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INTRODUCTION [image: ]



“You see, but you do not observe.”

—Sherlock Holmes, “A Scandal in Bohemia”



It all started with a book that made me curious.

I was on a house call in Georgetown, invited to browse the personal book collection of a woman who used to be a professional rare book dealer like me. In the tree-dappled sunlight that filtered through the windows, I spent the afternoon combing through her library. As the wind grazed the branches outside, the light within the room shifted, sparkling across the antique rug, the gently worn furniture, and the bookcases. Every shelf had been filled with books that quietly spoke to her discernment. Instead of a flashy modern edition of Pride and Prejudice, this woman had a rather ugly one, bound in drab brown paper boards resembling dilapidated cardboard. It also bore an unusual revised title, Elizabeth Bennet; or, Pride and Prejudice. Despite its humble appearance, I knew the book was incredibly rare. It was the first edition of Pride and Prejudice published in the United States, from 1832. A woman who kept this book on her shelf knew a good book when she saw it, even if others around her might overlook it.

Jane Austen is one of my favorite writers. She was born in 1775 in the English countryside, Steventon, Hampshire, and went on to become “the first great woman writer in English,” according to one of her many modern biographers. She wrote six major novels, along with a novella, two other incomplete novels, and what scholars call juvenilia (early writing she composed when she was growing up). I have always been drawn to Austen’s confidence, how she guides the reader through her heroines’ struggles and uncertainties. And I like her wit, which shines in the details she chooses to linger on. Austen died fairly young, at the age of forty-one, and I have often wished that she had lived to write more.

But on that house call, it wasn’t Pride and Prejudice that made me curious. I have handled many different editions of Austen’s books over the years, including a wide variety of nineteenth-century ones. We would certainly purchase this copy. It was another shelf that drew my eye, one lined with a series of books that had been published during the 1890s and early 1900s by Macmillan in London, recognizable because of their stunning emerald-green cloth bindings and elaborate gilt spines. I took one glance and knew we’d make an offer on the entire collection. Offer accepted, we boxed up our acquisitions to transport back to the shop. The book that would change my life was lying within.



A few months later, I sat at my desk and opened my laptop, ready to spend a few hours cataloging new acquisitions. Before a book is offered for sale, we rare book dealers record its physical attributes: Is it bound in cloth? Leather? Does it have any damage? Signs of previous ownership? We also often write a brief summary of its importance, drawing on the work of other experts in our field and surrounding fields—not just literary critics and biographers, but also book historians, or scholars who study the history of the book. We call the result a catalog description, which becomes our official documentation for that rare book.

On that day, I had plenty of options for which book I would catalog first. I am a maker of piles: this stack has books I’ve cataloged but not yet put online; that stack contains a few volumes I’ve pulled for our next newsletter of new arrivals; yet another stack came from that Georgetown house call. I looked toward the last stack of books. Three volumes down from the top sat a novel called Evelina by Frances Burney.

I had seen Burney’s name before, mostly on the spines of books at antiquarian book fairs in the UK. But I couldn’t recall any details of her life. I certainly hadn’t read any of her books. I had purchased this one primarily for the emerald-green cloth binding. Not all books are collected because they are first editions. Some are collected for their beauty. This one dated from 1903, a period when UK and US publishers commissioned artists to design eye-catching cloth bindings as a marketing tool (this, before dust jackets rose to dominance). The front board featured a woman poised with a quill pen, dressed in voluminous skirts and a plumed hat. She stood beneath a tree, clusters of leaves spreading across nearly half the binding, all stamped in gilt upon that rich, emerald-green background. Just like it had in the library in Georgetown, when the light hit it just right, it sparkled.

I have no problem admitting that I’ve bought books for their covers. But even when I do, I care about the story in the book—and the story of the book. I want to know what the book is about. What happens? How was it different than the stories that came before? How was it similar? I want to know about the author. Who was she? How did she come to be a writer? I want to know about the book itself. How was it made? What does that say about its publisher’s view of its target audience? I want to know about the book’s publication. What did people think about it then? What do they think of it now? I want to know where it has been. Who owned this book? How did they care for it (or not)? Why was it saved for so long? To be a rare book dealer is to appreciate that the book itself—the object—can be as interesting as its text.

I’ve made a career out of that curiosity. I like to ask questions, approaching books like a detective. My job is to investigate each book’s story, its importance. When I present my findings, I anticipate interrogation for every statement, as if a judge were leaning over my shoulder asking, “What’s your evidence?” If I call a book a first edition, what’s my evidence? If I say this book is rare, how do I know? If I call an author influential, where’s my source? I take pride in doing work that Sherlock Holmes would compliment. So how was I to catalog this book by an author I knew nothing about? I pulled down a stack of reference books from my shelves.

I quickly gathered that Evelina was Burney’s first and most famous novel, published to acclaim in 1778. Then, with my finger keeping my place in one reference book while I used my other hand to flip through another, I ran across something electric. If my job is to investigate a book’s importance, a detail like this becomes the star evidence in my case.

This is the moment I savor. I chase this feeling across auctions, in book fairs from London to San Francisco, through labyrinths of institutional special collections and private libraries, and on the pages in reference books.

The star evidence: the phrase “pride and prejudice” came from Burney’s second novel, Cecilia (1782). Frances Burney, it turns out, had been one of Austen’s favorite authors. She wrote courtship novels very like Austen’s, focused on young heroines navigating the difficulties of finding love. Or rather, Austen wrote books very like hers: Burney was one of the most successful novelists of Austen’s lifetime. I’d had no idea. Me, a reader and re-reader of Austen’s work over decades. I had overlooked this important English author, one with deep significance to another I admired. In spite of my supposed professional curiosity, I realized I had missed something. And it stung.

In the Sherlock Holmes short story “A Scandal in Bohemia,” the detective famously scolds Watson, “You see, but you do not observe.” After Evelina crossed my desk (or rather, sat for months in that pile, stacked between Gulliver’s Travels and The Compleat Angler), I returned to Austen’s books and began to observe new traits in them. Every character in Northanger Abbey who isn’t a boor sings the praises of the gothic writer Ann Radcliffe. The play that causes so much controversy in Mansfield Park is in fact a real one adapted by the playwright Elizabeth Inchbald. I was picking up on clues, sprinkled about in the works of Austen like bread crumbs, that pointed toward the women writers she admired.

Why hadn’t I noticed these authors before? I had researched the rise of the English novel for my job (and, who am I kidding, because I enjoyed it). The authors whom Austen referenced in her work had barely entered that discourse. Baffled, I headed to my bookshelf and pulled off a 2005 book on the English novel written for students “by one of the world’s leading literary theorists,” as the back panel assured me. I opened the first page. The period when Austen did most of her formative reading “was one of the most fertile, diverse, and adventurous periods of novel-writing in English history,” the author asserted—for one more paragraph, before moving straight to Austen and Walter Scott. The previous chapter had examined Laurence Sterne. I stared at the ceiling and did the math. Tristram Shandy’s last volume was published in 1767. Austen’s first published novel, Sense and Sensibility, came in 1811. Forty-four years. Simply skipped.

Austen read William Shakespeare, John Milton, Daniel Defoe, and Samuel Richardson, all authors I had read. She also read Frances Burney, Ann Radcliffe, Charlotte Lennox, Hannah More, Charlotte Smith, Elizabeth Inchbald, Hester Piozzi, and Maria Edgeworth, all authors I hadn’t. They were part of Austen’s bookshelf, but they had disappeared entirely from mine—and largely from that Leading Literary Theorist’s bookshelf as well. It was unsettling to realize I had read so many of the men on Austen’s bookshelf, but none of the women. Critical authorities like this one had provided the foundation for my understanding the past. But something was wrong. There was a crack in the foundation. I began to feel unsteady.

The feeling was all the more unsettling because this type of knowledge is central to what I do as a rare book dealer. “It is my business to know what other people do not know,” as the ever-quotable Sherlock Holmes says. For instance: the first edition in English of Grimms’ fairy tales contains a typo on the title page because the British printers forgot an umlaut on a German word; an adventure novel in Spanish called El Anacronópete (1887) describes a time machine eight years before the book most believe was the first to do so, H. G. Wells’s The Time Machine; publisher Frederick Warne’s edition of The Tale of Peter Rabbit (1902) isn’t the true first edition, but was preceded in 1901 by a run of a few hundred copies that Beatrix Potter printed privately as gifts for friends. Literary trivia is my joy and my currency. Besides the ability to quote the Great Detective in nearly any situation, I can also tell you how many steps led to his flat at 221B; I can recite Sappho in Greek and Horace in Latin; I have participated in public readings of Ulysses; and I have seriously considered getting a tattoo of a Catullus verse. Yet I had completely missed some of Austen’s major predecessors. I’ve read swaths of Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary—pages upon pages of eighteenth-century lexical entries—but I assumed these women writers from the same period weren’t worth my time.

The game was afoot (and no, I won’t stop quoting Holmes). When I investigated further, I learned that Austen had done all this reading during the first time in English history when more women published novels than men. Yet in my own reading, I had skipped them so entirely that it seemed almost intentional. And it was: the critics who shaped our modern idea of the novel in English so frequently dismissed women writers that the systematic excising has a name. It’s called the Great Forgetting. Only Austen survived that period, becoming “the first great woman writer in English”—even though there is a passage in one of her own novels that explicitly celebrated the work of women writers who had come before her. Austen gave me a hint of my mistake in Northanger Abbey, as well as how I might correct it:


while the abilities of the nine-hundredth abridger of the History of England, or of the man who collects and publishes in a volume some dozen lines of Milton, Pope, and Prior, with a paper from the Spectator, and a chapter from Sterne, are eulogized by a thousand pens—there seems almost a general wish of decrying the capacity and undervaluing the labour of the novelist, and of slighting the performances which have only genius, wit, and taste to recommend them. “I am no novel-reader—I seldom look into novels—Do not imagine that I often read novels—It is really very well for a novel.” Such is the common cant. “And what are you reading, Miss—?” “Oh! It is only a novel!” replies the young lady, while she lays down her book with affected indifference, or momentary shame. “It is only Cecilia, or Camilla, or Belinda”; or, in short, only some work in which the greatest powers of the mind are displayed, in which the most thorough knowledge of human nature, the happiest delineation of its varieties, the liveliest effusions of wit and humour, are conveyed to the world in the best-chosen language. Now, had the same young lady been engaged with a volume of the Spectator, instead of such a work, how proudly would she have produced the book, and told its name.



In this passage, Austen had already recognized a mechanism of the Great Forgetting: “a thousand pens” talk of works like Milton’s Paradise Lost, while embarrassed to admit to reading novels. Austen felt no such shame. Novels display some of “the greatest powers of the mind,” she argued. And then she gave examples. Cecilia (1782) was Frances Burney’s second novel; Camilla (1796) was her third. Belinda (1801) was the second novel of another woman writer, Maria Edgeworth.



To call Austen “the first great woman writer in English,” really, is to call her the first British woman accepted in the Western canon. The canon is famous; it is useful. It offers a list of authors and titles that are recommended as classics by literary authorities like the author of that 2005 book on the English novel. You probably caught how loaded that sentence was; every part of it leads to more questions. Now you’re thinking like a rare book dealer. What is a classic? Who gets to be a literary authority? How do these authorities determine the list? Why do we need a list of recommended books at all?

The last question is easy enough to answer: Lists are useful because we cannot read every book. Because we cannot read every book, we must be selective. Because we must be selective, we must make judgments about which books to try before we read them. Because we must make judgments before reading, who better to trust for recommendations than professionals, like teachers and literary critics and other scholars, whose job it is to read and analyze many books? These professionals recommend books that are valuable to read far beyond their initial publication—what we call “classics.” But professionals have individual tastes, too, so a consensus of professionals is surely best. That consensus of classics, when approached as a list, is what we call the canon. The entire idea of a canon is practical.

Because I accepted all of that, I regularly purchased and read books like that 2005 survey of the English novel. I had also read Ian Watt’s The Rise of the Novel (1957), perhaps the single most influential study of the eighteenth-century English novel, the era when Frances Burney published and when Austen was doing most of her formative reading. Yet it was these very literary authorities who had led me astray: they either dismissed or outright ignored these authors Austen had held so dear. The idea of a canon may be practical, but I had been relying upon it too much.

I kept investigating, and soon learned that other scholars had been noticing these clues in Austen’s writings. Decades before the copy of Evelina became a jenga piece on my desk, feminist critics had been working to recover the stories of these women. Some would eventually become my guides. Yet even as scholars write new biographies of these women and their books are studied in university classes on the eighteenth-century English novel, their contributions are often left out of the venues that reach the widest range of people: popular books, introductory survey courses of English literature and high school curricula, film and television adaptations of literary classics, and more. Once I became aware of these gaps, I began to see them everywhere. As of this writing, the “genre and style” section of Jane Austen’s Wikipedia page notes Austen’s debt to Richardson and Johnson, while Burney isn’t mentioned at all. Most people don’t know. I didn’t know either.

