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Introduction 

In the “Biographical Notice of the Author” that was published with two of Jane Austen’s novels after her death, Henry Austen said that his sister’s “was not by any means a life of event.” For a long time this was the popular view of Jane Austen—as a genteel old maid, removed from the hurlyburly of the great world. In recent years we have seen a reconsideration and a revision of this position. The greatest novelist who ever lived in fact saw—at close range—and experienced quite a lot in her too-short life. She was touched by crime, imprisonment, execution, bankruptcy, early and tragic death (again and again), broken engagements, and, on the happier side, deep love and great admiration. In this book we shall see how 101 aspects of Jane Austen contributed to the creation of the most perceptive and enjoyable novels ever written: Northanger Abbey, Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, Emma, and Persuasion. Additionally, we shall explore many wonderful shorter pieces by Austen that most people don’t even know about.

What makes Elizabeth Bennet, Emma Woodhouse, and their sister heroines so endlessly fascinating? Some clues can be found in the fascinating life of their creator!





PART 1 

Birth of a Heroine 



1 THE AUSTENS OF STEVENTON 
 Can anything in Jane Austen’s family background account for her literary genius? She was born at home in the Steventon parsonage, Hampshire, England, on December 16, 1775, the seventh child of the Reverend George Austen and his wife, Cassandra (née Leigh). One more child would follow Jane three and a half years later—a boy. Jane would then have six brothers and just one sister, the beloved Cassandra. The large family lived on a clergyman’s small salary supplemented by earnings from the boys’ school run by Mr. and Mrs. Austen. The rectory was also a working farm, with fields of crops, a dairy, and a poultry yard. In a child-rearing arrangement quite different from our own, the Austen children were sent to foster mothers (possibly wet nurses) in the village a few months after birth and then returned to the parsonage after around a year or eighteen months. The Austens certainly didn’t neglect the children they sent away: They visited them daily when possible. It may seem odd—and cold—to us, but attitudes toward children were different then, and the Austens were in fact very loving parents.

In addition to the two girls, Cassandra and Jane, there were the six Austen boys: James, George, Edward, Henry, Francis (known as Frank), and Charles. The second son, George (named after his father), was the only one who never returned from his foster family. He suffered from some kind of affliction—we do not know exactly what sort—and did not develop normally. He is not much discussed in family documents—at least not in the ones that have survived—but he was well cared for in the Hampshire village of Monk Sherborne along with Mrs. Austen’s brother Thomas, who also was unable to care for himself, and George lived to the good age of seventy-two.

The other children were healthy and bright (to say the least!) and the parsonage must have been a lively place when the whole family was there together. Although nothing in this picture can explain Austen’s genius, we can find traces of her early life in the parsonage throughout her writings.  We see in the novels just how important family life is to Austen, and how parents and siblings have such a powerful influence on her young heroines, whether for good or evil, happiness or misery. We see also the deep attachment some of those heroines have to the place they call home. But even after their time with their foster families had ended, the two little Austen girls, to their sorrow, did not always live at home in the cherished company of their parents and brothers, and some of Austen’s heroines also feel the pain of enforced separation from home. Where did Jane and Cassandra go? We will find out where they were sent, and why.



2 BLOODLINE OF A  GENIUS
 What was Jane Austen’s lineage? On her mother’s side it was somewhat grand, at least if you take into account the extended family—as her mother certainly did. Mrs. Austen was very proud of her high connections. She was born Cassandra Leigh, and many of the Leighs had become nobility themselves or married into the aristocracy. Moreover, her uncle Theophilus Leigh held the esteemed position of Master of Balliol College at Oxford University. Mrs. Austen was certainly clever enough herself to justify a suspicion that Jane’s intellect was the greatest manifestation of a Leigh trait.

Jane Austen’s uncle James inherited a fortune from a different uncle— not Theophilus—and would therefore change his name to Leigh-Perrot. (As we will see, such name changes occur with some frequency in Austen’s family.) Jane’s maternal grandfather was, less grandly, the parish priest in the village of Harpsden.

