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Introduction

On a fresh Tuesday afternoon in the spring of 1811, Jane Austen sat down at her small table in the drawing room of the cottage she shared with her mother, sister, and their dear friend Martha Lloyd. She had played the piano first thing that morning—mostly country tunes—and, after breakfast with her family, worked on her needlepoint and entertained a few visitors. And now the afternoon was hers. She worked on her novel at the small wooden writing desk her father had given her. He had been the first person to try to have Jane’s work published, only to receive a standard rejection from the publisher, who didn’t even read the novel. Inside the writing desk were hundreds of tiny sheets, covered in script, now crossed out and written over in places.

Jane was playing with her characters from First Impressions: Elizabeth Bennet and Fitzwilliam Darcy. She was carefully editing the story—the one her father had sent in, the one that had been summarily rejected—with thoughts of it being published. Truthfully, with thoughts of it being ridiculously successful, though she was also a realist, and would have been content simply to have it published even if she had to pay for it out of her own pocket, so long as she didn’t go into debt in the process.

So she fiddled with characters and scenes, working with her tiny scraps of paper, listening for the servants and for anyone who might come to the door, so she could quickly hide her secret project. No one outside of her family and close friends was to know that Jane Austen was a writer. While she wrote, she looked out the broad drawing room window at the comings and goings of Chawton, their tiny village in the English countryside Jane loved so dearly.

Jane Austen lived an astonishingly quiet life. She lived with her family, had a few close friends, and rarely ventured into society. Her clothes were something less than fashionable, and the cap she wore for her afternoon of writing—the kind of cap reserved for middle-aged spinsters—was plenty proof of that. She never had a lot of money; her eventual success didn’t provide her even enough to live on. And while her family loved her writing, her path to publication was far from easy.

She was the youngest sister, the second youngest child in a family of eight. No one expected anything of her, except that she watch her nieces and nephews when they needed her to. And she did—she loved them.

Ironically, for all the love stories she gave us (but they’re so much more than that, aren’t they?), she never married.

How surprised she would be today to find that not only does her name survive, but also that she is loved and adored by women of all ages who have read her books or seen the movies that have grown out of them. This simple, unfashionable, shy, poor, country spinster has become our patron saint of romance, our goddess of happy endings. Her name is synonymous with romantic sighs, period costumes, and the ideal of what love should be. What would she think of that? And what would she think of us?


If Jane Austen could give us advice about life and love, what would she tell us?

Of course, as a woman who lived her whole life during the reign of George III, Jane could not be expected to understand tweeting or texting or platform heels (or really much about fashion, even during her own day). But as she showed herself to be such an astute student of human nature, she could teach us an awful lot about ourselves.

We are obsessed with fame. Austen didn’t even want her name to be known. We dream of finding “the one.” She might quibble with our wholehearted devotion to that idea. We want money and more money (or, at least our “Real Housewives” do—I think Jane would find great comic potential in that show, by the way). Jane was content to have just enough.

Like her novels, Jane’s own life story translates surprisingly well into the twenty-first century. No one expected anything of her, but she pursued her dream anyway, to astounding success. Although she didn’t marry, she clearly understood love. She endured some incredibly painful experiences—such as the disease that eventually took her life at the young age of forty-one—with grace and humor. She always approached life with irrepressible joy.

This book mines Jane’s life and her stories for the lessons she would teach us if she could. Thankfully, through her writing, she can and does still speak today.
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CHAPTER 1

Living Your Dreams

Jane Austen lived during an age when women were neither expected nor allowed to work, when novels were thought to be frivolous, and when women who put their names on books were considered vulgar. How strange, then, that she worked, she wrote novels, and her name survives on her books (albeit against her will—we’ll get to that later). Truthfully, her name more than survives. From nearly two hundred years beyond the grave, Jane Austen is a force to be reckoned with in the entertainment industry. Movies, books, miniseries—Jane Austen lives on because she did one simple and revolutionary thing: She picked up her pen and told stories.