I felt the weight of my mistake. I spent years wishing that Austen had authored more books. It didn’t even occur to me that there were women writers whom Austen had used as models—and whose books I could read, too.

Scholars have often used Austen as a gateway to study earlier writers, but my initial explorations into these books were discouraging. It felt as if every time I turned a corner, I ran into a dead end. First, I turned to one of the pioneering academic monographs on the subject, Frank W. Bradbrook’s Jane Austen and Her Predecessors (1966), which included an entire chapter about “The Feminist Tradition” in the English novel that influenced Austen. I thought that title boded well. I was wrong. It immediately introduced the tradition as “not particularly distinguished.” He categorically dismissed the novelists whom Austen had praised in her own works, such as Ann Radcliffe, Frances Burney, Charlotte Smith, and Maria Edgeworth: “Jane Austen turns inferior work by her predecessors and contemporaries to positive and constructive uses.” According to an authority like Bradbrook, this quest of mine had already been investigated and resolved: we call Jane Austen the first great woman writer in English… because she was.

But Austen herself had provided evidence contradicting that conclusion. Were these authorities suggesting that some of the favorite books of one of the greatest authors of all time were trash? Would an author of that caliber really have had such terrible taste?

Part of the issue, I soon grasped, was that I was using the same methods to investigate these women as had originally caused the gap in my reading. I was relying upon grand narratives covering hundreds of years in a single book. My instinct was to trust the authorities who wrote these books because the canon had served me well in the past: I had enjoyed most of the “classics” that I had read (yes, even Ulysses). But the Great Forgetting lurked in these broad surveys. My investigation had turned into a labyrinth, and I was lost. I needed a different approach. It hadn’t been reading about important novels that led me to take interest in Frances Burney, after all. It was book collecting. I had come across that 1903 copy of Evelina entirely by chance. I needed to stop thinking like a twentieth-century student and start thinking like a twenty-first-century book collector.

As the cofounder of a rare book company, I work with collectors every day, helping them track down scarce editions, walking them through auction records, and introducing them to books they haven’t heard of but that are perfect for their shelves. In 2017 I also cofounded a book-collecting contest, the Honey & Wax Prize, for which we judge dozens of submissions annually and grant $1,000 to the winner. And I’m a collector myself, an admittedly dangerous pastime for a dealer (who must sell most of the books she acquires in order to remain in business). I shelve my personal collections at home, separate from my business, so as to maintain a boundary between what I keep long term as a collector and what I acquire to sell quickly as a dealer. Ironically, I came to book collecting long after I had been working in the rare book trade. Before that, I hadn’t even considered it. It took becoming a professional in rare books to realize that anyone can collect rare books.



I became a rare book dealer by accident. When I was a college student, I didn’t know that the job I now have even existed. Sure, I knew about “rare books.” I had heard of “first editions.” I knew my university library had a special collections department. But I was certain I didn’t belong there. The doors of the special collections department looked heavy—like a gate kept closed to people like me. I thought that if I walked in, I would be coldly escorted out. And even if I could muster a legitimate reason to get in, there was no way they would ever let me touch anything.

I graduated from college and was living back home with my parents (a sentence that made half of you wince). That’s when I spotted an employment ad for an introductory position at a rare book firm. “This looks amazing!” I said to my mother. Then I remembered those heavy doors of the special collections department. “Too bad I’m not qualified enough to apply.”

My mother told me to apply anyway.

It turned out I was qualified, thanks to the fact that I had spent so many years reading books—especially classics. The year before, I had read Paradise Lost for fun; during one interview, I was asked to talk about that very book without preparation. At another point I had to write a short description on the importance of James Joyce’s Ulysses—a book I happened to have tucked in my bag at that very moment. The week before, I had been at my local public library exploring the stacks. I had seen Ulysses on one shelf and figured there was no better time to tackle a famously complex masterpiece than when I was unemployed. Instead, it got me employment.

I have always been a reader. Growing up, every evening it was lights-out—and flashlight on, sneaking in a few pages before sleep pulled me under. I was an odd child, awkward around other kids, struggling to figure out how to say the right thing, often failing. I found socializing difficult, but in books I found less perplexing company.

The fact is, it’s easier for me to relate to dead people than to the living. Characters in fiction, too. What I need is some distance. Emotions are big, scary. Distance provides safety to examine them without fear. Before I finished elementary school, I had read Roald Dahl’s Matilda (1988) about six times. In Matilda, I saw another girl who was a bit odd, a bit awkward around other kids, and who used her mind to find happiness. Perhaps I might also be able to find happiness using my mind. I didn’t have Matilda’s telekinesis, but I liked reading books just like she did. Of course, I couldn’t articulate that when I was ten. I could only say: I love Matilda.

When I read, I can enjoy other people’s emotions at my own pace. Sometimes a book burns through me like a fever, and I can’t eat or sleep until it’s through. Other times I can take months to finish a single book, picking it up and putting it back down as the whim hits me, a fallen leaf suddenly blown aloft again by a gust of wind. When I feel a connection, with a character or with an author, it soothes that ever-lurking loneliness. But I also don’t have to relate to characters to appreciate them: even differences reflect back on me by their contrast. Books give us a window into the minds of others, but they also help us know our own.

If you feel a similar way about reading, then I have a recommendation: book collecting. What reading and book collecting share is that contradictory miracle of finding closeness in distance. Yet book collecting is different than reading in its approach. A reader cares first and foremost about the text. Readers may have a preference of how that text is packaged—the old-schooler’s comforting weight of a print copy; the vacationer’s convenient e-reader; or the commuter’s talisman, the audiobook—but these choices are all in service of the optimal reading experience.

A book collector, on the other hand, looks at a book as a historical artifact. Each detail reveals something about the time and circumstances of its production, as well as the lives it has lived since. Jane Austen’s books, for example, were originally published in print runs that we would consider small today, none more than two thousand copies. Books were much more expensive then, and the audience with the means to purchase them correspondingly smaller. Besides, if a thousand-copy print run sold out, a publisher could always print more. If they printed two thousand copies and sold only a thousand, then they lost money. Show me a book from any era, any country, any genre, and I will show you how it reveals something about its own historical moment.

A reader says, “Which book do I want to read?” A collector says, “Which copy of this book do I want to find?” A reader falls in love with the story in the book. A collector falls in love with the story of the book.

I learned all this about book collecting after I got my first job in “the trade,” as it is called. In 2007, I was hired by Bauman Rare Books, which was then the biggest rare book firm in North America; for years, its iconic ads in the back of the New York Times Book Review provided a glimpse into the world of rare books for many casual readers. There I was trained in all the particulars of what we broadly call bibliography—the study of the book as an object, such as how to determine the physical structure of a book, whether it’s a first edition, and the history of its production and use. But becoming a rare book dealer is a long-term process. Even after I left that first company and eventually cofounded one of my own, I continued to develop my expertise. Knowledge about rare books is sensory as much as it is factual. To notice how the leaves feel between your fingers, how they smell, how they have toned over time… all this is relentlessly, inescapably, irresistibly material.

Because sensory knowledge is so important, the best way to learn is by doing. You must get as many books as possible in your hands. Then you must allow them to speak to you. But you don’t need to be a professional to do this. Most people in the rare book world are not dealers or librarians. They are collectors, and they enjoy exploring this world as a hobby. I wish I had known this when I stood in front of those heavy doors at the special collections department in college. In retrospect, I realize that the curators there would likely have loved to see me step across that threshold.

Anyone can be a collector. One may be a Silicon Valley hotshot who has been inspired by ancient Greek Stoicism, collecting expensive editions of that philosophy’s classic texts, like those of Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius. Another may be a teen who came to the Hunger Games books after seeing the films, then decided to find as many different editions of the trilogy as possible, hunting them down in thrift shops and Little Free Libraries on a limited budget. What we all have in common is a topic we love and the curiosity to explore it.

Book collectors have one other thing in common: we appreciate the idea of serendipity, when you come across the exact right book at the exact right time. It is a moment when fate seems to have intervened in your life. Alice Walker talks about this phenomenon in her book In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens (1983) when she was seeking the work of earlier Black women writers: “My discovery of them—most of them out of print, abandoned, discredited, maligned, nearly lost—came about, as many things of value do, almost by accident.” I ran across this line when cataloging a signed first edition of the book at my shop and I thought: how appropriate. It reminded me that the serendipity of book collecting had brought me to Burney, who brought me back to Austen.

It was time to begin a new book collection.



While book collecting can turn on chance, it also demands parameters. Collecting is not thoughtless accumulation, but mindful curation. So I started to think about what this new book collection would look like. I would use Austen’s own novels and letters as if they were a map, and trace the story of the women writers whom she read and who influenced her work. I wanted to read these books. But I also wanted to collect copies of historical interest that taught me something about their lives—and afterlives. Thanks to that passage in Northanger Abbey, I already had the outline for it: from Frances Burney to Maria Edgeworth.

Book collecting can appear intimidating in the beginning, but it is fairly simple. Again, you need only start with a topic you love and the curiosity to explore it. It can be as unique, as obscure, as weird as you want it to be. Book collecting is very personal, just as reading is very personal. In fact, collecting is an opportunity to embrace that oddly specific topic that only you care about. It allows you the opportunity to indulge your obsession when all you get is blank looks and glazed eyes from your loved ones. (They do love you! They just aren’t as obsessed as you!) I already had my topic: Austen’s favorite women writers.

Second, you need to create parameters as to which books fit in the collection and why. Are you only focusing on first editions? Only on copies with an interesting history? For instance, I had initially considered whether I should only include copies of books in my collection that Austen may actually have had on her own shelves, but quickly discarded the idea. I wanted to learn not only about these women’s own books, but also their literary legacies. That meant some books would be published after their deaths, and Austen’s. With Sherlock Holmes in mind, I determined that my scope would include any books that produced evidence for my investigation. I was looking for the turning points, books that marked moments when these women were added to, removed from, and sometimes placed back into the canon. That is a fairly wide scope. But since I was just starting my quest, I wanted to stay open to where the evidence might take me.

Finally, as a book collector you need to decide how you feel about the little details. Do you want a book that is in pristine condition, looking like it did on the day of its publication two hundred years ago? Or do you want a book that hints to its past lives through bits of wear and owner markings? I liked both, so I would play that on a case-by-case basis. A bigger concern for me was the prices. In my work as a rare book dealer, I regularly spend big money to obtain great material. But I get that cost back (hopefully with profit) when I sell those books. In this project I was acting as a private collector: I was keeping the books as my own, not with the intent to sell them professionally.

I set a budget that made me comfortable. Anything under $50, what I would call the price of a modest dinner out with friends, I would acquire without remorse. (This is a questionable habit I developed as early as high school, when I would go without eating at school for the week so that I could spend my lunch money on used CDs on the weekend. Maybe don’t be like me.) Above $50, I would have to give it more thought. Above $100, I would save money in smaller amounts for a few months before making the buy. Above $500, and I would likely purchase it only if I was buying it for resale in my business. My collection was meant to be a source of joy, not a source of stress; a modest budget ensured it would remain so. Despite what newspaper headlines may tell you, you don’t have to be rich to collect rare books.



It has been many years since that house call in Georgetown. I have spent that time building my book collection. Through this process, I did track down the evidence I had been seeking. It was not what I had assumed before: that these women weren’t remembered because they weren’t interesting enough, or their works weren’t good enough. I did not find a group of hacks whose devices and themes existed only to reach full perfection in Austen’s use of them. Instead, I found the turning points. I traced moments when these women were attacked, elided, demeaned, and displaced from the canon. In some cases, I also saw moments when they made their way back to the canon, championed by a particular critic or given new life with a popular reprint. Each book in my collection was a clue as to how all this happened, and why.

This is the story of how I collected books by, and books about, eight women writers whose works Jane Austen read, but who no longer have the widespread readership they once enjoyed. I read and studied their works, drawing on biography, literary criticism, literary history, and, of course, the skills of my trade in rare books. Over time, my book collection became a eulogy to these writers’ legacies—and an argument for their popular reassessment.

I have wondered over the years whether my project would have appealed to Austen. I’m confident she would have been horrified to hear today’s popular opinion of Frances Burney or Maria Edgeworth—when they are remembered at all. As repayment for what she had given me, I hoped I could offer Austen this in return: a collection that reunites the novels she read, and a book honoring her own favorite authors. I took my Sherlockian skills from the rare book trade and turned them to this investigation. I wanted to know who these women were, what they wrote, and why they were no longer part of the canon. I would read their books and I would collect copies that appealed to me for their historical interest. I would fill Jane Austen’s Bookshelf.