One of Mrs. Austen’s relations was the owner of Stoneleigh Abbey, a large estate in Warwickshire on the beautiful banks of the Avon. In 1806 Mrs. Austen would take Jane and Cassandra there while on a round of visits to cousins. Mrs. Austen wrote glowingly of the place to her daughter-inlaw Mary back at Steventon, and her letter contains just the sort of joke that might have come from Jane herself. The house is so grand and the hallways such a maze that Mrs. Austen declares, “I have proposed his setting up directing Posts at the angles.” That combination of dryness and silliness is pure Austen!

George Austen, Jane’s father, was orphaned young and had no such ties to the aristocracy, but he did have a very rich uncle, Francis Austen,  who assisted him financially. George was intelligent and hardworking, attending St. John’s College, Oxford, on a scholarship. He was ordained a priest in the Church of England at the age of twenty-four. The Reverend Austen returned to St. John’s to be an assistant chaplain, and was soon to be known there as “the handsome Proctor.” He married Cassandra Leigh on April 26, 1764, at the old church of St. Swithin in Bath. Before moving into the rectory at Steventon, where Jane would be born, the pair set up housekeeping in the parsonage of the neighboring parish of Deane, where Mr. Austen would also later become rector.

As the evidence of their large family of intelligent, ambitious, and ultimately successful children shows, Jane Austen’s parents did an extraordinary job of bringing up children in that modest rectory. As for her mother’s noble blood—well, we shall see how the subject of nobility is treated in Austen’s novels.



3 LATE- EIGHTEENTH- CENTURY ENGLAND: AUSTEN AND REVOLUTION 
 Jane Austen is usually called a nineteenth-century writer, and with good reason: Her novels were either written or revised—and they were all first published—in that century. But most of her life (twenty-five of forty-one years) was lived in the prior century, and the events and literature of that time are so influential in her work that we might be justified in calling her an eighteenth-century writer as well. So what was the last quarter of that century in England like? The world of Austen’s youth witnessed two of the  most significant events in history: the American and French Revolutions, beginning in, of course, 1775 and 1789. England, we might note, managed to avoid a revolution of its own, but it felt the effects of the revolutionary tide: There were riots and other expressions of discontent with the status quo and of sympathy with the radical sentiments.

As we shall see, the violence of the French Revolution would hit close to home for the Austens. With Jane’s brothers Frank and Charles in the Royal Navy and Henry in the Oxford Militia, England’s war with France in the 1790s would strike even closer, making world affairs the direct, heartfelt concern of the family. Cassandra Austen would be devastated by her fiancé’s participation in that war.

Few periods of history are as fascinating to most people today as the Napoleonic era. As Caroline Austen wrote of her aunt Jane, “Anyone might naturally desire to know what part such a mind as her’s had taken in the great strifes of war and policy which so disquieted Europe for more than 20 years.” And yet, she continues, “In vain do I try to recall any word or expression of Aunt Jane’s that had reference to public events.” Caroline’s brother James-Edward writes of their aunt: “The politics of the day occupied very little of her attention, but she probably shared the feeling of moderate Toryism which prevailed in her family.”

Still, some elements of war and other political matters turn up in the novels. Soldiers and sailors certainly make their appearances and even discuss their military duties. Mr. Wickham and his fellow militia officers play an important role in Pride and Prejudice. Additionally, in Persuasion, a comparison is made between men of old and new orders, and Austen’s  sympathy is clearly on just one side—that of the largely self-made sailors rather than the privileged aristocracy—so perhaps we can infer some political commentary there. Austen does comment explicitly on the behavior of England’s Prince Regent in her letters.

But how important are world affairs overall in Austen’s writings?  Many twentieth-century critics made much of the mention of slavery in several places in her books because of the seemingly overt political nature of those references. Austen’s attitude toward the French Revolution also has been debated. But the fact is that though political and military matters make appearances in her writing, Austen’s primary concern is not with them. The political themes of the wider world—including revolution and liberation—show up in the novels as they relate in particular situations to women and marriage, women and work, women and independence, women and money—but they have been very much refined and domesticated.

