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For Christy, “such a Sister.”






Introduction

After more than two centuries, six novels, and countless adaptations of her life story and works, many fans believe they know Jane Austen. Born in 1775 in a Hampshire parsonage, Austen would go on to write classics, like Pride and Prejudice and Emma, that have made her one of the most important English novelists of all time. She created romantic plots that feature marriage, money, and society, and perfected that fictional resolution known today as the happily-ever-after. But you may be surprised to learn there is more to Jane Austen’s story than bonnets and handsome suitors….

In Pocket Portraits: Jane Austen, you’ll dig deeper into her life and works. Here, you’ll explore one hundred biographical vignettes that peer into the world of Jane Austen, from her early years in eighteenth-century England, to her lasting impact on pop culture. Uncover details about:


	
An engagement that lasted for just one day, and other disappointments in her own love life

	The publication of her first major success, Sense and Sensibility, under the mysterious byline “By a Lady”

	The challenges of displacement that followed her father’s death

	The countless letters that her sister burned after her passing… and theories surrounding why

	And much more



You’ll also find excerpts of her works, including her juvenilia as well as novels like Persuasion and Mansfield Park, and quotes from her correspondence with friends and family.

From Austen’s thoughts on high society, to how her bond with her own sister shaped the sisterhood of Sense and Sensibility’s Elinor and Marianne Dashwood, you’ll explore defining themes in her life through her works and surviving letters. Turn the page to unravel the life, the love, and the audacity of a young Regency woman who became one of the most celebrated authors of fiction and romance.
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A Single Mother Makes Her Way

For generations, members of Jane Austen’s family were hard workers. They had no choice: Her father, George Austen, had to look after himself from boyhood, as had his father and, before him, his grandmother, Elizabeth Austen.

Jane Austen’s great-grandmother, Elizabeth Austen (born Elizabeth Weller), was a gentleman’s daughter who married John Austen, the son of a wealthy cloth manufacturer, in 1693. They then moved to a manor house, Broadford, in Horsmonden and had seven children. When John died of tuberculosis in 1704, around the age of thirty-four (just one year before his own father), Elizabeth was left with a house full of children, some pre-marriage debts accumulated by her husband, and a deathbed promise from her relatives that she and her children would be looked after.

But that promise failed. Left on her own with the younger six children to provide for—the eldest would inherit the estate—Elizabeth took a step down the social ladder and hired herself as a housekeeper to the master of a schoolhouse. After selling her household silver and linens and taking up a post at the schoolhouse in Sevenoaks, Kent, she managed to settle her husband’s debts by 1708. She also arranged for her six children to get a solid education as part of her housekeeping position.

At a time when systems of inheritance, primogeniture, and coverture placed the lives of women largely in the hands of husbands or male relatives, Elizabeth successfully pursued one thing for her children that could get a young person by in the eighteenth century: education.

Elizabeth’s hardships were passed along to her son William and his son George, Jane Austen’s father (explored later in this book). But other things were also passed along, including Elizabeth’s belief in education and her strength of character. If Elizabeth Austen could have looked into a crystal ball and seen one hundred years into the future, she’d find her great-granddaughter, Jane Austen, similarly making use of hard work and education to improve her circumstances. And Jane’s work would include heroines who made use of those same resources: education, integrity—and imagination. But more on that later!


THE MORE YOU KNOW

Most of what is known of Elizabeth Austen’s ordeal comes from a compilation of family letters known as the Austen Papers. In order to generate income, Elizabeth wrote in a letter to her father, she had to sell her households goods, such as the “furniture of my best chamber, my [silver] plate and all the rest of my household linen.”

[image: ]








George and Cassandra

In 1775, a rectory near the village of Steventon in rural Hampshire was home to a lively household. The Reverend George Austen—grandson to Elizabeth—and his wife, Cassandra, were raising four sons and a daughter (also named Cassandra), with another daughter (to be named Jane) on the way. A fifth son, George, was being raised away from home, due to developmental disabilities including epilepsy and deafness. As biographer Claire Tomalin paints the picture, also being raised on the parsonage grounds and its surrounding farmland were crops of wheat, hops, and barley—all tended by George and Cassandra. Additionally, the Steventon rectory did the business of water hauling, linen washing, and keeping a vegetable garden, dairy cows, and a poultry yard.

