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Introduction

Northanger Abbey is a comedy about reading and misreading—reading books, reading the world—and about different kinds of peril, both imagined and real. It is Jane Austen’s most self-conscious work in generic terms, grounded in a tradition of metafiction (novels about novels) that looks back two centuries to Cervantes, yet also in the flashiest, most fashionable new writing of Austen’s day. It shows her experimenting creatively with form and technique, reworking inherited conventions of authorial commentary and storytelling while developing her signature style of free indirect discourse, where detached narrative comes to bear the impress of a character’s voice and perspective. The celebrated fifth chapter of Northanger Abbey, in which Austen steps out of her narrative frame to make a bold, eloquent case for the power of novels, is a landmark of literary history, a key moment in the elevation of the genre from dismissive, even hostile, eighteenth-century assumptions on the road to its Victorian prestige.

Yet the achievement of Northanger Abbey is more than merely technical, for all the novel’s brilliance in formal terms. The absurdities of fashion and conspicuous consumption, with their capacity to corrode social relations, are ever-present motifs in Austen, from the fancily customized toothpick case that obsesses Robert Ferrars in Sense and Sensibility to the sumptuous barouche-landau (a high-end convertible carriage) that Mrs Elton purrs about in Emma. Yet Austen’s satire on voguish ostentation and social competition is nowhere more sustained than in Northanger Abbey, set first in shark-infested Bath, the premier health resort and marriage market of the day, and then in a more tranquil, or seemingly tranquil, pocket of rural Gloucestershire that turns out to be contaminated by greed. Austen interlaces her themes of literary fashion and consumer materialism with deftness and verve, and uses both to explore a perennial concern: the navigation by a vulnerable protagonist (Catherine Morland is Austen’s youngest primary heroine, not without powers of intuition, but certainly the most naïve) of financial disadvantage, social constraint, and sometimes quite ruthless manipulation. The novel rarely suspends its genial comic tone and mode of teasing indirection, but as the harder edges of Austen’s satire came to be appreciated by post-Victorian readers, Northanger Abbey has also been credited with an underlying seriousness—even a trenchant severity—of purpose. For the modernist author Rebecca West in her preface to a new edition of 1932, ‘the feminism of Jane Austen, to take the expression of it in Northanger Abbey’, was marked, conscious, and ‘very drastic; it declares that the position of woman as society dictated it was humiliating, dangerous, and founded on lying propositions’.1

Composition and Publication

Northanger Abbey is the first of Austen’s six full-length novels to have been accepted for publication, yet also (with Persuasion, in a four-volume set) the last to have been actually published. In criticism, it tends to be treated as somehow marking the start of Austen’s career, and this habit may derive from Northanger Abbey’s affinity with the madcap parodic skits she wrote in her teens, gleeful spoofs on the creaking devices and mawkish clichés of circulating-library fiction.2 As Freya Johnston points out, studies that line up the major works in sequence routinely kick off with Northanger Abbey, although when starting work on the book in the 1790s Austen had already drafted two other novels, and she was still working (or was working again) on it at a time, almost two decades later, when four of the novels were now in print. ‘We might say of Northanger Abbey that it is both an early and a late work’, Johnston suggests.3 The publishing (or, for what must have seemed endless years, non-publishing) history is complex, fascinating, and rich in paradox—‘extraordinary’, Austen called it herself, biting her tongue (p. 3)—though also frustratingly indistinct at key points. This is a history, moreover, that has intriguing consequences for interpretation; more than mere extraneous authorial biography, it connects intimately, albeit in some ways fortuitously, with the substance of Northanger Abbey as a book about books (as commodities, as obsessions, as snares). In a work satirically concerned with literary fashion, the marketplace for print, and the unstable reputation of novelists and novels, the publishing history serves to dramatize a key Northanger Abbey theme in the dysfunctional real world of authors and booksellers. And although we know little for sure about the exact nature of Austen’s last revisions to Northanger Abbey, the obstacles she experienced—even the humiliations, the lying propositions—may have sharpened her satire in the version eventually published following her death.

The surviving facts deserve careful attention. According to Austen’s sister Cassandra in a memorandum recording composition dates for all six novels, ‘North-hanger Abbey was written about the years 98 & 99’.4 Cassandras are famous for not being believed, but this dating was endorsed by another family insider (‘“Northanger Abbey” … was certainly first composed in 1798’5) and has been broadly accepted by modern scholars. More specifically, Deirdre Le Faye suggests that Susan (Austen’s original title for Northanger Abbey) was composed between August 1798 and late June 1799, with a separate revision stage in winter 1802–3—a stage Le Faye infers from Austen’s preliminary statement that ‘This little work was finished in the year 1803’ (p. 3).6 Publication had to wait, however, until five months after Austen’s death, when in December 1817 the London publisher John Murray brought out Northanger Abbey and Persuasion in a four-volume edition of 1,750 copies (with 1818 on the title page, as was standard practice for dating end-of-year publications). At a time when circulating libraries and communal reading habits would mean many readers per copy, this was a respectable total, though short of the print runs enjoyed by the ‘sister author[s]’ (p. 79)—Frances Burney, Maria Edgeworth—with whom Austen aligns herself in Northanger Abbey. The novel was not to reach anything like a mass audience until its inclusion in Richard Bentley’s affordable, frequently reprinted Standard Novels series (1833), followed by cheap Routledge paperbacks in the 1850s.7

Assuming Cassandra’s memorandum to be correct, Northanger Abbey is then the third of Austen’s full-length novels to have been drafted, the first two being Sense and Sensibility (which began life as Elinor and Marianne, probably in 1795) and Pride and Prejudice (the original version of which, as First Impressions, was completed in 1797, offered to the leading bookseller Thomas Cadell, and rejected sight unseen by return of post: humiliation indeed). Northanger Abbey was, however, the first of the novels to be successfully sold to a publisher. This time Austen selected a more realistic target than upscale Cadell: the mid-level London firm of Crosby & Co., whose proprietor, Benjamin Crosby, had published William Godwin’s radical novel Things as They Are; or, The Adventures of Caleb Williams in 1794, and was now expanding his fiction list to become the fourth most prolific publisher of novels in the 1800–9 decade.8 The transaction took place sometime in spring 1803 (April seems likely), when Crosby bought Austen’s manuscript for £10, possibly via a bookselling associate in Bath, where Austen was now living (she had visited at least twice in the previous decade); her intermediary was a man named William Seymour, attorney to her brother Henry and later reportedly a suitor of Austen herself. This modest sum—£10 would buy you about twenty Crosby novels—was as much as an unconnected first-time author could expect, although it is sometimes noted by comparison that Ann Radcliffe, the star Gothic novelist whose work enthrals Catherine in Bath, was paid £500 for The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and a record-breaking £800 for The Italian (1797). Crosby & Co. published a total of ten new novels in 1803, and between July and September they advertised Susan as ‘In the Press’ in the fashionable St James’s Chronicle in London and at least seven provincial newspapers, as well as in two of the firm’s own books.9 But Susan never appeared.