We do not read Austen to learn about political history. In fact, her novels could not be further from the “real solemn history” Catherine Morland, the heroine of Northanger Abbey, finds so dreary: “The quarrels of popes and kings, with wars or pestilences, in every page; the men all so good for nothing, and hardly any women at all; it is very tiresome.” Austen’s interest lies, rather, in creating new worlds with dazzling language, drawing her inspiration not from wars and pestilences but from—as she puts it so nicely in Emma—“all those little matters on which the daily happiness of private life depends.”



4 BEAUTIFUL HAMPSHIRE
 With all her intellectual sophistication and a satirical wit that would have shone in the most urbane of London salons, and despite the pleasure she found in visiting London and other cities, Jane Austen was at heart a country girl. She deeply loved the Hampshire countryside where she grew up, and she was overjoyed to return to the country once again in later life. Like her heroines, she was a great walker, and country walking is much more pleasant exercise than city walking—at least when the roads are dry. When the roads were wet, the Austen girls wore “pattens”—inelegant but practical overshoes designed to keep the feet dry on sloppy roads. Austen’s pleasure in this activity calls to mind Pride and Prejudice, in which Elizabeth Bennet, another witty country girl, walks alone to Netherfield, “jumping over stiles and springing over puddles with impatient activity, and finding herself at last within view of the house, with weary ancles, dirty stockings, and a face glowing with the warmth of exercise.”

The Steventon rectory was, after all, a farm, with all the elements of one. Jane must have been particularly familiar with her mother’s domain: the garden, dairy, and poultry yard. Indeed, her letters and novels reveal an intimate acquaintance with the natural world, and with the pleasures and inconveniences of each season in the country.

The society around Steventon also afforded Jane great pleasure, and her novels are focused on country rather than town society. As she very famously wrote to her niece Anna, who was writing a novel herself, “You are now collecting your People delightfully, getting them exactly into such  a spot as is the delight of my life;—3 or 4 Families in a Country Village is the very thing to work on.”

Yes, Jane Austen loved Hampshire, and the county now returns the favor: She is its favorite child, and the places significant in her life are venerated. Interestingly, however, Austen did not actually set her novels in rural Hampshire (although the town of Portsmouth appears in a most unflattering light in Mansfield Park). The place that was everything in her life does not appear—at least not undisguised—in her art.



5 A  FAMILY MEMBER MEET THE GUILLOTINE
 Betsy Hancock was the daughter of Mr. Austen’s sister Philadelphia and her husband, Tysoe Saul Hancock. She was fourteen years older than her cousin Jane, in whose life she would play a very large role, particularly from 1797 on. But that part of the story will be told later. Eliza, as she later chose to be called, had a fascinating life even before that time—one that passed far beyond the limited geographic boundaries of her famous cousin’s life.

Betsy was born in India in 1761. Her mother had gone there nine years earlier, as many young women did at the time, to improve her chances of finding a well-to-do husband. There is some speculation that Hancock was not the father and that Phila had been having an affair with the prominent trader and civil servant (later to be Governor-General) Warren Hastings.  The truth is not known in this matter, but Hastings would take a lifelong  interest in his godchild Betsy, conferring a large gift of money upon her after the death of Hancock. (And, in a strange turn of events, Hastings’s only son, George, would die while under the care of the Austens.) Already we see that Eliza’s life was not quite run-of-the-mill!

Eliza and her widowed mother lived abroad, staying for a time in Paris, where she moved in the highest circles—so much so that she was able to describe Marie Antoinette’s outrageously opulent Turkish dress at a ball. At the age of nineteen she married a handsome French officer named Jean François Capot de Feuillide, a captain in the Queen’s regiment. He was not in fact a member of the nobility, although Eliza would claim for him the title of “count” and for herself, naturally, “countess.” Although not nobility, Jean Capot de Feuillide was a fervent royalist. A fervent royalist was not a good thing to be in the vicinity of the guillotine! In 1794 he was arrested for attempting to bribe an official of the Republic with the aim of assisting a marquise who had been imprisoned for conspiracy. On February 22, 1794, he was condemned to death and immediately sent to the guillotine.