But going back to the 1750s, you would find a young Cassandra visiting St. John’s College, Oxford, where her uncle was the prestigious Master of Balliol. One of the more impressive divinity students there was George Austen, known on campus as “the handsome proctor.” Largely left to fend for himself after the death of his father, George would find in an Oxford education a kind of landing place, providing the mentorship and support between the fellows of St. John’s College missing in his life so far. At the top of his class, he was ordained in 1755 during his time at the college, and served as the assistant chaplain and Junior Proctor, eventually receiving a Bachelor of Arts, and then a Master of Arts.

There’s no record of just how George and Cassandra crossed paths, though some believe her uncle may have introduced the two. However they met, marriage and family were somewhat of a luxury for younger sons of the eighteenth-century English gentry who didn’t inherit. So even though George had been ordained in 1755, George and Cassandra didn’t marry until he had obtained a “living” and taken up the post of rector of Steventon. On April 26, 1764, the handsome proctor and his bride were married at St. Swithin’s, in Bath. Mirroring their life to come, it was a practical affair: In attendance were a few family members. The service was officiated by a friend of the bride, who wore a red dress of sturdy wool, suitable for traveling, cut in the style of a riding habit.


THE MORE YOU KNOW

The Jane Austen’s House museum describes George Austen during his time at Oxford as: “Tall, slim, and good-looking with chestnut brown hair and bright, hazel eyes.” Cassandra Leigh was “clever and witty,” enjoyed writing poetry, and was born the fifth child of six. Clergy “livings” were incomes that were held by landowners and members of the gentry and aristocracy as patrons—many of the English Great Houses maintained one or two of them, as did Oxford and Cambridge Universities.
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A House Full of Boys

Jane Austen was born into an unusual household: Steventon rectory not only housed four brothers—James, Edward, Henry, and Frank—with their sister, Cassandra, but also doubled as a school for boys. Like George’s grandmother before him, the Austens would take in students and conduct lessons out of their home. They valued a strong education, and the Steventon parsonage was filled with books and a love for reading. Rev. Austen’s library held some five hundred volumes; the family spent many evenings reading together aloud from his collection. Austen refers in her letters to her father reading aloud in the evening and describes her family as “great novel-readers and not ashamed of being so.” All this made the Austen family a little ahead of their time in a key way: They valued imagination, novels, and education in service of a meritocracy.

Jane’s brothers James and Henry would both follow in their father’s footsteps to become fellows at St. John’s College, Oxford, while her youngest brothers, Frank and Charles, each entered the Naval College at Portsmouth at the age of twelve and rose through the ranks during his lifetime. As mentioned earlier in this book, the second-oldest brother, George, was developmentally disabled and was raised by family friends away from home. (George was deaf, which may be why Jane Austen appeared to know the deaf alphabet.) The third eldest brother, Edward, was adopted at the age of sixteen by distant cousins to be the heir to their estates, including Chawton and Godmersham.

Rev. and Mrs. Austen were creative and alert to how to leverage their resources and connections to benefit their family and provide for them. At a time when a meritocracy wasn’t really viewed as an ideal way of life for the gentry (or girls), Jane Austen’s girlhood played out against a backdrop of boys, books, and debate. Her upbringing included a rigorous education—not only in conventional subjects like history, literature, and language, but also in teasing and joking, an aspect of life at Steventon that would make a striking appearance in her early notebooks, and in a lifetime of letters and fiction writing to come!


