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Chawton. The cottage belonged to Jane Austen's brother Edward. He gave it to the widowed Mrs Austen in 1809. The first four of Jane Austen's novels were published while she lived here, and she only left in 1817 when she moved to Winchester where in a few months she died.
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Foreword

The centre of the world of Jane Austen lay in and near the county of Hampshire and had its outposts, usually for comparative purposes, in London, Lyme Regis, Bath and one or two areas not exactly on the map. All these locations are dominated by families, often obsessed with finance and the prospects of matrimonial alliances and occasionally alarmed by the unsatisfactory status of newcomers to the district. To accompany these observations she undoubtedly had notions of the appropriate architectural contexts though, as Sir Nikolaus Pevsner pointed out, she spent rather too little time in visualizing and verbalizing them. In this book we have provided one or two of such settings, but Christopher Gillie's main purpose has been to explore the social and moral themes that emerge from the conversations that provide the matrix of the novels. If they are social comedies they are shown to be also dramas of the conscience, the mind and the imagination that derive from the eighteenth-century situations and idioms which she recreated.

For the Revised Edition of this most successful study Mr Gillie has turned to several new and revealing topics and reviewed some of the most distinguished criticism and scholarship of the last decade. Social and political attitudes associated with the opening of the nineteenth century are prominently discussed on pages 59–61 and 99–101. A chronological table has been provided to help the reader define for himself the context of the popular and seminal novels associated always with her name. How we should read them today in order to understand the universal truths that nourish them is the preoccupation of the modern commentator, and to set these out in the most cogent manner has been Christopher Gillie's special concern in these pages.

MAURICE HUSSEY

General Editor

Maurice Hussey died suddenly in June 1991. The Publishers and author would like to pay tribute to his wisdom, inspiration and friendship as Editor of Preface Books. He will be sadly missed.
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‘What do you read, Mr Masson?’ said Mrs Merry.

‘Very little off my own line, Mrs Merry. Miss Austen is the novelist I read the most.’

‘What do you think of her books, Mr Fletcher?’ said Delia to Francis.

‘I am afraid, Miss Bentley, that I have very little use for books written by ladies for ladies, if I may so express myself; though I dare say I should be the better for them.’

‘Oh, no, you would not. You could not be,’ said Bumpus.

‘It is the other way round,’ said Masson.

IVY COMPTON-BURNETT:Pastors and Masters (1925)


Ivy Compton-Burnett, from whose second novel this extract is taken, invariably set her stories at the end of the nineteenth century or the beginning of this one. The conversation suggests fairly enough Jane Austen's reputation at the time: she was admired by a literary elite, including Tennyson, Macaulay, George Lewes and George Eliot; she was despised by the solemn, the pompous, the obtuse and the humourless. But she was also enjoyed by very many who found in her an assured and reassuring world for escape from the restless questionings of their own.

In the twentieth century a change has come about; the novelist Ivy Compton-Burnett to some extent illustrates it. No other novelist of distinction carried the mark of Jane Austen's influence so clearly, and yet her novels are sharp, pitiless, pessimistic analyses of human relations. The change is further indicated by this sentence from an essay entitled ‘Regulated hatred: an aspect of the work of Jane Austen,’ by D. W. Harding, first published in 1940 in Scrutiny. ‘Her books are, as she meant them to be, read and enjoyed by precisely the sort of people whom she disliked: she is a literary classic of the society which attitudes like hers, held widely enough, would undermine.’ How has this change come about—the change which has replaced Jane Austen the tranquillizer for the overstressed by Jane Austen the ‘truth-teller’ as Laurence Lerner has designated her?

Although she had discriminating admirers in the nineteenth century, none of them seems fully to have realized the subtlety and depth of her art, nor the perfection she brought to the novel form, which was to prove the chief vehicle of imaginative expression of the Victorian age. This is partly intelligible if we remember that she also culminated the eighteenth century art of fiction, and her six novels show some typically eighteenth-century assumptions about society and about attitudes to human nature. The Victorians abandoned and often despised many of these assumptions, which involved a static view of the social order while they were deeply preoccupied by change, and an ironic, illusionless conception of human nature which they were apt to interpret as moral shallowness or cynicism. Cynicism is indeed the charge which many Victorians would have made about many of our own attitudes, and in this respect our temper of mind is closer to Jane Austen's than it is to theirs; this is perhaps the principal reason why most of the valuable Jane Austen criticism has been produced in the last half century. But in regard to her static view of society, it is by no means the case that she was incapable of any other: I end this book by suggesting that had she lived the normal term, she might have become the first of the great Victorian novelists.

