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INTRODUCTION


Forty years ago, the Virago Modern Classics list was created by Carmen Callil, and it’s not an overstatement to say that it changed literary history. Launching with Antonia White’s elegant, devastating autobiographical novel Frost in May, the list’s aim was, and is, to celebrate women writers and to demonstrate the existence of a female tradition in literature. Published with distinctive green spines and introductions by some of the best contemporary writers, it attracted an enthusiastic, dedicated following, which continues today. Four decades later, our ethos hasn’t changed: we are still discovering books by women, to inspire, challenge and delight. One might say life is just beginning.


If women’s stories aren’t published in all their variety, their voices are silenced, and only part of human experience – in both the historical and the imaginative landscapes – is represented. Vera Brittain recognised this when she wrote Testament of Youth: ‘Any picture of the war years is incomplete which omits those aspects that mainly concerned women.’ Today it seems astonishing that her searing memoir, a monumental bestseller in 1933 and now regarded as integral to the canon of First World War literature, had been all but wiped from the public’s consciousness until it was republished by Virago in 1978.


The Virago Modern Classics list redrew the literary map to expose what had been hidden from view, providing a counterbalance to the existing male-dominated perspective. Many of the books had been unavailable for decades, but that certainly wasn’t due to lack of literary merit – or, I would argue, how could Ernest Hemingway have been in print, but not Willa Cather? A platform that values the female experience as equal to the male is crucial: storytelling is central to what it is to be human, and giving a voice to generations of important but neglected women writers benefits everyone. History is incomplete without them, and readers miss out on the pleasure of discovering their female literary heritage.


One only needs to consider the writers published in the first few years of the list’s existence to realise how essential it was: Elizabeth Taylor, Rebecca West, Edith Wharton, Willa Cather, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Rosamond Lehmann, Stevie Smith, Radclyffe Hall and Sylvia Townsend Warner. I have always taken the availability of these writers for granted, but back then Virago, a fledgling list, was the only publisher issuing them. Antonia White and Rosamond Lehmann were still living and delighted at their ‘reincarnation’ (as Lehmann put it), and readers were thrilled to rediscover their novels.


The list has always been a uniquely collaborative enterprise, with authors, agents and readers suggesting long-lost favourites to resurrect. In this anthology of forty introductions from the past four decades, we celebrate some of the many women and men who, from the list’s inception, have shared their knowledge, insights and enthusiasm to endorse books that deserve once again to be read. I only wish we could have included more.


Introductions act as personal recommendations to readers. You may not have heard of Sylvia Townsend Warner, but if Sarah Waters tells you ‘she’s certainly one of the most shamefully under-read great British authors of the past hundred years’, it might persuade you to try her. When Sandi Toksvig says that Confessions of a Failed Southern Lady by Florence King ‘ought to be printed with a mechanism for turning down the volume of the reader’ as it contains ‘some of the best comic writing ever put down on paper’, you’ll want to be let in on the joke. When Diana Athill introduces The Diary of ‘Helena Morley’, beautifully translated by the poet Elizabeth Bishop, she enthuses, ‘I love the book … her writing carries us away out of our own lives into hers, so different, so surprising, often so funny and always, because of her company, so enjoyable.’ How can you deny yourself this little-known Brazilian classic a moment longer?


As well as endorsing a work (‘Perhaps this introduction can act like a friend enthusing over her favourite book and urging you to read it. Why should you? Why is Frame’s work so good?’ – Michèle Roberts), an introduction should enhance your reading experience, whether that’s by informing you about a writer’s life, her other works, or the historical context in which the book was written. Or it may be a deeply personal appreciation.


The books that we read and love, especially when young, shape us, help us to forge our identity, and let us know that we are not alone. A number of the writers in this collection introduce books that were seismic discoveries for their younger selves:




I had never read anything like it before. I hadn’t known it was possible to write in such a clean, insouciant style … It was one of those moments … when the world suddenly shifts on its axis and everything looks sharp with potential – Maggie O’Farrell on The Yellow Wallpaper


Gay politics and the tortuous fight for dignity and equality are inextricably linked in my mind to my first reading of Mary Renault – Simon Russell Beale on The Charioteer


At fourteen I couldn’t find words (or words I liked) for the marvellous feeling of recognition that came with these characters who had my hair, my eyes, my skin … These forms of identification are so natural to white readers – Zadie Smith on Their Eyes Were Watching God





It is the introducer’s role to offer a new perspective; to unseat your assumptions; to make you see familiar books in a new light. You might not agree that Valley of the Dolls, that juicy, record-breaking sixties bestseller, is ‘a brave, bold, angry and, yes, definitely a feminist book’, but Julie Burchill makes a good case for it. What writer could better open your eyes to the fairy-tale heritage of Jane Eyre than Angela Carter? This is also a poignant piece, as Carter’s early death would follow just two years after she wrote ‘there is a tender embarrassment about rereading Jane Eyre in the middle age; one wants the world to be kind, not to Jane, but to the girl who invented Jane, and, in doing so, set out so vividly her hopes and fears and longings on the page … If she had not died so young, the course of English fiction would have been utterly different. Anything would have been possible.’


Just as painters study early masters, discovering their own unique style in the process, so writers hone their craft by reading widely and analytically. There is a thread of inspiration and influence that can be traced across generations of storytellers, exemplified here in the introductions of Beryl Bainbridge, who introduces Emily Brontë, and Linda Grant, who introduces Bainbridge’s early work. The Brontës, and Emily in particular, were enthralled by the folktales told to them by their housekeeper, Tabby, and those wild stories influenced Wuthering Heights. Bainbridge alludes to this, and admires Brontë’s style: the ‘almost casual confidence of a writer of genius telling a superb story’. In her introduction, we go on a pilgrimage with her, trundling in a fifties snub-nosed car, to Haworth Parsonage, so she can get closer to the writer she loved.


