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			Context

			In 2013, Jane Austen fans celebrated the two hundred-year publication anniversary of Pride and Prejudice. The Jane Austen Society of North America invited literary scholars to share fresh insights into the novel and hosted a ball in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Paula Byrne, the author of Jane Austen and the Theatre, marked the anniversary with a new biography.

			Since Austen has always been a popular subject for scholars, she didn’t attempt another “womb to tomb” retelling of her life. She decided to begin each chapter using drawings of Georgian artifacts that were significant to Austen. The objects—including an ivory miniature, an East Indian shawl, and a royalty check—served as starting points for each of Byrne’s essays. 

			After Austen’s death in 1817, her brother Henry wrote a “Biographical Notice of the Author” in Northanger Abbey and Persuasion that set the tone for future biographies. Henry, a clergyman by this time, focused on Austen’s piety and usefulness. He claimed that her life had been uneventful. For Byrne, the artifacts embodied another Jane Austen. Although she never left England, Austen was worldly and linked to important events like the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars through her family. According to this biography, the real Jane Austen was a keen observer of human behavior who had a passionate desire to write for a living.

		

	
		
			Overview

			Jane Austen knew she wanted to be a writer when she was just twelve. She kept vellum notebooks with stories satirizing the popular Gothic and sentimental novels of the Georgian period. Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa and Pamela were among her favorites. She was also deeply influenced by contemporary woman writer Fanny Burney. The author of Cecilia challenged readers—who expected female protagonists to be beautiful and flawless—with imperfect heroines.

			Although Austen’s brother Henry characterized her life as uneventful, she traveled extensively throughout England. It wasn’t possible for Austen to go to Europe because of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, but she had brothers in the Royal Navy and the Oxfordshire Militia who kept her informed.

			Austen never married, but she did not lack suitors. Since she never kept a diary or wrote a memoir, it’s impossible to tell who, if anyone, was the great love of her life. Some critics think an Irishman named Tom Lefroy broke her heart, but she wasn’t passionate about him in her letters to Cassandra. According to a niece, Austen was supposedly in love with a clergyman who died unexpectedly. After her sister Cassandra’s fiancé died in the West Indies, Austen seemed less motivated to find a husband. She was deeply attached to her sister and may not have been willing to live apart from her.

			It was difficult for Austen to be an unmarried woman in Georgian England because she was forced to rely on male relatives for financial support. She returns repeatedly to the plight of the single impoverished woman in her novels. Austen’s goal was to make money writing, but she struggled for years to get published. Once she moved to a cottage owned by her brother Edward, she was able to focus on writing and revising her novels. Sense and Sensibility was published in 1811, followed by Pride and Prejudice in 1813, Mansfield Park in 1814, and Emma in 1815. Austen was writing her last novel, Sanditon, when she died of Addison’s disease in 1817. Northanger Abbey and Persuasion were published posthumously.

		

	
		
			Summary

			Prologue: Captain Harville’s Carpentry

			Paula Byrne says her approach to Jane Austen’s life will be “more experimental” and less dependent on reciting “known facts.” She uses objects from the Georgian era as jumping-off points to illuminate episodes in Austen’s life.

			According to Byrne, Henry Austen stunted his sister’s public identity after her death by describing her as pious and useful. Only Austen’s last two novels, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, were published with her name attached. James Edward Austen-Leigh’s 1869 biography of his aunt reinforced the idea that Austen lived a quiet, sheltered life.

			Through eighteen objects, Byrne reveals that Austen was more sophisticated than her early biographies suggest. She traveled extensively in England and had brothers who sailed the world for the Royal Navy.

			Byrne’s “experiment” starts with a watercolor of Lyme Regis, a coastal town Austen visited in 1803 and 1804. The watercolor is meaningful because Austen loved Lyme Regis and seaside towns like it. It is also the setting for a pivotal moment in Persuasion. A secondary character, Louisa Musgrove, falls from the steps of the Cobb, changing the course of heroine Anne Elliot’s life.

			Prior to the dramatic scene at the Cobb, the characters visit Captain Harville’s cottage. He enjoys woodworking and fills his home with toys, shelves, and netting needles. Jane’s brother Francis also made things for his newborn baby and home. Byrne suggests that the objects Austen describes in Persuasion make her novels more realistic and have an emotional resonance. Austen’s world and her stories come “alive through the texture of things, the life of objects.”

			Austen took her brother Francis’s interest in carpentry and used it to create a compelling and convincing portrait. Despite her limited personal experience, she used her knowledge of the world and created novels filled with people and moments that are realistic and recognizable to any reader.

			1. The Family Profile

			“The Family Profile” begins and ends with the story of Edward Austen’s adoption by wealthy relatives. Edward was one of Jane’s older brothers and his adoption had a significant impact on her writing.

			The image at the beginning of the chapter is a silhouette by William Welling that shows Edward being transferred from his father, George Austen, to Thomas and Catherine Knight. The Knights were immediately charmed by their nephew Edward and took him on their honeymoon in 1779. Catherine had not produced an heir by 1781, so the Knights formally adopted the boy. It was not uncommon for relatives to adopt children to keep property in the family. Jane Austen knew of young girls who had also been adopted by prominent English families.

			Adoption was a subject Austen returned to repeatedly: she wrote about adopted characters in Mansfield Park, Emma, and an unfinished novel, The Watsons. In Mansfield Park, Fanny Price lives with the wealthy Bertram family. Even though Fanny enjoys a more lavish lifestyle with her cousins, she is not always treated kindly.