Chapter One JANE AUSTEN (1775–1817) [image: ]



Mrs Martin tells us that her Collection is not to consist only of Novels, but of every kind of Literature &c &c—She might have spared this pretension to our family, who are great Novel-readers & not ashamed of being so.

—Letter from Jane Austen to Cassandra Austen, December 18–19, 1798



Austen’s canonical status is so unassailable that she’s not just included in the list of great novelists: she tops it. Claire Harman’s book about Austen’s path to canonicity, Jane’s Fame (2009), is subtitled How Jane Austen Conquered the World. Juliette Wells’s book about her American champions, A New Jane Austen (2023), is subtitled How Americans Brought Us the World’s Greatest Novelist. Pride and Prejudice is “the best romance novel ever written,” according to Pamela Regis, who wrote the foundational academic study of the English romance novel, A Natural History of the Romance Novel (2003). I happen to agree with Regis. I have read and reread Austen’s six major novels: Sense and Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice (1813), Mansfield Park (1814), Emma (1816), Northanger Abbey (1818), and Persuasion (1818); as well as her novella, Lady Susan (circa 1794), and various forms of her unfinished works, The Watsons (circa 1803–4) and Sanditon (drafted 1817). And I will read them all again.

What I turn to over and over is Austen’s confidence. Her style has the ease that comes from an incredible amount of work—and a conviction in one’s own voice. She leads us from conflict to resolution, from hating Mr. Darcy to loving him, with the skill of a master. She knows exactly what she’s doing, and where she’s going. I also love her sly wit. In much of her prose, it feels as if she is sharing a conspiratorial glance with the reader. She can narrate the dullest of behaviors with the comic timing of your most interesting friend, as in the hypochondriac Mr. Woodhouse’s inane dinner patter: “let Emma help you to a little bit of tart—a very little bit. Ours are all apple tarts. You need not be afraid of unwholesome preserves here. I do not advise the custard.”

Despite their narrow focus on life in the English countryside in the early nineteenth century, her books remain relatable. Every time I read about Elizabeth Bennet accidentally running into Mr. Darcy at his Pemberley estate after she has rejected him, I feel a pang of recognition: “she had not got beyond the words ‘delightful,’ and ‘charming,’ when [… ] she fancied that praise of Pemberley from her, might be mischievously construed. Her colour changed, and she said no more.” Who has not experienced being so embarrassed that you simply stop talking in the middle of a sentence? This is part of what makes Austen’s novels classics: they feel fresh to readers over two centuries after their publication.

It comes as no surprise, then, that Austen’s books are also highly sought on the rare book marketplace. Take Pride and Prejudice: I’ve sold first editions in “contemporary calf,” leather-bound around the time of the book’s publication, for prices in the six figures. I’ve handled countless other editions that were notable for all sorts of reasons. One of my favorite copies was a third edition bound in green moiré silk—a fabric popular in Regency-era dresses thanks to French fashion trends—sold to a collector who wanted it as a Christmas gift for a loved one. I’ve also sold more modest reprints for memorable occasions, such as an early-twentieth-century copy bound in simple red cloth that was used as a key prop in one man’s proposal to his soon-to-be-fiancée. Then there are the crumbling “yellowbacks,” so called for their bright paper boards meant to catch travelers’ eyes in Victorian railway stations; the stereotyped copies that use the same printing plates across decades, but dressed up for each reissue with a new binding; and the garish books from the post–World War II paperback boom that are, ironically, more fragile than first edition copies, since their cheaply produced paper deteriorates faster than the cotton rag–based paper used in Austen’s time.

All these books speak to an illustrious legacy built over centuries from humble beginnings. Jane Austen was born in 1775 in the English countryside, Steventon, Hampshire. “To generations of Austen worshippers,” the modern biographer Lucy Worsley notes, her childhood home “is hallowed ground.” But it wasn’t always so. Austen’s rise to canonical dominance occurred largely after her lifetime, and only truly began to gain momentum more than fifty years after her death. Her life and legacy provided the context for my investigation into the other women writers on my list: by tracing the turning points in Austen’s trajectory, I hoped to recognize similar patterns in, and deviations from, those of her predecessors.

The Austens were a genteel family—that is, they were upper-class, but not titled—though Jane’s father, George Austen, struggled to provide the lifestyle associated with this high status on his income. George was a rector of two parishes. He also ran a small school for boys. One modern biographer, John Halperin, estimates her father’s annual income at “a little under £600”: enough to pay for the upkeep of a carriage, employ servants, and keep his wife and daughters from the need to work, but not much else. Jane was one of eight children: James, the oldest, who also became a rector; George, who was disabled, and largely cared for in a home; Edward, who was adopted by wealthy relatives and took on the surname Knight; Henry, Jane’s “favorite” brother and an ebullient businessman; Cassandra, the sister to whom Jane was devoted for the entirety of her life; and Francis and Charles, who both had distinguished careers in the Royal Navy. Jane was the second youngest, born between Francis and Charles.

The family culture was distinctly literary. They were “great Novel-readers,” as Austen proudly observed in a 1798 letter to her sister. They reread favorite novels and constantly made references to their characters. The family would often read books together, with one person reading aloud. Among these was Burney’s Evelina. As an adult, Jane Austen became known for reading aloud “remarkably well,” according to her niece: “once I knew her to take up a volume of Evelina [… ] and I thought it was like a play.” Austen did not purchase many books for herself—they were, as I will discuss later, quite expensive at the time—but she took advantage of circulating libraries, where members paid a flat monthly fee to borrow books; she was part of a local “book club” that split the cost of a book to share among themselves; she received books as gifts; and she enjoyed access to her family members’ books, including Edward’s magnificent library at one of the estates he eventually inherited, Godmersham Park.

The Austens also loved the theater. When Jane was eight years old, the family began mounting their own amateur versions of plays at home. The barn was the perfect place for a summer rendition of a play written by David Garrick, the famous actor and theater manager.

James was considered the literary darling of the family. He wrote the prologues and epilogues for these plays, and he had run a small literary magazine, The Loiterer, during his school days at Oxford (to which Henry contributed). But in fact, most members of the family wrote in some fashion, whether poetry (Austen’s mother and sister), sermons (Austen’s father and two brothers), or plays (Austen’s oldest brother). Austen enjoyed a supportive environment to experiment early with writing. Scholars refer to these pieces, which she composed as a child, as juvenilia.

Austen’s juvenilia show a delight in parody. A typical example of her comedic bent as a teen is Love and Freindship [sic], composed in 1790 when she was fourteen. In it, the heroine relates stories of her travels and misfortunes in an extravagant and absurd manner. When one young man’s father encourages his son to marry the woman he loves, the young man cries, “No! Never shall it be said that I obliged my Father.”

Austen’s juvenilia also contain indications, in cheeky details, of her authorly ambitions and her family’s support of them. Both are visible in the beginning of her unfinished novel Lesley Castle, which she dedicated to her brother Henry. In thanks, Henry added a note beneath the dedication with faux pomposity, “pay Jane Austen Spinster the sum of one hundred guineas.” This was meant as a humorously large amount, especially when one considers their father’s annual income of under £600. Austen didn’t finish every piece, but she was constantly writing. In 1794, she wrote probably her best-known work of juvenilia, the novella Lady Susan, about a wickedly intelligent widow who wreaks havoc in the lives of her friends and family. Though it would not appear in print until 1871, today it is often named alongside her six full-length novels published in the 1810s.

Austen was supported in her writing not only by her family but also by family friends, especially the women in her life. One of these was her neighbor Madame Anne Lefroy, whom Austen loved to visit. In December 1795, just as Austen was turning twenty, Madame Lefroy’s nephew Tom came to Hampshire. Something between the young man and the aspiring writer sparked. But the precarious financial status of the Austen family (including the lack of dowry for the Austen sisters) was well known to Madame Lefroy. When she noticed the growing attraction between Tom and Jane, she quickly sent her nephew away. In Austen’s surviving letters from the period immediately after, she shows a determination to remain in good humor—and continues to joke about the success that her writing will one day bring her: “I write only for Fame,” she quipped in a January 14, 1796, letter to Cassandra.

In 1796 Austen began the book that would eventually be published as Pride and Prejudice. The manuscript was initially called First Impressions; it was the first of three novels that Austen would revise extensively and publish under a new title. In 1797, her father wrote a well-established publisher, Cadell, with an offer to submit First Impressions. Cadell declined and returned his letter. Undeterred, Austen began a new novel titled Elinor and Marianne, though this story of two sisters would also not see print until much later, after it too had been revised and retitled. Being a professional writer was Austen’s long-standing ambition; according to the modern scholar Jan Fergus, it was, “apart from her family, more important to her than anything else in her life.” But she would work for many more years and endure a number of personal tragedies before the publication of her first book.

One of the biggest shocks of Austen’s life occurred in 1801, when she was twenty-five: her father retired and moved the family to Bath. Austen did not want to leave Steventon, but she had little choice. Her dismay over the move comes out in little details in her letters to Cassandra, as when she dutifully participated in the search for a house in Bath. The ones on New King Street that her mother liked were “smaller than I expected [… ] the best of the sittingrooms not so large as the little parlour at Steventon.” She reconciled herself as best she could to the situation. In one letter, she told Cassandra of a ball that was “rather a dull affair”—but “[a]fter tea we cheered up,” a phrase of noble resignation you could easily expect to find in one of her novels.

Another unpleasant surprise occurred in 1802 when she visited old friends in Hampshire. Harris Bigg-Wither, the son of family friends, proposed to Austen. He was twenty-one; she was twenty-seven. Austen accepted, then changed her mind the next morning. We don’t know for certain why Austen rejected his proposal. Had she married Bigg-Wither, who had a large inheritance and an ancient family estate, she would have lived comfortably for the remainder of her life. Yet she clearly did not love him. It is my guess that she first accepted him as a practicality, then rejected him as a reality. (A little over a year later, Bigg-Wither married another woman; they had ten children.) Austen would have been well aware of the implications of refusing such an offer in her late twenties. It meant that she would likely remain unmarried—and therefore financially dependent upon her family members for the rest of her life.

But Austen had new prospects: she had sold her first novel. She expected the book, titled Susan, to be issued soon after in 1803. But the publisher dragged his feet and the manuscript languished. Susan was not destined to become Austen’s first published novel. Eventually it would see print and find its audience—under a new title—over a decade later.

Back in Bath, Austen began another novel that would become known as The Watsons, about a young woman who returns to her family after years living with a wealthy aunt. But Austen abandoned it unfinished after a tragedy occurred worse than any before. Her father died in 1804, leaving Austen, her mother, and her sister entirely dependent upon the brothers. The brothers discussed the problem: James, the eldest; Edward, inheritor of the Knight estates Chawton House (in East Hampshire) and Godmersham Park (in Kent); and Francis, moving quickly through the Royal Navy ranks during the Napoleonic Wars. They each committed to providing funds to support their mother and sisters for a total of £450 per year. For the next few years, the three women moved around between Bath; the countryside, where they visited family friends; and Southampton, where they stayed at Francis’s house. Edward also gave his mother the choice of a more permanent home near one of his two estates. In 1809 she chose Chawton. Edward prepared a cottage in walking distance to Chawton House for his mother and sisters. This cottage is now legendary, as it was while living here that Austen would finally become a published author. Here she would usher into print three of her already drafted manuscripts, Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, and—posthumously—Northanger Abbey. Here she would write the remainder of her three completed novels, Mansfield Park, Emma, and Persuasion, and begin a fourth (Sanditon).

Her brother Henry negotiated the business arrangements for all of the books successfully published in her lifetime. Looking at them as a whole, one can find commonalities from one to the next. They all take place in small, genteel social circles, primarily in the English countryside, but also in resort towns like Bath. All include subplots, but ultimately focus on a love story for the heroines, with a happy ending. (Today we would call these “romances,” but that word had a different meaning in Austen’s time. In acknowledgment of that context, I’ll be calling them “courtship novels.”) Yet while the settings and plots of Austen’s novels are similar, each is distinctive in its prevailing tone and the temperaments of her heroines. Fellow Austen fans will have to forgive me for the next few pages: you know these books like old friends, but I’m including a quick overview of each because their plots and characters appear again in surprising ways throughout my investigation.



Austen’s first published book was Sense and Sensibility in late October 1811. This novel was in fact a revision of her 1797 manuscript Elinor and Marianne. Austen was able to secure a publisher for it only by commission, that is, by paying for all the expenses of the production herself. If the book sold well, she might make enough to see a profit after costs; if it did not, then she would simply be out that money. Henry later said his sister was so convinced “that its sale would not repay the expense of publication, that she actually made a reserve from her very moderate income to meet the expected loss.” In the end the edition, probably of one thousand copies or less, sold well enough to bring her £140. It went into a second edition in 1813, and Austen was delighted. The book was issued in three volumes, as was typical in the era; all of Austen’s novels were issued in multiple volumes. This practice was developed by publishers to mitigate their high-risk, high-return business, since book production entailed heavy up-front costs that a poor seller might take a long time to pay back. Multiple volumes provided the ability to charge more for a single book, as well as to coax more profits out of the popular book subscription services of this era called circulating libraries. (When Austen’s characters mention “the Library,” that’s where they’re going, not the free public libraries we enjoy today.)