In Linda Grant’s introduction to Bainbridge, she recalls the first time she met Beryl, whom she ‘had been reading since [her] early twenties’. She perfectly describes her novels as having ‘a black heart … in a comic chest’, and the esteem in which she holds Bainbridge is tangible: ‘She was sui generis, one of the greatest.’ And so, when Grant dissects soap plotlines with Bainbridge while chugging down Turnpike Lane in a minibus, we can follow a thread that leads back to a Yorkshire servant entrancing her charges with stories by the parsonage fire. The female literary tradition is perfectly encapsulated here.


I hope, as you dip into these pages, you will encounter a writer you’ve never heard of or a book you’ve never read – whether Muriel Spark’s first novel or Barbara Pym’s last; whether the diary of a Brazilian schoolgirl or the memoir of a wartime nurse. In viewing familiar books through another reader’s eyes, I hope you will revisit old favourites and see them anew, alive to new interpretations. And I hope, that in continuing to champion voices from the past, we will help provide inspiration for the writers of the future.


Donna Coonan


Editorial Director, Virago Modern Classics




MARGARET DRABBLE
ON
JANE AUSTEN


Pride and Prejudice (1813)
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First Virago edition 1989


Jane Austen was born in Hampshire in 1775. Her novels, Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, Emma, Persuasion and Northanger Abbey, earned her a place as one of the best known and best loved writers in English literature. She died in 1817. In 2017 she was chosen to appear on the ten-pound note.


Margaret Drabble was born in Sheffield in 1939 and was educated at Newnham College, Cambridge. She is the author of nineteen novels, including A Summer Bird-Cage, The Millstone, The Peppered Moth, The Red Queen, The Sea Lady, The Pure Gold Baby and The Dark Flood Rises. She has also written biographies and screenplays, and was the editor of the Oxford Companion to English Literature. She was appointed CBE in 1980, and made DBE in the 2008 honours list. She was also awarded the 2011 Golden PEN Award for a Lifetime’s Distinguished Service to Literature. She is married to the biographer Michael Holroyd.




Jane Austen characterised Pride and Prejudice in a famous letter to her sister Cassandra as ‘rather too light, and bright, and sparkling; it wants shade; it wants to be stretched out here and there with a long chapter of sense, if it could be had; if not, of solemn specious nonsense, about something unconnected with the story; an essay on writing, a critique on Walter Scott, or the history of Buonaparte’.* Her readers have not felt the lack of tedious digressions, and it has remained one of her most popular works. It is an astonishing accomplishment for a young woman of twenty-one, and on each rereading one can only discover new subtleties, new ironies. Unlike her other early novels, Northanger Abbey and Sense and Sensibility, it has an extraordinary poise and coherence of subject and style, and although it is indeed bright and sparkling, it by no means lacks shades of meaning. The brilliance with which ‘sense’ is unobtrusively subsumed in plot continues to compel admiration. The elegance of this performance is almost beyond praise.


After such a panegyric, there might seem to be little more to be said about this most accessible and entertaining of novels. And yet it is a book which we are likely to find very different on a third from on a first reading. This is perhaps appropriate, as the book’s original title was ‘First Impressions’, and one of its themes is the way in which a hasty judgement can mislead. But before turning to variant interpretations and finer shades, let us look at the admiring consensus of those early readers who found it ‘agreeable’, ‘entertaining’, ‘interesting’, and ‘finely written’, and who unite in a praise of its realistic portrayal of characters of ‘middling’ rank. Annabella Milbanke (later Lady Byron) wrote to her mother in 1813 (the year of publication) that she found it,




a very superior work. It depends not on any of the common resources or novel writers, no drownings, no conflagrations, nor runaway horses, nor lapdogs and parrots, nor chambermaids and milliners, nor rencontres and disguises. I really think it is the most probable I have ever read. It is not a crying book, but the interest is very strong … I wish much to know who is the author or ess as I am told.





This warm response is echoed (with a little more judicious condescension) by Sir Walter Scott, who in 1815 found it ‘a very pretty thing. No dark passages; no secret chambers; no wind-howlings in long gallerie; no drops of blood upon a rusty dagger – things that should now be left to ladies’ maids and sentimental washerwomen.’* (Scott read the novel at least three times, and on his third reading humbly noted in his Journal ‘The Big Bow-wow strain I can do myself like any now going, but the exquisite touch which renders ordinary commonplace things and characters interesting from the truth of the description and the sentiment is denied to me.’*)


One notes that both these early admirers select for special praise the ‘ordinariness’ of the plot, and contrast it with the sentimental improbabilities and Gothic horrors of much popular fiction (of which Scott himself, as he admits, was often guilty). This draws our attention to the fact that unlike her other early works, Sense and Sensibility and Northanger Abbey (and also her juvenilia), Pride and Prejudice has no strong elements of parody or burlesque. It is charged with satirical references, but it does not depend on its relation to any imported or inherited framework. It is, very confidently, itself: a domestic novel of manners and marriage set in and near a small country town somewhere around the turn of the century. The interest rises principally from following the relationships of two couples, that of the amiable Jane Bennet with the pleasant Mr Bingley, and that of the witty Elizabeth Bennet with the proud and wealthy Mr Darcy. Many obstacles (provided principally by the vulgarity of several members of the Bennet family) delay the final happy ending, and entertainment is provided by a fine cast of minor characters (Mr Collins, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, Sir William Lucas). But the principal plot is matrimony, and the principal mode is comic.