			Byrne segues from common adoption practices to Austen’s relationship with her immediate family. George Austen was a supportive father who encouraged his daughter to write. Austen’s older sister, Cassandra, was her best friend and confidante. Brothers James, Francis, Edward, Henry, and Charles understood their sister in different ways. When Edward inherited a great house at Chawton from the Knights, Austen moved to a cottage on the property and wrote. Her years in that house were the most productive of her life.

			2. The East Indian Shawl

			The black and white illustration of an Indian shawl represents the world outside of Georgian England. Although Austen never traveled internationally, she was surrounded by brothers, aunts, uncles, and cousins who were intimately connected to dramatic events in other countries.

			The story of the East Indian shawl begins with Jane Austen’s aunt—George Austen’s sister—Philadelphia, or, Phila. Siblings George, Phila, and Leonora Austen were orphans whose lives took wildly divergent paths. George attended Oxford University, Leonora became a lady’s companion, and Phila studied to become a milliner. The life of a female apprentice was difficult and sometimes led to prostitution. Phila decided to sail to the East Indies to find a husband. At that time, Englishmen moved to India when there were no opportunities for them at home. After a harrowing six-month journey, Phila’s gamble paid off. She married Tysoe Hancock and gave birth to her only child, Eliza, in Calcutta. When Phila and Eliza moved to London, Hancock sent them spices, curry leaves, mangoes, and diamonds from Bengal, items that were later worked into Austen’s novels. 

			At sixteen, Austen wrote a fictional account of her aunt’s experiences called “Catherine, or the Bower.” She was acutely aware of the challenges women faced on the Georgian marriage market. Women without dowries, educational opportunities, or supportive relatives were especially vulnerable.

			Austen’s cousin Eliza represents an important thread to the world beyond Steventon rectory: She was highly educated, witty, flirtatious, and valued her independence. She traveled throughout Europe with her mother and saw the French royal family at Versailles. Austen dedicated the novella “Love and Freindship” [sic] to her charming, cosmopolitan cousin.

			Eliza eventually married Jean-François Capot de Feuillide, a Frenchman who was a captain in Marie-Antoinette’s regiment of dragoons. In an attempt to protect his lands, Eliza’s husband returned to France after escaping to England. He was found guilty of conspiring against the Republic and was guillotined on February 22, 1794.

			3. The Vellum Notebooks

			As the black and white illustration and chapter title suggest, Jane Austen used vellum notebooks to write stories. She knew she wanted to be a writer by the time she was twelve years old—she wrote sketches and parodies to entertain her family. Her early pieces, known as “juvenilia,” reveal Austen’s interest in exploring different kinds of satire. Since these stories were never meant for publication, she is less guarded and reveals more of her true self.

			In order to expertly mock the conventions of popular sentimental novels, Austen had to be familiar with those conventions. Novelist Henry Fielding knew that the success of any satire depended on the “pitch-perfect rendering of the stylistic clichés” of the genre.

			Samuel Richardson, an author Fielding satirized, wrote courtship novels with women as central characters. In Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded, the heroine is so virtuous she convinces her master not to take sexual advantage of her. The first story in Austen’s notebook is a satire of this kind of sentimental novel called “Frederic and Elfrida,” in which Austen plays with the expectations readers have of heroines. One character is “beautiful and foolish” and the other is “ugly and clever.”

			Other popular novels of the era included Oliver Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield and Laurence Sterne’s Sentimental Journey. Authors emphasized intense feeling over reason in novels populated by beleaguered heroes and heroines who frequently cried and fainted.

			4. The Subscription List

			The image in this chapter is a subscription list for Fanny Burney’s novel Camilla: or, A Picture of Youth. Burney was a popular author among fashionable people, celebrated for her previous offerings, Cecilia and Evelina. Subscribers like Jane Austen paid in advance for the new novel. George Austen covered the cost of the subscription to support his daughter’s interest in literature.

			Burney was part of a growing community of female novelists in Georgian England. Novels were fairly new and considered an inferior art form by some. The word “novel” had a negative connotation, and Burney used euphemisms to describe her work. The stereotypical novel reader was a frivolous woman who could be harmed by the dangerous ideas in her books. In reality, novel reading was popular among men and women.

			Like thousands of other people, Austen got her novels from rental and lending libraries. According to her brother Henry, her favorite novelists were Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding. Austen loved Richardson’s Clarissa and Sir Charles Grandison, but she had a special appreciation for Burney’s novels and Belinda by Maria Edgeworth.

			Burney created characters that were more realistic than Richardson’s flawless, faultless heroines. Austen also admired Burney for attempting a realistic ending with Cecilia and introducing female characters who were scarred or disfigured. Burney opened the door for relatively plain, but appealing, Austen heroines like Fanny Price of Mansfield Park and Pride and Prejudice’s Elizabeth Bennet.

			Novelists Burney and Edgeworth showed Austen how characters could change over time. She felt that the novel was a superior way to demonstrate human development. None of Austen’s main characters are the same at the end of her novels as they were at the beginning.

			5. The Sisters

			Sisters-in-law Charlotte and Georgiana Trevanion are pictured at the beginning of this chapter in Regency-style gowns. The Trevanion family’s complicated backstory involves infidelity, incest, and multiple marriages between cousins. Charlotte was married to John Purcell Bettesworth Trevanion. She gave birth to five children in seven years and died in childbirth. It was not uncommon for young women to die this way in Georgian England, and Jane Austen knew many women who had.

