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INTRODUCTION


Jane Austen is so well-known, her novels so central to literary culture, why does one need a guide? After all, Mr Darcy, Emma Woodhouse, Mr Collins and Fanny Price are such familiar presences that we use them as conversational shorthands; while Pemberley has turned into a destination as fixed in the popular consciousness as Daphne du Maurier’s fictional estate Manderley, or Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead. And everyone thinks they can recognize her prose when they see it, especially the opening lines of Pride and Prejudice.


But – for all her popularity, all her acknowledged genius – it’s not as easy to dive straight into one of Jane Austen’s novels as it is with the works of, say, Charles Dickens or Mark Twain. Her apparent modernity – her cool ironies, her sense of place, and her wit – can be misleading. The two hundred years between her society and ours are a real gap, and some sort of background is useful, however well we think we know the landscape. Miss Austen, too, needs introducing. Few writers are so well loved by their readerships; but why, exactly?


A Brief Guide examines Jane Austen from three angles. The biographical section is presented as its own narrative, in order to let the shape of her life emerge. After all, the great majority of it was spent in dependent spinsterhood, a very unconsidered existence. Only the last five years offered her the chance to become Jane Austen, the writer, and thus escape the condition that had until then defined her. Her success came late, and in a rush; and I want that shape to be clear. I’m also keen to avoid the dreaded biographical fallacy, of tying biographical events too closely to events and characters in the fiction. Physically separating the two seems a good way of keeping history and the creative imagination in their rightful places.


When talking about the novels, I’ve done my best to see them from the perspective of the interested contemporary reader, with no particular axe to grind. All the novels present problems, in one way or another, and I’ve tried to pick out the most important ones, the ones I think most likely to make the reader scratch his or her head. At the same time I’ve tried to identify the good bits, or at least the bits I think are good. Of course, it’s possible to read just about anything into the works of Jane Austen, including proto-feminism, anti-slavery, problems with the cult of the Picturesque and a critique of the Monarchy. Great novels persistently lay themselves open to interpretations and re-interpretations, and Miss Austen’s ‘big six’ are no different. But in A Brief Guide I’m less intrigued by the possibility of reading into Sense and Sensibility pretty much whatever you want to read into it, and more interested in the idea that Austen’s novels are not perfect. There are wrong turns and mis-steps, and the best way to approach her is with a degree of critical caution, acknowledging the fallibilities, and seeing how often she triumphs over them.


The Regency section explains itself – a compressed attempt to paint in the social background, answering, along the way, such questions as: what time was dinner, and how many courses were there; how often did people wash; why was Brighton considered so louche; and why does Emma not call Mr Knightley by his first name? Questions, in other words, that might easily come up in the course of reading.


One of the very best ways to spend your time is in reading (or re-reading) all Jane Austen’s novels in order of publication (which is how I’ve dealt with them in the critical introductions) and back to back. I know, because I recently did it, and it was an unusual privilege. Throw in some time with the Letters to Cassandra, and as any Janeite will tell you, you start to feel Miss Austen’s presence to an uncanny degree, accompanied by a strong desire for her still to be alive, so that you might meet her, quiz her, try to understand her. This may well be untrue of almost any other writer of fiction you can name; but it’s certainly true for her.


So, to begin: How did she do it?





1


JANE AUSTEN – THE LIFE


A biography of Jane Austen is, in many ways, straightforward enough – her life neatly divides into two unequal parts. The first thirty-six years saw her living a relatively sequestered existence, unknown outside her circle of friends and family, a correct, impecunious, Hampshire spinster with a sharp turn of phrase. The remaining six years of her life were those in which she became a published novelist, acquired a modest reputation, and left behind the works that would eventually confirm her position as one of the most durable and important writers in the English language.


More good news, from the biographer’s point of view, is that she was an indefatigable and candid letter-writer. Her surviving correspondence not only yields many insights into the world in which she lived, but gratifyingly speaks with the same voice, the same wit and acuity as do her novels.