On a first reading, what perhaps strikes one most is the wonderfully sure touch with which Jane Austen handles her heroine Elizabeth and in particular her passages with Mr Darcy. In Elizabeth, she allows herself all the uncensored freedom of wit that she felt obliged to repress in later works, and the result is some of the best repartee in fiction. Critics have rightly compared the relationship of Elizabeth and Darcy to that of those other embattled couples, Benedict and Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing and Mirabell and Millamant in Congreve’s The Way of the World. There is something theatrical in the way they view themselves – both, in different ways, are keenly interested in their impact upon an audience, and it is revealing to note that towards the end (Chapter 50), Elizabeth regrets her imagined loss of Darcy as the loss of an opportunity to ‘teach the admiring multitude what connubial felicity really was’.


We have little doubt, from their first meeting, that they will finally be brought together, for the convention of violent antipathy that turns to love is almost as strong as the convention of love at first sight, and there is already something sexually provocative in Darcy’s manner of dismissing Elizabeth as a dance partner: ‘She is tolerable; but not handsome enough to tempt me,’ he says, in her hearing, and the remark acts upon Elizabeth, subconsciously, as a challenge. She may not intend to attract him, indeed she declares herself indifferent and hostile to him, but he has caught her attention, and she means at least to put him in his place. The development of their mutual attraction is beautifully traced: Darcy’s proposal (as grotesque in its own way as that of Mr Collins) is one of the high points of the novel, but there are many other lesser moments of creative tension between the two which indicate their long-term compatibility – as, for example, the interesting dialogue at Rosings in which Elizabeth audaciously challenges Darcy with his initial rudeness to her, and tells him he too could learn to ‘converse easily’ if only he would practise. His replies are as challenging as her attack: the balance between them is finely judged and both hold their own.


Perhaps one of the secrets of the novel’s lasting appeal lies in its portrayal of a well-matched couple. There is no trimming, no half measure here. One really does not doubt that Elizabeth and Darcy will be happy together. As Brigid Brophy* has commented, although the novel’s ‘decorous prose and seemly narrative never makes an explicit reference to sexual intercourse’, Jane Austen has nevertheless ‘metaphorically depicted it’ in the sexual dialectic and interpenetration of their dialogues. But when she goes on to say that they have also been damaged, humbled and ‘ruthlessly chopped’ by one another, she surely overstates the case: one of the delights of this novel is that its hero and heroine are allowed to learn without too much suffering or humiliation, and far from having to cut themselves down to size to enter the Procrustean bed of marriage, they are given one another and the riches of Pemberley. A fairy-tale ending, but one justified by the sexual radiance that shines from the protagonists. If anyone ever has a chance to make a good marriage, these two have.


And in her other relationships, Elizabeth also shines. Her fondness for her sister Jane, her spirited rejoinders to Miss Bingley, her instant (and correct) appraisal of Mr Collins, her loyal friendship to Charlotte Lucas – all show her in an amiable light. Unlike Elinor Dashwood, she is not too wise – she is taken in very easily by Mr Wickham – but she has a quick resilience and an easiness of temper that make her able to cut her losses very quickly. She is half-disposed to find herself half in love with the apparently eligible thirty-year-old Colonel Fitzwilliam, but when he warns her that as a younger son he cannot afford to marry, she quickly swallows what must have been a moment of real mortification for a dowerless girl and with some courage teases him about ‘the usual price of an Earl’s younger son’. After this, her main instinct is to put him at his ease for having made her uncomfortable. She shows a similar generosity in more serious circumstances when she says ‘with a good-humoured smile’ to Wickham (who is foolishly insisting on his own version of Darcy’s conduct), ‘Come, Mr Wickham, we are brother and sister, you know. Do not let us quarrel about the past. In future, I hope we shall always be of one mind.’ And she holds out her hand to him, which he kisses ‘with affectionate gallantry’ and much embarrassment. We know that Jane Austen herself felt a peculiar fondness for her heroine (whom she claimed with only a touch of self-mockery to consider ‘as delightful a creature as ever appeared in print’), and can only be grateful that, exceptionally, she allowed her a free rein as well as a bright future.


If the brightness and sparkle of the central characters account for the book’s appeal on its first impression, perhaps we do not need to look further. But it has other satisfactions, and other shades. The neatness of the plot and its expert articulation have been justly admired: there are none of the uneasy shifts of focus or hasty tying or cutting of Gordian knots that mark and mar the other two early novels. Nothing here is superfluous or implausible; the story unfolds with a pleasing mixture of suspense and foreknowledge, and it fulfils all its own expectations. The shocks and surprises all make sense: when Lydia runs off with Wickham, we are surprised only that we had not seen it coming, and Darcy’s explanations of his past conduct are far more convincing than the more lurid revelations of Colonel Brandon’s in Sense and Sensibility. Almost all the characters are given space and identity, and even those who appear very sketchily, such as the indolent Mr Hurst or the pleasant Colonel Fitzwilliam, are integrated into and play an important role in both plot and social atmosphere. Compare the treatment of Kitty Bennet with that of Margaret Dashwood, the youngest sister in Sense and Sensibility. Margaret as an individual hardly exists and has little real function in the novel, whereas Kitty, although the most shadowy of the five Bennet girls, has more than a merely supernumerary role (though that, of course, is important, as numbers are of the essence here). She echoes Lydia, she imitates Lydia, she is fretful because she cannot follow Lydia; her very lack of character is her character, and she adds considerably to the interplay of family dynamics. Austen understood sibling rivalry very well, and here, in this small portrait, offers another dimension of it.


