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I

It is widely held that Jane Austen had produced a remarkable body of work especially for a rather sheltered and secluded person.  It surprises many that she wrote so insightfully in spite of such limited experience.  The 11th edition (1910) of the Encyclopedia Britannica states, “The life of no woman of genius could have been more uneventful than Miss Austen’s.  She did not marry and she never left home except on short visits, chiefly to Bath.” Opinion seems to have shifted.  By 1994, no such comments appeared in the Britannica.  After reviewing several recent biographies, it seems that Austen’s experience is now considered most sufficient to produce durable masterpieces. 

It is clear that her involvement in the upper middle and lower upper classes of late 18th and early 19th century life was broad enough to invest her work with subtle characterizations, intricate perplexities, and wry observations. Her extraordinary ability was to present these complexities and characterizations in eloquent, ironic and witty ways.  And that takes more than merely experience. 

II

Jane’s mother, Cassandra Leigh Austen was descended from a 16th century Lord Mayor of London.  Mrs. Austen wrote many entertaining and humorous poems to amuse and educate her eight children.  Mrs. Austen’s uncle, Theophilus Leigh, Master at Balliol, Oxford for 50 years was called a renowned wit by none other than Samuel Johnson.  Jane’s family had a tradition of play readings and story tellings, often composed by the children at family celebrations. 

Her father George Austen was 44 and rector of the Steventon parish in Hampshire when his youngest daughter was born on December 16, 1775. Reverend Austen was educated at Oxford and owned over 500 books, with many of which Jane was very familiar.  In 1797, he recognized that Jane’s novel, Pride and Prejudice, then called First Impressions was worthy of publication.  The publisher to whom it was offered declined to even read it.

At an early age, young Jane composed tales and short plays to be read at these family gatherings.  Her juvenilia burlesqued contemporary literary fashions of over-sentimental and maudlin gothic themes.  Jane wrote her own idiosyncratic and humorous version of English History.  She was an engaging storyteller and played the piano quite well.  She was formally educated for less than one year, (1783) by a relative in Southampton and then for another year, (1785-6) at a boarding school in Reading.  By the age of 12 her formal education was over.

The famous Warren Hastings, Governor of the East India Company was probably the natural father of Mrs. Philadelphia Hancock’s daughter, Eliza. Mrs. Hancock was Rev. Austen’s sister.  Hastings gave Eliza £10,000 in trust.  Eliza traveled extensively, married a French officer and was an energetic free spirit who influenced Jane Austen considerably.  Reverend Austen earned extra income by handling and safekeeping funds from Hastings’s semi-legal commercial transactions in precious metals, jewels, and opium.

When Jane Austen’s older brothers left home and married, the family still remained in close contact.  Visiting and being visited by relatives happened frequently in the Austen family.  Two brothers ultimately became Admirals in the Royal Navy.  Persuasion displays Austen’s extensive and intimate knowledge of naval families.  One brother became heir to a rich estate.  These sons married into large extended families and brought a extensive number of relatives into Jane’s orbit.

Reverend Austen retired in 1801 and gave his parsonage to his eldest son. Jane, then almost 26, her father, sister, and mother moved to the fashionable town of Bath.  In Bath, Jane observed an even wider society and was entertained by wealthy relatives and friends.  She very much enjoyed the frequent social occasions and balls.  She loved to dance and was considered a great flirt.  Her correspondence with cousins, sister-in-laws and nieces were filled with insightful and humorous comments about people and events.

In 1805, Rev. Austen died and Jane, her mother, and sister moved from Bath to Southampton.  Living in this seaport would bring them closer to several of her brother’s families who resided nearby.  Jane was not unhappy to leave Bath.  During the Bath years, she is not known to have worked on any novels.  Unfortunately only two letters to her sister, with whom she constantly corresponded and three letters to her brothers about her father’s death exist from this period.

Biographers have darkly speculated that during this time something happened which the Austen family preferred to hide after Jane’s death.  The presumption is that her brothers and sister hoped to create an untainted image of Jane’s nobility, morality, and refinement.  It seems they excised any evidence that would indicate otherwise.  Of her voluminous correspondence only 160 items remain.  Her sister Cassandra destroyed many letters after Jane died. 

