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INTRODUCTION
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Ros Ballaster


The first issue of La Belle Assemblée, or Bell’s Court and Fashionable Magazine, published in February 1806, promises to lead its reader through the world of fashion:




We shall furnish him with a chart that will govern his voyage in all the varieties of the course. We shall begin from the very point of embarkation. He will see a young country girl, with decent manners, good morals, and a careful education, enter upon a fashionable course. He will see her carried through the different scenes of the Beau Monde, and guided by a gay, seducing, artful woman of fashion. He will perceive, that the patroness understands her work, and is competent to the undertaking. She will point out examples instead of giving precepts; and presenting scenes and characters, leave her young pupil to draw her own inferences. In one word, and what includes the whole art of instruction, she does not teach her pupil, but leaves her more wisely to instruct herself.





This introduction to the journal and its contents was titled ‘The Beau Monde or History of the New World. Chapter the First’, as though it were a work of fiction, of a type very familiar to readers of the period: the courtship-to-marriage plot of the young girl coming to adulthood.


Jane Austen had turned thirty only two months earlier. 1805 had been a tough year with the death of her beloved father, George Austen, in January and the struggles of the now all-female household of two unmarried daughters and their mother, joined by their friend Martha Lloyd, to come to terms with their grief and escape the fashionable watering place of Bath, especially hated by Jane. They moved out in July 1806 and toured the Midlands and the south of England before taking lodgings in Southampton in the autumn of 1806.


Eventually, Edward, Jane Austen’s most affluent brother, offered them a home on one of his estates: the bailiff’s cottage in the village of Chawton in Hampshire. They moved in on 7 July 1809, an experience on which Austen may have drawn for her description of the Dashwood women moving into Barton Cottage in Sense and Sensibility (1811).


Jane had been writing fiction since she was a child. There were lively short pieces of comic satire to entertain family, and a satirical little novel in letters about a ‘gay, seducing, artful woman of fashion’, Lady Susan. Austen had even sold by proxy and through the offices of another brother, Henry, a novel to the publisher Benjamin Crosby in spring 1803, but Crosby failed to bring it into print. First versions of what were to become Sense and Sensibility (‘Elinor and Marianne’) and Pride and Prejudice (‘First Impressions’) were begun in 1795 and 1796, respectively.


But it was once she was settled into her forever home, and with her twenties behind her, that Jane’s career as a novelist writing for publication took off. The following years saw extraordinary productivity with four mature and brilliant novels put into print to some critical success if not explosive popularity, before her untimely death at the age of forty-one of an undetermined illness (medical specialists suggest symptoms conversant with lupus) on 18 July 1817. Two more novels were published posthumously and there are a few manuscripts of works not published or not brought to completion.


It may be that once settled in their new home, and despite being short of money, the women in the Austen household found some comfort in looking at the fashion plates and discussing the fashions in the monthly magazine La Belle Assemblée, several of which are reproduced in this book. Women of genteel classes living close to poverty – like Jane and her family – were necessarily preoccupied with clothing since everything had to be made or mended. In the only surviving accounts we have of Jane’s, kept in a diary for 1807, her largest area of expense, 27.4 per cent, was on ‘Cloathing [sic] and Pocket’ with laundry a close second at 18.3 per cent (Hilary Davidson, Jane Austen’s Wardrobe, p. 11). The letters that survive refer to clothing often: not only in terms of domestic economy but also reflecting on what is fashionable or can be made to be so. She and her sister Cassandra exchange vigorous correspondence about buying suitable lengths of material for having dresses made up, what to wear at balls and parties, trimming bonnets: always with an eye to thrift alongside elegance. Characters on tight budgets are often shown finding means to aspire to fashion in Austen’s fictional world: the Steele sisters in Sense and Sensibility, when staying with the privileged and wealthy Lady Middleton, are described ‘taking patterns of some elegant new dress, in which her appearance the day before had thrown them into unceasing delight.’ Pattern gowns were fitted gowns taken as a template and copied in fabric, either cotton or linen lining cloth, to make a pattern for a new dress. This is, though, more satire about sycophancy than it is praise of domestic economy.


Austen’s fiction is in fact short on detail about what her heroines wear. It is a sign of silliness or vulgarity when a woman starts to rattle on about such matters, subject to mockery by the men – such as Henry Tilney or Fitzwilliam Darcy – who are deemed suitable matches for Austen’s heroines. And those heroines are themselves often country girls finding their way in the new worlds of the beau monde. We as Austen’s readers have as our guide through these stories a woman who, like the putative ‘patroness’ of La Belle Assemblée, knows her art and guides us through the stories without being tendentious, authoritarian or tedious. Designing and making texts and textiles is an intricate craft and most successful when it dresses its subject to advantage rather than shows off its own labour. This both Jane Austen and the modiste editors of La Belle Assemblée knew well. Both give us a sense that they are inviting us into real lives while of course they are also indulging outrageous fantasies of romance: from Elizabeth Bennet’s securing property-rich Mr Darcy with his £10,000 per year income to the impossibly slender figure afforded to post-partum ladies by the Circassian corset introduced to readers by La Belle Assemblée in Summer 1814 (July 1814; fashions for August 1814).