It is sometimes assumed that as a publisher of Gothic fiction himself (his 1803 output included Mary Julia Young’s Moss Cliff Abbey and Anne Ker’s The Mysterious Count; or, Montville Castle), Crosby was disinclined, on reflection, to proceed further with a send-up of a genre that was serving him well. But booksellers of the period had more pressing matters to think about than the curatorial purity of their lists, and in a profession notorious for high rates of bankruptcy, few could afford the luxury of overspecializing. With titles such as Mrs F. C. Patrick’s More Ghosts! (1798), even William Lane of the Minerva Press, London’s foremost purveyor of Gothic schlock, saw no contradiction in bringing out spoofs of the genre alongside the real thing—and in any case the real thing often flirts, on closer inspection, with the rhetorical overkill of the spoofs. Crosby played the same game himself with Elisabeth Guénard’s The Three Monks!!! (1803), an arch, mildly risqué tale of absent crusaders, randy friars, and bored ladies who ‘were always disposed to receive extremely well, the godly men who came to amuse them’.10 A more plausible explanation for Susan’s non-appearance is provided by Anthony Mandal, who documents Crosby’s escalating business difficulties in the period following his purchase of Austen’s manuscript, and suggests that these difficulties underlie a sudden drop-off in his production of fiction, with just two new novels in 1804 (one published late in the year, the other as part of a consortium). Crosby may have invested £10 in buying Susan, but that was a small loss to absorb compared with the £100 or more that he would have had to lay out, at his own risk, to produce the two-volume novel of an unknown author.11 And by the time he returned seriously in 1806 to the fiction market—a world of instant fashion and urgent sell-by dates—Susan was ancient history.

There is no record of Austen’s response to the impasse until 1809, a year often held to mark a revival of her creative energies after the personal and financial disruptions entailed by her father’s death in 1805. But in February that year another two-volume work entitled Susan: A Novel was published by John Booth, a London bookseller who also ran a circulating library in the smart West End district of Portland Place. Austen cannot have mistaken this insipid effort for her own book: as one of Booth’s advance notices specifies, the published Susan was a fanciful (but of course impeccably moral) romance in which ‘the Exclusion of the heroine of this work into a remote isle of Scotland will … immediately remind the reader of Elizabeth, the Exile of Siberia, from their unity of interest and elegant simplicity’.12 She probably saw the novel advertised, however, and may even have seen the text itself—in which case the simplicity would have struck her more than the interest. Perhaps she later saw the Monthly Review notice in which Anna Laetitia Barbauld classes Susan ‘among the blue-winged ephemera’ of the year, noting, in nicely judged tones of bored inattention, its dreary plot routines: ‘prodigious number of fevers, together with several faintings, two duels, and one or two deaths.’13 It was in this context that Austen set aside her usual practice of dealing with publishers via male relatives (her father, her brother) and wrote testily to Crosby & Co. under the pseudonym Mrs Ashton Dennis—so enabling the expressive sign-off ‘I am Gentlemen &c &c | MAD.—’. In the body of the letter, Austen protests breach of contract (‘an early publication was stipulated for at the time of Sale’), offers to send another copy ‘supposing the MS by some carelessness to have been lost’, and announces herself, in the absence of satisfaction, ‘at liberty to secure the publication of my work, by applying elsewhere’. She did not act, however, on a reply in which Crosby’s son Richard threatened legal action should she take her retained copy to another publisher, while adding of the copy languishing in his office that ‘the MS. Shall be yours for the same as we paid for it’.14 Still in straitened circumstances, Austen may simply have lacked the ready cash.

It was not until spring 1816 that her brother Henry retrieved the manuscript from Crosby & Co., and at that point Austen composed her ‘Advertisement, by the Authoress’, with wording that seems to envisage immediate publication. At the same time, she made plain her thoughts about Crosby with a flourish of crushing Johnsonese: ‘That any bookseller should think it worth while to purchase what he did not think it worth while to publish seems extraordinary’ (p. 3). Yet once again the novel failed to appear, and a year later, having completed Persuasion and started Sanditon, and in failing health, Austen told her niece Fanny Knight that ‘Miss Catherine is put upon the Shelve for the present, and I do not know that she will ever come out’.15 The heroine’s new name was no doubt in reaction to the 1809 Susan, and Austen was also now using this name as her working title (the still untitled Persuasion, she adds, ‘is short, about the length of Catherine’). However eloquent the published title Northanger Abbey might be, there is no reliable evidence to indicate that Austen devised it herself or planned to use it. It is usually attributed to Henry (in Kathryn Sutherland’s words, Austen’s ‘unofficial literary agent’), who managed her literary reputation after death, notably in an anodyne ‘Biographical Notice’ prefixed to the posthumous edition.16