			Austen wasn’t fond of her sister-in-law Elizabeth, Edward’s wife, but she acknowledged that she was a good mother. Austen was shocked to learn Elizabeth died giving birth to her eleventh child.

			Austen and her sister, Cassandra, never married or had children, but Cassandra was engaged to family friend Tom Fowle, and the couple planned to live in Shropshire. While waiting to assume his post, Fowle accepted a temporary job in the West Indies where, tragically, he died of yellow fever in San Domingo. Even though Austen encouraged her sister to find love again, Cassandra decided not to marry.

			Austen started writing her first two published novels during Cassandra’s engagement, equally preoccupied with their commitments. It was difficult for the sisters to be apart, so when Austen died in 1817, Cassandra was devastated and said she felt like a part of herself had been lost.

			Cassandra was calm and rational compared to her younger sister, but she was still passionate. Austen explored the theme of sisterly bonds in Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility, and it’s easy to see the Austen sisters in Jane and Elizabeth Bennet and Elinor and Marianne Dashwood.

			6. The Barouche

			The illustration of a barouche by Rudolph Ackermann represents travel and independence. Most people did not venture far beyond their towns and villages in Georgian England; it was expensive and inconvenient. Early biographers portrayed Austen as content to stay at home, when in fact she traveled extensively throughout England and lived in Southampton, Bath, and Reading. Byrne notes that Austen loved to be away from home, and if it weren’t for tumultuous times in Europe causing limited travel—the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars both took place in her lifetime—it could be likely she would have made the journey.

			She used her brother’s carriage or took public transportation to visit relatives. Post chaises made long journeys in increments of fifteen miles per day, but the easiest way to travel was by private post chaise. Women could travel together in post chaises without a male relative, but it was looked down upon for a lone lady to travel without an escort.

			In Austen’s novels, a character’s mode of transportation reveals details about their status. In Northanger Abbey, General Tilney sends Catherine Morland home on public transportation, a humiliation. She also suffers the indignity of figuring out how to get home by herself. John Willoughby, the most dishonorable character in Sense and Sensibility, drives an expensive curricle; a man with such a vehicle was perceived as exciting and dangerous.

			Two of Austen’s novels had been published by the time she visited London in 1813. In a letter, she describes how much she enjoyed being driven around in her brother’s barouche landau by herself. For Austen, this carriage ride was a moment of liberation and an opportunity to savor her success.

			7. The Cocked Hat

			The illustration of the cocked hat in chapter seven is similar to the hat Henry Austen would have worn in the Oxfordshire Militia. This hat belonged to another soldier in his regiment, Captain John Meadows.

			Henry joined the militia, which is similar to the National Guard in the United States, in order to protect the English homeland from France in 1793. Just as Francis and Charles helped Austen render sailors and their families accurately, Henry gave her a window into the lives of the redcoats. In Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth Bennet’s sister Lydia envisions herself flirting with militia officers at one of their camps in Brighton.

			Henry resigned his commission after he married his cousin Eliza Hancock de Feuillide. Austen enjoyed visiting Henry and Eliza in London, noting their lavish lifestyle—complete with a personal French chef and trips to the theatre. Some critics believe Eliza was the inspiration for two of Austen’s most alluring characters, Lady Susan and Mansfield Park’s Maria Crawford.

			Although Henry had not been in the militia for years, it was through his connection to Thomas Egerton, the publisher of a military dictionary, that helped his sister publish Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility.

			8. The Theatrical Scenes

			Before Reverend George Austen left Steventon parsonage for Bath in 1801, he auctioned off furniture, books, and theatrical scenes. The set of theatrical scenes listed in the auction notice suggest that the Austen family was serious about staging amateur theatricals.

			Plays like Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s The Rivals and Susanna Centlivre’s The Wonder: A Woman Keeps a Secret were staged from 1782 to 1790, with James and Henry Austen overseeing the productions. Austen started writing her first satires during this time.

			Austen used her knowledge of private theatricals in Mansfield Park. The young people, with the exception of Fanny Price, stage the play Lover’s Vows while Sir Thomas Bertram is in Antigua. Fanny objects to the play because she believes it will cause the actors to become inappropriately intimate with each other. The physical contact called for in the play leads them to express forbidden feelings. Maria Bertram is engaged to dull Mr. Rushworth, but she flirts with and touches Henry Crawford during rehearsal.

			Austen loved going to the theatre and she favored specific actors and actresses, but her readers assumed she was not a fan because of Fanny’s reaction to the theatrical at Mansfield Park.

			9. The Card of Lace

			The card of lace pictured in chapter nine represents shopping and shoplifting.

			Austen’s maternal uncle Mr. Leigh-Perrot frequently traveled to Bath with his wife. There, Jane visited her uncle and aunt and started writing Northanger Abbey soon after. She enjoyed the city for its shops, gardens, and frequent assemblies, illustrating her appreciation for urban life.

			After Austen returned to Steventon, she learned that Mrs. Leigh-Perrot had become involved in a scandal. She’d been accused of stealing a card of expensive white lace from a shop and was imprisoned at Ilchester Gaol. Despite being ill, Mr. Leigh-Perrot arranged to stay at the gaol-keeper’s house with his wife. Mrs. Leigh-Perrot’s lawyer thought his client was indeed a shoplifter, but she was ultimately acquitted.

			The Austen family moved to Bath in 1801 after Mrs. Leigh-Perrot’s trial. Austen was excited about living in a city, and took advantage of all it had to offer.

