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The novels of Jane Austen are lifelong possessions.  One reading is not enough. They can be taken up from time to time and re-read, neglected, forgotten, remembered, contemplated again and again.  Like any work of art, each novel has its own integrity, finesse and truth.  And yet its meaning and significance will be different from reader to reader and from reading to reading.

We took a trip to England in early 80’s when our kids were young teens and not yet at the age where they become embarrassed to be seen in public with their parents. We included a stay at Lyme Regis.  The Cobb was there, as well as the stone beach with its bathing machines and the old port village reached by a long descent from the hills behind.  Leigh remarked: “Oh, this is where Wentworth jumped Louisa down from the Cobb.”  That sent me right off to read Persuasion.  In that instance I think I was enjoying it mainly as a travelogue and, since that same trip included a memorably rainy day in Bath, Persuasion holds up quite well for me as a reminiscence of that happy trip.

Perhaps because I knew I would have to do a paper about it, I had quite a different response to my most recent reading of Persuasion.  This time, I was struck by what seemed major differences from Austen’s earlier works and I felt an immediate compulsion to take up and re-read Pride and Prejudice.  This paper will focus on what I found.

“It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.”

Here is the marvelous, epigrammatic beginning to Pride and Prejudice.   It announces the husband-hunting theme of the novel – and, lets face it, of almost all of Jane Austen’s work.  It also strikes the very particular narrative tone that carries through the work.  This is mildly satirical comedy, of an understanding, even affectionate, sort and with a wink of sly self-deprecation.  Thus is launched the tale of Elizabeth Bennett’s education and testing and eventual moral triumph in being paired with the right man.  The cast of characters is a vast array: the wise, the foolish; the virtuous, the villainous; the deep, the shallow; in seemingly all possible combinations and permutations.  The characterizations are crisp, economical and telling; these people are understood and recognized some 200 years later.  The assurance and brilliance of Pride and Prejudice still astonishes me.

Persuasion is a much later work than Pride and Prejudice, although I use “much” in a relative sense given the shortness of Jane Austen’s life.  Some see a mellow, autumnal tone in Persuasion, as of an author in her twilight years.  I do not go quite that far.  Good heavens!  She was only 40 when she wrote it – a mere child by Novel Club standards.  Nonetheless, there is something different here compared to her earlier novels, the rest of which, it seems to me, are cast more in the Pride and Prejudice mold.

First off in Persuasion, we note that the beginning epigram has been omitted and we go right to the devastating portrait of Sir Walter Elliot, perhaps the silliest, shallowest character of the novel.  Deeply ironic in tone, the first chapter sketches Elliot family life and its economic and genealogical situation and introduces from Sir Walter’s perspective first the haughty eldest sister and then the two younger sisters:

“His two other children were of very inferior value.  Mary had acquired a little artificial importance, by becoming Mrs. Charles Musgrove; but Anne, with an elegance of mind and sweetness of character, which must have placed her high with any people of real understanding, was nobody to either father or sister: her word had no weight; her convenience was always to give way; she was only Anne.”

Cinderella, move over.  Aside from the comic portraiture of Sir Walter’s vanity, there is no fun here at the opening, no sparkle of repartee, no delicate play of wit, no real forward movement.  It isn’t until the 4th chapter that Anne’s plight is fully revealed and we gather that she is to be the heroine.  The story does gradually pick up steam and comes to a just and happy ending, but not a joyous, exuberant ending.  By contrast, there seems to be a rational and moral inevitability to Pride and Prejudice from beginning to end – and even beyond the end.  It is impossible that Elizabeth and Darcy will not live happily ever after.

Do we feel the same about Anne and Captain Wentworth?    Events had proven that Anne made a disastrous mistake by breaking the first engagement.  The situation has only been righted by wonderful luck.  But does good luck lie ahead?  And, yes, it is clear they are a solid “item,” but there are some blemishes here.  The hurt and regret of the broken engagement may have been eased a bit by recognition of the part played by Lady Russell’s misguided “persuasion”, but the hurt and regret can never be entirely erased.  Also, the clock cannot be turned back to recapture the youthful exuberance that might have been theirs if they had just gone ahead and gotten married those many years ago.  The amiable and rollicking Admiral and Mrs. Croft are a charming counterpoint.  Married after only the briefest of engagements and seldom parted throughout his naval career, they are, even in middle age, tearing about the countryside overturning their gig willy-nilly.  Louisa comments: “If I loved a man, as she loves the Admiral, I would always be with him, nothing should ever separate us, and I would rather be overturned by him, than driven safely by any body else.”  Anne is never going to say that.  She and Captain Wentworth will have a good relationship, but one that is thoroughly tempered by reality.  Persuasion seems to lack the moral certainty that is the backbone of Pride and Prejudice: that Providence will surely reward Elizabeth and Darcy’s principled and rational decisions about their future.

To cite other contrasts that I see with Austen’s earlier novels: it seems to me that Persuasion is told more though direct dialogue.  The people speak more for themselves and there is less of the author telling us what to think about them.  In addition, at a couple of key points the characters’ bodily sensations are described more directly and with greater narrative consequence than I recall in earlier Austen novels.  When the characters actually touch one another and the narrator reports what it feels like, the effect is almost electrifying.