This book pays due homage to the aesthetic achievement of both the fashion journal, the makers whose skills it showcased and the fiction Austen spun about women’s lives. Austen was not a historical novelist: her fictions were set in the present, or close to it. Fashion plates have been carefully selected to illustrate the fashions of the time and to visualize some of Austen’s most striking scenes and characters. Along the way, I explore and explain the choices available in terms of textile and style, whether according to season (Austen’s novels are carefully plotted by chronology), place (seaside resorts, London, small towns, balls, drawing-rooms) or activity (walking, travelling, riding, painting, dancing). I begin with extracts from her earliest teenage writings, trace the fashion disasters and triumphs in her major works, and finish by looking out to the vanishing prospects of health and healing at a fashionable seaside resort in her last, unfinished, and potentially finest work of fiction, Sanditon.


To be fashionable was not just to be well-dressed; it was also to be well-read and well-informed. The magazine included regular features that covered contemporary biography, extracts from fiction, poetry, music, reviews and news concerning politics and theatre. It usually contained, though, at least two fashion plates and ‘explanation’ about these fashions and fashions in general. Readers could purchase two parts separately, the first containing these print materials and usually two plates about matters other than fashion and the second consisting of the fashion plates illustrating what to wear in the next month and sewing patterns, with up to four pages of description of the plates, followed by ‘General Observations on Fashion and Dress’. La Belle Assemblée gave in to competition when it announced the introduction of hand-coloured fashion plates in a double issue published on 1 January 1807. The proprietor, John Bell (1745–1831), addressed his subscribers, telling them that he had hoped to give them ‘an opportunity of practising and improving their taste in the Fine Arts’ by themselves, colouring the prints while maintaining the clarity of the lines of the engraving. However, he now offered them the opportunity to decide whether to purchase them coloured at an extra shilling for each number. The next issue on 1 February would be ‘enriched in a very extraordinary style, with a Transparent and lucid Print in Colours, as a Specimen of the Fashionable, and very interesting, mode of colouring Prints to represent the effects of Stained Glass.’


The magazine was designed, then, to piece together an elegant woman and to bring her to life in vivid colour. ‘Elegance’ is a word Austen places very carefully in her fiction. Emma describes Mrs Weston, the woman who was her much-loved governess, now married to a local gentleman, as having manners with ‘propriety, simplicity, and elegance’. In the same chapter, pushy, affluent, vulgar Mrs Elton is described as ‘elegantly dressed’. It is a word that features frequently in La Belle Assemblée; not only in its ‘explanation’ of the ‘prints of fashion’ for the next month inserted towards the end of each number. It was equally frequent in the ‘General Observations on Fashion and Dress’, the column that noted rising and sinking hemlines and waists, puffing and narrowing or absence of sleeves, newly designed accessories, and seasonal trends. In discussion of fashions for November 1811, we hear of the ‘comet hat and mantle’ – both decorated to suggest the streaming tail and starry point of the Great Comet of 1811, visible to the naked eye in the sky for nine months from the end of March, with its closest Earth approach in October. ‘Such fashions as these are merely local, but the elegance and taste of both the hat and mantle are unrivalled, and we think it a pity they had not a title which might not have rendered them more durable favourites of the approaching winter.’


John Bell was the magazine’s proprietor throughout the period when Austen became a published novelist (from 1806 until he stepped down in 1821). Like Austen’s male publishers Thomas Egerton and John Murray, he seems to have an eye for gifts in women, not only in inviting talented female writers such as Elizabeth Inchbald and Caroline Norton to edit, but also in offering innovative ‘modistes’ to promote their designs in the pages. The most remarkable woman associated with the magazine, though, was his daughter-in-law, Mary Ann Bell, a fashion designer and editor with a real flair for diversifying markets and promoting her products, whose editorial star rose in the period that Austen’s novels started to appear in print. She was not elevated to the role of fashion editor until 1811, when a breach between father and son was healed: John junior had launched rival magazine Le Beau Monde just eight months after the first issue of La Belle Assemblée was published on 1 March 1806. In April 1809, John Bell junior sold off his share and was declared bankrupt in June 1810. Mary Ann swiftly got back in her father-in-law’s good books. Her distinctive style – energetic, vivid, cheerfully flattering – colours the pages of the magazine from October 1811 until John Bell senior retired in 1821. She set up her own salon in early 1814 at 22 Upper King Street in London and moved it to Charlotte Street a few months later. La Belle Assemblée placed Mary Ann’s products too: the ‘Chapeau Bras’, a face-framing hat, first featured in the March 1814 issue; the Circassian corset was promoted in August 1814, unboned for ladies after pregnancy and to facilitate discreet changing at bathing resorts; and the ‘Bathing Preserver’ for September 1814, a long (morning) dress with an attached cap of light material(s) to be carried in a silk bag at the seaside. Like Jane Austen, Mary Ann Bell had a passion to improve and advance her profession without being prosy or preachy.