Many things in Austen’s life are a mystery to us. She didn’t keep any kind of journal that we know of. And after Jane died, her sister Cassandra burned many of Jane’s letters or cut out the juiciest parts (or those that may have implicated one family member or another). Cassandra had Jane’s back and made sure that nothing with a whiff of scandal or intrigue remained. But amidst the murkiness, we know one thing: Jane Austen dreamt of being a writer, and in spite of whatever roadblocks society threw in her way, she followed that dream. How very twenty-first century of her.

Austen grew up loving stories. In Jane’s own words, she and her family members were all “great Novel-readers & not ashamed of being so.”1 They read together in the evenings. Her older brothers put on theatricals in the barn for family and friends, and probably let their littlest sister take small roles. She had full access to her father’s large library of five hundred books and read voraciously for someone not required to by a strict schoolmaster. She knew the poetry of the era, read Henry Fielding and Samuel Richardson, devoured history and best sellers alike. She studied French and Italian and even picked up a little Latin from her brothers, who were taught the classics. Jane’s quick mind loved to read and loved to learn.

It’s hard to believe that the English novel ever had a beginning, that there was ever a time when novels didn’t exist, but such is the case. Books were things of truth, about thoughts and ideas, or about the real lives of real people. Not until 1719, roughly fifty years before Jane was born, did books take on another form. With the publication of Robinson Crusoe, Daniel Defoe introduced a new kind of book: a book that told made-up stories. Suddenly, books could be whimsical and fantastical and fictional—or as some saw it, untrue. I like to think of the first novels as the reality TV of their day. People might have turned to them as a guilty pleasure, but they wouldn’t have necessarily admitted it, at least not in the best society. (How wonderful, then, that the Austen family embraced novels, and were “not ashamed” to do so. From the beginning, Jane was in an environment that allowed her gifts to flourish.)

As you can imagine with the birth of this new art form, there were growing pains. Many novels were ponderous and weighty with long sections unrelated to the story. (These thousand-page tomes were so long that they are now nearly unreadable to modern audiences.) When her own “light & bright & sparkling” Pride and Prejudice came out, Austen joked that perhaps it needed “to be stretched out here & there with a long Chapter … of solemn specious nonsense … an Essay on Writing, a critique on Walter Scott, or the history of Buonaparte …”2 In addition, many protagonists in these new novels were impossibly contrived. Heroines especially were of such perfect character that they never made any mistakes; they were lily white and untouchable, and their adventures were incredibly unrealistic as well.

I have no doubt that Jane read them and knew in her heart that she could do better. What a strange and unbelievable thing, when you think about it, for a plain girl from the country with little education to think that she could tackle a relatively new art form and set it right. But that is just about what she did. She wrote her stories, and not only gave us the beautiful characters we love but also changed the course of literature. She focused on real people, in real living situations, with real faults. She made them compelling. She captured their quirky characters so that even today we recognize them. She kept them short (I hear English Lit students groaning, but yes, compared to Richardson, Austen’s novels are short, so count your blessings), and “sparkling.” She showed us what fiction could be.

All because she nurtured her dreams.

FOLLOW YOUR LOVE. [image: art]


Austen started writing at age eleven, sharply funny stories that show her humor and confidence. She wrote because she couldn’t not write. It’s hard for us to imagine the strictures that were placed on women in the eighteenth century. We no longer wear corsets—unless you count Spanx—and we have no idea the kind of suffocating pressure society placed on a woman. Not only are we now allowed to vote and to work, but we’re allowed to be fully part of the world and to do things that some consider more masculine in nature—like joining the military or playing in a punk band. There’s no longer any requirement that we be ladies, so to speak, just because we are women. Not so for Austen. She was expected to be a lady, and a lady would never have written fiction. For one thing, from a religious standpoint, fiction’s value was questionable. But for another, it required far too great a knowledge of the world and of the frailties of human nature. No real lady should have had the knowledge necessary to write good fiction.