Jane Austen had several close possibilities of marriage.  The mutual infatuation with Thomas Lefroy in 1795-6 did not result in a proposal.  His aunt blocked any intent he might have had to propose.  He had no career set and Jane had no money.  Lefroy was a young lawyer who left for Ireland and ultimately became a prominent jurist.  At 21, Jane was clearly disappointed. Over the years she tended to romanticize this relationship.

A year or so later, Lefroy’s aunt, perhaps as a consolation to Jane, introduced her to an overconfident minister named Samuel Blackall.  He seems to be the probable model for the unctuous Mr. Collins in Pride and Prejudice.  His overtures were not accepted.
A few years later, in 1802, Jane then 27, was proposed to by the 20 year old, awkward, stammering and unintellectual Harris Bigg-Wither.  She accepted. She then reconsidered and the next day rejected this proposal.  To reverse an acceptance was a serious breach of convention and was disturbing to Jane and her family.  She had to quickly withdraw to Bath some distance away.

At 30, Jane refused a proposal by a well-connected clergyman of 24.  She flirted with him extensively but refused his offer.  One could suspect that Jane was no prude.

A final infatuation, in London, was with her ailing brother’s apothecary.  The apothecary was then under 30 and she was just under 40.  Jane thought much of him during the 6-7 weeks when they met almost daily.

During her years in Bath, (1801-5), there occurred Jane Austen’s most mysterious romantic involvement.  It was during a holiday at a Devonshire resort town near Lyme Regis.  Jane’s sister Cassandra years after Jane’s death, reported the event to her nieces.  A highly regarded young man had fallen in love with Jane and parted pledging to see her again soon.  Shortly afterward they learned of his death.  Some believe this episode is fantasized to a favorable outcome in Persuasion.  During 1802-3, Jane was 27, the same age as the novel’s Anne Elliot.

In 1809, Jane, her mother, and sister moved to a cottage, owned by her brother in Chawton, near Winchester.  It was here that she wrote her late novels: Mansfield Park, Emma, and Persuasion.  No books seem to have been written between 1798 and 1809 except for a fragment, called The Watsons and some re-writing of earlier novels.

In these final years at Chawton, Sense and Sensibility, completed in 1798, as Eleanor and Marianne was converted from an epistolary novel.  So was Lady Susan, now renamed, Northanger Abbey.  In 1811, Sense and Sensibility became her first published novel.  First Impressions finished in 1797 and renamed Pride and Prejudice was published in 1813.  Mansfield Park was published in 1814 and Emma in 1815.  Second editions of Sense and Sensibility and Mansfield Park were issued before her death.  Persuasion and Northanger Abbey were published posthumously.

Though she made very little money on these novels, the pleasure of being a published author was great.  Any money she earned was important because she had no other funds.  Austen, far more than Persuasion’s heroine Anne Elliot, was very much aware of her otherwise bleak financial future.  Her aging mother had very little.  Her sister had inherited a small annual sum from a fiancée who died before they were to be married.

Fortunately, her first two books achieved significant sales and the modest funds earned gave her more money than ever had before.  Sense and Sensibility earned £140.  She sold Pride and Prejudice for £110 and therefore received nothing from its rather successful 2nd edition.  The money she made on Emma mostly made up for the losses she absorbed from financing the second edition of Mansfield Park.  Northanger Abby, was completed in 1798 was sold to a publisher for £10 in 1803.  He then locked it in his safe for ten years till Austen was able to buy it back.

In her lifetime, her books were published anonymously, (the attribution: Written by a Lady or by the Author of Pride and Prejudice).  After 1815, her authorship slowly became known. 

The Prince of Wales requested a dedication for Emma, which she reluctantly granted. She was aware of his dissolute life and had to be persuaded by both her publisher and her brother to accept his offer in order to insure success for the novel.

III

Jane Austen’s work had early supporters like the novelist, Walter Scott (1771-1832) who years later wrote in his private journal:  “That young lady has a talent for describing the involvement, feelings and characters of ordinary life, which is to the most wonderful I have ever met with. The Big Bow-Wow strain I can do myself like any now going, but the exquisite touch which renders ordinary commonplace-things and characters interesting from the truth of the description and sentiment is denied me.”  Scott also praised Emma in an anonymous 1816 review.  Austen mentioned Scott favorably twice in Persuasion.  She joked that Scott’s popularity takes the bread out of the mouth of us authors and said, “I do not mean to like him but I must.”
Romantics like Keats, Shelley, and Byron had nothing to say about Austen. The Romantics sought transcendence over ordinary life, the restrictions of society, unmediated reason, and individual experience.  They employed imagination to gain political and spiritual reform.  They were impatient for change and hoped for creative and dramatic techniques to perfect the world. Austen’s general acceptance of order and social controls did not appeal to them.  Wordsworth may have spoken for most Romantics when he wrote that Austen showed no clarification of the truth of nature by the  “light of imagination.”  Wordsworth also did not consider humor worthy of much merit.