Yet this would not necessarily have meant that we should now admire her later work even more than her earlier. What has caused critics of the twentieth century to recognize the true greatness of the work which she accomplished is a sense of its unusual modernity. This is an effect of the alertness of her consciousness. Whatever our terrible shortcomings, we have learned from our characteristic thinkers—our psychologists, anthropologists, and sociologists—that survival depends on how well we can understand ourselves, and that our understanding depends on what we can observe, on how well we can interpret the evidence, and on how far we can relate the different categories of evidence to one another. The novelists have had an important part in forming this modern consciousness because they give us an image of social man in which we can imaginatively participate, not merely facts available only to our analysis. Jane Austen was the first in our language to understand this novelistic function with full clarity, and few have understood it better since.




Part OneBiographical Background


Chronological Table





	
	LIFE AND WORKS
	RELEVANT BACKGROUND





	1764
	George Austen (1731–1805) marries Cassandra Leigh (1739–1827). He is the rector of Steventon, Hampshire, in the gift of his relative Thomas Knight with estates in Hampshire and Kent.
	 



	1775
	16 December: Jane Austen born. Seventh of eight children: James (1765–1819); George (1766–1838); Edward (1768–1852); Henry (1771–1850); Cassandra (1773–1845); Francis (1774–1865); Charles (1779–1852).
	Sheridan: The Rivals




	1776
	 
	Adam Smith: The Wealth of Nations




	1777
	 
	Henry Mackenzie: Julia de Roubigné




	 
	 
	Hannah More: Percy (a tragedy)



	1778
	 
	Fanny Burney: Evelina




	 
	 
	Sheridan: The School for Scandal




	1779
	 
	William Cowper: The Olney Hymns




	1780
	 
	Samuel Johnson: Lives of the Poets




	1781
	An Austen cousin, Elizabeth Hancock, marries the Comte de Feuillide.
	Rousseau: Confessions




	1782
	 
	Burney: Cecilia




	1783
	Jane and Cassandra sent to school with Mrs Cawley, widow of the Principal of Brasenose, Oxford. School transferred to Southampton. Jane nearly dies of putrid fever.
	End of American War of Independence George Crabbe: The Village




	1784
	
Jane and Cassandra sent to Abbey School, Reading, under Mrs Latournelle.
	Cowper: The Task Death of Samuel Johnson



	1785
	Education continued informally at home. Learns French, some Italian, the piano, and reads English literature extensively.
	 



	1787
	Family theatricals (including The Rivals) in the Steventon barn. Jane begins to write sketches.
	 



	1789
	 
	Beginning of French Revolution



	1790
	
Love and Freindship.

	Edmund Burke: Reflections on the French Revolution




	1791
	Edward marries Elizabeth Bridges. The History of England.

	Thomas Paine: Rights of Man I



	1792
	James marries Anne Mathew. Evelyn, Catharine, etc.
	Paine: Rights of Man




	 
	 
	II Mary Wollstonecraft: A Vindication of the Rights of Woman




	1793
	 
	William Godwin: Political Justice




	 
	 
	War with France; French Reign of Terror under the Jacobins



	1794
	Elizabeth de Feuillide's husband guillotined in France. Jane working at Lady Susan.

	Mrs Radcliffe: The Mysteries of Udolpho




	 
	 
	Godwin: Caleb Williams




	1795
	Death of James's first wife. Cassandra engaged to Thomas Fowle.
	The Directory takes over the government of France



	1796–8
	Jane working at Elinor and Marianne (later Sense and Sensibility); Susan (later Northanger Abbey); First Impressions (later Pride and Prejudice).
	Burney: Camilla




	 
	 
	Robert Bage: Hermsprong




	 
	 
	William Wordsworth and Samuel



	 
	 
	Coleridge: Lyrical Ballads




	1797
	
Death of Cassandra's fiancé, Thomas Fowle. James marries Mary Lloyd. Edward inherits Kent and Hampshire estates from Thomas Knight. Henry m. Elizabeth de F.
	 