One of Jane’s favorite writers, Fanny Burney, burned every-thing she had written at the age of fifteen—including her first novel—because she was ashamed of her bad habit. It was so vulgar for a lady to write that Burney’s family urged her to quit. Burney continued writing, flouting the mores of the day. There was just something inside that had to come out, regardless.

Austen was very proper in other regards, but not so concerned about being proper that she ever considered giving up her writing. Societal pressures didn’t stop Jane. Her love—her writing, her characters—needed to be expressed and take form. Their life in her imagination wasn’t enough, they had to be shared with the world. Writing was a constant presence in Jane’s life. At her core, foremost, she was a writer. Thank God she didn’t ignore that great love.

BE BRAVE. [image: art]


It’s far easier to see our goals as a far-off possibility than to actually accomplish them. Perhaps it would have been easier for Jane not to write, especially in light of the way society viewed women writers. But how bereft would we be without Austen’s stories? What if she had never ventured to pick up her pen?

It takes a brave soul to move from dreaming to doing. I think part of what aided Austen’s bravery is that initially she saw writing not as work—not as the thing that would establish her forever in the annals of English literature—but as fun. She wrote to entertain herself and to make her family laugh. She didn’t have to worry about being successful, with all the pressure that brings, and she didn’t really need to worry about anyone outside her family circle learning that she wrote.


Still, it would have been very simple for Jane to sit in her home in the country, reading novels and thinking that someday maybe she would try that, but never actually doing anything about it. Her whole life could have gone by—except that she was brave enough to do what she really wanted to do.

Lizzy Bennet in Pride and Prejudice captures Austen’s spirit in many ways. I love the scene where Lady Catherine de Bourgh comes to the Bennet home to intimidate Elizabeth into never marrying Darcy. Elizabeth’s response is full of strength: “I am not to be intimidated,” she tells Lady Catherine. “I am only resolved to act in that manner, which will, in my own opinion, constitute my happiness, without any reference to you, or to any person so wholly unconnected with me.”3

Austen was not to be intimidated as well. Her own happiness in writing drove her to be brave enough to do it, regardless of what anyone else thought.

DO THE UNEXPECTED. [image: art]


If Jane Austen had done only what was expected of her, she would have left behind only some nice needlework. She would have quilted, gardened, helped her brothers take care of their growing broods of children, and sewn clothes for those in her family who needed them. She would have played the piano—which she did, though not terribly well, it seems. She would have helped to run the household. She would not have written six novels.


Perhaps women are more beholden to the expectations of others than men are. We like to please people, we don’t want our parents or husbands or children to be disappointed in us. We don’t want to cause friction. So we carry around this weight, and sometimes we let those expectations serve as the guiding force in our lives, more than what we sense to be our calling, more than our own gifts and talents and desires. As women, not only are we good at ferreting out others’ hopes for us, but sometimes we also simply assume what they are, without ever discussing them. It’s possible that when you break from the expected—when you step out of your given role to pursue your gifts—it won’t be the least bit unwelcome. After all, Austen’s pursuit of her own talent certainly wasn’t unwelcome, at least not to her family, who rejoiced in her writing.

Again, Austen gives this spirit of hers to many of her characters. Elizabeth Bennet, as Lady Catherine made clear, was not to marry Mr. Darcy. Anne Elliot, in Persuasion, had allowed herself once to be guided away from the man she loved, and wasn’t going to allow that again. Lady Russell expects her to love Mr. Elliot, but Anne constantly questions him, and in the end turns out to be right in her assessment of his character. In Mansfield Park, Fanny Price is supposed to take the very eligible offer of marriage from Henry Crawford, but even the expectations of her wealthy, sometimes domineering uncle will not force her into a relationship she’s not sure about. Austen makes it clear that the expectations of others are not necessarily the best guiding force for your life.