Charlotte Brontë and Thomas Carlyle were not impressed.  Carlyle thought Austen’s work “mere dishwashings.”  Brontë wrote to George Lewes in 1848 about Austen “…an accurate …portrait of a commonplace face, a carefully fenced, high cultivated garden with neat borders … without sentiment, without poetry, maybe is sensible, real, (more real than true) but she cannot be great.”

These critics preferred passionate sensitivity to Austen’s cool rationality.  They also, in spite of the great example of Laurence Sterne, neglected the powerful and insightful role of humor. Humor is one of Austen’s delightful features. Appropriate are the words of Horace Walpole (1717-97), who said: “This world is a comedy to those who think, a great tragedy to those who feel.”  He was author of The Castle of Ortano, which helped establish the English Gothic novel, (a major bête nôire of Austen’s, which she soundly excoriated in Northanger Abby). 

By the last quarter of the 19th century powerful critics like Thomas MacCaulay and George Lewes, noted her superb prose, wit, and objectivity. George Meredith said, “she turned a washtub into a vase.”  George Eliot admired her greatly and Benjamin Disraeli extravagantly claimed to have read Pride and Prejudice seventeen times. 

In the US, Mark Twain, himself a humorist, but as an iconoclast and freethinker was unable to accept Austen’s delicacy and especially her acceptance of her own social milieu.  The influential Ralph Emerson was too much of a romantic to like Austen.

The Bloomsbury group, advocates of the 18th century’s focus on reason, wit, restraint, and style, and their emphasis on personal relationships, led people like Virginia Woolf and Katherine Mansfield to adore Austen.  E.M. Forester too became a great champion of Austen’s.  He saw her characters as full and rounded and organically related to their environment and each other. He called himself an Austenite. 

IV

On July 18, 1817, Jane Austen died at 41.  A doctor in 1964 surmised it was Addison's Disease.  About 10 years ago another doctor judged Lymphoma to be the cause.  She was the first of her siblings to die. Even her mother  survived her by 10 years.  Her illness became more severe as she finished and then re-wrote the entire final chapter of Persuasion.  Sandition was started in 1816 but never completed.  Two days before her death, she wrote a satiric poem of 6 stanzas.  Amazingly, she humorously scolds the citizens of Winchester for setting up the races without getting permission from St. Swithin, who threatens to curse the race with rain.

Oh! subjects rebellious! Oh Venta depraved!

When once we are buried you think we are dead. (changed to ‘gone’ by her sister after Jane’s death)

But behold me immortal! By vice you’re enslaved.

You have sinned and must suffer, then further he said,

These races and revels and dissolute measures

With which you’re debasing a neighboring Plain.

Let them stand  - you shall meet with your curse in your pleasure.

Set off for your course, I’ll pursue with my rain.

You cannot but know my command o’er July.

Henceforward I’ll triumph in shewing my powers,

Shift your race as you will, it will never be dry:

The curse upon Venta is July in showers.

To the end, Jane Austen was a bright, energetic, and enthusiastic person.  She loved life and people.  She enjoyed the modest pleasures of Regency England, a large family, and friends.  She spent much time helping her family, was an excellent seamstress, and a fine cook.

Austen was not reclusive by nature, rather she wrote and spoke to her friends honestly and wittily.  It is wrong to consider her life uneventful or restricted merely to the domestic realm.  It was a vast segment of English society that she knew so well.  She was often sarcastic and ironic.  She appeared to many as whimsical, freethinking, and bold.  To many relatives and friends she generously gave advice and judgments.  She was careful not to offend, acted with decorum, and accepted most current mores.

 Her family’s defensive inscription on her tomb at Winchester Cathedral emphasizes her sweetness and Christian living but says nothing about her writings.  Nevertheless, the world even then had begun to notice the remarkable Jane Austen.
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