Terrorist Novel-Writing

In the twentieth-century heyday of formalist criticism, the Northanger Abbey title irked readers for whom this was a broken-backed work, a game of two poorly integrated halves (social comedy in the Bath episodes, Gothic parody in the Northanger section) that failed to reach its advertised setting until more than halfway through.17 It made excellent sense, however, to highlight Austen’s inspired name for the Tilney estate, with all its rich implications. In the first place this was (like Mansfield Park) a plausible place name, and Cassandra’s ‘North-hanger’ spelling suggests this meaning was uppermost in her own mind. A hanger was a steep-sloped or ‘hanging’ wood, like Colonel Brandon’s idyllic Delaford Hanger in Sense and Sensibility, and there was a real-life North Hanger Farm outside Southampton, where Austen lived for a period. When Catherine imagines the abbey ‘standing low in a valley, sheltered from the north and east by rising woods of oak’ (p. 100), her words suggest a rural idyll, and on arrival the reality appears to match, with ‘steep woody hills rising behind … beautiful even in the leafless month of March’ (p. 127). But the evocation was historical as well as topographical, and here more sinister connotations emerge. For all her professed boredom with history—‘The quarrels of popes and kings … in every page’ (p. 77)—Catherine knows enough of these quarrels to recognize Northanger as ‘a richly-endowed convent at the time of the Reformation … fallen into the hands of an ancestor of the Tilneys on its dissolution’ (p. 100). ‘[F]allen into’, as though by happy chance—but with all her characteristic lightness of touch, Austen gestures here to the stripped altars and bare ruined choirs of Henrician tyranny, and traces the Tilneys’ wealth to a brutal history of coercion and confiscation. A beneficiary of (in Margaret Doody’s words) ‘the original land grab’,18 General Tilney now seems bent on grabbing Miss Morland; true to the legacy of his forebears, he seeks to enrich his dynasty further via a fat dowry for his son. Until, that is, new information makes him perceive Catherine anew, not as a landed heiress at all, but instead an impecunious parasite or ‘hanger-on’—another meaning, current at the time, that lurks within the novel’s title.

More pervasively, as Tony Tanner proposed in his classic essay ‘Anger in the Abbey’, the title suggests the ruling passion of the mercurial General. Or, at least, one of his ruling passions—and ‘Northavarice’ or ‘Northambition’ were scarcely options. ‘Anger’ is the novel’s disquieting keyword, with its cognate and synonymous terms: ‘his resentful ire’; ‘furious in his anger’; ‘Enraged with almost every body in the world but himself’ (pp. 138, 179). Though distributed between several of Austen’s characters (sometimes in negative formulations), the word clusters most emphatically around General Tilney, with decreasing efforts on his side at suppression or concealment. The culmination, near the end of the narrative, is open rage. This is a comedy, Tanner writes, in which patriarchal anger is only tenuously contained by the norms of civility and politeness that we associate with Austen’s world: ‘There are atrocities and atrocities and they can take on domestic and social forms without thereby ceasing to be atrocities.’19

Atrocity was all the rage in literature of the 1790s, from harrowing reports of the revolutionary guillotine in Helen Maria Williams’s Letters from France (1790–6) to the Gothic craze that surrounded The Mysteries of Udolpho: A Romance in 1794 and John Thorpe’s favourite, Matthew Lewis’s electrifying The Monk: A Romance (1796). Some readers even traced a connection, like the 1797 satirist who, styling himself ‘a Jacobin Novelist’ but deploring ‘the tyranny of Robespierre’, mused that in the new sensationalist fiction ‘we have exactly and faithfully copied the SYSTEM OF TERROR, if not in our streets, and in our fields, at least in our circulating libraries, and in our closets’.20 Gothic fiction was still being produced at scale when Northanger Abbey at last reached print, and in this context the most unmistakable suggestion of the title—amplified in Murray’s newspaper ads for Northanger Abbey, a Romance, though no such generic marker appeared in the book itself21—is that here was yet another imitation of Radcliffe, or, if not, a send-up like Thomas Love Peacock’s cerebral satire Nightmare Abbey (1818).

Cod-medieval relics and ruins, with their connotations of feudal barbarism and ancient mystery, were essential components of Gothic, and in 1796 the Critical Review complained about the formulaic monotony of the genre, though exempting its foremost exponent: ‘Since Mrs. Radcliffe’s justly admired and successful romances, the press has teemed with stories of haunted castles and visionary terrors; the incidents of which are so little diversified, that criticism is at a loss to vary its remarks.’22 Abbeys were special favourites, with the opportunities they offered for tales of perverted religiosity and inquisitorial torment. Radcliffe-era examples include The Abbey of St Asaph (1795), Roach Abbey (1796), The Horrors of Oakendale Abbey (1797), and Grasville Abbey (1798); between 1790 and 1820, at least thirty novels sported eponymous abbeys, alongside The Haunted Priory (1794), The Monastery of Gondolfo (1810), Convent of Grey Penitents (1810), and much more.23 Austen neatly evokes the representational clichés shared by these works to indicate her heroine’s fervid anticipation of Northanger. Approaching as dusk falls, Catherine is trained by her reading to be sure of sublime experience: ‘every bend in the road was expected with solemn awe to afford a glimpse of its massy walls of grey stone, rising amidst a grove of ancient oaks, with the last beams of the sun playing in beautiful splendour on its high Gothic windows’ (p. 114). Her mind’s eye reflects blood-curdling shockers like Regina Maria Roche’s The Children of the Abbey (1796), where the heroine traverses oak woods ‘scattered over with relics of druidical antiquity’, and then admires from ‘the massy door’ of the abbey ‘the dark and stupendous edifice, whose gloom was now heightened by the shadows of evening, with venerable awe’.24 Later, Henry Tilney echoes any number of Minerva Press potboilers when teasing Catherine with thoughts of a ‘gloomy chamber—too lofty and extensive for you, with only the feeble rays of a single lamp to take in its size—its walls hung with tapestry exhibiting figures as large as life, and the bed, of dark green stuff or purple velvet, presenting even a funereal appearance’ (p. 112). His words evoke exactly the predicament of Mary Pilkington’s heroine in Rosina (1793) on entering ‘a large gloomy chamber, hung with old fashioned, but not ill executed tapestry. The curtains of the bed hung in tattered remnants … She gazed around her in wild astonishment, until the light burning down into the socket, began to throw its feeble and tremulous gleams on the walls of her dungeon.’25

In Northanger Abbey as a whole, much of the fun for readers immersed in disposable circulating-library fiction must have arisen from the many further echoes of Gothic tags—‘motionless with horror’ (p. 121); ‘her blood was chilled’ (p. 122)—that Austen works into her text. That may be why she worried about her novel’s best-before date after years of cultural transition, when ‘places, manners, books, and opinions have undergone considerable changes’ (p. 3). But in fact Austen’s most outrageous Gothic flourishes—‘Darkness impenetrable and immoveable filled the room’ (p. 121)—are timeless enough to sound like Paradise Lost and Frankenstein all at once. Other passages tweak the routines of the Radcliffe moment in ways that require no exaggeration. Asked by Catherine if Northanger is ‘a fine old place, just like what one reads about’, Henry replies that they will not need to penetrate ‘a hall dimly lighted by the expiring embers of a wood fire’ (p. 112); they will not encounter, in other words, the hackneyed thrills and off-the-peg shivers of Richard Warner’s Netley Abbey (1795), a novel based on a much-visited Cistercian ruin near Southampton that Austen toured herself in 1808. Here the hero, summoned into a gloomy refectory ‘by screams of female distress’, finds the villainous abbot creepily illuminated, as convention dictated, ‘by the expiring embers of a large fire’.26