The bad news is that Cassandra Austen, her sister, confidante and most dependable correspondent, destroyed enormous numbers of Jane’s letters after her death in 1817. Other letters were lost or destroyed by other family members and friends as her reputation began to grow in the mid-nineteenth century. Her nephew and first biographer, James Edward Austen-Leigh, was careful to suppress some of her earlier material. Why? The best guess seems to be that as Jane’s fame grew, and as the differences between Regency and Victorian sensibilities became more pointed, so it became increasingly important to preserve her reputation – and that of her family – from any perceptible lapses of taste which might have been found in her unpublished writings.


As a result, any view of Miss Austen’s life tends towards the lopsided. Where letters do exist, they reveal useful information and valuable material for conjecture. Where they don’t, there’s usually a gap, unfilled by other sources. Who would have been keeping an account, after all? No one knew how big the Austen industry would get. Faced with a wealth of material, and an equally impressive wealth of gaps, Jane Austen’s biographers are frequently reduced to padding out the story of her life with tales of her illustrious seafaring brothers, or her racy Anglo-French cousin.


This much we do know: Jane Austen was born on 16 December 1775, at Steventon, in Hampshire. Her father, the Revd George Austen, was the Oxford-educated rector of Steventon, with an additional responsibility for the nearby parish of Deane. Civilized, tolerant and from every account an extremely likeable human being, his main struggle in life was with money: he was always poor, and frequently in debt.


His wife, Cassandra Leigh, came from a family with connections to both land and titles, and found it something of a struggle to adapt to George’s level of genteel penury. Nevertheless, she was energetic and sharp-witted. She was also a busy mother, bearing eight children between the years 1765 and 1779 before deciding that enough was enough, and that she would spend the rest of her life as something of a valetudinarian.


James, the first son, became a clergyman, and would eventually inherit his father’s position at Steventon. George, the second son, was born handicapped and spent his life in care, living away from the rest of the family. Edward Austen was – in the manner of the times – given away at around the age of fifteen for adoption by wealthy, childless, relatives at Godmersham, in Kent. Henry Austen drifted entertainingly from the military, to banking (where he later went bust), to – at last – the Church. Cassandra Austen was to live a life in parallel with her sister’s – never marrying, but being immortalized as the recipient of Jane’s letters. Frank Austen had a terrific career in the Royal Navy, ending his days as Sir Francis Austen, Admiral of the Fleet. Jane, the penultimate child, was succeeded by Charles Austen, who enjoyed a Naval career almost as glittering as that of his brother Frank: he too, became an Admiral.


To add to this mix of progeny (and increase his small income) the Revd George Austen took in pupils, among them young Lord Lymington, Lord Portsmouth’s son. The rectory at Steventon was thus kept in a state of bustling turbulence, even as the older Austens left their family home. The cellar flooded regularly, the kitchen garden needed constant attention, there were boys everywhere, the servants – a minimal establishment – had to be overseen, the physical condition of the main house (despite extensive repairs) was poor and the rectory smallholding, with its cows, pigs, chickens and ducks, didn’t bring in much money. This was what Jane Austen knew until she was six years old – at which point she and Cassandra were sent to boarding school in Oxford.


This move, too, was in the manner of the times. The sisters were enrolled at an establishment run by Mrs Cawley, widow of a former Principal of Brasenose College, who hauled them round the colleges, before decamping with them to Southampton. There, both Jane and Cassandra caught the ‘putrid fever’ – probably typhus – and nearly died. In a panic, their mother extricated them while Mr Austen redirected them to the Abbey School at Reading. There, a ‘Mrs Latournelle’ – actually Miss Sarah Hackett – gave them a basic education.


By 1786 Jane was back at home, having improved her reading, practised her sewing (she was particularly adept at satin stitch) and gained some knowledge of French. She also learned the piano – an instrument that became central to her conception of civilized life. She acquired a music teacher, George Chard, and would later write, ‘I am glad to hear so good an account of Mr Charde, and only fear that my long absence may occasion his relapse. I practise every day as much as I can – I wish it were more for his sake.’ She read Samuel Johnson and Samuel Richardson (who would later come to influence some of her writing). She talked with her brothers as they came and went, and met her glamorous cousin, Eliza, Comtesse de Feuillide, who was born a Hancock but married into the French aristocracy.