			10. The Marriage Banns

			Jane Austen and her family attended church at St. Nicholas’s in Steventon. At the time, her father, George, was the rector of the church. As a joke, she filled out a form in the parish register for the marriage of Henry Frederic Howard Fitzwilliam of London and Jane Austen of Steventon. Although Austen wrote about marriage in her novels, this form was as close as she came to the act herself.

			Austen showed the most interest in forming a romantic attachment when her sister, Cassandra, was engaged to clergyman Tom Fowle. In 1795, she began a flirtation with Irishman Tom Lefroy that ended when he left the country. Although some critics believe Lefroy was Austen’s great love, she didn’t seem passionate about him in her letters to Cassandra. When Fowle died of yellow fever in the West Indies, Cassandra decided not to marry. After Fowle’s death, Austen’s interest in marriage waned as well.

			Austen did have admirers over the years, but she was fearful of making the wrong choice. Wealthy family friend Harris Bigg-Wither proposed to her in 1802. She accepted his offer, but then changed her mind the next morning. She advised her nieces against marrying without affection, so her refusal wasn’t surprising.

			Austen’s niece Caroline claimed that her aunt met the love of her life during a seaside vacation. He was a clergyman who said he would meet with Austen again, but died before he could fulfill his promise. Cassandra referred to this man years after her sister’s death. 

			Since Austen did not leave a diary, it’s impossible to tell if she had a grand passion. In her letters it’s clear she was devoted to her sister. She also did not envy other women who were married with several children. It was not uncommon for women to die during childbirth and Austen may not have wanted to take that risk.

			11. The Ivory Miniature

			The woman pictured in the ivory miniature was Jane Austen’s neighbor and mentor, Anne Lefroy. She was a painter and a published poet who helped shape Austen’s taste in literature. She encouraged her young friend to explore the library at her home, Ashe parsonage. Austen was shocked when Anne died in a riding accident in 1804.

			George Austen died the next year at age 73. Austen was glad that her father hadn’t suffered long and that he would be rewarded for his service in the rectory.

			Austen wrote about clergymen in Sense and Sensibility, Mansfield Park, and Northanger Abbey. She was knowledgeable about the profession since George, James, and Henry Austen all served the church. 

			Although she was Anglican, Austen didn’t discuss her religious faith in her letters. As a novelist, she wasn’t interested in lecturing her readers about what they should do. She refused to be a sermonizer like contemporaries Hannah More and Maria Edgeworth.

			12. The Daughter of Mansfield

			The young women in the illustration at the start of this chapter are Lady Elizabeth Murray and Dido Belle; Lord Mansfield and his wife adopted Elizabeth, his niece, and Dido, the illegitimate daughter of Mansfield’s nephew and an enslaved woman. Elizabeth was Mansfield’s heir, but the two girls were raised as sisters and equals. Austen was on friendly terms with Elizabeth and Dido, and admired Lord Mansfield—widely regarded as a hero at the time.

			As Lord Chief Justice, Lord Mansfield made rulings against slave owners. In 1781’s Zong case, the owners of a slaving vessel threw sick men, women, and children overboard and tried to get compensation for lost “cargo.” Although the court initially ruled in favor of the slave owners, Mansfield said on appeal that human beings could not be insured.

			Austen too, opposed slavery, but had a cousin twice removed who owned a plantation. Austen incorporates her opinion on the matter in In Mansfield Park. Fanny is critical of the fact that Sir Thomas Bertram is involved in the slave trade through his ownership of a plantation in Antigua. When she asks him a question about slaving, she’s greeted with silence.

			13. The Crimson Velvet Cushions

			The cushion pictured at the beginning of chapter thirteen belongs to the private chapel at Stoneleigh Abbey. It was rare for even the most luxurious house to have a private chapel. Stoneleigh Abbey had belonged to Jane Austen’s relatives on her mother’s side for hundreds of years. There was a small possibility that Austen’s uncle Mr. Leigh-Perrot might inherit Stoneleigh. As Mr. Leigh-Perrot’s heir, James Austen would someday own the massive house.

			Unfortunately, Mr. Leigh-Perrot surrendered his claim to the house in exchange for money. The question of who could and could not inherit an ancestral home was of vital importance in Austen’s novels. In Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, and Persuasion, the lack of a male heir forces families out of their homes.

			Austen returns to the theme of the bad custodian repeatedly, as well: Male characters who have inherited ancestral homes but are careless and incompetent include General Tilney, Sir Thomas Bertram, and Sir Walter Elliot. In contrast, Mr. Darcy looks after Pemberley and its tenants and servants. Elizabeth Bennet begins to admire him because he is a good landlord and master.

			14. The Topaz Crosses

			As a junior officer in the Royal Navy, Charles Austen helped capture a French privateer in 1801. Austen used part of the prize money to buy his sisters, Jane and Cassandra, different topaz crosses. The crosses are on display at Chawton Cottage today.

			Midshipman William Price gives his sister Fanny a similar cross in Mansfield Park. Fanny treasures the cross, and it appears to embody the emotional connection between brother and sister. William shares a number of qualities with Charles Austen, including an affinity for dancing.

			Like Fanny, Austen didn’t see one of her brothers, Frank, for years. When Frank was fifteen, he sailed to the East Indies on a ship called the Perseverance. The sailors on board the ship suffered from scurvy and ate rats during the seven-month voyage.

			Austen used her brothers’ experiences in the navy to flesh out important scenes in Mansfield Park and Persuasion. Austen’s depiction of Fanny Price’s lower-middle-class family in Portsmouth is grim, but James and Edward Austen praised it.