A literature of terror that included in its gory repertoire sensational stories of abduction and imprisonment, spine-tingling supernatural (or apparently supernatural) effects, and a hyperbolic rhetoric of sublime description, the Gothic novel was diversifying rapidly in the 1790s. It had diversified even more by the 1810s, when Walter Scott joked about different possible ways to market his bestselling Waverley (1814). He might have evoked the Udolpho mode, all lost keys, ruinous precincts and trembling steps, with ‘stories of blood and horror … heard in the servant’s hall’. Alternatively, ‘a Romance from the German’ would promise ‘a profligate abbot, an oppressive duke, a secret and mysterious association of Rosycrucians and illuminati, with all their properties of black cowls, caverns, daggers, electrical machines, trap-doors, and dark-lanterns’.27 When Catherine first encounters Gothic writing in fashion-obsessed Bath, however, she and her friend Isabella have no time for fine subgeneric distinctions, and they move straight from the black veils and skeletons of Radcliffe’s fiction to the ‘ten or twelve more of the same kind’ noted in Isabella’s pocketbook (p. 24). The listed works are ‘all horrid’, Isabella placidly adds, in a conversation that shifts seamlessly between Gothic novels and coquelicot ribbons, the latest books and the newest fabrics, must-have textiles and texts. It is as though all are interchangeable consumer trinkets, instances of what Austen calls ‘the unmeaning Luxuries of Bath’ in her teenage satire ‘Love and Freindship’.28 And while the titles Isabella gives, including Mysterious Warnings, Necromancer of the Black Forest, and Horrid Mysteries, might sound too good to be true, all were real publications of the 1790s, most of them German Schauerromane (‘shudder-novels’) or English imitations from the Minerva Press. Austen knew at least one first hand, having heard her father read aloud from ‘the “Midnight Bell”, which he has got from the library’, during a family trip of 1798. A month later, she was willing enough to be counted with her binge-reading heroine, proclaiming herself and her family (when a local library proprietor disparaged fiction) to be ‘great Novel-readers & not ashamed of being so’.29 Perhaps parody requires not only immersion in the target discourse but also real affection.

Part of the pleasure of Gothic, the emergence of distinct subgenres notwithstanding, was that of eerie repetition, with the iterability of favourite tropes in new but broadly recognizable plot frameworks. The genre overall was characterized by temporally or geographically remote settings—medieval, Renaissance, Mediterranean, Teutonic—in which enlightened modern constraints on plot and action—manners and morals, customs and laws—were conveniently put aside. By locating climactic plot events in the winding labyrinths and gloomy recesses of ancient monasteries or ruined castles, Gothic cultivated an atmosphere laden with enthralling psychosexual connotation. Perhaps Austen plays on this feature with ‘the cavity of importance’ (p. 120) that Catherine is on the brink of discovering at Northanger, or the ‘frightful great rent’ (p. 172) in her guardian’s lacework at Bath (‘It would have been very shocking to have it torn’, p. 12); such innuendos recall the notorious ‘great slit in my worked muslin gown’ that preoccupies Lydia after her elopement with Wickham in Pride and Prejudice.30

Gothic fiction could also speak, however subliminally, to its political moment, and the ‘Jacobin Novelist’ cited above was not alone in connecting the aesthetic of terror with the most sanguinary phase of the French Revolution, Robespierre’s Terror of 1793–4, inaugurated by a widely repeated official declaration ‘que la terreur soit à l’ordre du jour’. Another journalist scoffed at novelists for making ‘terror the order of the day, by confining the heroes and heroines in old gloomy castles, full of spectres, apparitions, ghosts, and dead men’s bones’.31 But there were more profound ways in which, for the Marquis de Sade in 1799, the imaginative world of Radcliffe and Lewis ‘was the necessary offspring of the revolutionary upheaval which affected the whole of Europe’.32 And if novelistic bloodshed and phantoms somehow registered the public atmosphere of turmoil and shock in which they were born, Gothic settings could also read like so many Bastilles, crumbling embodiments of a doomed ancien régime. As William Hazlitt recalled in 1819, it was natural enough ‘if amidst the tumult of events crowded into this period, our literature has partaken of the disorder of the time’, while more specifically Radcliffe’s mouldering castles ‘derived part of their interest … from the supposed tottering state of all old structures at the time’.33 With her usual comic brio, Austen makes similar connections when Catherine is thrilled to hear that ‘something very shocking indeed, will soon come out of London’ (p. 80). She means a new novel, but the mind of her interlocutor Eleanor Tilney, perhaps schooled by her loyalist father in political paranoia, leaps to the horrors of revolutionary violence. When Henry at last clears up the misunderstanding, his words—‘the Bank attacked, the Tower threatened, the streets of London flowing with blood’ (p. 81)—are reminiscent, in their breathless telegraphese, of an account given by Austen’s cousin Eliza de Feuillide of being caught in a London riot of 1792: ‘the noise of the populace, the drawn swords & pointed bayonets of the guards, the fragments of brick & mortar thrown on every side, one of which had nearly killed my Coachman, the firing at one end of the street.’34 Revolution in London did not materialize, but the fears were real. Small wonder that Austen’s vigilant General, even in his Northanger retirement, pays such close attention to newspapers and pamphlets, ‘poring over the affairs of the nation’, his eyes ‘blinding for the good of others’ (p. 134) like some reactionary latter-day Milton.