At this age, she was still something of a work-in-progress. When her sharp-tongued cousin, Philadelphia Walter, came to dine, the latter wrote of the Austen sisters, ‘The youngest’ – Jane – ‘is very like her brother Henry, not at all pretty and very prim, unlike a girl of twelve.’ When the Austens returned the visit, she went on, ‘They spent the day with us, and the more I see of Cassandra the more I admire – Jane is whimsical and affected.’


But at least Jane had begun to write.


Between 1787 and 1793, she pecked away at those pieces now generically referred to as the Juvenilia. Twenty-nine instances of Juvenilia still exist, copies written out in three notebooks that were given to her by her father. They bear titles such as Jack & Alice, Love and Freindship (a not untypical misspelling), The History of England, Lesley Castle and The Adventures of Mr. Harley. They vary wildly in quality. And they do not read like Jane Austen.


Given that Fielding and Richardson would have been Miss Austen’s models, it makes sense that there is vastly more bad behaviour (drunkenness, hysteria, poisoning, insolence towards a parent) in the Juvenilia than in any of her mature works, not to mention a good deal more callousness. A case in point: ‘My sister came running to me in the store-room,’ explains a character in Lesley Castle,


with her face as White as a Whipt syllabub, and told me that Hervey had been thrown from his Horse, had fractured his Scull and was pronounced by his surgeon to be in the most emminent Danger. “Good God! (said I) you dont say so? Why what in the name of Heaven will become of all the Victuals! We shall never be able to eat it while it is good. However, we’ll call in the Surgeon to help us. I shall be able to manage the Sir-loin myself, my Mother will eat the soup, and You and the Doctor must finish the rest.”


Love and Freindship was slightly less robust in tone, and Jane thought highly enough of the finished work to dedicate it to Eliza de Feuillide, having first stuffed it with highly charged epistolary Richardsonian moments. As Lindsay, ‘The son of an English Baronet’, recounts:


‘“Never let it be said that I obliged my Father.”


We all admired the noble Manliness of his reply. He continued.


“Sir Edward was surprised; he had perhaps little expected to meet with so spirited an opposition to his will.” Where, Edward in the name of wonder (said he) did you pick up this unmeaning gibberish? You have been studying Novels I suspect.” I scorned to answer: it would have been beneath my dignity.’


And, several pages later: ‘To compleat such unparalelled Barbarity we were informed that an Execution in the House would shortly take place. Ah! what could we do but what we did! We sighed and fainted on the sofa.’


And several pages after that: ‘“Base Miscreant! (cried I) how canst thou thus undauntedly endeavour to sully the spotless reputation of such bright Excellence? Why dost thou not suspect MY innocence as soon?”’


And so on. This is fine teenage stuff, vulgar in the best way, often very funny, and would, when read aloud to the Austen family (which it undoubtedly was) have had its audience in stitches. Clearly, young Jane was sharp, had a talent for writing and wanted to show off this talent to those – like Eliza – who meant something to her.


Indeed, she began yet another epistolary novel, later called Lady Susan, which was inspired by her cousin Eliza’s dynamic love life – much of which now involved Jane’s own brother, Henry. Lady Susan is a startlingly energetic compendium of ruses, foiled love affairs, stagy outpourings, but with a visibly darker tone than the earlier parodies. ‘I had intended to write to Reginald myself as soon as my eyes would let me,’ says the scheming Lady de Courcy fretfully, ‘to point out, as well as I could, the danger of an intimate acquaintance, with so artful a woman as Lady Susan.’ But to no avail. ‘That tormenting creature, Reginald, is here,’ Lady Susan announces, audibly rubbing her hands. ‘Much as I wish him away, however, I cannot help being pleased with such a proof of attachment. He is devoted to me, heart and soul.’ She has worse in store for him as the book progresses. ‘Humbled as he now is, I cannot forgive him such an instance of pride, and am doubtful whether I ought not to punish him by dismissing him at once after this reconciliation, or by marrying and teazing him for ever.’ Elsewhere, the melodrama seethes away: ‘I am in agonies . . . a very weak young man . . . I could have poisoned him – diabolical scheme . . . abominable trick . . .’ Headlong and tempestuous, the plot is only brought to halt with a de facto admission of defeat by the author: ‘This correspondence, by a meeting between some of the parties, and a separation between the others, could not, to the great detriment of the Post Office revenue, be continued any longer.’ The story ends with a comic deflation. Jane had explored a more destructive, perverse, kind of psychology, and now, having made her experiment, she was done with it. But what happened next?