The novel has also been highly praised for its accurate portrayal of social customs, but it is here that we come to one of its more controversial aspects. Some readers really deeply dislike the society in which Austen’s works are so firmly grounded: much ado about nothing indeed is the accusation, and what about the French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars? Have soldiers nothing better to do than to flirt with young women, play whist and lottery, and seduce the daughters of tradesmen? Come to that, has nobody anything better to do? And on inspection, it does appear that many of the novel’s characters do remarkably little. Bingley shoots and gives parties and admits to not reading very much; Mr Hurst plays cards and falls asleep; even Mr Collins, who has a proper job, seems to spend most of his time watching the road for carriages or eating at Rosings. Wickham’s military duties do not seem to be very onerous. Darcy, it is true, is shown as a responsible landowner admired by his housekeeper, tenants and servants, but he too has a great deal of leisure. Mr Gardiner is in trade in the city, but we see and hear next to nothing of him at work. The women, of course, are not expected to employ themselves except at the piano: Mrs Bennet is proud of the fact that her daughters (unlike Charlotte Lucas) do not have to busy themselves in the kitchen, as she has a first-rate cook. Various maids feature, almost subliminally, in the text – Jane and Elizabeth are ‘helped on’ with their gowns and have their hair dressed by a non-speaking part called Sarah.


The most mysterious figure, in terms of employment, is Mr Bennet himself, the head of this large all-female household. We are told the circumstances of the entail which means that his considerable property will pass on his death not to his wife or any of his daughters but to Mr Collins. He is of no profession: he is a gentleman. He shoots, and we know he has scholarly interests, for he spends much time in his library (and resents being pursued there by Mr Collins), but we suspect that he is fond of his library partly because it is a refuge from his wife, and there is no evidence that he has written even as much as a small monograph. He is unhappily married, having been unwisely carried away by his ‘first impressions’ of the sexually attractive Mrs Bennet, who after many efforts has failed to produce an heir. (In those days, of course, it was not known that it is the male input that determines a baby’s sex.) He is fond of Jane, and fond of Elizabeth to the point of what would now be called ‘favouritism’: the rest of his family he tends to ridicule. He has retreated from the world (as, some have suggested, did Austen herself) into an ironic distance, yet he is also imprudent, for he spends his whole income and comes to regret that he has put nothing away ‘for the better provision of his children, and of his wife, if she survived him’. He is thus a negligent father, whose responsibility for what happens to Lydia is judged heavy: Darcy (damningly) finds him occasionally guilty of ‘want of propriety’ – in other words, not quite a gentleman.


Yet at a first reading, most find him much more attractive and judge him less harshly than his wife. This was certainly my own first response on reading the novel in the 1950s, and indeed tended then to be the received opinion. He is genuinely witty and intelligent: his sardonic remarks seem a fitting commentary on the vacuity of much of the social life in which he is reluctantly obliged to engage, and his view that ‘we live, but to make sport for our neighbours, and laugh at them in our turn’ may seem close to that of his author, and therefore to be condoned by her. I recall my indignation when asked to reassess him as a father, and consider whether Austen herself did not find him wanting.


On rereading one sees that she does indeed imply criticism of his negligence as a father, and recognises that his eccentricities are a hindrance to the matrimonial prospects of his daughters. Nevertheless, she relishes his ironic wit and clearly enjoys wreaking through his voice a little irresponsible revenge on the bores and fools of the neighbourhood. Nineteenth-century critics tended to view him indulgently, as a ‘recluse’ and an ‘eccentric’. And nobody, not even Austen herself, seems to question how he actually spends his time. One might legitimately wonder if there is not as much vacuity in Mr Bennet’s life as in that of his wife.


This, of course, is very much a feminist, twentieth-century perspective, and one that would have been difficult to perceive from within the society so faithfully depicted. Recent studies, predictably, have begun to produce defences of the vulgar, impossible, stupid, uncultured, embarrassing Mrs Bennet. Of course, we may now say, she was desperate to marry off her daughters: this was the ‘employment’ of her life, and she attacks it much more energetically than her husband does. She understands about dinners and balls and good cooking. We may wince from her pushiness and ignorance on first reading, but on the tenth are we not a little more impressed by the evidence that she runs a generous household, keeps a good table, is a good hostess? Fay Weldon, in her Letters to Alice on First Reading Jane Austen, comments that in her ‘politeness warred … with desperation’:* desperation often won. Mary Evans, in a characteristic 1980s revisionist statement, comments that she has generally been regarded ‘as one of the more absurd and comic figures of English fiction’, but asks us to consider that,




if Mrs Bennet is slightly crazy, then perhaps she is so because she perceives, more clearly than her husband, the possible fate of her daughters if they do not marry … Given that she has five daughters, it is little wonder that at times Mrs Bennet is less than rational.†





A non-revisionist would point out the strong evidence that Mrs Bennet’s zeal and indelicacy damage her own best interests, and that therefore she cannot be condoned even as an anxious mother. One might also point to her more serious lack of judgement over the Lydia–Wickham affair, which could, without the intervention of Darcy, have ended very badly (and expensively) for all the Bennets. Yet there still remain points on the credit side. Nobody, surely, could object to her volte-face over the acceptability of Darcy as a son-in-law, for here she is merely echoing Elizabeth’s own behaviour, and indeed there is something sympathetic and generous (if not exactly sensible) in her desire to dislike the important Mr Darcy as strongly as she is given to believe her daughters do. Her chagrin when Lady Lucas boasts of the marriage of Charlotte is similarly venial. And she is on at least one occasion credited with the voice of pure maternal common sense. When one of the young Lucas boys cries out that if he were as rich as Mr Darcy, he would ‘keep a pack of foxhounds, and drink a bottle of wine every day’, Mrs Bennet replies ‘Then you would drink a great deal more than you ought … and if I were to see you at it I should take away your bottle directly.’ There is something endearingly normal about this remark which the subsequent sentence does nothing to dispel – ‘The boy protested that she should not; she continued to declare that she would, and the argument ended only with the visit.’ The informality, the easy good nature of Mrs Bennet’s manner may plunge frequently into silliness or soar into absurd pretension when she feels herself outclassed by her company, but she is not always absurd.


