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The person, be it gentleman or lady, who has not pleasure in a good novel, must be intolerably stupid.


—Northanger Abbey


Jane Austen is one of the most eminently quotable authors in all of English literature. Indeed, her writing is so ripe with witty insights and aphorisms that one could almost believe she wrote her novels around them. This volume collects more than two hundred quotes culled from her novels and letters. Two of those novels were published posthumously so you could almost say that she was witty even from beyond the grave. The contents also dip into works left incomplete at the time of Austen’s death, which means that even when her stories weren’t fully told, the brilliance of her way with words shone through.


Austen was an acute observer of the world in which she lived: the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, at the twilight of England’s Georgian era. The landed gentry, from which Austen was descended on her mother’s side, were then the major shapers and influencers of the society that she knew. Indeed, but for their colorful plots and the vivid personalities that populate them, her novels might be taken as accurate reportage on the state of that society. Money and property were controlled by men. Oldest sons (or male heirs) inherited lands and money, much as Austen’s brother Edward did. Women looked to marry for financial security and when they didn’t—as was the case for Austen and her sister—they became dependent on their families for support.


Jane splains all of this, and more, through this volume’s ten carefully curated chapters. “Happiness in marriage is entirely a matter of chance,” she notes acerbically in the chapter “Marriage,” and although she observes in “Romance” that “where there is affection, young people are seldom withheld by immediate want of fortune,” she further observes, in “Wealth,” that “a large income is the best recipe for happiness I ever heard of.” Austen reserved some of her tartest humor for the quotes collected in “The Battle of the Sexes,” where women get the final say on everything, including male privilege: “If there is any thing disagreeable going on, men are always sure to get out of it.”


Janesplains is a cornucopia of Jane Austen’s inimitable wit and wisdom. But don’t take our word for it—take Jane’s. With this volume, let the term “Janesplains” officially enter our literary lexicon!
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Characters talk frequently in Austen’s work about “good” and “evil,” but those terms require some definition beyond their hyperbolic interpretation. Many characters show goodness, including the unspoken generosity that Fitzwilliam Darcy shows to his tenants and the poor in Pride and Prejudice. There are no overt displays of evil, or even genuine wickedness, but there are many instances of bad behavior—among them the caddishness of George Wickham, who tarnishes Darcy’s name with his ill-founded accusations, and the callousness with which John Dashwood’s wife encourages the disinheritance of his half sisters in Sense and Sensibility. In a society that prides itself on propriety, the bar for wickedness is set rather low in Austen’s novels.
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