La Belle Assemblée thrived for much longer than Jane Austen herself, continuing after Bell’s retirement with some variations of title until it ceased publication in 1848. Austen’s fiction has had a longer afterlife and posterity despite her short comet of a life; what we continue to value in her fiction is its lightly worn wisdom about human frailty and potential. Resourceful feminine design lay at the heart of the work of both.
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JANE AUSTEN COMPOSED LESLEY CASTLE, A SPOOF ‘NOVEL IN LETTERS’, WHEN SHE WAS SIXTEEN. HERE, MARGARET LESLEY, RAISED IN A REMOTE SCOTTISH CASTLE, WRITES TO HER FRIEND CHARLOTTE LUTTERELL ABOUT A VISIT TO LONDON.





Margaret and her sister Matilda are husband-hungry young women unable to come to terms with their new stepmother, Lady Lesley. Lady Lesley dresses herself up for small ‘routs’ and parties, decking herself in their mother’s jewels in a manner which recalls the requirements to glitter and sparkle at the Georgian court.


‘Court dress’ was required to be worn when attending Queen Charlotte’s court. While side panniers were no longer mandated after 1760 when George III took the throne, his wife Queen Charlotte (the couple married on 8 September 1761) insisted on round hoops so that the high waist was retained, producing a strange and awkward shape. Women were also required to wear white ostrich feathers with long lappets. La Belle Assemblée describes the court dress for February 1808 as adorned with diamonds. Diamonds were especially rare stones: mined in India and Brazil and stockpiled by jewel traders to increase their attraction. Majestic Margaret imagines herself to be a diamond of the first water whose lustre is frustratingly eclipsed by her showy little stepmother.



FASHIONS


FOR


FEBRUARY, 1808





EXPLANATION OF THE PRINTS OF FASHION
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ENGLISH COSTUME


NO. 1 – THE MOST SPLENDID AND ELEGANT COURT-DRESS





A white satin petticoat, covered with gold spangle scaling, ornamented round the bottom and draperies, with a deep border of white velvet, embroidered in an elegant pattern of gold; and finished with a rich fringe of the same. Body and train of purple velvet, trimmed with a similar fringe; pocket-holes ornamented with a rich gold cord and tassels. Crescent stomacher of gold mosaic, finished with a splendid diamond brooch; front of the sleeves ornamented with the same.


Diamond necklace, earrings and bracelets. Hair à-la-Madonna, ornamented with a gold net; confined at the back of the head with a diamond comb and star, from whence descend court lappets of Brussels lace. Two curled ostrich feathers placed towards the left side. Plain tucker of lace corresponding with the lappets, brought to a point at the centre of the bosom. Shoes of ruby velvet, embroidered and trimmed with gold. Gloves of superfine French kid, worn above the elbow. Fan of carved ivory, with ruby stud; mount of ruby crape, richly embroidered with gold and spangles.


[image: A full-length portrait of a woman in a birthday court dress with a wide hooped skirt, short sleeves and long train. The gown features gold fringe and floral embroidery and she wears feathers in her hair and a fan in her hand.

]


A Lady of Quality in the Birth day Court Dress


Extract from


LESLEY CASTLE





Letter 10


MISS MARGARET LESLEY TO MISS CHARLOTTE LUTTERELL
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Portman Square, April 13th


My dear Charlotte – We left Lesley Castle on the 28th of last month, and arrived safely in London after a journey of seven days; I had the pleasure of finding your letter here waiting my arrival, for which you have my grateful thanks. Ah! my dear friend, I every day more regret the serene and tranquil pleasures of the castle we have left in exchange for the uncertain and unequal amusements of this vaunted city. Not that I will pretend to assert that these uncertain and unequal amusements are in the least degree unpleasing to me; on the contrary, I enjoy them extremely and should enjoy them even more were I not certain that every appearance I make in public but rivets the chains of those unhappy beings whose passion it is impossible not to pity, though it is out of my power to return. In short, my dear Charlotte, it is my sensibility for the sufferings of so many amiable young men, my dislike of the extreme admiration I meet with, and my aversion to being so celebrated both in public, in private, in papers and in print shops, that are the reasons why I cannot more fully enjoy the amusements so various and pleasing of London. How often have I wished that I possessed as little personal beauty as you do: that my figure was as inelegant; my face as unlovely; and my appearance as unpleasing as yours! But ah! what little chance is there of so desirable an event; I have had the smallpox, and must therefore submit to my unhappy fate.