In Sense and Sensibility, the two Dashwood sisters each experience love and disappointment while reckoning with their own financial insecurity. Due to their contrasting personalities—Elinor, stoic to a fault; Marianne, full of spirit and impetuosity—they handle these events in opposite ways. Both extremes compound the young women’s trials before they each eventually settle into happy marriages. What I like most about this book is its dialogue, especially in one masterful early scene. The heroines’ wealthy half brother, who promised their father he would take care of them financially, is gradually convinced by his wife to be less generous than he had intended. After planning to settle £3,000 upon his sisters, he eventually concludes: “A present [… ] now and then, will prevent their ever being distressed for money, and will, I think, be amply discharging my promise to my father.” The subtle disintegration of his intention occurs over the course of a few conversations with his wife, whose strategic sequence of questions wears him down without him even noticing. It is brilliant; it is entertaining; and it is strikingly realistic.

Sense and Sensibility received two public reviews, including a meaty one from the Critical Review, one of the most influential British literary newspapers. The Review thought it “worthy of particular commendation” and appreciated its “useful moral.” Intriguingly for a reader like me, who was just beginning to learn that there were novelists like Austen before Austen, this review also noted that there was no “newness” in it. Sense and Sensibility followed established conventions in the novel.

Austen was proud of her first publication, writing in a letter to Cassandra that “I am never too busy to think of S&S. I can no more forget it, than a mother can forget her suckling child.” But Austen’s pleasure at seeing one of her books finally reach readers did not mean she wanted to draw attention to herself publicly: as with all her novels published in her lifetime, it was issued anonymously. This was not unusual. Anonymous publication was an accepted convention in this era, far more common than in our own. There were a number of reasons for this, but as we will see, many writers preferred to let their works rise or fall on their own merits, and might only reveal their authorship after an established record of success. Among genteel women, publishing under one’s name could also appear to be a “boast” of one’s accomplishments: it was seen as awfully forward when anonymity was a viable choice. Word spread among the family that Austen did not want her authorship to become a topic of conversation, as when one niece recorded a “Letter from At. Cass. [Jane’s sister, Cassandra] to beg we would not mention that Aunt Jane wrote Sense and Sensibility.” Henry, however, developed the waggish habit of “slipping” about the author’s identity, and it soon became an open secret.

Austen’s second book was published in January 1813. The year her first book was published, Austen had returned to another old manuscript, First Impressions of 1796. She revised it significantly and gave it the new title of Pride and Prejudice. The first edition had an estimated 1,500 copies, and it went into two further editions in Austen’s lifetime. In Pride and Prejudice, the heroine Elizabeth Bennet brings a detached irony to the chaotic surroundings of her large household with four sisters. At a local ball she meets a wealthy and snobbish visitor, Fitzwilliam Darcy, and takes an immediate dislike to him. The feeling appears to be mutual in subsequent encounters—until Darcy surprises her with a proposal. She refuses him, then quickly comes to regret her decision. Austen loved Elizabeth Bennet, whom she called “as delightful a creature as ever appeared in print.” I adore this novel for the same reason: Elizabeth Bennet is the fictional heroine I would wish to be. Pride and Prejudice received three public reviews, and this time critics were even more impressed: “It is far superior to almost all the publications of the kind which have lately come before us,” noted the British Critic.

By that summer Sense and Sensibility’s first edition had sold out and Austen had learned that she was a profitable author—“which only makes me long for more,” she bantered in a July 1813 letter to her brother Francis. She was already working on her next novel, Mansfield Park, which she hoped would build on the success of Pride and Prejudice. It was the first novel begun at the Chawton cottage.

Mansfield Park became her third published novel in May 1814. Printed in an estimated edition of 1,250 copies, it was sold out in six months and went into a second edition in February 1816. In Mansfield Park, Fanny Price lives with a wealthier branch of her family, the Bertrams, who take her in but do not treat her on equal terms with her cousins. The real action begins after Fanny’s uncle, Sir Thomas Bertram, leaves the titular estate to check on a plantation he owns in Antigua. While he is away, the young people of the neighborhood decide to stage a rather racy play to the dismay of Fanny and her cousin, Edmund, whom she has always admired. Edmund begins to return her admiration as he observes her strength of character amid the drama that ensues.

Mansfield Park did not receive any public reviews, surely a disappointment to Austen after the praise of her first two novels. It is perhaps her most subtle work. So much pulses beneath the surface: the specter of the slave trade, the machinations of the defiant flirts, Fanny’s own timidly beating heart. By now Austen’s anonymity, still formally maintained on the title pages of her books, was an open secret among her friends and acquaintances. Austen began collecting their opinions on her books. Of Mansfield Park, her mother did not like it “so well as P. & P.” and “[t]hought Fanny insipid”; Cassandra, for her part, was “[f]ond of Fanny” but thought the book “not so brilliant as P. & P.” Another family friend, Mrs. Bramstone, liked Mansfield Park the best, “but imagined that might be her want of Taste—as she does not understand Wit,” the great strength of Pride and Prejudice.

The publication of Mansfield Park brought out another important fan, the prince regent. The regent was the eldest child of King George III, the acting monarch in his father’s stead since 1811, due to the king’s mental illness. (This is where the name for the time period we associate with Austen, “the Regency,” comes from; it covers 1811 to 1820, after which the regent became King George IV.) Since Austen’s authorship was an open secret, the regent’s librarian was able to write to her to say that the regent “has read and admired all your publications.” At the librarian’s suggestion, Austen’s next novel would carry a dedication to the prince regent.

That novel was Emma, her fourth published book, which featured a heroine whom Austen feared “no one but myself will much like.” It was begun in January 1814 and published in an edition of two thousand copies in December 1815. (Its title page, however, is dated 1816: this was a common practice for books published at the end of the year in order to extend the perception of their newness into the following year.) Emma Woodhouse is the doyenne of genteel society in the fictional village of Highbury: she is smart, beautiful, capable, and witty. However, her confidence leads her to meddling in the lives of others, such as when she attempts to find a “better” match for her friend Harriet over the farmer whom Harriet actually loves. All the while Emma’s neighbor and family friend, George Knightley, simultaneously argues with and admires her. Austen feared no one would like Emma, but I love how believably flawed the heroine is. Her strengths are also her weaknesses; she’s so used to being right that she forgets she can be wrong.

While Pride and Prejudice is often the favorite of many people’s hearts, Emma has often been praised as the most technically perfect of her novels. It received the most critical attention of any of her books in her lifetime, including a major analysis in the Quarterly Review—published anonymously, but in fact by Walter Scott. (In 1814 Scott had himself anonymously published a bestselling novel, Waverley, with three editions in a single year.) In many ways this review marked the beginning of Austen studies, and it set the tone for a number of the subsequent analyses in the nineteenth century. For instance, Scott remarked that Austen’s “subjects are not often elegant, and certainly never grand; but they are finished up to nature, and with a precision which delights the reader.” That is, Austen’s novels depicted a small and ordinary world, but with exceptionally precise realism. Following Scott, many of Austen’s earliest champions focused on her realism as the best evidence of her artistry.

Like her heroine Emma, Austen’s own strengths and weaknesses were closely bound together. Her focus on a narrow series of problems within a tiny portion of society was what readers both loved and hated about her works. True, she was praised for her realism. But in her own time period, many critics and readers felt that high art should achieve something more than what one experiences in ordinary life. The best literature, they argued, evoked a depth of feeling stirred only by intense circumstances, like the murderous machinations of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, or the pathos of Satan’s fall in Paradise Lost. By this metric, books about everyday people’s unremarkable lives could rarely evoke the same transcendent response. As a friend of the author Maria Edgeworth said in an 1814 letter about Mansfield Park: “It has not however that elevation of virtue, something beyond nature, that gives the greatest charm to a novel, but still it is real natural everyday life, and will amuse an idle hour very well in spite of its faults.”

The fact that Austen never reached for this transcendence bothered many readers and critics. It would take decades before her novels achieved the same level of esteem as those by Walter Scott, who appreciated Austen’s minute pictures but wrote in a grand style himself (which he charmingly called his “Big Bow-wow strain”). Yet Austen knew her own voice. The most important thing she did as an artist was maintain the discipline to be true to it. For instance, when the regent’s librarian recommended that she write a historical novel about the royal House of Saxe-Coburg, she politely demurred. “No, I must keep to my own style and go on in my own way; and though I may never succeed again in that, I am convinced that I should totally fail in any other.” This was the confidence of Jane Austen that I admired so much.

Emma was the last novel that Austen saw published. In 1816, only five years after the publication of her first novel, she had begun to show signs of serious illness. Based on her symptoms, scholars have suggested she suffered from Addison’s disease, which affects the adrenal glands, or possibly cancer, though we cannot be sure. She still worked on her novels, but her health continued to deteriorate and she died in July 1817. She was only forty-one.

The final two novels Austen completed, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, were published together in four volumes a few months after her death in December 1817 (with the title page dated 1818). The edition numbered 1,750 copies. Northanger Abbey was Austen’s phoenix, a revision of her first sold novel, Susan. After the publication of Emma in the spring of 1816, Jane had instructed Henry to purchase Susan back from the publisher, who had bought the manuscript for £10 in 1803. Upon accomplishing the errand, Henry “had the satisfaction of informing [the publisher] that the work which had been so lightly esteemed was by the author of ‘Pride and Prejudice.’ ”

In Northanger Abbey, seventeen-year-old Catherine Morland experiences high society for the first time on a trip to Bath. She has lived a quiet life in the country and most of what she knows about the world comes from the books she reads. In Bath, Catherine quickly makes friends through a shared love of reading: with Isabella Thorpe, whose capricious taste is reflected in the books she reads, and with Henry Tilney, who appreciates a good novel himself, yet brings a cheerful mockery to both the books he reads and the world around him. (A number of critics have remarked upon Henry Tilney’s similarity to Austen. In 1952 Marvin Mudrick joked that Tilney “closely resembles, except for a few details of dress and appearance, the author herself.”) Still learning about the world around her, Catherine makes the mistake of expecting life to unfold like the plots in the gothic romances she reads—and gets into trouble when it doesn’t. In 1818 the British Critic called it “one of the very best of Miss Austen’s productions,” though most critical attention upon publication was directed toward its companion, Persuasion.

Persuasion was Austen’s final completed novel, begun in August 1815. The heroine Anne Elliot is the middle child of a proud genteel family whose money troubles instigate a move to Bath to lower expenses. When she was younger, Anne had become engaged to Frederick Wentworth, but ultimately broke off the connection at the advice of friends because he was without a similar family pedigree and had few prospects for building wealth. Eight years later, the still-heartbroken Anne and the now Captain Wentworth, made wealthy by a successful career in the Royal Navy, meet again. Persuasion is Austen’s most mature novel; she examines not the flutter of young love, but the depths of feeling forged by the weight of years. According to one important review, published in 1821 anonymously by the Quarterly Review, Persuasion was perhaps “superior to all” of Austen’s novels; “on the whole, it is one of the most elegant fictions of common life we ever remember to have met with.”

The co-publication of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion was publicly announced as posthumous. In the first edition, Henry revealed Jane Austen’s name as the author in print for the first time in a “Biographical Notice” added to the beginning of the production. Naturally, reviewers included an appraisal of Austen’s life and work as a whole in their articles, and their remarks were largely ambivalent. The reputation we have of Jane Austen today as one of the greatest novelists in English took time to grow. She was respected, but most critics also considered her too limited. Austen wrote only what she knew; and that realism, for these readers, was both good and bad. A review in the March 1818 British Critic reads: “Her merit consists altogether in her remarkable talent for observation.” A trait Sherlock Holmes would have appreciated, to be sure—but not sufficient to make up for her weaknesses. “In imagination, of all kinds, she appears to have been extremely deficient; not only her stories are utterly and entirely devoid of invention, but her characters, her incidence, her sentiments, are obviously all drawn exclusively from experience.” At the time of her death, it was by no means clear that Austen’s work would acquire the monumental reputation that it eventually achieved.