			In Persuasion, Austen creates one of her most heroic and romantic characters, Captain Wentworth. Like her sailor brothers, Wentworth is a self-made man. Austen also portrays naval families in the novel, but in a more flattering light than the Price family.

			15. The Box of Letters

			The box of letters is an educational toy adults in the Georgian era used to pass the time.

			Austen characters Emma Woodhouse, Frank Churchill, Harriet Martin, and Jane Fairfax in the novel Emma play a game similar to scrabble using the box of letters. Frank is doubly playing a game by using the box of letters to communicate with his secret fiancée, Jane, in front of Emma. In the book, Austen compares characters who speak plainly with those who manipulate each other and play games.

			The box of letters also represents Austen’s interaction with children. She enjoyed playing games with them, but understood that some children were nice and others were not. She didn’t have regrets about forgoing motherhood. As a maiden aunt, she was expected to help raise her nieces and nephews. This was not an easy task since James, Edward, Francis, and Charles had thirty-three children collectively.

			It was a bad sign for a character to dislike children in Austen’s novels. For instance, Mrs. Norris, a thoroughly despicable character, treated Fanny Price cruelly when she was a child at Mansfield Park. The novel’s hero, Edmund Bertram, notes that Mrs. Norris “never knew how to be pleasant to children.”

			16. The Laptop

			Jane Austen received a laptop, or a writing box, from her father on her nineteenth birthday. Austen traveled frequently, and it was a convenient way for her to write anywhere. The gift demonstrated George Austen’s belief in his daughter’s talent.

			Austen submitted First Impressions—later known as Pride and Prejudice—to a publisher, but it was rejected. She had better luck with Susan and sold the copyright to Crosby and Co. for ten pounds. The novel was never released, however.

			When Austen moved to Chawton Cottage in 1809, she focused exclusively on writing. It was the most productive period of her life and led to the publication of Sense and Sensibility in 1811. It’s unclear how Austen ended up with publisher Thomas Egerton of Whitehall, and how Henry Austen put his sister in contact with him. Austen was excited about the publication of her novel, but she paid for printing costs and advertising up front, and split the profit with the publisher.

			Egerton published Austen’s second novel, Pride and Prejudice, in 1813. Critics said that Austen had written a different kind of novel that focused on domestic life. Elizabeth Bennet was an appealing heroine who captured Mr. Darcy’s attention without wealth or connections.

			17. The Royalty Cheque

			This royalty check from John Murray signed on October 21, 1816, represents Jane Austen’s struggle to get paid for her work. When Egerton’s Military Library published Sense and Sensibility, Austen absorbed most of the risk. But its publication, and that of Pride and Prejudice, gave Austen the courage to make a more advantageous deal with publisher John Murray.

			Emma was the first novel issued by John Murray. Austen didn’t like the Prince Regent, but she was encouraged to dedicate Emma to him since he admired her previous novels. She paid for the special presentation copy she sent the Prince, hoping the dedication would improve sales.

			Austen was not as interested in anonymity as she had been previously, and she craved praise. Novelist Sir Walter Scott reviewed Emma in John Murray’s Quarterly Review, a literary periodical. He called Austen’s novels a “correct and striking representation of that which is daily taking place around” the reader. He also noted that her novels were a departure from the less realistic Gothic novels of the day.

			18. The Bathing Machine

			“Mermaids at Brighton,” a black and white illustration of a bathing machine by William Heath, is symbolic of Jane Austen’s fascination with the sea. Breathing sea air and sea-bathing became popular among fashionable people, including the Prince Regent, during Austen’s lifetime.

			When Austen developed a fever during a visit to the seaside town Lyme Regis, she tried a bathing machine for the first time. This wooden box on wheels allowed genteel women to swim in the ocean semi-privately. Once the occupant was wheeled to the water, a “dipper” helped her get in and out.

			Austen explores the benefits of the sea at length in a novel she started in January 1817, shortly before her death. It was originally named The Brothers, but R. W. Chapman called it Sanditon when he published it in the 1920s. Sanditon is a new seaside resort that attracts health-obsessed sisters Diana and Susan, who doubt the effectiveness of modern medicine.

			Another plotline involves a wealthy woman named Lady Denham and the potential heirs who are fighting over her money. Austen was suffering from Addison’s disease by the time she started writing Sanditon. Her health may have deteriorated as a result of stress. Jane’s mother and brother James expected to inherit money from Mr. Leigh-Perrot, but he left the money to his wife. Austen was also upset when she found out that someone was challenging her brother Edward’s inheritance. Edward allowed his mother and sisters to live in one of his houses, Chawton Cottage. Austen was depending on Mr. Leigh-Perrot’s money to support her family, and the related stress further damaged her health.

			Epilogue

			The last image featured in The Real Jane Austen is a watercolor portrait of the novelist. Austen’s sister, Cassandra, created the picture during an 1804 expedition to the sea. This is the only certifiably authentic portrait of Austen. It’s fitting that an artist who remains so elusive would have her back turned to the viewer.

			When Henry Austen finally identified his sister as an author, he had no portrait to accompany the biographical note that prefaced Northanger Abbey and Persuasion. 

			Years later, publisher Richard Bentley requested an image of Austen to accompany a reprint of Sense and Sensibility. Henry Austen thought he had a usable picture of his sister, but upon checking with the family, he found that it was only a study of her figure. Her face was concealed by a veil.

			While Austen had filled notebooks with her first attempts at storytelling, she didn’t leave a diary with her innermost thoughts. There are long gaps in the record of her life. If there were additional letters documenting her time in Bath or the two years preceding the publication of her first novel, they no longer exist.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			December 16, 1775: Jane Austen is born in the Steventon village rectory in Hampshire, England.