What happened next was probably the now-lost Elinor and Marianne, which, according to Cassandra, Jane began at some time during her late teens, perhaps in 1795. This would eventually become Sense and Sensibility, but not before she had tired altogether of the limitations of the epistolary form and reworked it into something that more closely resembled her first published novel, before losing interest in that too. In 1796 she began a new (and equally vanished) story, First Impressions. This, in turn, would become Pride and Prejudice, but only many years later and after much reconstruction.


Something had changed. Parodies and burlesques; storm-tossed aristocrats and heaving plotlines: these were being dropped in favour of a quieter, more rational approach, one a good deal closer to home. Jane had decided to engage with the world around her, and with her own feelings towards it.


The world, at any rate, was engaging with the Austen sisters. Cassandra had fallen in love with Tom Fowle, an impecunious young cleric, and friend of the family. This was no flirtation: the two were affianced before Fowle’s relative, Lord Craven, made him an intriguing job offer. He would take the young man off to the West Indies as his regimental chaplain. To the young lovers, it must have seemed like a good idea. If all went well, Tom would return a few years later, sufficiently well set up to be able to marry Cassandra.


Jane, too, was exploring the possibilities of romance. She was now of an age to attend the many balls (ranging from relatively impromptu get-togethers, to larger, more formal events) which punctuated country social life. It was enough to have four couples and a competent pianist in your front rooms for a dance to take place. The monthly Assembly Balls at Basingstoke may not sound much, but would have been public, reasonably well-attended and eminently appealing, in their constrained, heavily chaperoned way. An old, and non-too-reliable, family acquaintance remembered the young, social, ball-going Jane of the 1790s as ‘The prettiest, silliest, most affected, husband-hunting butterfly.’


This raises the question of what Jane actually looked like. The only contemporary likeness in existence – unless we include the disputed picture of Jane, unearthed in 2011 – is the one drawn by Cassandra, somewhat later in life, which shows her with tired eyes, a pursed mouth and a beaky nose. Far better portraits exist of the Austen men – the Revd George, brothers Frank, Charles and Henry – all of which suggest a remarkably good-looking family, with penetrating gazes and lordly noses, features which sit well with them, but which would look less good on a young woman. What consensus there is suggests that Jane was not strikingly good-looking, but a long way from plain: she had light brown eyes, curling brown hair, full, pink, cheeks. She was slim, poised in her movements – and she loved to dance.


And it’s clear that (allowing for the proprieties of the time) she took the opportunity to flirt when it presented itself. But with whom? The surviving letters now start to provide evidence, although they don’t always make her preferences in men very clear. She writes to Cassandra at the start of 1796, ‘I danced twice with Warren last night, and once with Mr Charles Watkins, and, to my inexpressible astonishment, I entirely escaped John Lyford. I was forced to fight hard for it, however.’ She later writes, ‘We had a visit yesterday morning from Mr Benjamin Portal, whose eyes are as handsome as ever.’ Moreover, she refers, archly, to ‘All my other admirers,’ and ‘The kiss which C. Powlett wanted to give me.’ And she had a playful crush on Edward Taylor, later MP for Canterbury – alluded to in the throwaway line, ‘We went by Bifrons, & I contemplated with a melancholy pleasure, the abode of Him, on whom I once fondly doated.’


There is, though, a clear favourite, and his name is Tom Lefroy. The nephew of Mrs Anne Lefroy, a close family friend, Tom was over from Ireland at the very end of 1795. Bookish and moneyless, he had come to study law in England; eventually he became Ireland’s Lord Chief Justice, but at the time his material prospects were vanishingly slender. Was there a tendresse between him and the twenty-year-old Jane? Very likely. Years later he would describe his own feelings for Jane as ‘A boy’s love’; enough of an endorsement. Is there a way of calibrating Jane’s emotional state? The best bet seems to be to consider the importance that Tom Lefroy briefly assumes in her letters.