The fact that her characters can be plausibly interpreted against her own intentions and in the light of the vagaries of sociology and history is a tribute to Austen’s powers of mimesis. She creates and manifests Mr and Mrs Bennet: we bring to them our own feminist, post-feminist (and post-Marxist) insights. In this case the possible variant readings do not indicate an uncertainty of artistic purpose or an internal conflict, as they may in Sense and Sensibility. On the contrary, the roundness and the wholeness of the portraits is what gives them shade and depth. In the Lukácsian sense, Austen, like Balzac, portrays her own society so faithfully that she preserves it as a valid object for later historical analysis.


The case of the unfortunate Mary Bennet is slightly different, and any objections one may have to this portrait are drawn strictly from outside the text. Jane Austen’s intentions are clear enough: Mary, the plain middle daughter, does not represent learning or intelligence or wisdom or a critique of the deficiencies of female education, she represents hollow pedantry and false accomplishment. She is no George Eliot in the making, and her affectation of profundity is intended to be ridiculous. Is it illegitimate to ask what other choices she had? May one complain that Jane Austen is cruelly reinforcing the unattractive stereotype of the bluestocking, the femme savante? These questions are difficult to answer, and one certainly would not like to suggest that this portrait in any way unsettles the mood of the novel. But they do invite one to speculate a little on Austen’s own role as a clever (and largely self-educated) woman in a society in which women who read too much ware suspected of being ‘satirical’. (Lady Middleton in Sense and Sensibility Chapter 36, on Elinor and Marianne: ‘because they were fond of reading, she fancied them satirical: perhaps without exactly knowing what it was to be satirical; but that did not signify. It was censure in common use, and easily given.’)


If reading books invited censure, how much more so must the writing of them have done? There must have been a strong incentive for women to conceal their intellectual interests, and we see that although our heroine Elizabeth shows herself to be well-read and to have good taste in music and landscape, she does not present herself as formidably learned, and she certainly is not ‘impatient for display’ like Mary. Her lack of real skill at the piano (like Emma’s?) is presented as endearing, as is her acknowledgement of her own limitations. We are told that ‘her performance was pleasing, though by no means capital’, and although she tells Darcy that she thinks she could play better if she practised more, she is only scoring a point here: her vanity, as she tells her friend Charlotte, does not take ‘a musical turn’. It is interesting to note that the most artistically gifted of Austen’s female characters, Jane Fairfax in Emma, is portrayed from a certain distance and with a certain coolness – a coolness directly connected with Emma’s own slightly guilty and jealous sense of inferiority.


Of whom, one asks oneself, did Jane Austen feel jealous, and why is she so anxious to portray her heroines as ‘amateurs’ of the arts? What turn did her own ‘vanity’ take? She never attempts a portrait of a professional, although women had been making money as writers for at least a century, nor does she ever explore the dark world of female labour (as milliner, shopkeeper, opera singer, paid companion) that her contemporary Fanny Burney tackles (not very successfully, it is true) in her novel The Wanderer (1814). Like Virginia Woolf many generations later, she chose on the whole to describe women less gifted, intellectually less audacious, more conventional than herself. One of the reasons why Pride and Prejudice is such a cheerful book is that she allows Elizabeth to be both unconventional and unpunished, either for her muddy petticoats (‘an abominable sort of conceited independence, a most country town indifference to decorum,’ says Miss Bingley) or for her sharp opinions.


Austen’s own intelligence is concealed and absorbed, in her life, in her art. We all know her nephew’s famous account of her writing habits:




[she] wrote upon small sheets of paper, which could easily be put away, or covered with a piece of blotting paper. There was, between the front door and the offices, a swing door which creaked when it was opened, but she objected to having this little inconvenience remedied, because it gave her notice when anyone was coming.*





She preferred concealment to ostentation, secrecy to display. She could no doubt with ease have treated the reader to a digression (or a parody of a digression) on the work of Walter Scott in order to add weight to her comedy, as a Mary Bennet might have done, but she chose not to do so.


One explanation for her apparent assumption of female modesty is that she was trying through it to avert ridicule and criticism for ‘over-reaching’. Marilyn Butler seems to endorse this possibility, when she claims that Austen




represents women’s abilities and aspirations as they manifest themselves in speech, and the verbal characteristics of her heroines include some striking negations: restraint, deference, inarticulacy, an absence of reference to events, books and ideas. The women she allows to speak out form the largest single group of her minor characters – her female fools.*





While recognising the application of both halves of this judgement to some of Austen’s heroines and fools – for example, Fanny Price and Mrs Bennet herself – we note at once that Elizabeth is certainly not marked by ‘restraint, deference and inarticulacy’, but rather by their reverse. And one might suggest that Elizabeth’s lack of overt references to ‘books and ideas’ is, precisely, one of the novel’s strengths. The other two early novels are if anything too bookish, too dependent on their reaction from earlier literary genres: conspicuous intertextuality like the references to The Mysteries of Udolpho in Northanger Abbey may be entertaining, and may indeed have a semi-serious purpose, but the novel’s play with literary convention is far less original than the seamless and apparently realistic texture of Pride and Prejudice. It is always easier to imitate other books than life itself.