TREASURE THE PEOPLE WHO BELIEVE IN YOU. [image: art]


Society at large didn’t make it necessarily easy to do what Jane did, but she was fortunate to have a great amount of support at home.

Her dearest friend and biggest fan was her older sister, Cassandra. The only two girls in a family with six boys, they were close from the time they were very small. In fact, when the Austen parents decided to send Cassandra to a boarding school, they reluctantly sent Jane along as well, in spite of the fact that she was too young. As Mrs. Austen said, “If Cassandra’s head had been going to be cut off, Jane would have her’s [sic] cut off too.”4

Cassandra would have always known what Jane was working on and would have been the first to read it. Cassandra actually made it possible for Jane to be a writer by assuming most of the responsibilities around the home, allowing Jane time to write. As their mother aged and the girls took over the household, Jane’s only responsibilities were to handle breakfast and to manage the sugar, tea, and wine stores, which would have left Cassandra with considerably more work. We can presume that Jane didn’t keep any secrets from Cassandra, even about the career that she tried to hide from the rest of the world.

Jane’s father cheered her on from the very beginning. At least one of the notebooks in which Jane copied her early stories was a gift from her father, as was most likely the writing desk she used throughout her life, now on display at the British Library in London. Whether or not Jane would have been published without her father’s encouragement is an interesting question. It was Mr. Austen who first proudly and expectantly sent off one of Jane’s manuscripts (First Impressions, later to become Pride and Prejudice) to a publishing house in London.

In later years, Jane’s brother Henry—a charming, good-looking, well-connected, man-about town—took over all of her publishing negotiations and handled her professional affairs. Henry was so darn proud that he let slip that his very own sister was the author of the popular Pride and Prejudice, against Jane’s specific wishes. The other brothers loved and encouraged her as well, and Mrs. Austen couldn’t resist reading aloud from Pride and Prejudice to a neighbor immediately after its release. (Jane admired her enthusiasm but complained that she got the voices all wrong.)

There’s no doubt that Jane Austen’s books exist in large part because of the great support of her family. Jane loved them dearly, and was content to have them form the largest part of her social circle. Along with a few close friends, they were all Jane needed. The joy Jane’s family took in her writing no doubt gave her satisfaction, along with the freedom and desire to write more.

DO WHAT YOU WOULD BE WILLING TO BE POOR FOR. [image: art]


Perhaps this is the rub for our twenty-first-century selves. When Jane Austen started writing, she had no concept of making money at it. She wrote merely to entertain her family, with little thought of publishing. Surely as a twelve-year-old writing her Juvenilia stories that was the case.

Even when she first published at thirty-five, after many years of trying, she was required to pay for the publication of Sense and Sensibility herself. She didn’t have to actually lay out any money, but had the book failed, she would have been expected to make up the difference. She saved from her meager income to have enough of a cushion in case the book didn’t sell at all. Of the four novels published during Jane’s lifetime, three of them were essentially self-published or published on commission. Only Pride and Prejudice was purchased outright by the publisher. (And Jane would have made more money on that one had she self-published it.)

In her entire writing career, Jane Austen made roughly £670. As a young woman, she was used to receiving an annual allowance of £20 from her father, so the amount she made wasn’t insignificant, but neither was it life changing. She liked to joke and say things like, “I have now therefore written myself into £250.—which only makes me long for more.”5 I don’t think she would have complained about making more money, but I also don’t think she thought about it all that much. Her dream was simply to write. If she made money at it, so much the better.

In contrast, we seem to immediately associate our dreams with fame and fortune. In fact, we may mistake being famous and rich as being the ultimate dream. (Shame on us! Austen would love the ridiculousness that can lead to.) We assume that whatever brings us acclaim and lots of money will make us happy. But stop and consider: Are you doing something you would be willing to be poor for?

That’s a powerful thing, to break away from thoughts of money and do something simply because it fulfills you, because it’s what you were meant to do. If money were no object, if money didn’t exist, what would you do?