Louisa’s nubile high spirits are palpable in the account of her jump from the Cobb:

“There was too much wind to make the high part of the new Cobb pleasant for the ladies, and they agreed to get down the steps to the lower, and all were contented to pass quietly and carefully down the steep flight, excepting Louisa; she must be jumped down them by Captain Wentworth.  In all their walks, he had had to jump her from the stiles; the sensation was delightful to her.  The hardness of the pavement for her feet, made him less willing upon the present occasion; he did it, however; she was safely down, and instantly, to shew her enjoyment, ran up the steps to be jumped down again.  He advised her against it, thought the jar too great; but no, he reasoned and talked in vain; she smiled and said ‘I am determined I will.’ He put out his hands but she was too precipitate by half a second, she fell on the pavement on the Lower Cobb, and was taken up lifeless.”

Louisa’s heedless jump and injury is the fulcrum for the rest of the story.  Louisa, being grounded, is thrown together with Captain Benwick, and the aftermath of cares and concerns and comings and goings sets Anne and Captain Wentworth on a clear path to rediscovery of each other.

An earlier turning point is also signaled and emphasized by an event recounted in vivid somatic detail.  Anne is tending her little injured nephew Charles, when the other nephew Walter, “a remarkable stout, forward child, of two years old … began to fasten himself upon her, as she knelt, in such a way that, busy as she was about Charles, she could not shake him off. … Once she did contrive to push him away, but the boy had the greater pleasure in getting upon her back again directly.” [Remonstrations from Anne and an ineffective bystander cousin.]  “But not a bit did Walter stir.”

“In another moment, however, she found herself in the state of being released from him; someone was taking him from her, ... his little sturdy hands were unfastened from around her neck, and he was resolutely borne away, before she knew that Captain Wentworth had done it.”

“Her sensations on the discovery made her perfectly speechless.  She could not even thank him.  She could only hang over little Charles, with most disordered feelings.  His kindness in stepping forward to her relief – the manner – the silence in which it had passed – the little particulars of the circumstance – with the conviction soon forced upon her by the noise he was studiously making to the child that he meant to avoid hearing her thanks.”

Here is Captain Wentworth strongly, silently releasing her from unbearable discomfort and irritation.  The feeling of physical relief is overwhelming and makes her conscious, at least fleetingly, that Wentworth could also easily lift from her the oppression of her family situation and self doubts.

I am not ready to say that these ventures into sensual territory are a startling departure for Austen.  I do not regard her as a prude, but in this explicit linking of the sensual to the emotional and the use of such material as key drivers of the narrative, I think she oversteps the mark established by her earlier work.  These episodes are extremely skillful and satisfying and something new.

Other contrasts that I noted: I see Anne as a more complex heroine than those, like Elizabeth Bennett, who went before.  Anne is self-doubting at an emotional level and yet a cool decision maker in practical matters.  She is needier than she realizes (as witness the Little Walter episode just recounted).  Her moral fiber is just as strong as the best of Austen heroines, but she knows she can make mistakes. I also feel that the cast of characters here also includes a higher proportion of people I recognize as living, breathing individuals.

Jane Austen’s characters have always intrigued me for the range they display in their reality as individuals.  I think of them as forming a pyramid.  At the top, here in Persuasion for instance, is Anne, the heroine, admirable, though not faultless, a moral seeker of the right path for the welfare both of herself and others. The central interest of the novel is her growth, change, and ultimate success; and the omniscient narrator provides the reader full access to what this woman thinks and does.  Just below the apex is a character like Captain Wentworth, also fully drawn, but the reader is not as fully apprised of what makes him tick.  We know him as a real human being, but the narrator either does not know everything about him or chooses not to tell us.  His unknown territory actually is what the heroine is trying to find out about and it would spoil the plot for us to find out before she does.  Like the heroine, he, however, is also capable of growth, change and ultimate success and we are expected to watch for that.  Next down in this pyramid is a much wider assortment of people drawn as real individuals, but who themselves will not grow or change in the course of the novel.  They are presumably capable of growth and change; they just aren’t expected to do it in this book.  We know enough about them to understand their interaction in this narrative, but there is more to know if the narrator cared to tell us.  Finally, there are the characters who are merely types or people who are so one-dimensionally good or bad that they are simply caricatures, not real people.  This last group is from Hogarth prints, not real life..

Don’t worry, I will not attempt to catalog everyone.  But when I look back at Pride and Prejudice I see far more Hogarthian figures than I do in Persuasion.  I don’t mean to deprecate the characters I am calling Hogarthian, but they serve the narrative in quite a different way than real people do.  They add crispness to the narrative by underscoring the action or differentiating one part from another.  Their purposes are relatively simple; they make their points and bow out.  Their relative absence from Persuasion signals a narrative intent that embraces the ambiguities and problems of the human condition.  Their presence in Pride and Prejudice enhances its sparkle and wit and rational thrust.

To those who differentiate Persuasion from Jane Austen’s earlier work based on the factor of her age and consciousness of mortality, I will grant that she was older and wiser when she wrote Persuasion and presumably knew that more about people and their mistakes and bad luck.  I would see her development in this direction more, however, as a phenomenon of the times.  It was “in the water.”  The Classical was giving way to the Romantic.  Think about Lord Byron, whose flowing locks would doom the powdered wig.

If I now played an early Beethoven quartet (indistinguishable from Mozart) followed by one from Beethoven’s middle period, you would hear what I mean.  This is not full blown Romanticism, but there is a loosening up of the old restraints, a departure from the rational idealistic world-view.  Certainly, as a matter of style, the 18th Century is “over.”

Jane Austen, I think, is very much a bridge figure between the 18th and 19th Centuries and I would submit that in Persuasion we see this bridge connecting to the new Century. 

A.L.F.
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