In her writings Jane Austen loved to satirize popular stories, in which wildly romantic and improbably melodramatic events were presented as the ordinary doings of daily life. Yet, she knew from the personal experience of her close, dear cousin Eliza that sometimes real life was indeed more extravagant—and terrible—than fiction.



6JANE’S EDUCATION
 It has been mentioned that Jane Austen’s stay with a foster family was not the only cause of her extended absence from home when she was a child. When Jane was only seven she was sent away to boarding school.  The school was run by Mrs. Cawley, the widowed sister of Mrs. Austen’s brother-in-law Edward Cooper, who was married to her sister Jane. Jane Austen’s sister, Cassandra, was sent there too, along with eleven-year-old Jane Cooper. So, it was quite a family affair in its way, this school business.  And, in further explanation for sending Jane and Cassandra there, it has been speculated that the girls’ bedroom would have been more efficiently and economically used to put up boys who attended the Austens’ school.  One more reason given for what (again) seems to us a rather hardhearted treatment of such a young girl is that Jane was deeply attached to Cassandra, and would have been distressed by a long separation from her beloved elder sister. No doubt this is true, but she must have been very homesick even with her sister by her side.

In 1783 Jane went to Mrs. Cawley’s school in Oxford, which was soon moved to Southampton. Troops returning to the port city from abroad brought a fever with them that year, and all three girls caught it. They became so ill that they were removed from the school and taken home again. The girls recovered, but so serious was the infection that Mrs. Cooper died from it. (Imagine how close the world came to losing one of its greatest writers before she had written a word of her masterpieces!) The Austen girls spent the next year at home.

After this respite, the sisters were sent off again to a different school. This one was called the Abbey School, run by Sarah Hackitt, who had a cork leg and went by the fancier name of Mrs. (or Madame) La Tournelle— although she did not speak French. One cheerful episode from this time occurred when the girls’ brothers, eighteen-year-old Edward Austen and sixteen-year-old Edward Cooper—for cousin Jane Cooper was at this school also—kindly took their little sisters out to dinner at a local inn.

Girls’ schools at the time were generally unimpressive at best, and at worst resembled the nightmarish Lowood of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. This second institution was a more wholesome place than the first, but it isn’t supposed that Jane learned much in either school—perhaps some dancing, piano, French, spelling, and needlework at Mrs. La Tournelle’s— but she did manage to survive to return once more, after a year, to her beloved Steventon home. Jane’s formal schooling was at an end.

Girls’ schools make several appearances in the novels, and Austen never has much good to say about them as institutions of learning, although she shows sympathy for the women who work in them. Mrs. Goddard, who runs the boarding school Harriet Smith attends in Emma, treats her boarders with great kindness, but she cannot be doing much for their minds. A much harsher reference to such places appears in the fragment of a novel Austen began that we know as The Watsons. Emma Watson protests that she “would rather be a teacher at a school (and I can think of nothing worse) than marry a man I did not like.” Her sister Elizabeth replies, “I would rather do anything than be a teacher at a school. . . . I have been at  school, Emma, and know what a life they lead you; you never have.” This exchange also certainly shows that many women were faced with nothing but bad options when it came to figuring out how to provide for themselves in life.

Elizabeth Bennet tells Lady Catherine that she and her sisters “were always encouraged to read.” So was Jane, who resembles her heroine in having made good use of her father’s library. “Home schooling” seems to have done the trick for the world’s greatest novelist. Jane loved to dance and play the piano, and was good with a needle. Proficiency in needlework was an important skill for every woman in those days. However, young Jane’s reading by far made up the most significant part of her education.