An equally plausible explanation of the discreet absence of intellectual display from her works might lie in the fact that her confidence was such that she felt she did not need to bother with it. She had no need to strain after effects, to insist on her own importance, to demonstrate her superiority. She knew her own worth, and she was sure of her subject matter, something more like arrogance than modesty dictated her tone. Catherine, in Northanger Abbey, confesses to Henry and Eleanor Tilney that she is not fond of history, although she reads a little as a duty, for there are ‘quarrels of popes and kings, with wars and pestilences, in every page; the men are all so good for nothing, and hardly any women at all – it is very tiresome: and yet I often think it odd that it should be so dull, for a great deal of it must be invention’. This faux-naif commentary has a great deal of double-edged shrewdness in it, and could well be argued to hint at Austen’s dismissal of some of the pretensions of male culture and scholarship. Male critics this century have made extravagant claims for Austen’s own possible reading habits – what did she make of Locke and Hume, what were her opinions of French and German philosophy and history? – but far more striking is her evident (and historically justified) faith in the enduring interest and originality of her own chosen ground and subject matter, where one may find plenty of women, and men who are neither popes nor kings. This faith is in itself a form of audacity.


Not all women have shared her faith in the domestic novel. Charlotte Brontë, in a celebrated attack (in a letter to G. H. Lewes),* complained that Pride and Prejudice is




an accurate daguerreotyped portrait of a commonplace face: a carefully fenced, highly cultivated garden, with neat borders and delicate flowers: but no glance of a bright, vivid physiognomy, no open country, no fresh air … I should hardly like to live with her ladies and gentlemen, in their elegant but confined houses.





Thus speaks a post-Romantic and a writer who certainly risked making a fool of herself by different forms of daring. Many have echoed her complaints, but more (including myself) have endorsed the general view that this novel is one of the great original works of fiction. Reginald Farrar, in the Quarterly Review of 1917, called it ‘the greatest miracle of English Literature’. One recalls Annabella Milbanke’s praise of it as the ‘most probable’ novel she had ever read. What kind of genius is it that can produce a probable miracle? The originality and brilliance of this performance – at such an age, at any age – go beyond the probable, and do indeed partake of the miraculous.
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Charlotte Brontë was born in Yorkshire in 1816 and became a teacher and governess. In 1842 she travelled to Brussels to study languages. As well as publishing poetry with her sisters Emily and Anne, she wrote four novels: The Professor, Jane Eyre, Shirley and Villette. She died in 1855.


Angela Carter was one of Britain’s most original writers, highly acclaimed for her novels, short stories and journalism. The Magic Toyshop won the John Llewellyn Rhys Prize in 1968 and Several Perceptions won the Somerset Maugham Prize in 1969. More novels followed as well as her 1977 translation of the fairy tales of Charles Perrault. Angela Carter’s last novel was the much-lauded Wise Children, published in 1991. Her death in 1992 at the age of fifty-one ‘robbed the English literary scene of one of its most vivacious and compelling voices’ (Independent).




In 1847, a young woman of genius, vexed at publishers’ rejections of The Professor, the first novel she had completed, on the grounds that it ‘lacked colour’ and was too short, sat down to give the reading public exactly what she had been told they wanted – something ‘wild, wonderful and thrilling’, in three volumes. Rarely, if ever, has such a strategy proved so successful. The young woman’s name was Charlotte Brontë and the novel she produced, Jane Eyre, is still, after a century and a half, ‘wild, wonderful and thrilling’. It remains the most durable of melodramas, angry, sexy, a little crazy, a perennial bestseller – one of the oddest novels ever written, a delirious romance replete with elements of pure fairy tale, given its extraordinary edge by the sheer emotional intelligence of the writer, the exceptional sophistication of her heart.


Charlotte Brontë lived during one of the greatest periods of social change in English history. In all her novels, she is attempting to describe a way of living that had never existed before and had come into being with the unprecedented social and economic upheavals of England in the early industrial revolution. Jane Eyre herself is the prototype Charlotte Brontë heroine – a woman on her own for whose behaviour there are no guidelines. This woman is not only capable of earning her own living but must and needs to do so; for her, therefore, love is a means of existential definition, an exploration of the potentials of her self, rather than the means of induction into the contingent existence of the married woman, as it had been for the previous heroines of the bourgeois novel.


I don’t think for one moment that Charlotte Brontë knew she was doing this, precisely. When she wrote Jane Eyre, she thought she was writing a love story; but in order for Charlotte Brontë, with her precise configuration of class background and personal history, to write a love story, she had, first of all, to perform an analysis of the operation of erotic attraction upon a young woman who is not rich nor beautiful but, all the same, due to her background and education, free to choose what she does with her life.


The clarity and strength of Charlotte Brontë’s perception of her heroine’s struggle for love is extraordinary. Yet, of all the great novels in the world, Jane Eyre veers the closest towards trash. Elizabeth Rigby, writing in the Quarterly Review, 1848, makes the exact point that the novel combines ‘such genuine power with such horrid taste’. She went on, a touch petulantly: ‘the popularity of Jane Eyre is a proof how deeply the love of the illegitimate romance is implanted in our nature’. In order to do something new, in order to describe a way of being that had no existing language to describe it, Charlotte Brontë reverted, to a large extent, to pre-bourgeois forms. Jane Eyre is the classic formulation of the romance narrative, with its mysteries of parentage, lost relatives miraculously recovered, stolen letters, betrayal, deceit – and it fuses elements of two ancient fairy tales, Bluebeard, specifically referred to in the text when Thornfield Hall is compared to Bluebeard’s castle, and Beauty and the Beast, plus a titillating hint of Cinderella. The archaic sub-literary forms of romance and fairy tale are so close to dreaming they lend themselves readily to psychoanalytic interpretation. Episodes such as that in which Rochester’s mad wife rips apart the veil he has bought Jane to wear at his second, bigamous wedding have the delirium of Freudian dream language. As a result, Jane Eyre is a peculiarly unsettling blend of penetrating psychological realism, of violent and intuitive feminism, of a surprisingly firm sociological grasp, and of the utterly non-realistic apparatus of psycho-sexual fantasy – irresistible passion, madness, violent death, dream, telepathic communication.