Austen’s literary fate was now in the hands of her family. First Henry had revealed Austen’s name in that fifteen-page “Biographical Notice” he added to the publication of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion. This grief-stricken eulogy for a beloved sister provided the foundation for our image of Austen for centuries to come. Because it is such an important document, its limitations are all the more frustrating. For instance, the modern scholar Emily Auerbach dissects Henry’s love of the word “sweet”: he “favored adjectives such as sweet, kind, happy, and tranquil. For example, we learn that his sister had an ‘extremely sweet’ voice and endowments that ‘sweetened every hour’ of her relatives’ lives.” This adjective also stuck out to me because every time someone has called me “sweet,” I’ve thought: Boy, you don’t know me very well. Henry gave us an angel, not the truth.

Besides Henry’s “Biographical Notice,” another major source of information about Austen’s life comes from her letters. Henry selectively quoted some to emphasize her piety and, yes, sweetness. But he did quote one letter about her work, in which she compared it to “a little bit of ivory, two inches wide, on which I work with a brush so fine as to produce little effect after much labour.” This single passage has been examined for centuries as a precious gem, revealing in Austen’s own words how she viewed her style. For years it was one of the only statements we had from Austen herself on her writing because the bulk of her letters were not accessible to the public. Over time, our understanding of Austen would be revolutionized by the gradual publication of her surviving letters.

Austen’s sister Cassandra took on the care of most of Jane’s literary possessions after her death, including her manuscripts and letters. Unfortunately, to Cassandra this responsibility also entailed burning large masses of those letters. Burning the correspondence of the deceased was common practice, an act of privacy to ensure words not meant for public consumption remained that way. In fact, it was remarkable that Cassandra didn’t burn them all. Nevertheless, I can’t help but dream of what was in those that were destroyed. We have a tantalizing account by one of Francis’s daughters of Cassandra returning to these letters to enjoy her sister’s “triumphing over the married women of her acquaintance, and rejoicing in her own freedom from care.” Because of Cassandra’s cautionary conflagration, much of what we know directly about Jane Austen’s life derives from accounts of her relatives, such as Henry’s “Biographical Notice.”

In the early 1830s, publishers began approaching the family to reprint Austen’s books. Henry sold to publisher Richard Bentley the copyrights for all six previously published novels, now given life for another generation in Bentley’s Standard Novels series. These books each contained an illustrated scene facing the title page, known as a frontispiece, making them the first illustrated editions of Austen’s novels in English—readers’ first view of Elizabeth Bennet, accosted by Fitzwilliam Darcy’s aunt; and of Catherine Morland, suspecting Henry Tilney of using a secret passageway. These editions are in great demand by collectors, and I nab one for my rare book shop at every opportunity. From this point forward Austen’s novels remained in circulation with readers through numerous popular reprints—as documented by another book collector, the scholar Janine Barchas, who hunted down cheap, beat-up, and well-marked copies of these humble and fascinating productions in The Lost Books of Jane Austen (2019).

Austen received less notice from critics in the decades immediately after her death, but she did have a few champions. The critic George Henry Lewes published multiple articles attempting to bring Austen the attention he felt she deserved, as in this opening to an 1859 essay: “For nearly half a century England has possessed an artist of the highest rank, whose works have been extensively circulated, whose merits have been keenly relished, and whose name is still unfamiliar in men’s mouths.” (Lewes’s partner was one of the great novelists of the Victorian era, George Eliot, though she did not share his high opinion of Austen.) He also argued with Charlotte Brontë over Austen’s merits. Inspired by Lewes’s praise of Pride and Prejudice, Brontë gave it a try. She was not impressed, calling it “a carefully fenced, highly cultivated garden, with neat borders and delicate flowers; but [… ] no open country, no fresh air, no blue hill, no bonny beck.” In short: it had no spirit. Austen was too ordinary to be transcendent. In a follow-up letter to Lewes, Brontë wondered, “Can there be a great artist without poetry?” Austen “maybe is sensible, real (more real than true), but she cannot be great.” Some read and loved Austen; others didn’t. Nevertheless, she kept being read. For the first few decades after Austen’s death, her legacy hovered between the two extremes of ascension and oblivion.

A major turning point in Austen’s canonical rise occurred on her birthday, December 16, in 1869. Her nephew, James Edward Austen-Leigh, published the first book-length biography of Austen. He was the son of her oldest brother, James, and only eighteen years old when she died in July 1817. The engaging A Memoir of Jane Austen (its title page dated 1870) received significant attention in the press and occasioned a new appraisal of Austen’s novels. While it was limited in scope, based upon decades-old memories and whatever documents her family kept, it nevertheless gave critics important material to recontextualize her writing. I decided that I would seek a copy of this book for my collection, an apt beginning to this investigation.

Finding one was trickier than I thought, as it’s quite scarce these days on the antiquarian marketplace. I finally found one lying abandoned on a pile of not-yet cataloged books at the bookshop of a friend of mine in London. This multilevel shop specializes in nineteenth-century literature, with only the first floor typically accessible to the public. I had picked this volume up on a higher floor, the one dedicated to theater and nonfiction (eighteenth-century literature floated to the top floor, while the Romantics shared a space with the back-of-house kitchenette). Because it wasn’t shelved in the main part of the shop, I feared it wouldn’t be for sale. How excruciating to get a long-sought book in your hands, then have to let it go! Or, my friend could have quoted a price way above what I was willing to pay. But he did give me a price, and a good one. Austen-Leigh came home with me that trip (along with an 1820 gothic romance with a villain modeled after Lord Byron—but that’s a story for another time). Now this book sits on my bookshelf, where its simple cloth binding, with minimal yet elegant gilt tooling to the boards and spine, belies its central importance to the story of how Jane Austen joined the canon.

Like Henry Austen’s “Biographical Notice,” Austen-Leigh’s memoir focused on Austen’s commitment to family and—once again—a “sweetness of temper that never failed.” These were understandable observations from a teen nephew, but delivered in a way that placed Austen within the bounds of the ideal womanhood championed in Victorian England. This was the era of the “cult of domesticity”: a conviction, espoused by no less than Queen Victoria herself, that women’s “sphere” was the home. To Austen-Leigh, she was, literally, “my dear aunt Jane.” But the symbolism of this idea appealed to his contemporary audience. One 1870 reviewer was so taken with this portrait that he ended his essay with the decision to call her “dear aunt Jane” himself. The image was eagerly embraced by her Victorian readers. It also took decades for commentators to wash out the more saccharine aspects of its influence. (Like me, however, a number of women questioned the “sweet” adjective. Of Austen’s “sweetness of temper that never failed,” the great writer of detective novels P. D. James observed in 2000: “On the contrary, it failed frequently, and if it hadn’t we would not have had the six great novels.”)

In 1871 Austen-Leigh published a second edition of the biography, expanded by request to include some of Austen’s unpublished manuscripts. This is the edition of the book I read, accessed via Google Books on my laptop, over the course of a few grey mornings before I went to work. These manuscripts had been kept in Cassandra’s charge until her death in 1845, and were then bequeathed to various family members. For this edition, Austen-Leigh arranged to include the first printing of Lady Susan and The Watsons, along with a summary of Sanditon, which he considered too fragmentary to publish. First editions of Austen’s works were appearing in the 1870s! This is the kind of tidbit you often learn when collecting. You’d think that all of Austen’s first editions were issued in her lifetime or just after it, but that’s not the case. (One of her books of juvenilia, Volume the Third, did not see publication until 1951; as of this writing, copies of this Austen first edition can be had for only $25 to $100 from antiquarian booksellers. And yes, I have already nabbed one for myself.) By 1882, the Memoir itself had become part of the Austen must-haves: in that year the Bentley “Steventon Edition” of her works included the Memoir, along with Lady Susan and The Watsons, in the set. Unsurprisingly, this edition is also quite collectible.

Austen-Leigh’s Memoir was the catalyst for Austen’s meteoric rise in the subsequent decades. Following its success, Austen’s grand-nephew Edward, Lord Brabourne published the Letters of Jane Austen (1884) in two volumes, containing the ninety-four letters he had inherited from his mother, Fanny Knight, the oldest daughter of Austen’s brother Edward. Brabourne broke from family tradition that held the letters should be kept private; together with Austen-Leigh’s Memoir, the material published in the Letters ushered in a new generation of scholarship.

In the United States, too, Austen found champions. One was William Dean Howells, who wrote popular essays in Harper’s magazine beginning in 1889 extolling her realism as “writing simply, honestly, [and] artistically.” Also in 1889 the American Oscar Fay Adams published the earliest critical edition of Austen’s novels, Chapters from Jane Austen. For years now the only copy of this book I’ve been able to track down is one on eBay for a very reasonable price—because it’s covered in dampstaining (that is, evidence of exposure to some kind of moisture). I hold out hope for another. In 1891, Adams followed it with The Story of Jane Austen’s Life, the first critical biography of Austen—based on original research and analysis, rather than family memories. I did buy a copy of this one via eBay, paying for upgraded shipping in hopes that the seller would pack it more carefully. This is a hazard of using marketplaces with unvetted sellers: they rarely pack professionally. I once wanted to weep at the sight of a signed first edition of an Ursula K. Le Guin book that had been wedged diagonally across the interior of a box it would not have normally fit into. But in this case, the book came packaged in a manner quite unusual for eBay—in what I call the Etsy treatment: not only was it carefully wrapped in tissue, but also entwined in a bright green ribbon from which a handwritten note dangled.

While Austen was enjoying a new generation of critical attention, her readership was quickly expanding. In Britain, the Elementary Education Act of 1870 and its subsequent incarnations transformed public schools, including making school for younger children compulsory. Austen became a favorite for teaching. This is one of the most powerful factors in many authors’ ascent into the canon: when an entire generation is required to read the same texts, those texts become part of their shared vocabulary. One of Austen’s biographers, Goldwin Smith, had complained in 1890 that her novels “are spoken of respectfully as classics, and as classics allowed to rest upon the shelf,” i.e., unread—but by 1897, the American professor Arlo Bates listed Austen as a novelist “which it is taken for granted that every person of education has read.”

Austen’s novels were printed and reprinted. It wasn’t only scholars and students who picked them up; everyday readers were enjoying them. The last years of the nineteenth century marked the first major wave of Austen fans. One of the most highly sought editions of Pride and Prejudice by collectors was issued in this period. Colloquially called the “Peacock” Pride and Prejudice, it features a gorgeous gilt peacock design on the emerald-green cloth cover. In fact, it was my familiarity with this edition of Pride and Prejudice that gave me confidence I could sell that row of emerald-green bindings that I purchased on the Georgetown house call, including Burney’s Evelina. Those books were part of Macmillan’s Cranford series, so named after the first book published in the group in 1891 by Victorian novelist Elizabeth Gaskell. Their extravagantly gilt designs, set off with the contrasting emerald background, were extremely popular and led to many imitations, like publisher George Allen’s 1894 “Peacock” Pride and Prejudice.

I still remember a terrific coup a few years back in finding an underpriced copy of this edition. Scouring the new arrivals of bookseller websites, a weekly habit, I noticed one who had missed its importance and put it up for sale as a simple nineteenth-century reprint for about $100. I purchased it, then turned around and sold it to another bookseller for $1,000 a couple weeks later. That bookseller subsequently would have charged even more and certainly obtained it. A few years later, I myself was charging more than double that. Demand is so high for this edition that these prices are already far out of date: as of this writing, the price is closer to $5,000. Everyone knows this version because its cover is iconic. But this edition is a landmark in Austen studies for an additional reason. Its introduction, by the critic George Saintsbury, coins the term “Janite”—what we now spell as “Janeites,” the popular fandom of Jane Austen.

These new fans were not content to leave Jane Austen to the critics. They began producing books themselves, such as Constance Hill and Ellen Hill’s 1902 bestseller, Jane Austen: Her Homes and Her Friends, which chronicled their Austen “pilgrimage” to the important places in her life. This book’s binding has a fetching embroidery pattern based upon one “from a muslin scarf that was satin-stitched by Austen herself,” its design speaking to the theme of the book, Austen’s home life. The sisters visited Steventon, Bath, Southampton, Chawton, Godmersham, and more. Given Chawton’s role in the publication of Austen’s novels, that house took on a special significance. In the 1930s, the Jane Austen Society was founded specifically to purchase Chawton cottage and turn it into “a national memorial to the novelist.” Today it is a museum renovated to look as it might have during Austen’s residence there, and Edward’s neighboring Chawton estate has become a major research center for the study of women writers. A healthy fandom, a critical framework, and accessible reprints of her books: Austen now had everything she needed to become canon.

Austen’s triumphant narrative continued its momentum, from the blossoming of academic studies after World War II, to the worldwide fame that came with the film and television adaptations of her novels, and the work of both collectors and fan organizations in preserving materials related to her life and context. When I first started reading Austen as a teenager, I thought I had come to her organically. It didn’t occur to me that the reason it felt natural to pick up an Austen novel was because of these turning points in her legacy. Austen had begun as an anonymous author writing better-than-usual novels. But, generation by generation, she found champions who loved her work and encouraged others to give her a try: Walter Scott, George Henry Lewes, William Dean Howells, and more. The publication of Austen-Leigh’s biography sparked a reassessment exactly at the right time, when Austen’s style of realism was coming into critical favor. Her new readers then visited her hometown, formed fan clubs, collected her works, established museums, and published their own books.