			1783: Jane nearly dies of typhus while she and her sister, Cassandra, are attending school in Southampton.

			1801: Reverend George Austen retires and takes his wife and daughters to Bath, England. 

			1802: Jane Austen accepts and then rejects Harris Bigg-Wither’s marriage proposal.

			1803: Jane Austen sells her novel Susan to Crosby and Co., but the company does not publish it. 

			January 1805: George Austen dies. 

			1807: Jane, Cassandra, and their mother begin living in Southampton.

			1809: The three Austen women move to a cottage owned by Edward Austen in the village of Chawton.

			1811: Thomas Egerton publishes Sense and Sensibility. 

			January 28, 1813: Thomas Egerton publishes Pride and Prejudice. 

			July 1814: Thomas Egerton publishes Mansfield Park. 

			December 23, 1815: John Murray publishes Emma. 

			May 24, 1817: Jane Austen and her sister move to Winchester so Jane can be closer to better medical treatment. 

			July 18, 1817: Jane Austen dies in Winchester, Hampshire, probably from Addison’s disease.

			December 1817: Persuasion and Northanger Abbey are published posthumously. Henry Austen identifies Jane as their author—her other novels had been anonymous.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Cassandra Austen: Jane’s mother, Cassandra, gave birth to six sons and two daughters. Jane had a complicated relationship with her mother, who worried about her daughter’s marriage prospects. 

			Cassandra Elizabeth Austen: Jane and her older sister, Cassandra, were inseparable. Cassandra was once engaged, but her fiancé, Tom Fowle, died of yellow fever in the West Indies. Jane began writing her first two published novels during her sister’s engagement.

			Charles Austen: Charles was the youngest child in the Austen family. He was an officer in the Royal Navy who helped capture a French privateer in 1801. Charles and his brother Francis informed Austen’s naval characters like Persuasion’s Captain Wentworth. 

			Edward Austen: Jane’s brother Edward was adopted by their father’s childless relatives, Thomas and Catherine Knight. Edward became the Knight family’s heir. His inheritance gave Jane the opportunity to live in Chawton Cottage, where she produced most of her work. 

			Francis Austen: Francis, known as Frank, was Jane’s older brother. He sailed to India, China, and North America for the Royal Navy. He provided his mother and sisters with financial assistance. 

			George Austen: Jane’s father was the Oxford University-educated rector of Steventon parish. He taught over fifteen school boys in the Austen family home to make money during Jane’s adolescence. George was a sensitive and caring father who encouraged his daughter’s writing career.

			George Austen: Jane’s brother George suffered from epilepsy. He received long-term care outside the Austen home. 

			Henry Austen: Jane’s brother Henry was a soldier, a banker, and then a clergyman. His military connections helped Jane get a publishing deal with Thomas Egerton. He married his cousin Eliza Hancock de Feuillide.

			James Austen: James, Jane’s oldest brother, was an officer in the Oxfordshire Militia and a clergyman. He dreamed of becoming a published author and launched a weekly literary periodical, the Loiterer, with his brother Henry in 1789. 

			Jane Austen: Like her sister, Cassandra, Jane never married. Jane was devoted to her brothers, but her most significant attachment was to her sister. She enjoyed spending time with her nieces and nephews, but was not enthusiastic about having her own children. Jane wrote six major novels, two of which were published after her death. Most of what scholars know about Austen’s life comes from her letters since she didn’t leave a diary.

			Harris Bigg-Wither: A wealthy Austen family-friend who proposed to Jane. Jane accepted his offer at first, but then declined it the next morning. It’s unclear why she changed her mind, but she advised others against loveless marriages in her letters. 

			Eliza Hancock de Feuillide: Eliza, Jane’s cousin, was married to a French soldier who was executed during the French Revolution. Eliza encouraged Jane to write, and she may have served as the inspiration for the characters Lady Susan and Mary Crawford. Although Eliza married Henry Austen later in life, she complained that the institution of marriage was stifling. 

			Philadelphia Hancock: Philadelphia, known as Phila, was Jane Austen’s aunt. Lacking opportunities in England, she traveled to India to find a husband in 1752. She married Tysoe Hancock and gave birth to her daughter, Eliza, in Calcutta.

			Anne Lefroy: Anne, a painter and published poet, was Jane Austen’s friend and mentor. Anne’s unexpected death in 1804 deeply upset Jane. 

			Tom Lefroy: Tom was Anne Lefroy’s nephew. He enjoyed a brief flirtation with Jane Austen before he left England. If Jane had strong feelings for Tom, as some biographers suggest, she didn’t reveal them in her surviving letters.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“‘Single Women have a dreadful propensity for being poor—which is one very strong argument in favour of Matrimony.’”

			Jane Austen frequently gave her niece Fanny Knight marriage and courtship advice. Paula Byrne uses this quote in chapter two to address Austen’s interest in characters who were financially dependent on their relatives in the Georgian era. Heroines Elizabeth Bennet and Fanny Price “solved” their financial problems by finding honorable men and getting married. Women without dowries or an education—in other words, ways to find a husband or a job—had to make difficult choices, like traveling to other countries or learning a trade. 

			“Jane Austen loved to make her family laugh out loud when reading out her lampoons, but like Fielding she also approved of burlesque as a literary medium for exposing moral and social hypocrisy.”