I am now going to entrust you, my dear Charlotte, with a secret which has long disturbed the tranquillity of my days, and which is of a kind to require the most inviolable secrecy from you. Last Monday se’night Matilda and I accompanied Lady Lesley to a rout at the Honourable Mrs Kickabout’s; we were escorted by Mr Fitzgerald, who is a very amiable young man in the main, though perhaps a little singular in his taste – he is in love with Matilda. We had scarcely paid our compliments to the lady of the house and curtseyed to half a score different people when my attention was attracted by the appearance of a young man, the most lovely of his sex, who at that moment entered the room with another gentleman and lady. From the first moment I beheld him, I was certain that on him depended the future happiness of my life. Imagine my surprise when he was introduced to me by the name of Cleveland – I instantly recognised him as the brother of Mrs Marlowe, and the acquaintance of my Charlotte at Bristol. Mr and Mrs M. were the gentleman and lady who accompanied him. (You do not think Mrs Marlowe handsome?) The elegant address of Mr Cleveland, his polished manners and delightful bow, at once confirmed my attachment. He did not speak; but I can imagine everything he would have said had he opened his mouth. I can picture to myself the cultivated understanding, the noble sentiments and elegant language which would have shone so conspicuous in the conversation of Mr Cleveland. The approach of Sir James Gower (one of my too numerous admirers) prevented the discovery of any such powers by putting an end to a conversation we had never commenced and by attracting my attention to himself. But oh! How inferior are the accomplishments of Sir James to those of his so greatly envied rival! Sir James is one of the most frequent of our visitors, and is almost always of our parties. We have since often met Mr and Mrs Marlowe but no Cleveland – he is always engaged somewhere else. Mrs Marlowe fatigues me to death every time I see her by her tiresome conversations about you and Eloisa. She is so stupid! I live in the hope of seeing her irresistible brother tonight, as we are going to Lady Flambeau’s, who is, I know, intimate with the Marlowes. Our party will be Lady Lesley, Matilda, Fitzgerald, Sir James Gower and myself. We see little of Sir George, who is almost always at the gaming-table. Ah! my poor fortune, where art thou by this time? We see more of Lady L., who always makes her appearance (highly rouged) at dinner-time. Alas! what delightful jewels will she be decked in this evening at Lady Flambeau’s! Yet I wonder how she can herself delight in wearing them; surely she must be sensible of the ridiculous impropriety of loading her little diminutive figure with such superfluous ornaments; is it possible that she cannot know how greatly superior an elegant simplicity is to the most studied apparel? Would she but present them to Matilda and me, how greatly should we be obliged to her. How becoming would diamonds be on our fine majestic figures! And how surprising it is that such an idea should never have occurred to her. I am sure if I have reflected in this manner once, I have fifty times. Whenever I see Lady Lesley dressed in them, such reflections immediately come across me. My own mother’s jewels, too! But I will say no more on so melancholy a subject. Let me entertain you with something more pleasing – Matilda had a letter this morning from Lesley, by which we have the pleasure of finding that he is at Naples, has turned Roman Catholic, obtained one of the Pope’s Bulls for annulling his first marriage and has since actually married a Neapolitan lady of great rank and fortune. He tells us, moreover, that much the same sort of affair has befallen his first wife, the worthless Louisa, who is likewise at Naples, has turned Roman-Catholic and is soon to be married to a Neapolitan nobleman of great and distinguished merit. He says that they are at present very good friends, have quite forgiven all past errors and intend in future to be very good neighbours. He invites Matilda and me to pay him a visit to Italy and to bring him his little Louisa, whom both her mother, stepmother and he himself are equally desirous of beholding. As to our accepting his invitation, it is at present very uncertain; Lady Lesley advises us to go without loss of time; Fitzgerald offers to escort us there, but Matilda has some doubts of the propriety of such a scheme – she owns it would be very agreeable. I am certain she likes the fellow. My father desires us not to be in a hurry, as perhaps if we wait a few months both he and Lady Lesley will do themselves the pleasure of attending us. Lady Lesley says no, that nothing will ever tempt her to forgo the amusements of Brighthelmstone for a journey to Italy merely to see our brother. ‘No,’ says the disagreeable woman; ‘I have once in my life been fool enough to travel, I don’t know how many hundred miles, to see two of the family, and I found it did not answer; so deuce take me if ever I am so foolish again.’ So says her ladyship, but Sir George still perseveres in saying that perhaps in a month or two they may accompany us.


Adieu, my dear Charlotte,


Your faithful


MARGARET LESLEY
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