I knew none of that when I was growing up. I had simply heard she was good—I don’t even recall where—and thought I would give her a try. That foundation had been missing for the other women writers on my list. I hadn’t even heard of Frances Burney until I became a professional in the rare book trade. It was time to find out why.






Chapter Two FRANCES BURNEY (1752–1840) [image: ]



[… ] if to PRIDE and PREJUDICE you owe your miseries, so wonderfully is good and evil balanced, that to PRIDE and PREJUDICE you will also owe their termination.

—Frances Burney, Cecilia, 1782



Frances Burney had a bad habit. One that compelled her to stay up late while the rest of her family slept. She tried to fight it for years, but she could never manage to stop. Until one day in 1767, just after her fifteenth birthday, she decided she must.

That bad habit? Burney had been writing a novel in secret. She felt terrible shame about it. Her father was out of the house, on a trip: now was her chance. She gathered up all the evidence, dumped it into an enormous pile in the garden, and burned it. Her little sister, the only one who knew her secret, watched the bonfire with tears streaming down her cheeks. The flames consumed all of Burney’s manuscripts.

In that moment, Burney turned her back on writing for the honor of her family. This worked for a while. But Burney’s mind soon again filled with words.

Here in the twenty-first century, I already knew how Burney’s story would end. She kept writing. She published her first novel anonymously, but she did not remain anonymous for long. Over the years, she published three further novels, all eagerly sought by her reading public—including an aspiring author in the village of Steventon, Hampshire, named Jane Austen. In Austen’s impassioned defense of novels in Northanger Abbey, she named as examples three novels “in which the greatest powers of the mind are displayed.” Of those three, two were by Burney. But before them came Burney’s first published novel: the one she could not bring herself to destroy. It was called Evelina.

Among Burney’s four novels, Evelina was the most frequently published after her death. In the Victorian period, it was often praised as one of the greatest novels of the bygone Georgian era. In the twentieth-century, it was reprinted at least once a decade and attracted admirers like the book collector A. Edward Newton, who wrote about it in a now-classic of the field, The Amenities of Book-Collecting (1918). It was an early-twentieth-century copy of Evelina that had spurred my curiosity about Burney in the first place, the one in the emerald-green binding I had come across during the house call in Georgetown.

Evelina tells the story of an orphan who leaves her guardian’s home in the country at seventeen to visit London for the first time. Through a series of letters to her guardian, Evelina chronicles her mistakes as she contends with a variety of suitors—especially the smooth, but dangerous, Sir Clement Willoughby and the kind Lord Orville.

The basic framework of the book follows an established form: a coming-of-age tale in which the protagonist undergoes various trials associated with growing up (and typically ending in marriage). Other examples include Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740), which tells the story of a working-class girl who resists the advances of a rich suitor until he mends his ways and proposes to her; and Henry Fielding’s The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling (1749), the story of another orphan who must find his way to happiness despite the obstacles created by his status as a bastard. I knew these two authors and I had read these books: Fielding and Richardson are always well covered in surveys of the English novel. But Burney’s novel emphasized an important aspect of this story that their novels did not, one that she knew intimately. She vividly re-created her heroine’s interior world. Evelina shone with an emotional complexity rarely seen in the new form of the novel. It made Burney’s book into a literary sensation—and one of Austen’s favorite novels.

There are several mentions of Burney’s books in Austen’s letters to family members and friends, so much so that familiarity with Burney’s novels became a shorthand for taste (good or bad). In one letter to her sister, Austen uses Evelina to dismiss a new acquaintance: “he is a very Young Man, just entered of Oxford, wears Spectacles, & has heard that ‘Evelina’ was written by Dr. Johnson.” (In other words, he was one of those guys who argues today that Truman Capote actually wrote To Kill a Mockingbird.) In another, Austen invokes Burney’s third novel, Camilla (1796), as a way to praise a friend: “There are two Traits in her Character which are pleasing; namely she admires Camilla, & drinks no cream in her Tea.” Tea and books: a strong foundation for any friendship.

Once I started to look for examples of Burney’s influence on Austen, I noticed evidence everywhere. I had already read that it was from Burney’s second novel, Cecilia (1782), that Austen borrowed the phrase “pride and prejudice.” Tracking down the full sentence in which the phrase appeared through a quick internet search, I was struck not just by the use of the phrase, but also the fine rhetorical balance of its expression: “if to PRIDE and PREJUDICE you owe your miseries, so wonderfully is good and evil balanced, that to PRIDE and PREJUDICE you will also owe their termination.” Reading it sent goose bumps up and down my arms, as if a ghost had whispered in my ear. Despite knowing little about Burney herself, I realized that I had long been familiar with her work in its echoes.

So why did Burney’s books, once so famous and so influential that they shaped the work of Jane Austen, disappear from bookshelves?

The first answer, the one that’s easy to reach for, is that Burney’s novels probably weren’t good. This is one of the main reasons why a canon exists, right? We cannot possibly read everything, and we often seek the opinions of other trusted readers to help us determine what to prioritize. While I was not under any illusion that the critics shaping the canon were inherently objective judges, I was still open to the general idea that those books designated as “classics” have proven themselves, often over centuries, as works of high quality that remain relevant to readers in any era. Surely if Burney’s novels didn’t make those lists anymore, it was because they simply weren’t good.

But there was evidence to the contrary: Austen’s praise. If I loved Austen’s books, and Austen loved Burney’s, certainly these books were worth looking into. At the very least, my esteem for Austen suggested they deserved an honest chance. I had begun my investigation, and it was time to figure out what Austen saw in them. I downloaded a copy of Evelina onto my phone, ready to give it a try.

Then I left it unopened for months.

Even with Austen’s recommendation, I struggled to find the motivation to commit to an eighteenth-century novel that, as far as I knew, had few modern readers. But I am excellent at productive procrastination. So instead I grabbed three biographies and read about how Burney came to write Evelina.

The first I read was Claire Harman’s Fanny Burney: A Biography (2000), the most recent major biography meant for a wide audience. Reader and collector came together in this acquisition, as is often my habit; I bought a first edition of it, leaves already toning despite its relative youth, and proceeded to mark my way through it in pencil.

Did that last bit shock you? Most people assume that they should not be writing in their books—but book historians love it. One of the most difficult questions book historians seek to answer is: How did everyday readers respond to books? We often have access to printed professional reviews, but what everyday readers thought of a book is rarely recorded for posterity. So yes: I write in my books, for me and for future book historians. But, as in my book collecting, I maintain parameters. I always use pencil, since modern conservation best practice is not to do anything to a book that cannot be undone; and I only make notes in the books that could be considered “contemporary” to me, i.e., published within my lifetime. My books, my rules.

My collection grew. My next acquisition was a bit older: Margaret Anne Doody’s Frances Burney: The Life in the Works (1988), which explored Burney’s life through the lens of her writings; I hoped it would inspire me to start Evelina. Despite Doody’s brilliance, it didn’t. Then came Joyce Hemlow’s The History of Fanny Burney (1958), the most significant biography of Burney in the twentieth century: it was a turning point in launching modern academic interest in her. I bought a first edition in the original dust jacket. I began reading it after I conceded defeat to four o’clock insomnia one morning and slunk out of bed hours before my alarm. It kept me company in the weak light of sunrise, chronicling a life so interesting that I didn’t regret losing sleep.

Frances Burney was born in 1752 in a port town about one hundred miles north of London. She was the third oldest among six children, and ultimately among eight when her father remarried a few years after her mother’s death in 1762. When Burney was eight years old, the Burneys moved to London. There, the family flourished.

Frances, remembered as the most celebrated member of her family today, was once considered the dunce of the lot. The Burneys were like Salinger’s Glass family, each member a special kind of genius. Her father Charles was a charismatic music master and published historian who counted among his closest friends David Garrick, the biggest theater star of the era; Joshua Reynolds, the influential artist who helped found the Royal Academy; and Hester Thrale (later Piozzi), a prominent and vivacious literary patron, who brought Charles into acquaintance with Samuel Johnson, the most acclaimed man of letters in his day. Her older brother James twice voyaged with Captain Cook, and later became the informal interpreter of Omai, a man from the Society Islands who traveled back with Cook on his first voyage and became the toast of London. Her older sister Esther was a musical child prodigy, lauded by royalty, the sensation of the scene before the next young savants appeared—Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and Maria Anna Mozart, his sister. After a rambunctious youth, her other brother Charles Junior became the intellectual of the family, whose book collection would eventually be purchased by the British Library. And her younger sister Susan showed such promise that both she and Esther were sent abroad to be educated. Frances, who did not show such promise, was the only Burney child who did not receive a formal education. But she still absorbed something of a literary education because of her family environment; as Frances got older, she became an amanuensis for her father, writing out manuscript copies of Charles’s books for publication. These works were, however, never fiction. Charles Burney only published nonfiction, and he owned only one novel in his entire library (Henry Fielding’s Amelia).

The Burney family was active and tight-knit; they loved coming together for games, concerts, skits, and more. They built an elaborate series of inside jokes and neologisms with the kind of energy that brings to mind a pun competition. This was a joyful household, prizing wit as much as learning, and the talent to entertain as high as the impulse to create. But at night, Frances would sneak away, disappearing into a “closet up two pair of stairs” to write while the rest of her brilliant family slept. She never knew why she did this; she only knew she couldn’t stop. That bonfire she made of her first efforts would ultimately be only a small setback. While she destroyed her manuscript about a woman named Caroline Evelyn, Burney could not shake the image of the heroine’s daughter from her mind. Years later, that daughter’s story would be told in Evelina.

In reading about Burney’s childhood, I was struck by her belief that novel writing was a bad habit. Her sense of shame baffled me, especially in the context of her gifted family. I couldn’t understand what Burney could possibly be concerned about since, today, the achievement of writing a book is generally greeted with celebration by one’s friends and family (though how many will actually read it is a debut author’s eternal disappointment). I realized I must have been thinking about this differently than an eighteenth-century aspiring novelist would.

One of the best ways to get a sense of the everyday currents of a given society is to swim about in its newspapers, literary magazines, and essays. It didn’t take much investigating to learn that most novels in the eighteenth century were considered, well, bad for you. The eighteenth century is known for the rise of the novel in English, but that ascendancy also caused great alarm. Essays in literary journals and elsewhere labeled novels “dangerous,” especially for their “extreme indecency.” Conduct books, a popular genre of the era meant to educate young people (and especially young women) in propriety, etiquette, and taste, were particularly critical of them. One of the most-read commentators of the day, Hannah More, said in one of her conduct books that she believed “the corruption occasioned by these books has spread so wide, and descended so low, as to have become one of the most universal, as well as most pernicious, sources of corruption among us.” (I found More’s influence particularly haunting, as you’ll see later.) Novels were “fatal poison,” according to the Reverend James Fordyce in Sermons to Young Women (1766). Fordyce’s work was one of the most popular conduct books of Burney’s youth—read not only by Burney, but satirized by Jane Austen in Pride and Prejudice. As with many of Austen’s literary references, her description of Fordyce’s book helps communicate the personalities of her characters. Mr. Collins is invited by Mr. Bennet to read


aloud to the ladies. Mr. Collins readily assented, and a book was produced; but on beholding it [… ] he started back, and, begging pardon, protested that he never read novels. —Kitty stared at him, and Lydia exclaimed. Other books were produced, and after some deliberation he chose Fordyce’s Sermons. Lydia gaped as he opened the volume, and before he had, with very monotonous solemnity, read three pages, she interrupted him [… ]



In his Sermons, Fordyce stated that the only kind of woman who would read any of the racier novels available at the time “must in her soul be a prostitute, let her reputation in life be what it will.”

That is a real quote. From a book.

Fordyce continued to proclaim that those who read such novels “carry on their very forehead the mark of the beast.” To Fordyce, novels might as well be a device for punishment found in a circle of Dante’s Hell: they are an “infernal brood” that commit “rank treason against [… ] Virtue” and are “a horrible violation of all decorum.”

Less virulent critics simply complained of novels as “but a useless employment.” Yes, the fact that novels were read for entertainment was itself a problem for some. “They excite a spirit of relaxation,” explained Hannah More without a speck of irony. She was certain they made young women lazy, which in turn led to loose morals. Should that jump in logic seem unbelievable to modern readers, I offer receipts: More says that novels meant for amusement “nourish a vain and visionary indolence, which lays the mind open to error and the heart to seduction.” One popular conduct book by Thomas Gisborne—a work we know Austen read—coyly says, “To indulge in a practice of reading [novels] is, in several other particulars, liable to produce mischievous effects.” They’re so entertaining that they’re addictive, and “hence the mind is secretly corrupted.”