The latter element is so pronounced that it gives the novel a good deal in common, not with Emma or Middlemarch, but with certain enormously influential, sub-literary texts in which nineteenth-century England discussed in images those aspects of unprecedented experience for which words could not, yet, be found: Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Bram Stoker’s Dracula. ‘There are times when reality becomes too complex for Oral Communication,’ says the computer in Jean-Luc Godard’s 1967 movie, Alphaville, ‘but Legend gives it a form by which it pervades the whole world.’ Jane Eyre has this quality of legend and, like Frankenstein and Dracula, has proved infinitely translatable into other media: stage, screen, radio. I first encountered Jane Eyre in a comic-strip version. The text easily secretes other versions of itself; one of them, Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea, restores the first Mrs Rochester, Jane’s predecessor, to the centre of the narrative. One of the great bestsellers of the mid-twentieth century, Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca, shamelessly reduplicated the plot of Jane Eyre, and went on to have the same kind of vigorous trans-media after-life.


Nevertheless, if Jane Eyre arrives, like Bluebeard’s wife or Beauty, at an old, dark house, whose ugly/beautiful master nourishes a fatal secret, she arrives there not as a result of marriage or magic, but as the result of an advertisement she herself had placed in a newspaper. She has come to earn her own living and the fairy-tale heroine, as she travels to the abode of secrets and the place of initiation, is fully aware of her own social mobility, which is specifically the product of history. ‘Let the worst come to the worst,’ she ponders, ‘I can advertise again.’


Jane is only pretending to be a heroine of romance or fairy tale. She may act out the Gothic role of ‘woman in peril’ for a while at Thornfield Hall, when she is menaced by her lover’s first wife, but, when things become intolerable, she leaves. She might be trapped by her desires, but she is never trapped by her circumstances. She is, in terms of social and literary history, not a romance figure at all but a precursor of the rootless urban intelligentsia who, seventy years later, will take the fictional form of the Brangwen sisters in D. H. Lawrence’s Women in Love. Like the Brangwen sisters, and like Lucy Snowe in Villette, Jane Eyre must earn her living by teaching. There is no other ‘respectable’ option, except writing fiction, and, since Jane is a character in a piece of fiction, she would give the game away if she resorted to that. When Jane sets out on her journey to her new place of employment, she says things that no woman in fiction has ever said before:




It is a very strange sensation to inexperienced youth to feel itself quite alone in the world; cut adrift from every connection, uncertain whether the port to which it is bound can be reached, and prevented by many impediments from returning to that it has quitted. The charm of adventure sweetens that sensation, the glow of pride warms it; but then the throb of fear disturbs it …





Independence is not a piece of cake. But, for Jane, it is essential. It isn’t surprising to find her saying:




Nobody knows how many rebellions, besides political rebellions, ferment in the masses of life which people earth. Women are supposed to be very calm generally; but women feel just as men feel; they need exercise for their faculties, and a field for their efforts, as much as their brothers do …





The history of Charlotte Brontë and her family has itself been the subject of much fiction and speculation, as if it, too, were the stuff of legend. Certainly, the six Brontë children seem to have tried hard to be ordinary, but could not help making a hash of it. The Reverend Patrick Brontë, their father, may have passed his life as the ‘perpetual curate’ of Haworth Parsonage, near Keighley, in Yorkshire, but he early exhibited that discontent with the everyday that marked out the clan when he celebrated his arrival in England from his native Ireland by changing his spelling from Brunty. (The umlaut is a master stroke.) Of all of them, he repressed the discontent the best, which may be why he lived the longest, outliving his last surviving child, Charlotte, by six years, to die at the age of eighty-four in 1861; Charlotte died in 1855, at thirty-nine years old.


From childhood, the Brontë children knew there were no such things as happy endings. Cancer claimed Mrs Maria Brontë in 1821, when Charlotte was five. The two eldest daughters, Maria and Elizabeth, died at the school Charlotte Brontë barely fictionalised in Jane Eyre as Lowood. (Charlotte claimed Maria as the prototype of Jane’s unnaturally self-abnegating friend, Helen Burns.)


Charlotte, Emily, Branwell, the only boy, and Anne lived to grow up. The family home at Haworth was close to both the majestic landscape of the Yorkshire moors but also to the newly built, sombre milltowns surrounding Leeds; their life was not as isolated as might be supposed. They read voraciously and extremely widely. Their father does not appear to have censored their reading at all.


From an early age, they amused themselves by writing stories and poems. After a failed attempt to set up a school following the period Charlotte and Emily spent in Brussels in 1842, studying French, Charlotte persuaded her sisters to publish an anthology of their poetry under the sexually indeterminate names, Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell. Charlotte wrote that they ‘did not like to declare ourselves women, because … we had a vague impression that authoresses are liable to be looked on with prejudice’. That’s an elegant piece of irony, especially since there have been persistent attempts to attribute not only Wuthering Heights, Emily Brontë’s great novel, to the authorship of Branwell Brontë, but virtually the entire oeuvre of all the other sisters too. Branwell, in fact, possessed little literary talent but, alone of them exhibited signs of a genuine talent for physical excess that might have passed unnoticed at the time of Tom Jones but dissipated itself in drink and scandal at Haworth Parsonage.


Jane Eyre was published under the name of Currer Bell in 1847 and was an immediate and smashing success. It was followed, successfully, by Shirley in 1849 but Charlotte Brontë can have taken little pleasure in her growing fame; Branwell, Emily and Anne all died of tuberculosis between September 1848 and May 1849. The unusually closely knit and self-sufficient family was gone. Charlotte and her father lived on together. In 1853, she published Villette, one of the most Balzacian of English novels, a neurotic romance that uses fantastic and grotesque effects sparingly to heighten an emotionally exacerbated realism in a most striking way. In 1854, Charlotte Brontë finally ceased to rebuff the advances of her father’s curates, who had been proposing to her in relays all her adult life, and married the most persistent, the Reverend Arthur Nicholls, in 1854. Less than a year later, she was dead, possibly from tuberculosis, possibly from complications of pregnancy.


