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Author’s biography


 

Jane Austen was born in Hampshire, Great-Britain, on December 16th, 1755. Her father, William George Austen, was a minister. Her mother, born Cassandra Leigh, was of aristocratic origin. The Austen family belonged to minor nobility. Jane had six brothers – James, George, Edward, Henry, Francis, Charles – and an elder sister, Cassandra.

Both the sisters are sent to Oxford in 1782. There, a governess named Ann Cawle takes care of their upbringing. They follow her to Southampton, then to Reading, where a typhus epidemic spreads swiftly. Cassandra and Jane are immediately sent back home. They go to boarding school in 1785. They learn French, embroidery, dancing, music, and sewing. A year later, their parents can’t afford anymore to pay for their studies so they go to presbytery while their brothers still study at Oxford.

William George Austen has a huge library, − five hundred books − and he unreservedly opens its way to his children. He also gives them school materials to write, which was very expensive in those days. The Austen family often indulges in reading aloud, at night, after dinner. 

Jane started writing in 1787. Her first written works have been brought together and called Juvenilia. It includes an epistolary novel, Love and Friendship, and historical writings like The History of England. These are parodies of sentimental and historical novels. Jane writes, reads, and practices some others artistic activities, one of which is music, but she doesn’t really find it interesting. As a well-behaved young lady, she helps her mother to keep house. At night, she reads aloud her own writings to her family. Those readings make her want to be a writer. Between 1793 and 1795, she writes a short epistolary novel, Lady Susan. A little after, she writes a second epistolary novel, Elinor and Marianne. The same year, she meets Thomas Langlois Lefroy, law graduate but moneyless. Jane has no dowry so the Langlois family takes the young man away from the Austens.  

In 1796, the young woman writes her first novel, First Impressions, that she ends a year later. Her family really likes the novel and her father wants to have it published but he is turned down by Thomas Cadell, a publisher. Jane Austen takes interest again in Elinor and Marianne, which she reworks in a fictional way. She changes the title, which becomes Sense and Sensibility. Then, she writes Susan, which later becomes Northanger Abbey, parody of a Gothic novel, − a very popular literary genre back then. Henry, a year older than her, succeeds to sell Susan to publisher Benjamin Crosby but the latter leaves the novel sink into oblivion.

In 1800, the Austen family settles in Bath (in Somerset County). Two years later, Jane Austen apparently gets her only marriage proposal that she first accepts before going back on her word.

In 1804, Jane starts a novel called The Watsons. She drops it when her father dies in 1805. In those days, mother and daughters end up in a precarious situation. The Austen sons financially help them. Franck accommodates his mother and his sisters. In 1809, Edward provides them with a cottage on his property called Chawton House. Cassandra and Jane are seen as old maids, − as the fiancé of the first one died from fevers in Santo Domingo and the second likely never had any suitor. Both the sisters devote themselves to the tasks related to their social status: they take care of the poor and the sick, and keep house. Jane also devotes herself again to writing.

Jane is finally able to buy back Susan to Benjamin Crosby in 1809. Her novel Sense and Sensibility is accepted by Thomas Egerton and the book comes out in November 1811. Jane Austen then have First Impressions published, but under a new title – Pride and Prejudice – with the same publisher, in June 1813. The book gets a better welcome than the previous one.

Jane Austen focuses on the writing of Mansfield Park in 1812. The book comes out in 1814. However, this novel is less successful than the others. In 1815, the writer switches over publishing house to publish her 5th novel, Emma. It is said that she had been advised to dedicate it to George IV, which she did without enthusiasm. The book was warmly welcomed and the prince regent appreciated it. 

Jane starts writing The Elliots in 1816 (the book is called later Persuasion). The very same year, Henry goes bankrupt and gets in debt. He and his brothers can’t afford anymore to help their mother and sisters. Jane’s health declines fast. However, she keeps on writing, finishes The Elliots and starts writing then The Brothers. But she never had time to end it. Jane Austen dies on July 18th, 1817 : she was forty one.

Cassandra and Henry Austen have a book gathering Persuasion and Northanger Abbey published by John Murray in December 1917. Jane Austen’s anonymity vanishes with the Biographical Note written by her brother in the book. But the selling, good at first, end off. Twelve years later, Richard Bentley takes care of publishing all the novels of Jane Austen for his series “Standard Novels”. 
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