It’s important to love what you do for its own sake, rather than to love it because it makes you rich. Certainly that was the case with Austen. She made little money at it, but she kept writing because money—as nice as it would have been—wasn’t really the point.

PERSIST. [image: art]


Because we have hindsight, and we know what a huge literary star Jane Austen became, it’s tempting to sort of read her story backwards and assume that all of her literary life was a huge success. After all, if she truly is one of the greatest English writers (and she is), she wouldn’t have had any trouble getting published, right?

Oh, so wrong. Austen’s road to publication was full of travail. Without the encouragement of her family, she might have given up.

When a twenty-one-year-old Austen finished her second novel, First Impressions, she read it to her family in the evenings. They loved it. Her father loved it so much, he must have thought it was just as good as—better, even, than—other published novels, so he sent a letter describing it to a publisher in London. He asked what it would cost to publish it “at the Author’s risk,” or if the publisher might be willing to buy it. Said letter came back quickly to the Austen home with a note across the top, “declined by Return of Post.”6 Austen’s first foray into publishing was met with impersonal rejection.

Six years later, when Jane had finished her third book, Susan (later to become Northanger Abbey), her family cajoled and encouraged until she was once again willing to try for publication. Crosby & Co. in London gave her ten pounds (a pittance for a novel, even if it did amount to half of Jane’s annual allowance) for the manuscript and promised “early publication.”7 Jane’s brother Henry assisted with this deal and in all of her publishing negotiations from this point on, and I wonder if the Northanger Abbey manuscript might have been chosen because Henry Tilney—the witty, sharp hero of the novel—resembled Jane’s brother Henry himself.

At any rate, the promised “early publication” was a farce. Crosby & Co. advertised Jane’s novel but never published it. So Jane waited and waited, no doubt anxious and eager to see her first book in print.

She waited six full years, and still nothing. Unable to take it anymore, she sent a letter inquiring about her book and asking if the publisher needed another copy of the manuscript. Because the publisher did not know her name, she could sign the letter with any name she wanted. She chose Mrs. Ashton Dennis, and signed only with her initials—MAD. Crosby & Co. sent a horrible letter back, saying, “There was not any time stipulated for its publication, neither are we bound to publish it.”8 They offered to sell it back to her for the ten pounds they originally paid for it and told her that if she attempted to publish it elsewhere without first buying back the rights, they would “take proceedings to stop the sale.” After six years of waiting, now thirty-three years old, this kind of answer must have been more than disheartening.9

We don’t have a record of how Jane’s first successful publishing contract came to be, but we know that sometime in the winter of 1810–11, Jane received a contract for the very first novel she had written: Sense and Sensibility. There were still more inexplicable delays—this time in months, rather than years. Originally scheduled for release in May 1811, the book didn’t actually come out until the very end of October. At that point Jane was thirty-five and had been writing for nearly twenty-five years.

So yes, Jane Austen, one of the greatest writers in the English language, had a hard time getting published. It would have been very easy for her to give up, to just write her stories and read them to her family, to avoid the publishing world that had been harsh and cruel. She didn’t do that. She persisted.

TEMPER YOUR EXPECTATIONS. [image: art]


Another error we modern women tend to make—maybe this is strictly an American thing—is that when we begin to dream we have a tendency to assume that we will be wildly successful. We write a book thinking it will be a best seller. We move to Hollywood to become a star. We begin a company confident that we will sell it two years later for millions. We become lawyers and expect to someday sit on the Supreme Court. Jane would no doubt tell us to temper our expectations.