The first letter in any anthology of Jane Austen’s correspondence will almost invariably be one dated 9 January 1796 – to Cassandra, on the occasion of her twenty-third birthday. This begins: ‘In the first place I hope you will live twenty-three years longer. Mr Tom Lefroy’s birthday was yesterday, so that you are very near of an age.’ Her dear sister and her new best friend share that opening paragraph, equally prominent in her affections.


She then comes over all coquettish, announcing that ‘I am almost afraid to tell you how my Irish friend’ – Tom Lefroy again – ‘and I behaved. Imagine to yourself everything most profligate and shocking in the way of dancing and sitting down together.’ Later on, she assures Cassandra that ‘He is a very gentlemanlike, good-looking, pleasant young man, I assure you . . . he is so excessively laughed at about me at Ashe, that he is ashamed of coming to Steventon, and ran away when we called on Mrs Lefroy a few days ago.’ She then goes on to write about other things before returning to the subject of the young Mr Lefroy, noting his ‘One fault, which time will, I trust, entirely remove – it is that his morning coat is a great deal too light. He is a very great admirer of Tom Jones’ – the fictitious hero who dressed in a light, rather than fashionably dark, coat – ‘and therefore wears the same coloured clothes.’


Several days later, she writes about him again – ‘I mean to confine myself in future to Mr Tom Lefroy, for whom I do not care sixpence’ – and again, a day after that: ‘The day is come on which I am to flirt my last with Tom Lefroy, and when you receive this it will be over. My tears flow as I write at the melancholy idea.’ Given the informal, fragmented nature of many of her letters, skipping from topic to topic, occasionally leaving thoughts and sentences unfinished, it’s striking how much coherent space she devotes to Lefroy. She gives the impression, all in all, of not being able to drop the subject; of being unable to stop thinking about him.


Does this necessarily indicate a sentimental attachment? One might argue that Jane didn’t particularly care for Tom and was only writing in this teasing way to entertain Cassandra. An equally plausible explanation is that she did care, but, unnerved by her own feelings, attempted to draw their sting by mocking them. Jane may not have known what she felt. But the sheer weight of repetition in her letters to her sister tells its own story.


At last Tom left – very possibly urged on by his family, who were keen for him not to marry the penniless daughter of an impoverished clergyman. Nor did he return. In fact he only reappears in the letters a couple of years later, unnamed and unnamable, as an emblem of regret in one of Jane’s encounters with Mrs Lefroy. ‘Of her nephew,’ Jane wrote,


she said nothing at all, and of her friend very little. She did not once mention the name of the former to me, and I was too proud to make any enquiries; but on my father’s afterwards asking where he was, I learnt that he was gone back to London in his way to Ireland, where he is called to the bar and means to practise.


There would be other, less convincing, suitors in Jane’s future. She would not be completely ignored. But there is poignancy in the way she is compelled to linger over the awkwardness of mentioning Lefroy’s name, and the details of his new life in Ireland. Convention paints Jane Austen as a maidenly retiree, unable fully to engage in the passions that animate her characters – a starchy observer; a spinster. But it’s more likely that she loved and suffered and had regrets, much like anyone else. Her novels are not built on hearsay.


By the spring of 1797, though, Cassandra’s love life had collapsed in ruins. Her fiancé, Tom Fowle, had died of yellow fever in the West Indies. Lord Craven declared, unhelpfully, that if he had known of the engagement, he would never have taken Tom to such a dangerous place. Cassandra went into a stoical mourning.


No letters exist for the period 1796 through to early 1798. During this time, the chances for Jane and Cassandra to escape their condition seem to disappear. By the time the letters do resume, it’s as if the two women have become set in the roles they would occupy for the rest of their lives. Cassandra has gone from being a woman in love – as well as ‘The finest comic writer of the present age’, as Jane buoyantly calls her at the start of a letter from 1796 – to the mute, unmarriageable mirror of Jane’s brilliance.