Few lives have been more unrelievedly tragic. It is salutory to discover that her novels, for all their stormy emotionalism, their troubling atmosphere of psycho-drama, their sense of a life lived on the edge of the nerves, are also full of fun, and of a wonderfully sensuous response to landscape, music, painting and to the small, domestic pleasures of a warm fire, hot tea, the smell of fresh-baked bread.


There is also a spirit of defiance always at large. It is an oddly alarmed defiance; Charlotte Brontë’s frail yet indomitable heroines burn with injustice, then collapse with nervous exhaustion after they have passionately made their point. All the same, Matthew Arnold put his finger on it when he expostulated that her mind ‘contains nothing but hunger, rebellion, and rage’. As orphaned children, as Englishwomen abroad, as wandering beggars, as governesses, as lovers, Charlotte Brontë’s heroines do not know their place. They suffer from a cosmic insecurity that starts in the nursery. Their childhoods are full of pain.


The first relation with the family, the elementary institutions of authority, is often distorted or displaced. After the infant Jane suffers a kind of fit, or seizure, while being punished by her Aunt Reed, the local apothecary is sent for: ‘I felt an inexpressible relief, a soothing conviction of protection and security, when I knew there was a stranger in the room.’


Aunt Reed’s husband, who might have protected her, is dead. Jane’s own father is long dead. When she is befriended by the Rivers family, they are freshly in mourning for their father. Jane Eyre is a novel full of dead fathers. As if to pre-empt the possibility of his own demise, Mr Rochester himself staunchly denies paternity – he refuses to accept little Adèle Varens, daughter of a former mistress, as his own child, causing Jane to cry out protectively:




‘Adèle is not answerable for either her mother’s faults or yours; I have a regard for her, and now that I know she is, in a sense, parentless – forsaken by her mother and disowned by you, sir – I shall cling closer to her than before.’





The question of whether Rochester actually is Adèle’s father is left interestingly moot. But something curious happens at the end of the novel: after Rochester has been blinded and maimed, we are left with the image of himself and Jane, a grizzled, ageing, blind man, led by the hand by a young girl (Jane is young enough to be his daughter). Suddenly, astonishingly, they look like Oedipus and Antigone, having ascended to the very highest level of mythic resonance. (Charlotte hastily restores the sight in one of his eyes before the first child of the union is born, and that is an interesting thing for her to do, too.) Jane has transformed Rochester into a father. Her mediation lets him live.


Jane Eyre begins, magnificently, with a clarion call for the rights of children. Jane, at ten years old, squares up to her Aunt Reed, who has signally failed to care for the orphaned child left in her charge.




‘I will never call you aunt again as long as I live; I will never come to see you when I am grown up; and if any one asks me how I liked you, and how you treated me, I will say the very thought of you makes me sick, and that you treated me with miserable cruelty.’





No child in fiction ever stood up for itself like that before. Burning with injustice, the infant Jane, true child of the romantic period, demands love as a right: ‘You think I have no feelings, and that I can live without one bit of love or kindness; but I cannot live so.’


Indeed, she specifies love as a precondition of existence. And not love in a vacuum, love as a selfless, unreciprocated devotion, either. There isn’t a trace of selfless devotion anywhere in Jane Eyre, unless it is the selfless devotion of the missionary, St John Rivers, to himself. After all, it is very easy to love, and may be done in private without inconveniencing the object of one’s affections in the least; that is the way that plain, clever parson’s daughters are supposed to do it, anyway. But Jane wants to be loved, as if, without reciprocity, love can’t exist. This is why, towards the end of the novel, she will reject St John Rivers’s proposal of marriage although he has half-mesmerised her into subservience to him. She rejects him because he doesn’t love her. It is as simple as that.


It is also exhilarating, almost endearing, to note that, in spite of the sentimental pietism which Charlotte Brontë falls back on almost as a form of self-defence against her genuinely transgressive impulses, she can also – see the entire treatment of Blanche Ingram, Jane’s alleged rival for Mr Rochester’s affections – be something of a bitch.


Although the sober The Professor, published posthumously in 1857, was the first novel that Charlotte Brontë completed, it is Jane Eyre that exhibits all the profligate imagination we associate with youth. However much it may have been written with a bitter ambition for fame foremost in the author’s mind, the novel remains firmly rooted in the furious dreams of a passionate young woman whose life never quite matched up to her own capacity for experience. It is the author’s unfulfilled desire that makes Jane Eyre so haunting.


The writing that the Brontë children had engaged in since childhood was of a very particular kind. They spent their adolescence constructing together a comprehensive alternative to the post-Romantic world of steam engine and mill chimney they were doomed to inhabit. Charlotte and Branwell chronicled a territory they named Angria; Anne and Emily constructed the history of the island of Gondal. This alternative universe ‘with its emperors and its seas, with its minerals and its birds and its fish’, just like the encyclopaedic other world in Borges’s marvellous story, ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’, was so intensely imagined that sometimes its landscapes and inhabitants pushed aside the real ones that surrounded their creators:




Never shall I, Charlotte Brontë, forget … how distinctly I, sitting in the school-room at Roe-Head, saw the Duke of Zamorna … his black horse turned loose grazing among the heather, the moonlight so mild and exquisitely tranquil, sleeping upon that vast and vacant road … I was quite gone. I had really utterly forgot where I was and all the gloom and cheerlessness of my situation. I felt myself breathing quick and short as I beheld the Duke lifting up his sable crest, which undulated as the plume of a hearse waves to the wind …*
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