Marianne Dashwood in Sense and Sensibility with her romantic state of mind would understand entirely. You know, it’s possible to be romantic about things other than romance—to get carried away by wishes until they become expectations. This is precisely the way Marianne and her mother behaved. Jane tells us, “What Marianne and her mother conjectured one moment, they believed the next—that with them, to wish was to hope, and to hope was to expect.”10

Don’t you think we do that, too? Our wishes become hopes, which immediately become expectations. Our imaginations “outstrip … the truth”11 as Jane would say. Of course, all of Marianne’s unrealistic expectations center on marriage, but we have to consider the fact that those were the only expectations Marianne was allowed to have in that day and age. She had no hope of a career. She loved music and loved to play the piano, but would never have considered performing for money. I have no doubt that if Austen were writing today, she would find a lot of humor in the other ways we deceive ourselves and play the fool in our fame-and-fortune dreams.

Jane would urge us—in our relationships and in our pursuits—not to be foolish. The word foolish may not be in vogue any longer, but it was a concept that would have been very alive and well to Jane. Many of the arcs of her characters’ stories revolve around their own foolishness and the trouble it gets them into. Most of our dreams will require years of hard work that will often go unrewarded. Of course there are exceptions, but we would be wiser not to expect those. As an Austen girl your first goal should be to be wise.

Those who begin pursuing their dreams with ridiculously high expectations will likely not have the endurance to finish the course. Jane saw very little of her own fame during her lifetime. Had her expectations been too high—had she had her heart set on being known forever as one of the greatest English writers—she would no doubt have become discouraged and given up. Jane didn’t allow her heart to get carried away. She was prudent and wise. She worked hard and was grateful for every success, however small.

SHARE YOUR GIFTS WITH THE WORLD. [image: art]


So this sounds a bit daunting, no? When you follow your dream you will likely work very hard for very little money. You will face rejection—probably multiple times. Your talents and skills may never be recognized. Even within your own family, people may think you’re crazy. Like Jane, you may have cause to get MAD.

Yet, our blessed Jane has one final challenge for you when it comes to those dreams of yours: Share your gifts with the world. Had Jane not braved the publishing world that had proven to be so uncaring, her stories might have wound up as moldy manuscripts in the attic. They may have been passed down from one generation of Austens to the next, remembered only as the stories of their dear Aunt Jane. How much would the world have lost then?

Austen loved being published and the small amount of fame her books received. She joked about Walter Scott, beloved and best-selling writer: “Walter Scott has no business to write novels, especially good ones.—It is not fair.—He has Fame & Profit enough as a Poet, and should not be taking the bread out of other people’s mouths.—I do not like him …”12 But however much she liked to laugh about a little friendly rivalry with one of the best writers of the day and complain about her paltry income, her great joy was in the writing itself. When Pride and Prejudice was published, she called it “my own darling Child,”13 and of Sense and Sensibility, she wrote, “I can no more forget it, than a mother can forget her suckling child.”14 Jane’s precious books—her darling children—gave her great satisfaction.

[image: art]

It must be said that as an eighteenth-century girl Jane had one advantage over us: She had no need to work. As a woman in that era, she would never have been allowed to work, but that restriction meant that in whatever time she had to herself (and she had more of it because of her sister Cassandra’s help), she was free to write. We, on the other hand, hold down jobs that take increasingly more time to foot the bill for our apartments, cars, and groceries. We make our own meals—something Jane would rarely have had to do—and wash our own clothes and are entirely self-sufficient, which leaves us somewhat less time both for dreaming and for doing. It’s strange to think that, in that way at least, the eighteenth century actually had one advantage for women.

Jane’s other stroke of luck was that what she wanted to do—write stories—had only in the last fifty years become actually possible, or even thought of. And even though she wasn’t supposed to write since she was a woman, at least she could write in secret, in the privacy of her home. If Jane had yearned to be an accountant, that simply could never have happened. Our great advantage, of course, is that there’s very little we can’t do today. We have none of those eighteenth-century restrictions about what is proper for a lady and what isn’t. We have access to every realm of life. We are free to dream and do just about anything we want.

Jane would tell us above all things to be sensible, wise, humble, and brave—and to follow our hearts.
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