Jane, meanwhile, has settled for life as a spinster on a pinched allowance of £20 a year, fussing ironically over her appearance (‘Next week [I] shall begin operations on my hat, on which you know my principal hopes of happiness depend’), looking after the comfortably invalid Mrs Austen (‘I had the dignity of dropping out my mother’s laudanum last night’) and seeing to the efficient running of the house at Steventon (‘I carry about the keys of the wine and closet, and twice since I began this letter have had orders to give in the kitchen’). Men still appear from time to time, including an enormous, tedious theologian called Samuel Blackall (‘There seems no likelihood of his coming into Hampshire this Christmas,’ Jane recorded, ‘and it is therefore most probable that our indifference will soon be mutual, unless his regard, which appeared to spring from knowing nothing of me at first, is best supported by never seeing me’). Balls and social encounters come and go. But as the two women gradually age (both in their twenties, that crucial decade for marriage) so the sense of opportunity, of fun, gradually dwindles.


George Austen made an effort to help by offering First Impressions to Cadell, a London publisher, on behalf of his daughter. He sent no copy of the text, instead describing the work as ‘A manuscript novel, comprising 3 volumes’. Cadell refused by return of post. This failure did at least remind Jane of what she wanted to do, in between tending to her mother and perfecting her sewing technique (‘I am proud to say that I am the neatest worker of the party’), and in November 1797, she began Sense and Sensibility – her new take on Elinor and Marianne. The following year, she made a start on Northanger Abbey.


Her world was thus set for a while. In the autumn of 1798, Jane, Cassandra, the Revd and Mrs Austen made the journey from Steventon (in Hampshire) to Godmersham (in Kent), where Edward Austen Knight had succeeded to the mid-eighteenth century big house, with its handsome frontage and its landscaped grounds. Cassandra then stayed on at Godmersham, while the others returned home. On the way back, Jane’s writing and dressing boxes were almost lost, along with her ‘worldly wealth’ of £7. A trunk nearly fell off the coach a couple of days later. They got back to Steventon, where laudanum made Mrs Austen ‘sleep a good deal’, and Jane and her father sat down and dined by themselves. ‘How strange!’ Jane noted, surprised by the quietness of the family home, now without sons, paying pupils, or Cassandra.


The narrowness of her life continued. ‘I am very fond of experimental housekeeping,’ she wrote to her absent sister, ‘such as having an ox-cheek now and then; I shall have one next week, and I mean to have some little dumplings put into it, that I may fancy myself at Godmersham.’ A week later, she complained that ‘The ball on Thursday was a very small one indeed, hardly so large as an Oxford smack. There were but seven couples, and only twenty-seven people in the room.’ Three weeks after that she notes: ‘We dine now at half after Three’ – unfashionably early – ‘& have done dinner I suppose before you begin – We drink tea at half after six. – I am afraid you will despise us. – My father reads Cowper to us in the evening, to which I listen when I can.’


William Cowper sounds about right: his retiring, domestic, faintly melancholy verse (‘The morning finds the self-sequestered man/Fresh for his task, intend what task he may’) and his quietly Evangelical religious leanings (‘God moves in a mysterious way/His wonders to perform’) would have sat well in the scene of pallid gentility which Jane conjures up in her writings. A gentility is enlivened, in fact, only by Mrs Austen’s condition: ‘Her Bowels are still not entirely settled, & she sometimes complains of an Asthma, a Dropsy, Water in her Chest & a Liver Disorder.’


The New Year came and went, and the sadness becomes more perceptible. Jane’s eyes were giving her trouble (‘The more I write, the better my eye gets’) and she went to a ball where


I do not think I was very much in request. People were rather apt not to ask me till they could not help it . . . There was one gentleman, an officer of the Cheshire, a very good-looking young man, who, I was told, wanted very much to be introduced to me; but as he did not want it quite enough to take much trouble in effecting it, we never could bring it about.


Her distemper even vented itself against Cassandra. ‘I do not wonder at your wanting to read “First Impressions” again,’ she wrote, tetchily, ‘so seldom as you have gone through it, and that so long ago.’


Only the business of creating Susan, the novel that eventually became Northanger Abbey, must have given Jane much satisfaction. Here at least, she was making tangible progress towards a writing style. Epistolary forms and overwrought characters were giving way to what one now recognizes as the Austen voice. The Northanger Abbey that finally appeared, many years after she originally wrote Susan, depicts characters that have some kind of authenticity about them; and it tells their stories in an early version of the free indirect style of which she showed such mastery later on.