Of course, everyone read novels, not just women, and not just younger women. But they were most often criticized as dangerous for that particular demographic, who were considered so impressionable that they were susceptible to imitating what they read. According to the modern Austen scholar Katie Halsey, because many girls did not receive a formal education in the eighteenth century, conduct book writers expected that young women would have to learn from their own informal reading. In 1761, the year Frances Burney turned nine, a gentlewoman named Sarah Pennington published a popular conduct book in the form of a letter to her daughters, in which she advised that novels “are apt to give a romantic Turn to the Mind, that is often productive of great Errors in Judgment, and fatal Mistakes in Conduct; of this I have seen frequent Instances, and therefore advise you never to meddle with this Tribe of Scribblers.” In 1795, another conduct book writer named Ann Wingrove described a novel-reading girl who refused to marry because she was not meeting “such a lover as her romantic imagination had represented as absolutely necessary to render her happy in the marriage state.”

The criticism of novel readers for wanting happy endings themselves had been argued for decades, as in a 1754 op-ed in The World that asserted “this doctrine of ideal happiness is calculated for the meridian of Bedlam.” The writer bluntly attacked the “unreasonable” expectations that novels encouraged in women. “Believe me,” he said, “I know several unmarried ladies, who in all probability had been long ago good wives and mothers, if their imaginations had not been early perverted with the chimerical ideas of romantic love.” Yes, what an awful shame that would be: women refusing to settle because novels depicted men of higher standards. No wonder these commentators thought novels were so dangerous! They often encouraged women to choose a marriage partner based upon mutual esteem and proof of his good conduct, rather than prioritizing a match of families and finance that more typically made upper-class marriages in this era. “Bedlam” man above argued that “such men [… ] never have existed.” And yet, everyone kept reading novels.

Just as more and more women were reading, more and more women were writing, too. According to the modern scholar Judith Phillips Stanton, the number of women publishing increased “around 50 percent every decade starting in the 1760s.” Yet most were dismissively called—and not just by Pennington—“scribblers,” as opposed to authors. This new term was a catchall for low-quality writers, fundamentally associated with writing books for money. It rapidly attracted gendered connotations, referencing women writers whose work might be popular but was beneath serious consideration. Often, their books were novels. In fact, women wrote more than 50 percent of novels published.

In his conduct book, Fordyce allows one novelist as an exception, one man amid the many women “scribblers”—Samuel Richardson. Richardson alone deserved praise. Throughout the eighteenth century and beyond, Richardson’s name was invoked to gatekeep: if you can’t write as well as him (and, if you’re a woman, you cannot), get out. The other novelist that habitually attracted praise was Henry Fielding. For instance, one essayist early in the novel boom wrote a literary magazine editor to “forbid your readers [… ] even to attempt to open any novel, or romance, unlicensed by you; unless it should happen to be stamped Richardson or Fielding.” This set the tone for critical commentary for over two centuries. Every so often later critics would add to this list a writer from the previous generation, Daniel Defoe, author of Robinson Crusoe. This is reflected in perhaps the most famous twentieth-century book on novels of this era, Ian Watt’s The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding (1957). By the late eighteenth century the majority of novels were written by women, yet most critics chose to talk about one of these men.

After digging into eighteenth-century reactions, I was beginning to understand why Burney hid her writing. In this context, a young woman writing novels could only serve as an embarrassment. Burney later admitted, “So early was I impressed myself with ideas that fastened degradation to this class of composition, that at the age of adolescence, I struggled against the propensity which, even in childhood, even from the moment I could hold a pen, had impelled me.” Many critics at the time assured their readers that novels were frivolous at best; at worst, they could endanger a woman’s virtue—and even her eternal soul. And if some believed this of novel readers, to be a novel writer was a further disgrace. Beyond her own reputation, Burney was terrified that her novels would harm her family’s position. The Burneys were upwardly mobile middle class, and her father had ambitions to rise still further. The potential of disappointing her father weighed heavier on Burney than disappointing herself. In a later memoir of her father, she wrote that “she considered it her duty to combat this writing passion as illaudable,” burning her manuscripts “with the sincere intention to extinguish for ever in their ashes her scribbling propensity.”

Yet Burney couldn’t stop herself. Almost immediately after the burning of her manuscripts—a pile so big she “thought it prudent to consume it in the garden”—Burney began writing again. Her journal entries revealed the slow crumble of her determination. In one early entry, she wondered whether she should commit the journal itself “to the Flames” like her previous work; in the very next entry, she was already stealing moments to write more in it: “I have resolved, neck or nothing, to take the Pen once again in Hand!” She told herself it would be harmless this time because she was only writing in a private diary, rather than sharing her work with others: “to whom dare I reveal [… ] my own hopes, fears, reflections, and dislikes?—Nobody.” Later, after I had tracked down my own copy of her diaries, published posthumously in 1842 by her niece, I read this statement of loneliness that quickly turned into a resolution: “To Nobody, then, I will write my Journal!” Burney needed to write, and “Nobody” was a safe audience: as her entry said, “From Nobody I have nothing to fear.” (This earnest confession reminded me of another writer who was famously uncomfortable with the vulnerability that publication would bring: Emily Dickinson. One of Dickinson’s poems begins “I’m nobody! Who are you? Are you nobody, too?”)

Even so, Frances Burney was ambitious like the rest of her family. As she reached her twenties, her desire for an audience of somebodies grew. Yet Burney was already an anxious person by temperament, so silent and stiff in company that the family was calling her “the old lady” by age eleven. Even among the family Burney shrank from special attention. In one diary entry, she recorded “how infinitely, how beyond measure I was terrified” to be asked to play a small role at a tea table in a private family production of a play: “I looked like a most egregious fool,” she recalled; “once, indeed, I made an attempt [… ] to drink a little, but my Hand shook so violently, I was fain to put down the Cup instantly, in order to save my Gown.”

Frances Burney may have been anxious, but she also believed in herself more than she admitted to others. Eventually, she took the bold step of seeking a publisher for her work. Her desire for publication proved her writing was more than a compulsion. Burney knew her work was good enough to share. Given the risks, both to herself and to her family, nothing short of a bone-deep confidence could have led her to this moment.

Ironically, it was because of her work as her father’s secretary and amanuensis that she gained the knowledge needed to publish a book. Burney knew all about publishers, negotiations, proofs, and corrections. She submitted her manuscript of Evelina in a disguised hand, concerned that the printers would recognize her writing from the manuscripts of her father’s productions. But she needed help in order to sell the book, so she confessed her secret to her siblings. The Burney children formed a family conspiracy to accomplish the task. Her brother Charles Junior, then only nineteen, disguised himself in clothes much too large and took on the persona of an older man with the totally-not-fake name of “Mr. King.” Then “gaily, without reading a word of the work,” he served as the agent to deliver Frances’s manuscript to prospective publishers. The rights were sold to publisher Thomas Lowndes for a modest twenty guineas, which was about twenty-one pounds. (By way of comparison, another debut author named Henry Mackenzie received fifty guineas—about fifty-two pounds—for his surprise bestseller of the same decade, The Man of Feeling; and Jane Austen received only ten pounds for her first sold novel in 1803, Susan, which would later be published as Northanger Abbey.)

The contract arranged, Evelina was going to be published—and anonymously, as Burney required. Though it may seem counterintuitive today, anonymous authorship was a respected convention of this period, as well as of Austen’s. Like the reasons for using anonymous avatars on the internet, there was a wide range of explanations why one would choose to publish work anonymously. One might do so in order to attack others (a common motive both in the 1700s and now). One might wish the work to stand on its own merits regardless of who wrote it, as with nobility who published then, or as when a famous author like Stephen King decides to publish under a pen name today. (Of his novel Thinner [1984], published under the name Richard Bachman, King once recounted a reader saying: “This is what Stephen King would write like if Stephen King could really write.”)

Or one might wish to use anonymity as a shield for one’s reputation. Anonymity allowed authors a genteel distance from the marketplace. Before the era of the Romantics, a kind of detachment between the writer and their work was often viewed as positive, no matter the gender of the author. But it was, of course, particularly appealing to women who wanted to contribute to the literary world. Women, encouraged to remain in the “private” sphere of life within the home, were often attacked for daring to enter the “public” sphere by publishing books. In fact, these women typically weren’t criticized for publishing something deemed offensive; they were criticized for publishing at all, since that act was viewed as opening themselves up to the impropriety of public commentary. Many publishers accepted novels for anonymous publication.

Burney was elated that her book would see print, but the feeling soon morphed into dread. Even while maintaining anonymity, she realized that publishing a book meant people might actually read it. It was an “exceeding odd sensation,” Burney admitted, “when I consider that it is now in the power of any and every body to read what I so carefully hoarded even from my best Friends.” She felt suddenly exposed.

Perhaps because of that feeling, Burney added three different prefaces to the first edition of Evelina. The first was a poem dedicated to her father, whose name was printed only as blanks. In it, she desperately claimed her work was only a weak imitation of his own, and that she was writing anonymously because she “cannot raise, but would not sink, thy fame.” Her next dedication was for the reviewers. Expecting they would read the book with “contempt,” she straight-up pleaded for their “protection.” Finally, she added a note from “the editor” tepidly defending the choice of a novel, which “may be read, if not with advantage, at least without injury.” Burney knew her audience, noting that “in the republic of letters, there is no member of such inferior rank, or who is so much disdained by his brethren of the quill, as the humble Novelist.” To the modern reader, these prefaces may seem a bit overwrought. But they are also moving. Because they are evidence of conflict raging within her—and proof that she conquered it.

By January 1778 Burney knew her novel was nearing publication, but she learned of the actual event by accident. Many years later, Burney still recalled the scene vividly: over the breakfast table, her stepmother was casually reading aloud notices from the newspaper, as she did every morning. One of them was an advertisement for Evelina. Her stepmother continued to read to everyone, amid the crinkle of turned pages and clink of teacups, unaware that Frances had begun blushing furiously. Her two youngest sisters, in on the secret, didn’t even pretend to hide their smiles.

Burney fell sick soon after the book’s publication with an inflammation of the lungs that required a long convalescence, so she missed the initial signs of Evelina’s ascent. She received her first inkling of the book’s success from extended family: her sister reported that their aunt was reading Evelina aloud to their cousin while he was confined in bed. This news made Burney, finally on the mend, so physically ill that she excused herself from the day’s plan to visit them. She waited, dreading “a thousand dangers of a discovery,” as she recorded in her diary. But her sister returned from tea to confirm that her secret was still safe: “they had concluded it to be the work of a man!”

The next day, Burney felt relieved enough to restore the visit she had canceled earlier. She listened in apparent tranquility to her aunt, ignorant of the book’s authorship, reading it aloud and describing it in glowing terms: “I must own I suffered great difficulty in refraining from laughing upon several occasions,—and several times, when they praised what they read, I was upon the point of saying, ‘You are very good!’ and so forth, and I could scarce keep myself from making acknowledgements, and bowing my head involuntarily.”

Readers across London felt the same as Burney’s unsuspecting family members. Evelina was a sensation, with four further editions published by the end of the following year. Instead of being “mauled” by reviewers as Burney feared, literary journals loved Evelina too: the Monthly Review called it “one of the most sprightly, entertaining & agreeable productions of this kind which has of late fallen under our Notice.” Inevitably, readers were interested in the author’s identity. Burney recorded in her journal a report she received from her sister of two family friends arguing whether the author was a man or a woman: “he must be a man of great abilities!” Burney triumphantly added to herself, “They little think how well they are already acquainted with the writer they so much honour!” Even though she still had no intention of revealing herself, she privately basked in their praise, her true thoughts known only to her siblings and her diary.

Evelina’s success soon grew so wide that Burney was dismayed to realize discovery was a real possibility. Her dread built as one of her sisters begged to let their father in on the secret. In the meantime, multiple people had recommended the book to her stepmother. Rave reviews from readers and critics alike were gratifying, but she was still terrified of her parents’ reaction. Having worked for decades to build a respectable reputation, her father’s name could be destroyed in a moment by the knowledge that his daughter was a scribbler. Burney saw her inability to stop writing as a “conscious intellectual disgrace.” As a modern biographer, Claire Harman, put it: “If she had conceived an illegitimate child she couldn’t have tried harder to cover it up.”

While Burney was away, her sisters gently let their father in on the family conspiracy, knowing the author herself wouldn’t have been able to bear witnessing his reaction. Charles Burney did not immediately panic. The novel was being praised even by his famous patron Hester Thrale (whose own story is coming in chapter eight). But he was suddenly very nervous. He determined that he must read Evelina and see for himself. By his own account, he began to read the book “with fear and trembling.” The first page he read was the dedication—which he realized was addressed to him. Scanning over the verses, he teared up. Gradually his nerves released as he read further. At the climax of the book, he actually “blubbered,” lost in the moving scene his daughter had fashioned. He concluded, “it is, indeed, wrought up in a most extraordinary manner.”