THE MORE YOU KNOW

The Reverend George Austen wrote in a letter about Jane’s birth on December 16, 1775: “She is to be Jenny…” “Jenny” was christened by her father immediately, at home, just like her older brothers and sister had been. Biographer Claire Tomalin notes that Cassandra and her baby would have spent the early weeks of their life together in a four-poster bed of the first-floor bedroom, where Cassandra likely nursed her new baby for a good three months before possibly sending her out, as her siblings had been, for nurturing by a village family.
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Formal Education

Education is one of the most important themes in all of Jane Austen’s works, and it was also one of the most important topics of the eighteenth-century world she was growing up in. Jane Austen’s own experience with education was decidedly mixed: At the age of seven (1783), she and Cassandra were sent to Mrs. Cawley’s school in Oxford, where their brothers studied. But later that same year, Mrs. Cawley moved to Southampton, taking Jane, Cassandra, and their cousin Jane Cooper (Mrs. Cawley’s niece), with her. As writer Deirdre Le Faye wrote in her A Family Record, Southampton was full of British troops returning from sea—and bringing typhus fever with them. Both Cassandra and Jane became infected, and when Mrs. Cawley didn’t raise the alarm with their parents, Jane Cooper took it upon herself to write home. All three girls were rescued by Mrs. Austen and Jane’s mother, Mrs. Cooper. Tragically, once all were safe home, Mrs. Cooper, who had become infected herself, died.

Two years later, in the spring of 1785, the idea of education was renewed and the Austens planned to send Cassandra to school. According to family lore, Jane insisted on going as well and the two sisters attended Abbey House School in Reading, situated between Hampshire and Oxford, at the site of a ruined abbey. According to Le Faye, they learned literary arts, dancing arts, French, and needlework, all from Mrs. La Tournelle, whose real name was Sarah Hackitt and who didn’t speak a word of French. The girls also had plenty of time to chat with their friends and socialize among the house and gardens during their time at the boarding school. They returned home after one year at Abbey House School.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

Even though Jane Austen and her sister Cassandra had only a few years of formal education at the two boarding schools, Jane read widely, observed the characters of those around her, and worked to apply her wide readings to her life and art. In this pursuit, she had the benefit of a major influencer, writer, and thinker who was born sixteen years before her: Mary Wollstonecraft. A political philosopher, Mary Wollstonecraft called for equality in education practices in her 1792 A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. She demanded for women to not just be passive, elegant, pretty things, but to be educated and trained equally. Otherwise, she reasoned, what a waste of half the population and its resources!
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The Beautiful Cassandra

By the time Jane turned twelve years old (December 1787) she had begun to create stories and spoofs in a notebook labeled Volume the First. Among this first collection is a tribute titled “The beautifull [sic] Cassandra.” This was no ordinary tale: The young Jane was already lampooning the self-righteousness and grandiosity of the era’s sentimental novels. Her “beautifull” Cassandra steals pastries, knocks people over, and falls in love with a bonnet. In this short, condensed parody of a novel, the heroine ostensibly leads the life of a Regency young lady while overturning conventions—both of society and of novels.

Jane’s relationship with her sister, Cassandra Elizabeth Austen, inspired the tale of “The beautifull Cassandra.” The two siblings were close; in fact, most of the 161 surviving letters of Jane Austen are addressed to her older sister, discussing the visits, walks, balls, parties, and people the Austens encountered, and also Jane’s daily concerns, sarcasms, and judgments. The relationship and her writing of “The beautifull Cassandra” would eventually lead Austen to her first published novel: Sense and Sensibility. Explored further later in this book, Sense and Sensibility follows two sisters with different dispositions, each seeking love amid family and societal pressures, united by their shared values and affection.