7BOYS EVERYWHERE: HOW DID THIS SINGLE WOMAN WRITE SO PERCEPTIVELY ABOUT MEN?
 With five brothers at home and just one sister, Jane was growing up in quite a masculine household. Moreover, her parents ran a school for boys in their home. Is it any wonder Jane Austen was able to depict the behavior of men with such accuracy, and their feelings with such sympathy?

We see how much the dispositions and preferred pastimes of spirited boys must have appealed to the young Jane in the characters of some of her heroines. Catherine Morland, the heroine of Northanger Abbey, is in fact what we would call a tomboy: “She was fond of all boys’ plays, and greatly  preferred cricket not merely to dolls, but to the more heroic enjoyments of infancy. . . . she was moreover noisy and wild, hated confinement and cleanliness, and loved nothing so well in the world as rolling down the green slope at the back of the house.” As many have pointed out, there is just such a slope at the back of the Steventon rectory. Although Catherine will soon develop a passion for books, at fourteen she prefers “cricket, base ball, riding on horseback, and running about the country” to reading. (Notice that Catherine is playing “base ball” long before its reputed invention in America in the nineteenth century!) In Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth Bennet also shows some tomboyish inclinations when she tramps three miles through the mud to Netherfield Park to visit her sick sister. Rather than moving slowly with ladylike calm, she and Catherine both run excitedly at times, with boyish energy.

Austen also shows an especially perceptive understanding of men’s behavior. Just as they are today, women in Austen’s day were suspicious of men’s motives when their actions resulted in ladies having their feelings hurt or their pride wounded or, indeed, their hearts broken. Women were—as they are today—quick to blame the intentional cruelty of their seducers. Elizabeth Bennet is angry that Mr. Bingley seems to have led her sister Jane to believe he had a serious interest in her only to disappear from the neighborhood as if he had never shown a decided preference for her—and in public! Jane Bennet’s more generous impulse is to give men the benefit of the doubt, as we see in this exchange between the sisters:

“We must not be so ready to fancy ourselves intentionally injured. We must not expect a lively young man to be always so guarded and circumspect. It is very often nothing but our own vanity that deceives us. Women fancy admiration means more than it does.”

“And men take care that they should.”

“If it is designedly done, they cannot be justified; but I have no idea of there being so much design in the world as some persons imagine.”

Jane’s position is admirably free of bitter resentment and personal bias and, indeed, later Elizabeth herself will see Mr. Bingley’s behavior in this matter “cleared of all blame” by Mr. Darcy’s letter.

In Persuasion, Anne Elliot goes beyond Jane Bennet’s reasonable yet modest defense of Bingley and all men: During her conversation with Captain Harville in which the two are comparing the constancy of men and women in love, Anne says, “I should deserve utter contempt if I dared to suppose that true attachment and constancy were known only by woman. No, I believe you capable of every thing great and good in your married lives.” Again and again Austen shows her own belief in the greatness and goodness of men, as well as her understanding of their feelings and motives. She does not excuse bad behavior where it truly exists but shows how labels are incorrectly affixed to men’s motives, both good and bad.  Women are so very often deceived by their own vanity in their judgments of these very different creatures.



8PUTTING ON PLAYS
  Lacking most of the forms of amusement with which we entertain ourselves today, the lively, imaginative Austen children added something more ambitious to the usual books, musical performances, and card games that might have entertained their contemporaries during an evening at home: amateur theatricals. James, the eldest son and a serious writer, composed the prologues and epilogues for their performances of plays ranging from fine comedy to melodramatic tragedy. Richard Sheridan’s The Rivals and Henry Fielding’s Tom Thumb are examples of the former, Thomas Francklin’s Matilda of the latter. One Christmas they even turned the barn into a real theater—meaning one with painted scenery—and continued to put on new plays even after the holiday.