The single biggest wish Frances Burney nurtured in her heart was her father’s approval of her writing. But she could not bring herself to believe he was capable of it. When her father wrote to tell her how much he loved the book, she was flabbergasted. “How little did I dream of ever being so much honoured! But the approbation of all the world put together would not bear any competition, in my estimation, with that of my beloved father.” When they saw each other again, her relief was so powerful that it brought her to tears.

But the “approbation of all the world” had just begun. The politician and philosopher Edmund Burke and the painter Joshua Reynolds adored the novel. Hester Thrale insisted that Samuel Johnson read it. Johnson, the most respected literary critic of the day, could recite entire scenes from memory and concluded that “Henry Fielding never did anything equal” to the second part of Evelina. Even the king and queen read it. The scribbler became a superstar. “That a work, voluntarily consigned by its humble author, even from its birth, to oblivion, should rise,” Burney reflected late in life, “seemed more like a romance [… ] than anything in the book.”

After the success of Evelina and her revelation of its authorship to her father, Burney had no more reason to keep her writing a secret. She embarked upon a literary career. But she confessed in her diary,


I have already, I fear, reached the pinnacle of my abilities, and therefore to stand still will be my best policy. But there is nothing under Heaven so difficult to do. Creatures who are formed for motion must move, however great their inducements to forebear.



She still had no inkling that she would become so famous that people would want to read not just Evelina, but would also seek out her diary entries about how she came to write it. Evelina was published when Burney was twenty-six, but she lived to eighty-seven. This public and personal triumph was only the beginning of her remarkable career. She wrote more books, including three further novels, Cecilia (1782), Camilla (1796), and The Wanderer (1814); and a number of plays that are now enjoying revived critical attention. She entered into the service of King George III and Queen Charlotte, then married a titled officer-refugee of the French Revolution (hence her later name, Madame d’Arblay).

Burney learned courage, too: she underwent a mastectomy without anesthesia. Her description of that experience became a classic in the history of medical writing. In 1815, she navigated Brussels as a fugitive while the Battle of Waterloo raged nearby (her account of which Thackeray used in writing Vanity Fair). Through it all, she wrote. She had to. Burney’s bad habit led her to become one of the most respected authors of her time, and one of Jane Austen’s favorite writers.

The story of the unexpected success of Evelina seemed like a fairy tale. But somewhere between its happy ending and today, Burney’s reputation began to falter. It was here that my book collecting slowly revealed evidence as to why. In looking for various editions of Burney’s works and critical biographies of her, I started to mark the turning points in critical opinion over the centuries, volume by volume. As the books gradually lined up next to each other on my shelf, the evolution of her legacy became obvious. I could literally trace it from one book to the next.

In the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century, Burney was praised as a realist writer whose satirical eye captured an impressively wide range of British society. As Joshua Reynolds joked at a party with Burney when the great historian Edward Gibbon proved a quiet guest, “He’s terribly afraid you’ll snatch at him for a character in your next book!” In 1810, Anna Laetitia Barbauld, the editor of a work called The British Novelists—the kind of anthology meant to define the canon—said that “Scarcely any name, if any, stands higher in the list of novel-writers than that of Miss Burney.” Burney’s final and highly anticipated novel, The Wanderer (1814), was panned, but in 1823 critics were still referring to Burney’s novels as “monuments of genius,” as one anonymous reviewer called them in the Retrospective Review.

As Austen’s reputation began to rise—slowly in the middle of the nineteenth century, then quickly toward the turn of the twentieth—the books I sought revealed a different opinion of Burney. Because the two writers treated similar themes in similar settings, they were often compared. Yet over and over, Burney was invoked by Austen admirers in order to be dismissed by comparison. In fact, that’s exactly what the Retrospective Review critic went on to do in that 1823 review: “Born in the same rank of life [to Burney], familiar with the same description of people, equally precocious, and equally possessed of a lively fancy, and an acute perception of character, with the single advantage of belonging to a later generation, [Austen] has produced works of much fresher verdure, much sweeter flavour, and much purer spirit.”

While browsing a sharply kept antiquarian bookstore on the coast in the north of England, I had nabbed Thomas Macaulay’s popular critical essays written for the Edinburgh Review—not a first edition, but one I couldn’t resist. It was gorgeously bound, its spine so heavily stamped in gilt ornaments that I had difficulty distinguishing the tan of the leather underneath. Macaulay’s essay on Burney, first published in 1843, became an influential analysis of her life and work. To Macaulay, Evelina was “extraordinary,” and her second novel Cecilia was placed “among the classical novels of England.” But he ended with an observation that two novelists had “surpassed” her: Jane Austen and Maria Edgeworth. Essays like this, however well meaning, provided the kinetic energy for one particular message. Burney was a watered-down version of Austen.

That criticism persisted. Many years later, in Ian Watt’s foundational The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding (1957), he summarized Burney’s entire career with the claim that “it was Jane Austen who completed the work that Fanny Burney had begun, and challenged masculine prerogative in a much more important matter.” Much has changed since that book’s publication, as scholars returned to Burney’s writings and produced more nuanced academic work. But they first had to contend with the dominance of narratives formed by critics like Watt.

Foremost in this struggle among Watt’s contemporaries was Joyce Hemlow, who published in 1958 one of the Burney biographies I’d read early on—and who “is more responsible than anyone else for the resurgence of Burney’s reputation in our time,” according to Burney Centre director Lars E. Troide. In some circles Burney’s reputation had never deteriorated. But I wasn’t part of those circles. My frankly more casual knowledge came from taking a few literature survey courses in college and reading “authoritative” overviews of the period like Watt’s. I was not an academic. I read books meant for nonspecialists, like the Critical Companion to Jane Austen (2008), that maintained the opinion of Watt and his like. While acknowledging Burney’s influence, that book still made clear there was no reason to read her novels: “Essentially then, Jane Austen admired and learned from the art of Fanny Burney,” the entry stated. “However, ‘it is only by reading Fanny Burney that one can realize how far’ [… ] superior Jane Austen’s own artistic achievement is.”

These kinds of statements use comparison to rank rather than to reveal. In her 1988 biography of Burney, Margaret Anne Doody said as much: “It is as if there were a quota for female fiction writers, preferably no more than one per century or at most per half-century. We have one already in Austen, the position is filled.” Today we call this phenomenon “the Smurfette Principle,” a phrase coined by the critic Katha Pollitt in 1991 in the New York Times. Pollitt observed how stories are often defined around an entirely male ensemble, “accented by a lone female, stereotypically defined.” The Smurfette Principle has proven especially applicable in the formation of the Western literary canon. Between women writers, you have to beat the best or you don’t get to play at all.

So it wasn’t that Burney’s novels weren’t good—it’s just that a few influential male critics, over many years, said she wasn’t as good as Austen. More evidence appeared as I pursued my investigation, keeping my eyes out for appearances of Burney’s books in the wilds of the rare book marketplace. As I read catalogs and browsed collections, I had a harder time locating copies of Evelina from after about 1850 until the 1890s. Around the middle of the nineteenth century, editions of Burney’s novels were published less often. But I noticed that in their place came editions of her diary and letters. I, too, had gotten sidetracked from reading Burney’s novels when I got sucked into the story of her life. I found the coincidence intriguing.

Burney and Austen were often mentioned together after their deaths as among the most esteemed novelists of their respective generations, with Austen beating Burney out as the better of the two. (Burney in fact lived longer than Austen, dying in 1840.) But in the Victorian period, Burney transformed from a novelist into a diarist. In 1842, two years after Burney’s death, her niece Charlotte Barrett published a set of seven volumes of the Diary and Letters of Madame d’Arblay, Author of Evelina, Cecilia, &c. (which used her married name, Madame d’Arblay, alongside her traditional moniker for print, “author of Evelina”). This publication was met with great acclaim and turned Burney into “an iconic figure” of her era, according to the modern scholar Susan Civale. It was reprinted repeatedly in the following decades.

Sets of the Diary were produced in such high numbers that they remain common today, appearing in regional auctions of rare books with enough regularity that coming across them is like waving hello to a neighbor. Incomplete sets, lacking one volume or more, drift across antiquarian bookshops; complete sets will fetch a premium if they feature particularly elaborate bindings. A set of Madame d’Arblay’s Diary would have been a classic addition to a late nineteenth-century library. It is easy to imagine them set high on shelves of dark wood, their gilt-stamped spines glittering in candlelight.

A copy of this set was too expensive for me to consider for my own shelves, but I absolutely wanted one for my rare book company to sell. Because it was so popular, and there were so many to choose from, I allowed myself to be picky when it came to selecting one. I passed up set after set, until one day, I came across one in crisp leather bindings. The price was surprisingly low. Clearly the dealer I purchased it from took one look at “Diary and Letters of Madame d’Arblay” on the spines and thought that nobody would be interested in reading it.

After I received the package, I unwrapped each individual volume with the energy of a twelve-year-old hoping for a cell phone. That’s when I knew I had to keep this set for myself. But in doing so I broke one of my own rules: rare book dealers must be careful about defining boundaries between their inventory and what they keep for themselves. It’s hard to stay in business if every sale feels like losing a prize from one’s own collection. Though this may explain the notoriously curmudgeonly atmosphere of many rare book shops.

Once I claimed this set for my own, I took it home to inspect at leisure. When I examine a book, I read what’s inside the pages, yes, but I also pay attention to how it’s bound, printed, and sold. Studying this set of the Diary and Letters of Madame d’Arblay, I thought about how Burney’s name has been variously identified in print over the centuries. In the larger context of what I had learned about Burney’s shifting reputation, it became a clue that reflected the change in her reputation over the course of centuries. In letters to her family, Frances was called by her family nickname, “Fanny.” When Burney’s reputation as a diarist soared, readers saw those letters and happily embraced the diminutive, even though her name was stated as Madame d’Arblay on the title page.

Seeking out more books about Burney from the late nineteenth century, I noticed the nickname migrating. First, I picked up a popular biography of Burney from 1890 by L. B. Seeley, bound in elegant blue cloth and stamped with a gilt frame, titled Fanny Burney and Her Friends. It was essentially an abridgement of her diaries and letters, with a few bits of editorializing to connect the cherry-picked stories. The choice of the diminutive in the title here seemed meant to convey the intimate content.

Later, I was amused by Austin Dobson’s 1903 biography because it placed Burney in a series called the “English Men of Letters.” But there was far more to that publication: the English Men of Letters series was meant to define and introduce classic authors—in other words, shape canon—and Burney was one of the first women included in it. (Austen was added to this series only a decade later, in 1913.) Further, Dobson’s was the first book-length biography of Burney. Dobson was one of the most important critics who laid the groundwork for the revival in Burney studies that Joyce Hemlow and her colleagues would continue after World War II. He titled his historic biography Fanny Burney (Madame d’Arblay), which helped solidify the nickname as the formal critical preference.

In the conclusion of this biography, Dobson also placed Burney’s Diary “high above [her] efforts as a novelist,” which did not exactly help his advocacy of Burney as a novelist. Nevertheless, that same year Dobson wrote the introduction to what would become a highly collectible edition of Evelina, illustrated by Hugh Thomson, the artist whose illustrations for the 1894 “Peacock” edition of Pride and Prejudice are now iconic. That edition of Evelina was the same one that started this whole project when I stumbled upon a copy on that house call in Georgetown, the one with the emerald-green binding. In the bottom corner of the front cover are gilt letters: “Evelina by Fanny Burney Illustrated by Hugh Thomson.”

It was not until the 1980s that a few scholars began publicly questioning the appropriateness of the nickname and campaigned for a return to “Frances” Burney. The choice of name, they argued, carried consequences in how critics and readers interpreted the author’s work. According to Doody, “ ‘Fanny’ is a patronizing diminutive. It makes the author sound the harmless, childish, priggish girl-woman that many critics want her to be.” As she pointed out, there is no logical reason for continuing to use the diminutive, yet there are multiple reasons to bury it. First, it is anachronistic, since no writer of her time would have called her that in print. Next, it is not Burney’s own stated preference. And finally, it’s a double standard, since it’s not “Harry” Fielding (as Johnson called Henry Fielding) or “Jemmy” Boswell (as Doody remarks of James Boswell).

“Let her have her adult name,” proclaimed Doody in her 1988 biography (which I marked in pencil with an emphatic “YES!!!” in my own copy). And yet two major biographies of Burney since Doody’s proclamation have named her “Fanny” Burney. The diminutive will not die. It’s enough to make one want to call all authors by diminutive nicknames they would never want to be known by. “Chuck Darwin” and “Ernie Hemingway” do have their charm.
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