By 1795, seven years after Jane wrote her tale, the “beautifull” real-life Cassandra traded in her passion for bonnets and embarked on an engagement to a young man named Tom, a former pupil at the rectory. Tom became the Reverend Tom Fowle, and set sail for the West Indies. But sadly, the engagement lasted barely two years: In 1797, Tom died near Santo Domingo and was buried at sea. Cassandra would never marry.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

Nearly all the juvenilia in Jane Austen’s notebooks are dedicated to her circle of family members, neighbors, and friends. In the parodic “The History of England,” Cassandra steps out as an artist to produce thirteen miniature portraits of England’s monarchs that resemble members of the Austen family more than the monarchs themselves in a mash-up of history, biography, and wit. The work is attributed to “a partial, prejudiced, & ignorant Historian,” with this parenthetical note: “There will be very few Dates in this History.”
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From “The beautifull Cassandra”

When Cassandra had attained her 16th year, she was lovely and amiable and chancing to fall in love with an elegant Bonnet, her Mother had just completed bespoke by the Countess of —she placed it on her gentle Head and walked from her Mother’s shop to make her Fortune.
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Introducing the Austen Family Barn Theater

At the same time that young Jane was writing her first stories about characters like the “beautifull” Cassandra, a fascinating character entered her real world. The setting was Steventon Rectory, Christmastime, 1787. The students at the rectory had left to spend the holidays with their families, and in their place the Austen family was hosting George’s sister Philadelphia and her daughter, Eliza (aka the Comtesse de Feuillide).

Eliza’s life to this point was like a Regency-era adventure narrative. When George and Philadelphia were left orphaned and mostly unprovided for by family, Philadelphia had few options as a woman in England. After being apprenticed to a milliner at the age of fifteen, she decided to travel to India. There she married a British employee of the East India Company, Tysoe Saul Hancock, and gave birth to Eliza. Born in Calcutta, India, and raised in London, France, and Germany, Eliza was accomplished in playing musical instruments, enjoyed dancing and the theater, and spoke multiple languages. She was also married to a count, and arrived at Steventon in 1787 with her French baby and heir, Hastings Francois Louis Eugène Capot de Feuillide. Jane and her siblings were enchanted by their older cousin and her adventurous life.

Together, Jane, her siblings, and Eliza transformed the Steventon barn into a theater and started to rehearse playwright Susanna Centlivre’s The Wonder: A Woman Keeps a Secret. This 1714 romantic comedy features a gregarious leading lady, Violante, secretly hiding her best friend, also the sister of her lover, Felix, to protect her from an overbearing father and his marriage plans for her. The result is Shakespearean shenanigans, hide-and-seek antics, jealousies, and confusions. The Austen family production cast Eliza as the flirtatious Violante. Opposite her was Henry—by all accounts charming, playful, and tall. These theatrics are believed to have made a big impression on Jane, who was already taking to her notebook, Volume the First, to pen her own stories of heroines, heroes, and courtship mishaps.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

Jane Austen’s early stories are dedicated to a few of the key players in the Austen family’s production of The Wonder: A Woman Keeps a Secret: her brother Henry; sister, Cassandra; and cousin Eliza. The loving, mocking dedications are now viewed by fans and scholars as valuable little gifts to time, showing in Jane a talent for humor, a fondness for in-jokes and shockers, and a lot of writing promise.
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“Henry and Eliza” and Henry and Eliza

The theatricals of the Austen family Christmases provided material for Jane’s notebook Volume the First. One tale particularly stands out: “Henry and Eliza.” This story features a beautiful heroine, Eliza, who deploys her considerable charms to successfully garner the support of a Lady Harriet, then cons her and runs away with this grand lady’s lover, Mr. Cecil. A short note is left for Lady Harriet: “MADAM/We are married and gone./HENRY AND ELIZA CECIL.”

In the coming months, the real Eliza would return to Paris, where France was experiencing a hard winter, with famine and starvation in the countryside. In July 1789, the storming of the Bastille would launch the French Revolution. Then, in 1793, war broke out between France and England, and by 1794, Eliza’s husband, Jean-François Capot de Feuillide, had been arrested and guillotined. After twelve years of marriage, and at the age of thirty-three, this lively cousin who had brought the outside world to the Steventon parsonage was a widow.