			Jane Austen’s first attempts at writing were parodies, and she shared them with her family. Although she enjoyed popular sentimental novels like Samuel Richardson’s Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded, her instinct was to mock their conventions. Pamela Andrews is a servant who proves so virtuous that her master decides to propose marriage. In opposition to the moral of that book, Austen admired writer Henry Fielding, who believed that it was hypocritical to trade virtuous behavior for material gain through marriage. 

			“Burney was the first novelist to create heroines who were plain or even downright ugly. Without her, it would not have been possible for Jane Austen to reject the convention that a heroine must be beautiful.”

			Samuel Richardson made Clarissa Harlowe and Pamela Andrews the central characters in his courtship novels, which was innovative at the time. These characters, however, were flawless beauties according to the conventions of the sentimental novel. Camilla author Fanny Burney, one of Austen’s contemporaries, made it acceptable for heroines to be unattractive. This paradigm shift made more realistic characters like Elizabeth Bennet possible.

			“People sometimes wonder how Jane Austen could write so compellingly about love when she never married or had a grand passion of her own.”

			Literary scholars may never know who among Jane Austen’s suitors and friends had the greatest impact on her. Austen didn’t leave a diary or notebook revealing her innermost thoughts. Her niece Caroline and sister, Cassandra, refer to a seaside romance that was tragically cut short by the suitor’s death, but Austen may not have considered it the most significant of her life. It’s possible that Austen didn’t have an attachment like the ones she described in her novels. 

			“She did not want her own voice to be stifled by marriage. She was, I believe, happy to remain single: apart from the Bigg-Wither episode, the closest she ever got to marriage was her fictionalizing in her father’s parish register.”

			Jane Austen was most interested in forming a romantic attachment when her sister, Cassandra, was engaged to Tom Fowle. After Fowle died and Cassandra resigned herself to spinsterhood, Jane appeared to lose interest in marriage. She was content to write novels with her older sister by her side. Jane adored her nephews and nieces, but she never expressed a desire to have her own children. In addition, she seemed fearful of the risks associated with childbirth. 

			“It is clear from reading the contemporary reviews that there was a subdued but strong sense that Austen—still an unnamed ‘Lady’—was pioneering a new kind of novel of ‘domestic scenes’ peopled with ‘probable’ characters.”

			Annabella Milbanke, Lord Byron’s wife, admired Pride and Prejudice because it was a realistic novel. It didn’t rely on the dramatic and improbable events that made up the plots of the widely read Gothic and sentimental novels. Elizabeth Bennet was also an appealing underdog who couldn’t rely on beauty, connections, or wealth to win Mr. Darcy. 

			“She wanted money and approbation: that is only human, though it is not how the family represented her in the posthumous memoir.”

			In 1869, James Edward Austen-Leigh published a memoir about his aunt that portrayed her as a pious spinster. Paula Byrne reveals in chapter seventeen that Austen did in fact desire good payment and praise. While Jane lived at Chawton Cottage she established a writing routine. Her mother and sister handled most of the housekeeping to let her write, so that she, in return, could support them. Although Austen published her novels anonymously, she still wanted to know what friends and family thought of them.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Jane Austen started a novel called The Watsons, but she never finished writing it. In the existing fragment, protagonist Emma Watson is adopted by a wealthy aunt, but must return to her widowed father and siblings. 

					The Leighs of Stoneleigh, the family of Jane’s mother, Cassandra Austen, had a history of mental illness. As a result, Jane did not consider it an embarrassing or taboo subject.

					John Wallop, one of the boys Reverend George Austen taught at Steventon rectory, later became known as the Vampyre Earl. He allegedly drank the blood of his servants. Wallop remained friendly with the Austens and invited them to his annual ball at Hurstbourne Park.

					Jane Austen fans are frequently called “Janeites.” Far from being a modern fan term such as those adopted by several different fandoms, “Janeites” date back at least as far as 1924, when Rudyard Kipling wrote the story The Janeites. 

					Cassandra Elizabeth Austen destroyed most of Jane’s letters after her death. Only 160 letters survived.

					Jane Austen’s works are still popular centuries after her death. Movies as varied as Clueless, about rich kids in Beverly Hills, and Bride and Prejudice, a Bollywood-inspired film about an Indian girl who finds love, are based on Austen novels.

					Mansfield Park, published in 1814, was ignored by professional critics. Jane Austen asked her family and friends what they thought of the novel and compiled a list of their responses.

					Maria Edgeworth’s Belinda was among Jane Austen’s favorite novels. Austen asked her publisher, John Murray, to send Edgeworth a presentation copy of Emma.

					Jane Austen’s gravestone does not say that she was a writer. As Austen was not married, her gravestone details her father’s accomplishments along with her death date.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Bathing machine: A wooden chamber with wheels that transports bathers from the beach to the water, maintaining privacy the whole way. Jane Austen used a bathing machine for the first time in the seaside resort Lyme Regis. Lyme Regis plays a prominent part in Persuasion. 

			Burlesque: A form of literary satire that depends on the discrepancy between a subject and its treatment. According to the Encyclopedia Britannica, an important issue is treated lightly and a trivial one is treated seriously. Austen used elements of burlesque in her last major novel, Northanger Abbey. 

			Epistolary novel: A novel consisting of a series of letters that, read together, tell a story. Jane Austen was influenced by the popular epistolary novels of Georgian England, including Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa and Fanny Burney’s Evelina. Lady Susan was Austen’s attempt at an epistolary novel, but she set the book aside. Austen preferred using the third-person point of view in her novels.