Throughout this multilayered satire on Gothic, Austen is not playing, of course, on particular novels, but rather on their idiom in general. The exception is the ubiquitous Udolpho, a point of reference in both volumes of Northanger Abbey, and a work Austen assumes her readers will know, not least for its villain-hero Montoni, a brooding sixteenth-century brigand who starves his wife almost to death in a haunted castle (she is found in a skeletal state and does not survive) and imprisons the orphaned heroine in order to win control of her inheritance via marriage to a sidekick. In the Bath volume, Radcliffe’s flamboyant bestseller affords Catherine ‘the luxury of a raised, restless, and frightened imagination’ (p. 34) when she devours it on Isabella’s recommendation; even sophisticated Henry Tilney has read it, with, he jokes, his ‘hair standing on end the whole time’ (p. 76). More consequentially, Udolpho shapes her torrid fantasies about secret murder in the Northanger volume, beguiling her mind from mundane reality to the point of perceiving the General, as the plot nears its climax, as himself a tortured, guilt-stricken villain, discernibly wearing ‘the air and attitude of a Montoni’ (p. 134).

Traditions and Techniques

Yet for all the prominence of Gothic in general and Udolpho in particular, this is far from the full extent of Austen’s intertextual repertoire. Long before the circulating libraries of Bath, and while still a mischievous, baseball-playing tomboy, Catherine’s mind is shaped by schoolroom staples—the poems of Gray and Pope, the plays of Shakespeare—as mediated by popular anthologies, and also, of course, by novels. In one of Northanger Abbey’s many delayed-release ironies, she learns from Twelfth Night that a lovelorn woman should look ‘like Patience on a monument | Smiling at Grief’; this tag was frequently quoted in sentimental fiction of the day, and sure enough, we later see Catherine react to a minor setback ‘with smiles of most exquisite misery’ (pp. 7, 46). Austen sprinkles the opening chapters with jokes about a dizzying range of fictional modes aside from Gothic: foundling novels concerning a dashing ‘young man whose origin was unknown’ (p. 8); sentimental novels where characters oppress each other ‘with sadness, and drown … in tears’ (p. 9); libertine novels where baronets ‘delight in forcing young ladies away to some remote farm-house’ (p. 9); epistolary novels where characters exchange ‘by every post … a detail of every interesting conversation’ (p. 9); interpolated tales with gratuitous accounts of ‘past adventures and sufferings … twenty years before’ (p. 20). A wry prediction that Mrs Allen will finally ‘reduce poor Catherine to all the desperate wretchedness of which a last volume is capable … whether by intercepting her letters, ruining her character, or turning her out of doors’ (p. 10) resumes the joke about ‘virtue in distress’ novels—though again with proleptic irony, since turning out of doors in disgrace is just what lies ahead. Conspicuously, this is the work of an author whose confidence in her entitlement to publish flows from a knowing immersion in all the varieties of modern fiction, and from a sharp sense of the absurdities of each.

It is the work of an author, moreover, whose exclusion from the world of print as she wrote and revised (first hasty Cadell, then inert Crosby) is rhetorically offset by tones of amused condescension, and by flourishes of self-conscious narration that bypass the tired formulas of the day, recalling instead the mid-century sophistication of Henry Fielding. As John Mullan notes, across Austen’s corpus as a whole, ‘one of the reasons why this novel feels so different … is that we are so constantly reminded of the author’s presence, arranging and commenting and speaking as herself’.35 Where elsewhere Austen uses an authorial or quasi-authorial first person very sparingly (and in Emma avoids it entirely), Northanger Abbey makes at least fourteen first-person interventions in the narrative. Austen plays with witty artificiality on the materiality of her text (the volumes, the pages, the paper), on the interpretative tasks she leaves to readers (their discernment, their judgement, their sagacity), and on narrative material she finds too cheesy to include, as when, on leaving Bath, ‘The embraces, tears, and promises of the parting fair ones may be fancied’ (p. 108). When a nobleman appears from nowhere in the final chapter to help wind up the plot, ‘the most charming young man in the world is instantly before the imagination of us all’—and since no good novelist neglects the neo-Aristotelian ‘rules of composition’, Austen will make him the man whose old laundry list Catherine finds earlier in the volume (pp. 181–2).

Gestures like this intensify in the final pages, as Austen contrives the inevitable union of her ‘almost pretty’ heroine and ‘not quite handsome’ hero (pp. 6, 14). Most obvious is her parting disavowal—in her inability to decide whether her story will ‘recommend parental tyranny, or reward filial disobedience’ (p. 182)—of the expected didactic sign-off. All Austen’s novels display a degree of amused impatience in their last-chapter sprint to a happy ending—not quite burlesque acceleration, but something approaching it—but Northanger Abbey is the wittiest case, mocking bloated courtship novels and their predictable conclusions by directing readers to ‘see in the tell-tale compression of the pages before them, that we are all hastening together to perfect felicity’ (p. 181). Again the register is unerring, and seasoned novel-readers might have remembered the ‘prospects of the most perfect felicity’ that open up towards the end of the anonymous Emilia Belville (1768), or the happy lovers of Charlotte Smith’s Celestina (1791), fixed ‘in such perfect felicity as is seldom enjoyed’.36 The odd thing, amidst these wry subversions of convention, is that the first magazine reviewer of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion saw no objection to the first novel’s satire on parental authority, and instead took aim at the offensive moral of the second, ‘which seems to be, that young people should always marry according to their own inclinations and upon their own judgment’.37

This emphasis on authorial management and artifice does not mean that Northanger Abbey lacks any trace of the free indirect style that Austen perfected in her later work, where detached narrative shades into conveying—as though infiltrated by, even emanating from—a character’s subjective perceptions and idiolect (personal habits of language). However, the effect tends to be felt in snatches and shards, not sustained set pieces, as at several points where what might otherwise be narrative disinformation indicates Catherine’s failure to grasp the malignity around her. When the General’s children strike her as cowed and reserved, we learn that ‘He could not be accountable for his children’s want of spirits’ (p. 91)—but of course he could, and he is. When Isabella, though engaged to Catherine’s brother, starts leading on swaggering Captain Tilney—‘How strange that she should not perceive his admiration!’ (p. 104)—not much readerly sagacity is needed to see what Isabella is doing. It has been suggested that passages like this, as technical departures from the dominant mode of Northanger Abbey, may indicate late revision as Austen prepared her retrieved manuscript for the press while also completing Persuasion and planning Sanditon.38 These works certainly speak to each other in intriguing ways. However fortuitous their eventual pairing as a four-volume set, Persuasion seems to mirror or reverse Northanger Abbey in key aspects, with its traumatic but finally euphoric return to ‘the white glare of Bath’ (in this sense the four volumes have a palindromic structure),39 or the pointed contrast between its benign, upright naval officers (Admiral Croft, Captain Wentworth) and the brutal military men of Northanger Abbey. Persuasion—a work defined, Deidre Lynch notes, by its sequel-like characteristics, its plot unfolding ‘under the shadows cast by a prior story’40—also resumes Northanger Abbey’s theme of reading and the power of reading to shape the self; even wise, mature Anne Elliot is not immune to Catherine’s mistake, and while advising Captain Benwick not to wallow in Romantic verse, she fails to practise what she preaches. In Sanditon, Charlotte Heywood is a knowing, vigilant Catherine Morland immune to the snare of novels; Northanger Abbey’s attack on reviewers who complain ‘of the trash with which the press now groans’ (p. 23) finds its evil twin in the flatulent speeches of Sir Edward Denham, who despises ‘the mere Trash of the common Circulating Library’.41 For Kathryn Sutherland, such overlaps are ‘the inevitable consequence of a chronology of writing which included alongside new ventures … the revision of earlier completed writings, a pattern which leaves us with Sanditon, her final work, as the sequel to Northanger Abbey, one of her earliest’.42