One year later, Henry, who had left Oxford just before his ordination to join the Oxfordshire Militia, was a lieutenant in a red coat. He sought out Eliza and proposed, only to be turned down. Two years after this, Eliza was courted by James Austen, only to eventually refuse him as well! However, in 1797, Henry and Eliza would find their way back to each other and marry, at St. Marylebone Parish Church in London. At the time of their marriage, Henry was twenty-six and Eliza thirty-six with access to an inheritance.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

Jane Austen’s cousin Eliza is thought to have been the inspiration for the lively, mercenary heroine of Lady Susan, Austen’s hilariously amoral, anarchic novella. Lady Susan Vernon is the ultimate anti-heroine: promiscuous, ruthless, and ambitious—even to the point of exploiting her daughter, the real heroine of this story.
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From “Henry and Eliza”

Eliza, being perfectly conscious of the derangement in their affairs, immediately on her Husband’s death set sail for England, in a man of War of 55 Guns, which they had built in their more prosperous Days. But no sooner had she stepped on Shore at Dover, with a Child in each hand, than she was seized by the officers of the Dutchess, and conducted by them to a snug little Newgate of their Lady’s which she had erected for the reception of her own private Prisoners.
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Volumes the Second and Third

Up through 1793, Jane Austen continued to write stories and comical sketches in a set of notebooks. Following Volume the First came Volume the Second and Volume the Third, which offered more parodic dedications to family members, sarcastic commentaries on the world around her, and chaotic plots. The stories were usually signed “Your most grateful humble Servant The Author”—or something similar.

Known by scholars today as the juvenilia, the contents of Austen’s notebooks are praised for their virtuosity and subversiveness. At first, they appear to imitate the flowery, melodramatic language of popular eighteenth-century writers like Samuel Richardson, Oliver Goldsmith, or Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, but time and again each story takes a swerve into absurdity, throwing aside conventional expectations in favor of the arbitrary, violence, adultery, and anarchy. The same themes of Richardson’s popular Pamela are there: virtue, friendship, a public-private self and correspondence, the education of women, morals, and love…. But Austen twists them with satiric humor similar to author Henry Fielding’s style in his parodic The History of Tom Jones, A Foundling.

One example is the parody from Volume the Second titled “A Letter from a Young Lady.” The letter begins “Many have been the cares and vicissitudes of my past life,” and then veers into absurdity: “I murdered my father at a very early period of my Life, I have since murdered my Mother, and I am now going to murder my Sister.” The narrator of this story weaves a wild tale of perjury, stolen inheritance, and fake courtship, then circles back with the ending lines: “I am now going to murder my Sister. Yours Ever, Anna Parker.”


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

One of Jane Austen’s works of juvenilia, Lady Susan, would be adapted into a 2016 film titled Love & Friendship. The director, Whit Stillman, says “that was probably a mistake,” since “Love & Freindship [sic]” was a different juvenile story by Austen. Regardless, it was a successful adaptation, starring Kate Beckinsale as the seductive Lady Susan Vernon. Beckinsale would also play Emma Woodhouse in a 1996 adaptation of Austen’s Emma.
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A Family of Writers

Jane’s family was involved with her literary pursuits and young Austen was encouraged in her art! In fact, Volume the Second contains an inscription Jane had written as a heading on the contents page: “Ex dono mei Patris,” which is Latin for “a gift from my father.” Given the volume’s content of family mix-ups, misunderstandings, and betrayals, some might assume this was sarcasm. But later, when Jane would pen her manuscript First Impressions (ultimately published as Pride and Prejudice), her father would send the manuscript to a publisher with a note requesting serious consideration of the anonymous work for publication. It would be “Declined by Return of Post,” but shows her family’s enthusiasm for her creations.

And vice versa: During the same time that Jane was writing her juvenilia, she is thought to also have been reading and reacting to her brothers’ articles in their satirical periodical, The Loiterer. Written between 1789 and 1790 while James and Henry were attending Oxford, these articles by the Austen brothers satirize both university life and the conventions of the novels of the era. The Loiterer promised a “Rough, but not entirely inaccurate Sketch of the Character, the Manners, and the Amusement of Oxford…” Content was provided by the Austen brothers with their friends and a cousin, Edward Cooper. Sixty issues were published in total, until James left university.