It also has another innovation: a proper sense of place – and that place is Bath. Edward Austen Knight and his wife, Elizabeth, had determined to visit Bath in order to find relief for Edward’s gout. They decamped from Godmersham, while Cassandra returned to Steventon, before taking Jane and Mrs Austen with them, in the spring of 1799. They were all installed at 13 Queen Square, from where Jane wrote to Cassandra that, ‘We are exceedingly pleased with the house’. But her feelings towards the rest of Bath were mixed.


She had been to Bath before, at the end of 1797, with her mother and Cassandra. She said of her arrival in 1799, ‘It has rained almost all the way, and our first view of Bath has been just as gloomy as it was last November twelvemonth.’ Never a town person (‘Here I am once more in this scene of dissipation and vice, and I begin already to find my morals corrupted,’ she once wrote of London), her spirits didn’t respond any better to this novelty city. Laid out by the John Woods, father and son, some forty years earlier, Bath would now have been at an uneasy point of decline. By the end of the eighteenth century, Bath had lost its pre-eminent fashionability to Brighton and Cheltenham. Beau Nash, the great custodian of Bath society, was long dead; and it found itself simultaneously too recently established to boast the charms of age, too vieux jeu to attract the smart set, too insistent on form and appearance to be at all comfortable. Shopping, taking the waters, receiving consultations from mildly fraudulent doctors, attending dances and musical entertainments: that was what one could expect from Bath. In its favour, it was at least thought tame enough to appeal to modest provincials like the Austens.


Jane’s well-heeled uncle, James Leigh Perrot, and her aunt, Jane Leigh Perrot, were also there. Uncle James’s chronic gout, like brother Edward’s, was the excuse. James was amiable and tolerant enough, but Aunt Perrot, although not without redeeming qualities – she could be financially generous – was overbearing, critical and self-righteous. As a consequence of all this – the ennui, the stuffiness, the limited company – Jane’s appreciation of the city struggled to rise above the grudging: ‘At present I have no great notion of staying here above a month’; ‘I spent friday evening with the Mapletons, & was obliged to submit to being pleased in spite of my inclination’; ‘The concert will have more than it’s usual charm with me, as the gardens are large enough for me to get pretty well beyond the reach of its sound’; ‘I feel tolerably secure of our getting away next week’; ‘We have not been to any public place lately’; ‘The Play on Saturday is I hope to conclude our Gaieties here’.


But it did give her something to write about. No one would call Northanger Abbey an unqualified success, not least because of its failure to knit the two narrative locations – Bath and Northanger Abbey – satisfactorily together. But at least when Jane writes at the start of Chapter 3, ‘Every morning now brought its regular duties; – shops were to be visited; some new part of the town to be looked at; and the Pump-room to be attended, where they paraded up and down for an hour, looking at every body and speaking to no one,’ Bath makes sense as a setting for the action. It generates narrative opportunities. It seems realized.


Jane returned to Steventon, finished Susan and took up her usual round. There were more balls of the kind she was comfortable with – not the bleak parade in the Upper Rooms at Bath. The only problem was a shortage of male dancing partners. Britain’s protracted war with France had taken many young men into the Navy, the regular Army and the Militia. Jane noted the consequences of this at one ball, where ‘I danced nine dances out of ten, five with Stephen Terry, T. Chute & James Digweed & four with Catherine. There was commonly a couple of Ladies standing up together, but not often any so amiable as ourselves.’


The Revd George Austen was less sanguine, on account of money worries (‘The farm cleared £300 last year’), and the entire family was thrown into mild panic by a great storm one day in November 1800. At the sound of crashes from outside, Jane hurried to the window ‘Just in time to see the last of our two highly valued Elms descend into the Sweep!!!!!’ There was worse:


One large Elm out of two on the left hand side, as you enter what I call the Elm walk, was likewise blown down, the Maypole bearing the weathercock was broke in two, and what I regret more than all the rest, is that all the three Elms which grew in Hall’s meadow & gave such ornament to it, are gone.