The celebrated defence of fiction may itself be a later addition in whole or part. One of the novels Austen praises as work ‘in which the most thorough knowledge of human nature, the happiest delineation of its varieties … are conveyed to the world in the best chosen language’ (p. 23) had not been published when she drafted Northanger Abbey; that was Edgeworth’s Belinda, a work of 1801. The chapter may also draw on an influential vindication of the genre, Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s essay ‘On the Origin and Progress of Novel-Writing’, first published as the introduction to a multi-volume anthology of 1810, The British Novelists; in this context, Sutherland calls Austen’s chapter a ‘Barbauld-like panegyric to the female novel’, while Anne Toner suggests ‘the confluence in their thinking and even Austen’s direct allusion’.43 Both authors emphasize a tradition of sophisticated social and moral satire that reaches back through Burney and Edgeworth to mid-century women writers like Charlotte Lennox, whose clever reworking of Cervantes in The Female Quixote (1752) Austen read more than once (‘I find the work quite equal to what I remembered it’, she wrote in 1807).44 No doubt Lennox’s work, in which a protagonist obsessed by voluminous heroic romances (her servant sinks under the weight of them; her suitor dreads having to read them) expects modern life to conform to outlandish chivalric norms, helped inspire Northanger Abbey. Even in Austen’s opening sentence, on Catherine’s unlikely credentials as ‘an heroine’ (p. 5), a gratuitously fussy indefinite article calls to mind Lennox’s running (indeed somewhat overplayed) joke about the stereotypes of romance, where ‘one never has the Idea of an Heroine older than Eighteen’.45 That said, Austen seems not to have worried that she was merely recycling, with application to more recent fictional vogues, the basic conceit of Lennox’s satire or imitations like Tabitha Gilman Tenney’s Female Quixotism, an American novel of 1801. When another updating of Lennox, Eaton Stannard Barrett’s The Heroine; or, Adventures of a Fair Romance Reader, came out in 1813, Austen could enjoy it as ‘a delightful burlesque, particularly on the Radcliffe style’, without seeming to worry that its appearance might threaten the still unpublished Northanger Abbey.46

The Spoils of Northanger

That may be because, as well as burlesquing ‘the Radcliffe style’, Austen had more ambitious uses in mind for Quixotic fiction. Crucial here was the potential of Don Quixote itself, the towering prototype of 1605–15, which uses its hero’s book-driven madness not only to satirize the romances that detach Quixote from modernity but also, from a romance perspective, to defamiliarize modernity with the aim of seeing it anew. Cervantic satire could cut, in other words, two ways: most obviously on the deranged Quixote and the fanciful reading that obsesses him, but more interestingly on the debased world he rails against. In eighteenth-century Britain, this was a potential exploited by the novelist Tobias Smollett, who shared Austen’s Tory distaste for commercial mores and Whiggish corruption, and used his novel Sir Launcelot Greaves (1760–1) to satirize a range of present-day abuses, from electoral bribery to private madhouses. As the name of Smollett’s English Quixote suggests (greaves are a category of medieval armour), Sir Launcelot is mentally locked in a remote chivalric past. But the name also indicates real contemporary evils or ills for which Sir Launcelot grieves.

In what ways might Radcliffe and her imitators open up satirical opportunities of this kind? One might consider the fictional tradition that Austen jokes about when alluding to ‘the difficulties and dangers of a six weeks’ residence in Bath’ (p. 8) and ‘our heroine’s entrée into life’ (p. 10)—a tradition to which Burney contributed in her debut novel Evelina; or, the History of a Young Lady’s Entrance into the World (1778), but now in need of refreshment. Evelina details the codes and conventions stacked against the heroine as she enters society—the rules of the assembly, the protocols of the ballroom—and their exploitation by social or sexual predators. Catherine’s Bath experience involves similar patterns of entrapment: forced unwittingly into breaches of propriety that leave her ‘restlessly miserable’ (p. 65); constrained by conventions in which ‘man has the advantage of choice, woman only the power of refusal’ (p. 53); compelled by pre-engagement to a suitor she dislikes to deny the suitor she wants to encourage (p. 36). Austen’s inspired twist on this tradition is her ongoing hint that Gothic novels—novels of coercion, abduction, and imprisonment—might stand as dramatic metaphors for her social predicament. There is of course a sharp difference of degree between the perils of Udolpho and those of Bath, but it is not an absolute difference of kind, and Austen plays with teasing wit on the parallels. When boorish, manipulative John Thorpe—he of the ‘Well hung’ carriage (p. 29)—insists on whisking her off in his gig to the tourist destination of Blaise Castle, this is not quite abduction to a Gothic fastness, not only because Thorpe’s trophy vehicle fails to make it (he overtasks the horses), but also because Blaise is a folly, a modern fake. Built as a viewpoint and party venue in 1766, it offers not the Gothic experience Catherine craves, all winding vaults and grated doors, but a foretaste of the modern luxury contrived at Northanger: as Humphry Repton, the fashionable landscape designer, said of Blaise, not ‘a mouldering castle whose ruined turrets threaten destruction, and revive the horrors of feudal strife; but … a mansion of elegance, cheerfulness, and hospitality’.47 Ironies like this are everywhere, but so is an underlying sense that Catherine, no less than Udolpho’s Emily, is an innocent abroad in a predatory world. Even as she reads about the imperilled heroines of Gothic novels, she experiences a modified version of the same thing, constrained by modern civility, but quietly analogous.