Sending up, satirizing, and reading novels appears to have been a beloved pastime of the Austen household. Eventually, Jane’s notebooks added up to about 74,000 words, created in a home that drew on playfulness and irreverence to challenge the ways people live and how life is depicted through story.


LITERARY CONNECTIONS

A pseudonymous letter in James and Henry Austen’s The Loiterer reads a lot like their younger sister’s sarcastic writing style. In this letter from “Sophia Sentiment,” the author complains that while visiting Oxford, she was “dragged through dirty chapels, dusty libraries, and greasy halls.” Though the true identity of Sophia Sentiment is still not confirmed, editor Christine Alexander found it likely enough to be a young Jane Austen that it’s included in an appendix to her collection of Austen’s juvenilia, Love and Freindship [sic] and Other Youthful Writings.
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Lady Susan

Jane Austen’s novella, Lady Susan, is estimated to have been written in 1794, when she was nineteen years old, and beginning to move from her notebooks of teen writings into story writing. The structure for Lady Susan follows a letter-writing (epistolary) format, detailing the story of one very awful mother, Lady Susan Vernon. A recent widow, Lady Susan is a known flirt in England, blatantly pursuing lovers like the married Mr. Manwaring. And now she’s going after the young, dashing, well-born, and well-intentioned Reginald De Courcy, while simultaneously trying to marry off her intelligent daughter Frederica to an older, rich aristocrat. Meanwhile, Frederica has feelings for Reginald De Courcy herself!

The story, which unfolds through the correspondence of Lady Susan with various friends and family members, has all of Austen’s favorite themes from her later novels—taking them to the utmost extreme. Austen uses irony, parody, and humor (which will become her trademarks) to force readers to look deeper into marriage customs, outward status symbols, class hierarchies, and outrageously bad behavior.

It all works out fine in the end for Lady Susan (and her daughter). Lady Susan marries Sir James, her daughter’s unwanted suitor, while Frederica stays at Churchill with her true love interest, Reginald De Courcy. In the conclusion of this story, readers can see a transition from the more random structures of her juvenilia to the tightly constructed narratives of her later novels. The conclusion of Lady Susan showcases characteristics that will become key to all of Austen’s endings—including an outcome that avoids extremes; a move toward elegant syntax (“She had nothing against her, but her Husband, and her Conscience”); a reference to information and belief (“The World must judge from Probability…”); and an aside from the narrator, directly addressing the reader (“Whether Lady Susan was, or was not happy in her second Choice—I do not see how it can ever be ascertained—”).


THE MORE YOU KNOW

The novella Lady Susan was written out in a “fair copy,” or a final, corrected copy possibly with an intention to publish the story around 1805. But the story wouldn’t be published until 1871, in the second edition of Austen nephew James Edward Austen-Leigh’s A Memoir of Jane Austen. It included unpublished writings such as the original ending of Persuasion, the abandoned novel The Watsons, and the novel fragment known as Sanditon. While gathering materials for his memoir, James Edward corresponded with his sister, Austen niece Caroline Lefroy, who wrote that she preferred that the later teenaged writings like Lady Susan not to be published, calling them “betweenities.”
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From Lady Susan, Letter 31

Lady Susan to Mrs. Johnson

Upper Seymour St.

My dear Friend,

That tormenting creature Reginald is here. My Letter, which was intended to keep him longer in the Country, has hastened him to Town. Much as I wish him away however, I cannot help being pleased with such a proof of attachment. He is devoted to me, heart and soul—He will carry this note himself, which is to serve as an Introduction to you, with whom he longs to be acquainted. Allow him to spend the Evening with you, that I may be in no danger of his returning here.—I have told him that I am not well, and must be alone—and should he call again there might be confusion, for it is impossible to be sure of servants.—Keep him therefore I entreat you in Edward st.—You will not find him a heavy companion, and I allow you to flirt with him as much as you like.
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