Jane recovered from this upset by staying with her old and dear friend Martha Lloyd at Ibthorpe, not far away. ‘Martha looks very well, & wants me to find out that she grows fat; but I cannot carry my complaisance farther than to believe whatever she asserts on the subject,’ she wrote with amused tartness.


*   *   *


Everything had settled in its semi-dependable way, in other words, until Jane got back from Martha Lloyd’s. At this point she discovered that George Austen had decided to quit Steventon and move his nuclear family – Jane and Mrs Austen – back to Bath, of all places. Son James would take over the house and the living at Steventon. Twenty-five years of continuity were about to be broken up. The story goes that Jane was so appalled at the news, she fainted.


The Revd Austen’s motives were understandable. He was nearly seventy; the Steventon house was far too large and expensive to keep up, especially for the reduced Austen household, where at least one daughter was always away, visiting. His health was also not outstandingly good, and the waters at Bath might help. Aunt Perrot maintained that the family had to move in order to separate Jane from the attentions of one of the Digweed sons, but it’s also – just – possible that the Austen parents thought that Jane and Cassandra might increase their chances of meeting a suitable husband in the va et vient of the town.


Jane’s letters from this time were stoical. There was much appraisal of possible houses in Bath; similar discussion of furnishings and possessions at Steventon; urgings from Jane for Cassandra (back, once more, at Godmersham) to be sure to join her in Bath as soon as possible; and occasional, intelligible, notes of regret.


‘I get more & more reconciled to the idea of our removal,’ she wrote in early January 1801. ‘We have lived long enough in this Neighbourhood, the Basingstoke Balls are certainly on the decline, there is something interesting in the bustle of going away, & the prospect of spending future summers by the Sea or in Wales is very delightful.’ But a couple of lines later, she added, ‘It must not be generally known however that I am not sacrificing a great deal in quitting the Country.’ Meanwhile, Cassandra had no desire immediately to join Jane and Mrs Austen in Bath (George Austen would arrive in his own time), so Jane waved her away with a brittle ‘Do as you like; I have overcome my desire of your going to Bath with my mother and me.’


The paintings that hung at Steventon were divided up among the family. George Austen put hundreds of his precious books up for sale, along with his chest of drawers and study table. Jane’s piano was sold. It was decided that Mr and Mrs Austen would have to take their bed down to Bath with them, as it was the only thing they could comfortably sleep on. Jane’s clothes and small possessions were packed up into the usual couple of trunks.


And then, in May, Jane was reacquainted with the city. Her ‘First view of Bath in fine weather,’ grimly enough, ‘does not answer my expectations.’ She wished, morosely, for rain to improve the scene. ‘The sun was got behind everything, and the appearance of the place from the top of Kingsdown was all vapour, shadow, smoke, and confusion.’ After that, it was all a question of finding the right place to live, doing the best one could with the pervasive dampness of the accommodation, hob-nobbing with the elderly Leigh Perrots, wondering at the thinness of society.


A week into her enforced stay, Jane was grumbling to Cassandra about the entertainment after tea at the Assembly Rooms. ‘There was only one dance, danced by four couple. – Think of four couple, surrounded by about an hundred people, dancing in the upper Rooms at Bath!’ After tea, fortunately enough, ‘the breaking up of private parties sent some scores more to the Ball, & tho’ it was shockingly & inhumanly thin for this place, there were people enough I suppose to have made five or six very pretty Basingstoke assemblies.’ The next day, she wrote about ‘Another stupid party last night; perhaps if larger they might be less intolerable, but here there were only just enough to make one card table, with six people to look on, & talk nonsense to each other.’ And then, some days after that, ‘We are to have a tiny party here tonight; I hate tiny parties – they force one into constant exertion.’ The company lacked style. Miss Twisleton (a relative) was ‘Highly rouged, & looked rather quietly and contentedly silly than anything else’. A Miss Langley was ‘Like any other short girl with a broad nose & wide mouth, fashionable dress, & exposed bosom’; while Admiral Stanhope was ‘A gentlemanlike Man, but his legs are too short, & his tail too long.’ Another party ‘Was not quite so stupid as the two preceding parties here.’ The futility and disappointment of it all rises from the page.
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