It follows that for all the absurdity of taking Gothic fiction literally as a guide to life, the fiction need not be absurd in itself, and when more thoughtfully approached as metaphorical in meaning, may even have a certain explanatory power. For the polite world of a modern spa still has its perils and pains, and through clever deployment of Gothic hyperbole in her opening volume—Catherine suffers ‘agony’, ‘distresses’, ‘dread’, ‘misery’, ‘mortification’, ‘pangs’, ‘torment’, and more—Austen draws playful analogies between the trials of a Radcliffe heroine and the everyday but no less absorbing tribulations of an ingénue at Bath. Catherine, after all, is manipulated and deceived by Isabella, trapped on one occasion by her brother, and more or less abducted on another; she is constrained, even imprisoned, in a world of regulated proprieties, and exploited by friends who link arms with hers ‘though their hearts were at war’ (p. 70). Her predicament is not literally that of the novels she reads, yet these novels can still indicate forms of persecution that operate, albeit in new guise, in a world of polite sociability. Eventually, Gothic settings and modern dilemmas coalesce in Catherine’s mind, in ways brilliantly evoked as, hurried by Thorpe through the streets of Bath, her thoughts become a swirl of ‘broken promises and broken arches, phaetons and false hangings, Tilneys and trap-doors’ (p. 60). Gothic is something more interesting here than a frivolous distraction from the real; it offers instead a disquieting new lens on the real.

Tanner was among the first to spell out how the pattern intensifies as Catherine reaches Northanger. Her disappointment with the building starts the process, and in the chapters that follow, Austen’s comedy works through studiously bathetic descriptions of mundane actualities—the elegant, light-filled rooms, the consumer durables and modern comforts—that frustrate her novel-fuelled desires. Traces of the medieval remain to be seen, like the pointed arches atop the General’s bright replacement windows. But the overall impression is of disappointing rational modernity: swept gravel, regular casements, pretty china; wallpaper and carpets where there should be tapestries and sliding panels. Here Austen deftly exaggerates a familiar eighteenth-century experience. Northanger is not quite the teardown that readers would have known from famous cases like Wanstead Abbey in Essex, rebuilt in Palladian style by a political grandee named Earl Tylney, only for the new building to be demolished after the 1812 marriage of Catherine Tilney-Long, reputedly the wealthiest heiress in England, to a profligate gambler. But less extreme cases came in for criticism with the rise of picturesque aesthetics—a trend, associated especially with William Gilpin, on which Henry lectures Catherine on their Beechen Cliff walk. When visiting the former Cistercian monastery of Forde Abbey in Dorset in the 1790s, Gilpin was dismayed to find the great hall extravagantly retrofitted and the cloister converted to an orangery: ‘Sash windows glare over pointed arches, and Gothic walls are adorned with Indian paper’, he protests, deploring ‘the hands of improvement’ as agents of depraved taste and vulgar ostentation.48 In just this spirit, when Catherine searches for those traces of past villainy that Gothic buildings should betray—padlocked crime scenes, cells suited to barbarous proceedings—she finds only commodious apartments with well-disposed closets.

In some ways, of course, it remains a defensible account of Northanger Abbey to see it as a straightforward satire on fiction and delusion à la Lennox: a novel of female education in which a naïve, novel-obsessed heroine loses her grasp on reality, confuses a modern gentleman with a Gothic villain, and is instructed out of her errors by a wise suitor. Part of the cleverness of Austen’s second volume lies in the mixed messages sent out about Northanger’s proprietor, but at one level he seems genial enough, not so much the malign Montoni of Catherine’s imaginings as a harmless Uncle Toby: a retired veteran whose ‘hobby-horse’ is growing exotic fruit, and who thoughtfully procures ‘every modern invention to facilitate the labour of the cooks’ (pp. 127, 131). By imagining the General instead in the villainous Gothic role of uxoricide, Catherine has entertained ‘grossly injurious suspicions’ inspired by her reading. But finally her mind is brought back from ‘the alarms of romance’ to encounter and recognize, free of hyperbolic literary distraction, the sober and salutary ‘anxieties of common life’ (p. 144). Middle England, Henry instructs her, is not a Radcliffean realm.

Or is it? On inspection, something looks badly awry on the Tilney estate. The setting that so alarms Catherine, if not for exactly the right reason, stands in a long line of grand mansions in eighteenth-century literature, from Alexander Pope’s Epistle to Burlington (1731) to Oliver Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village (1770), that embody the depredations of commercial modernity and the hubris of their overweening masters. These are places whose owners disavow inherited responsibilities of communal stewardship, and who fashion their estates instead as self-regarding projections of wealth and power—to the point, in Goldsmith’s poem, of appropriating previously common land and deporting the rural poor. A key concept here (as at the real-world Forde Abbey) is that of ‘improvement’, always a suspect term in Austen, with its connotations of luxurious, self-gratifying ostentation and the displacement of rural tradition by mercantile values. In contrast to Austen milieux where traditional obligations of stewardship still prevail—milieux like Mr Knightley’s Donwell, contaminated by ‘neither fashion nor extravagance’, or Darcy’s Pemberton in Pride and Prejudice, ‘neither gaudy nor uselessly fine’49—‘improvement’ runs riot in morally dubious environments like Lady Catherine de Bourgh’s Rosings, with its £800 chimneypiece and expensive glazing, or Norland Park, where acquisitive John Dashwood and his appalling wife enclose the village common and fell ancient walnut trees to make way for a voguish new hothouse. Points like this are sometimes thought to indicate a radical strain in Austen’s thinking, but as the historian Jeremy Black makes clear, they more plausibly suggest a conservative distaste for the ascendancy of commercial interests and the concomitant erosion of social bonds: ‘The reorganization of much of the countryside through enclosure reflected elite power, not least by disrupting traditional rights and expectations. So even more with the demolition of villages to create parkland.’50