			Gentry: The social class of people who were well-born but not members of the English nobility. Some members of the gentry were landowners and others were part of the professional classes, which included clergymen and lawyers. Among the gentry, only the oldest son inherited property so families could consolidate wealth. Jane Austen’s father, George, was a clergyman who left Steventon rectory to his oldest son, James. Since she could not inherit, Jane remained dependent on her brothers for her survival.

			Georgian era: Jane Austen lived during the Georgian period in British history. It began in 1714 when George I ascended to the throne and ended with the death of George IV in 1830. 

			Gothic novel: Gothic novels like The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe were popular in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. This literary style was marked by vulnerable heroines, mysterious and remote locations, and supernatural elements. Jane Austen satirized sentimental and Gothic novels in Northanger Abbey. 

			Post chaise: A four-wheeled coach that delivers mail and transports passengers. Genteel women like Jane Austen were accompanied by a male relative while traveling. It wasn’t unusual, however, for female companions to travel together in a private post chaise. In Pride and Prejudice, Lady Catherine de Bourgh claims that it is improper for two women to travel alone in this manner.

			Sentimental novels: Sentimental novels—including The Sorrows of Young Werther by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and The Vicar of Wakefield by Oliver Goldsmith—focus on the intense emotions of their characters. The genre is characterized by swooning heroines and highly sensitive heroes. Jane mocked the conventions of sentimental novels in early stories like “Edgar and Emma.” 

			Ton: Fashionable society in Georgian and Regency England. Members of the ton were affluent and well-connected. Mary Robinson, George IV’s first mistress, wrote about an immoral member of the ton in 1794’s The Widow. 

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A BBC Radio 4 book of the week

					A Sunday Times top ten bestseller 

			

			“What is most satisfying about this book is the way it sets out the literary context. Austen was writing against the fashions of the day, embodied by novels of sentiment. She didn’t write in a vacuum: her father encouraged her, and she had two lady novelist cousins.” —The Telegraph

			“The book’s overriding tone is one of deep reverence towards its subject. Byrne believes, and convincingly argues, that Austen was worldlier, more intellectual and more professional than she was portrayed to be by her nephew James Edward Austen in his 1869 A Memoir of Jane Austen.” —Litro Magazine

			“Byrne suggests Austen’s family created this homely version of her life to appeal to Victorian sensibilities and sets out to reveal a tougher, more spirited Jane who is far more likely to appeal to her 21st century readers.” —Express

			“What is fresh in Byrne’s biographical approach is her use of a succession of contemporary objects that Austen owned, or that might be seen in intimate connection with her interests—a card of lace, a cocked hat, two topaz crosses. This adds an attractive immediacy to a well-known story.” —The Independent

			“Paula Byrne adopts an innovative approach: to examine Austen’s life and work through 18 objects connected to her. By eschewing a conventional timeline, Byrne doesn’t need to pretend that there’s much narrative excitement in the months or years an author spends sequestered scribbling novels.” —The Guardian

		

	
		
			About Paula Byrne

			Paula Byrne was born in Birkenhead, England, in 1967. She taught English and drama before pursuing an advanced degree at the University of Liverpool. Byrne, who wrote about Jane Austen for her PhD thesis, has published two biographies about the celebrated British author: Jane Austen and the Theatre, which was published in 2002, and The Real Jane Austen: A Life in Small Things, published in 2013.

			Byrne has also written about two of Jane Austen’s contemporaries: Georgian actress and poet Mary Robinson and Dido Elizabeth Belle. Perdita: The Literary, Theatrical, Scandalous Life of Mary Robinson was named a 2005 Richard and Judy Book Club Selection and received a British Book Awards “Best Read” nomination. Her 2014 biography, Belle: The Slave Daughter and the Lord Chief Justice, was released as a companion to the movie Belle starring Gugu Mbatha-Raw, Tom Wilkinson, and Emily Watson.

			The author lives in Oxford with her husband, Sir Jonathan Bate, and their three children. Bate is a literary scholar and Provost of Oxford University’s Worcester College.

			Byrne and Bate run ReLit, a charity that practices bibliotherapy—slow reading as a form of mental healing.
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			Online

			“The Economics of Jane Austen.” The Atlantic.

			“Interview with Paula Byrne.” The Oxford Times.

			“The Jane Austen Novels Ranked.” Publisher’s Weekly.

			“The Mysterious Miss Austen.” National Endowment for the Humanities.

			“The One-Sided Romance of Jane Austen and Tom Lefroy.” Jane Austen Society of North America.

			“Small Objects Reveal the Real Jane Austen.” NPR.

			“What Would Jane Watch? A Fan’s Guide to Austen Films.” The New York Times. 

			Books

			Jane Austen: A Life by Carol Shields

			Jane Austen: A Life by Claire Tomalin

			Jane Austen: A Life by David Nokes

			The Jane Austen Handbook by Margaret Sullivan

			Jane Austen: Her Life: The Definitive Portrait of Jane Austen: Her Life, Her Art, Her Family, Her World by Park Honan

			Jane Austen’s England: Daily Life in the Georgian and Regency Periods by Roy Adkins and Lesley Adkins

			Jane Austen’s World by Maggie Lane

			Memoir of Jane Austen by James Edward Austen-Leigh

			Books by Paula Byrne

			Belle: The Slave Daughter and the Lord Chief Justice 

			Jane Austen and the Theatre 

			Jane Austen’s Emma: A Sourcebook 

			Kick: The True Story of JFK’s Sister and the Heir to Chatsworth 

			Mad World: Evelyn Waugh and the Secrets of Brideshead 

			Perdita: The Literary, Theatrical, Scandalous Life of Mary Robinson
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