Eventually James would turn his attention to writing of a different sort, and after 1788 there does not seem to have been any more theatrical activity at Steventon. But surely Jane had been greatly entertained by her older brothers’ and cousins’ performances (both Eliza and Jane Cooper had participated), and perhaps she had even played small roles herself. Her early writing shows a taste for drama and, not surprisingly, a wonderfully wicked aptitude for parodying the “melodramatic” style of so many offerings in the genre. The dialogue in the novels this young girl would go on to write often gives the impression it would be right at home on a stage: The characters’ speech tells the story without needing any narrative to assist it. Moreover, the brilliant comic dramatists of the eighteenth century clearly appealed to Jane’s sense of humor and influenced her style of wit.

Given Jane’s experience with theatricals at Steventon and her obvious pleasure in learning from and playing with the genre, the response of her heroine Fanny Price to the planned performance of Lovers’ Vows in Mansfield Park is especially puzzling to many. Even without knowledge of this biographical detail, most readers today (and for a long time now) have found Fanny’s revulsion at the idea of the adult Bertam children and their friends putting on a play at Mansfield extremely and absurdly priggish. Of course, such activity would certainly show a lack of respect for Sir Thomas in his absence, particularly given the possibly dangerous circumstances of his travels. In addition, the situations and language of the female parts to be taken by the young Bertram women are rather risqué. Fanny is also justified in believing that Sir Thomas would find objectionable the transformation of his billiard room into a theater and his children into thespians, particularly given the involvement of outsiders like the Crawfords and Mr.  Yates in the proceedings. (Indeed, when he returns to discover the scheme he extirpates all traces of it, right down to burning every unbound copy of the play in the house.) Furthermore, most people would no doubt sympathize with Fanny’s terrified objection to acting herself, given that fear of public speaking ranks right up there with death when people are asked about their greatest fears. But when Fanny so clearly appreciates Henry Crawford’s abundant acting talent, and has actually acknowledged that she would be gratified to see a performance if it were not for these other considerations, it is hard for most readers to understand her position. The question of why Austen should give her heroine this role of killjoy in the context of home theatricals when Austen’s own family took such great  delight in them is a source of endless wonder and debate among critics and “lay” readers alike.



9BROTHER EDWARD’S FAIRY-TALE GOOD FORTUNE

 In May of 1779 the third Austen boy, Edward, was twelve years old. Thomas Knight, a distant Austen cousin (and the landlord of .Steventon) visited the parsonage with his new wife, Catherine. Apparently they became so fond of Edward that they asked permission to take him with them as they continued their “honeymoon” travels. This seems to have been the beginning of their extraordinary attachment to the boy, which culminated in their actually adopting him a few years later. The Knights were very wealthy and since they were also childless, Edward stood to inherit their fortune, including several large estates.

Once again, this may seem to show a cold-heartedness toward their children on the part of the Austens—another chance to give them away as they did when they sent them as infants to foster families in the village— but the truth is that the adoption scheme was a great success in every way. The Knights were not only wealthy, but good. Jane was very fond of Mrs. Knight, who was actually the writer’s only patron, giving her some kind of annual allowance. And Edward remained very close to the Austen family throughout his life. We may have Mrs. Knight to thank for Jane Austen’s novels on much stronger grounds than her bestowal of the “usual Fee” on Jane, for it was Edward’s inheritance that ultimately supplied Jane with the  comfort and security of the house in which she wrote and/or revised her novels: Chawton Cottage, one of the world’s greatest literary landmarks.

Jane makes use of the idea of the child who is adopted by wealthy relatives and keeps some sort of connection with his birth family in several stories, most notably Emma and Mansfield Park. In Emma, Frank Churchill is the son of Mr. Weston, who marries Emma’s governess, “poor Miss Taylor.” Frank has been adopted by his aunt and uncle, the wealthy Churchills, and—unlike Edward—does neglect his father with the inadequate defense that he is dependent on his adoptive family and dare not fail to comply with their wishes even when those wishes prevent him from fulfilling the other duty. But Frank is too attractive a character not to be forgiven for this lapse. Like Edward, he is, in Emma’s words, “the child of good fortune.” And Mrs. Churchill is a comic figure whose offstage death provides some of the novel’s many laughs:
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