From this perspective, ‘The General’s improving hand’ (p. 131) at Northanger looks less benign. Too old for a sporty two-seater like John Thorpe, too staid for the newfangled barouche-landau of Emma’s leech-like Sucklings, he travels to Northanger in a stately chaise-and-four with all the pomp of ‘postilions handsomely liveried’ (a pseudo-aristocratic affection) and ‘numerous outriders properly mounted’ (p. 110). Once there, he alternates between assuring Catherine that he values money only to make others happy—‘The brother and sister looked at each other’ (p. 148)—while pointing out the ‘costly gilding’ in a renovated apartment and regretting the antiquity of his breakfast china, ‘quite an old set, purchased two years ago’ (pp. 115, 125). Perhaps most telling is his remodelling of the Northanger landscape to project status at the expense of community. Time-honoured practices of rural society give way to assertions of control over nature: ‘a village of hot-houses seemed to arise … and a whole parish to be at work within the inclosure’ (p. 127). Another of the General’s humblebrags, this time about tropical fruit—‘The pinery had yielded only one hundred in the last year’ (p. 127)—aligns him with other domineering landowners in fiction of the day. Perhaps Austen remembered the socially ambitious proprietor of Clarendon Abbey in Mary Robinson’s Angelina (1796), who boasts of his pineapple crop to Lord Acreland, a visitor whose acres he means to land for his daughter via marriage.51 And while the hyacinth cultivars also yielded by Northanger’s hothouses are not quite the speculative assets of seventeenth-century tulipomania, the implications are still disquieting; Catherine’s own treatment, Deidre Lynch observes, is ‘linked quite pointedly to the indoor forcing of hyacinths, the consummate example of florists’ flowers’.52 Mere tenants come in for rougher treatment, and in the parish of Woodston (the Tilney living that Henry rather negligently holds), a throwaway comment neatly indicates that improvement here means evicting peasants and demolishing homes. Only when Catherine, invited to ‘examine some improvements’ at Woodston, admires a picturesque cottage from the window does the General relent from his plan to sanitize the view: ‘You like it—you approve it as an object;—it is enough … The cottage remains’ (p. 154).

It has been suggested, in this novel of marriage markets and transactional courtship, that Austen is quietly playing on famous names, and hinting as the source of the General’s designs on Catherine that he confuses her patrons the Allens with heirs of the quarrying magnate Ralph Allen, the wealthiest man in mid-eighteenth-century Bath. When Austen renamed her heroine at revision stage, there may also have been a sly if somewhat incongruous joke about hapless Catherine Tilney-Long. Even the offstage Miss Drummond, the heiress the General courts and marries in his youth (she is worth £20,000, exactly the wealth of the preening Miss Bingleys in Pride and Prejudice), bears a name that Austen’s readers would have associated with money, the Drummonds being a prominent banking dynasty.53 Matrimony for the General is plainly ‘mattermoney’ (an eloquent malapropism from another Smollett novel),54 and the pattern persists to the end of Northanger Abbey, with his delight when Eleanor marries a viscount. His avarice and ambition, those quintessentially Machiavellian vices, are beyond question. Yet does that make him, as Udolpho leads Catherine to suspect, a criminal Montoni? It is worth dwelling here on Henry’s halting denial, which at one level brings Catherine back from romance to reality with a thud, but on inspection offers less clear resolution. The passage is a masterpiece of ironic suggestion, with hints that subtly implicate the General even as Henry defends him:

He loved her, I am persuaded, as well as it was possible for him to—We have not all, you know, the same tenderness of disposition—and I will not pretend to say that while she lived, she might not often have had much to bear, but though his temper injured her, his judgment never did. His value of her was sincere; and, if not permanently, he was truly afflicted by her death. (p. 142)

From the novel’s rather obsessive guardian of rigorous usage and transparent language,55 it is an odd speech, replete with unexpected qualifications and concessions, and with none of Henry’s habitual mansplaining confidence. Literally, of course, the General has not locked his wife in a turret or starved her to death. But in spite of himself, Henry’s words leave open the possibility of a more mundane, though perhaps little less lethal, version of Montoni’s crime on the General’s part: imprisoning the former Miss Drummond in a loveless marriage (‘We have not all … the same tenderness of disposition’), oppressing her everyday life with burdens (‘I will not pretend to say that … she might not often have had much to bear’), and assailing her with his trademark irrational anger (‘his temper injured her’). If not quite killing his long-suffering wife, the General gave her little to live for. And while Northanger Abbey is not a Mary Wollstonecraft novel, where transactional marriage leaves a woman ‘bastilled … for life’,56 it is a work, all the same, in which a widower’s ‘sincere value’ for his late wife is clearly presented as a number—that £20,000 again—much more than a feeling. Happily for the General, the cash—the liveried postilions, the costly gilding, the village of hothouses—has outlasted his grief, even if a second Miss Drummond must now be found for his son.

For Anne Toner, the rhetorical figure of apophasis—where explicit disavowal of a meaning calls attention to its implicit presence—is one of Austen’s core techniques: ‘a dynamic of denying and disclosing’ that galvanized her stylistic thinking and her narrative practice.57 And so it is, not only with Henry’s exquisitely managed speech, but more broadly with Catherine’s ‘visions of romance’ and the sense that ‘Charming as were all Mrs. Radcliffe’s works … it was not in them perhaps that human nature, at least in the midland counties of England, was to be looked for’ (pp. 142, 143). Gothic is explicitly dismissed, only to be implicitly validated. For on inspection, little in Henry’s speech dispels the intuition of hidden evil that has made Catherine perceive the General through a Gothic lens. Henry goes on to rest his denial on the presence of external constraint in civilized, or more importantly transparent, modern England; ‘human nature’ has little to do with it. Outrages could not be perpetrated, he says, ‘without being known, in a country like this, where social and literary intercourse is on such a footing; where every man is surrounded by a neighbourhood of voluntary spies, and where roads and newspapers lay every thing open’ (p. 142). It is an odd place to rest his argument in several ways, not least in wording that recalls the ministerially induced paranoia of the 1790s, when, amidst conspiracy and insurrection alarms, the banning of political associations and the suspension of habeas corpus, ‘voluntary spies’ were officially recruited to report on suspected incendiaries. In the year of Northanger Abbey’s publication, the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge recalled just such an episode involving himself and Wordsworth, though Wordsworth’s subversiveness in fact went little further than the radical-chic pose of wearing striped pantaloons.
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