Elinor is unconvinced; she reminds her mother that they have had no confirmation of a formal attachment between the pair. Marianne is left grief-stricken.


    Around a week after Willoughby’s sudden departure, Elinor, Marianne and Margaret are out walking when they see a gentleman approaching the cottage on horseback. Although Marianne, clouded by hope, initially believes it is Willoughby, it turns out to be Edward. She tells him how delighted she is that he has arrived at last, but Elinor is more reserved and waits to see how he acts towards her. Both she and Marianne are surprised to find him in low spirits and apparently reluctant to spend time alone with Elinor. The girls are reassured, however, when Marianne notices that he is wearing a ring containing a lock of hair. Although Edward is clearly embarrassed when she points it out and claims that the hair belongs to his sister Fanny, neither Marianne nor Elinor believe him. Elinor wonders how Edward managed to cut what she believes to be her own hair without asking permission.


    After only a week at Barton Cottage, Edward tells the Dashwoods that he must leave. Elinor tells herself that the brevity of his visit must be down to his mother, who is very demanding and sends for him often. She spends increasing amounts of time at her drawing table, unable to think of anything but Edward. She is at her drawing table when a large party arrives at the cottage: it is Sir John, Lady Middleton and Mrs Jennings, accompanied by Lady Middleton’s pregnant sister Charlotte and her husband. Sir John asks the Dashwood girls to dine with them the following evening. Elinor and Marianne accept – but only because they can find no way to decline.


    Sir John soon has yet more guests, two young women he met in Exeter named Anne and Lucy Steele. The girls are introduced to Elinor and Marianne at Barton Park. The Dashwoods are quickly irritated by the Steeles, who pander to Lady Middleton and her children; however, Lucy seems to seek out Elinor’s companionship, and when Sir John drops the name of Edward Ferrars – whom he presumes to be the famous ‘F’ mentioned by Margaret – Lucy is quick to take Elinor to one side. She confides that she will soon be intimately connected with the Ferrars family, as she has been engaged to Edward for the past four years.


    A TRIP TO LONDON


    Knowing now that it is Lucy’s hair in Edward’s ring, Elinor is heartbroken – but says nothing to Marianne. Lucy takes every opportunity to talk to Elinor about her engagement, explaining that they have kept it secret as Edward’s mother would doubtless not approve the match. One evening, again at Barton Park, Mrs Jennings invites Elinor and Marianne to stay with her at her London home near Portman Square. Marianne is overjoyed at the prospect of seeing Willoughby, but Elinor is reluctant – the last thing she wants is


    

    

    

    

    

    

    REVELATIONS


    

    

    

    

    RETURNING TO BARTON
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