	1799
	Mrs Austen's sister-in-law, Mrs Leigh Perrot, arrested for shoplifting in Bath. Acquitted.
	 



	1800
	Jane seems to have had a brief romance with a gentleman met at Sidmouth; he dies soon after.
	Death of Cowper Maria Edgeworth: Castle Rackrent




	1801
	 
	Edgeworth: Belinda




	1802
	Jane receives a proposal of marriage from Harris Bigg Wither; she accepts him but withdraws the next morning.
	Peace of Amiens Walter Scott: Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border




	1803
	Sells the ms of Northanger Abbey for £10 to Crosby in expectation of publication.
	War with France renewed



	1804
	Visits Lyme Regis. Begins The Watsons (perhaps an early draft of Emma). The death of Mrs Lefroy, Jane's best friend.
	Napoleon declared Emperor of France



	1805
	Death of Jane's father. Mrs Austen and her daughters move to Southampton.
	Battle of Trafalgar Scott: The Lay of the Last Minstrel




	1807
	Charles marries Fanny Palmer.
	Madame de Staël: Corinne




	 
	 
	Crabbe: The Parish Register




	 
	 
	Abolition of slave trade



	1808
	 
	Scott: Marmion Beginning of Peninsular War



	1809
	Mrs Austen and her daughters move to Chawton in Hampshire, on Edward's estate. Crosby returns the unpublished ms of Northanger Abbey.

	Hannah More: Coelebs in Search of a Wife Death of Sir John Moore in Spain



	1810
	 
	Scott: The Lady of the Lake




	 
	 
	Crabbe: The Borough




	1811
	

Sense and Sensibility published: ‘a novel by a Lady’.
	 



	1812
	
Pride and Prejudice sent to publishers; Mansfield Park begun.
	Byron: Childe Harold




	 
	 
	Crabbe: Tales; Napoleon invades Russia



	1813
	
Pride and Prejudice published; well received. Jane's last visit to Edward at Godmersham.
	Southey: Life of Nelson




	1814
	
Mansfield Park published; Emma begun.
	Restoration of the Bourbons in France Scott: Waverley




	1815
	Jane Austen in London with Henry; the Prince Regent orders his librarian, James Clarke, to give her every attention. Emma consequently dedicated to the Prince Regent.
	Battle of Waterloo Scott: Guy Mannering




	1816
	
Emma published. Walter Scott's essay on Jane Austen in the Quarterly Review.

	Byron: The Prisoner of Chillon




	 
	 
	Scott: The Antiquary, Old Mortality




	1817
	
Persuasion completed and ‘put upon the shelf for the present’. Jane Austen, having contracted Addison's disease, moves to Winchester for better medical attention. Dies on 18 July.
	John Keats: Poems




	1818
	Publication posthumously of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion.

	Mary Shelley: Frankenstein
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Silhouettes of Jane Austen's parents, the Reverend George Austen and his wife, formerly Cassandra Leigh. Profiles in silhouette were in Jane Austen's day the equivalent of the modern photographic portrait.
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Character and Family Background

DOI: 10.4324/9781315837628-3


One of the most misleading facts that are widely known about Jane Austen is that her life was what is called ‘uneventful’. Her biography can indeed be quickly summarized.

She was born on 16 December 1775, at her father's rectory at Steventon in Hampshire, the seventh in a family of eight children. She lived with her parents until the death of her father in 1805, and then with her mother until the year of her own death. The household moved from Steventon to Bath in 1801, from Bath to Southampton in 1806, from Southampton to the Hampshire village of Chawton in 1809. Every change of address represents, on the whole, a downward social direction. She died on 18 July 1817, in Winchester, where she and her sister Cassandra had taken lodgings so as to be near her doctor. Her death seems to have been due to a then obscure illness called Addison's Disease. She visited other places, including London and a number of country houses, but she scarcely left the south of England. She and her sister attended boarding-schools at Oxford, Southampton and Reading when she was between the ages of seven and nine, but she received most of her education at home. She never married, though she received at least one proposal; she may have had at least one love affair, but little is known about it except that it was not connected with the proposal. She seems to have had no direct relationships with any of the famous men and women of her time, unless we call the royal invitation to dedicate one of her novels to the Prince Regent a direct relationship. The memorable events seem to have been the publication of the novels: Sense and Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice (1813), Mansfield Park (1814), Emma (1815); after her death, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, in December 1817.

What, apart from the novels, could appear more commonplace? And for that matter what could be more commonplace than the events in those novels? And yet, as novels, they are so far from being ordinary or commonplace that few by other writers contain so much quickness oflife so well sustained. We do not judge them, of course, by the amount of shock they produce in the nervous system, but by their luminousness. Correspondingly, the facts about Jane Austen's life illuminate her art only in so far as we seek in them what is illuminating, not what is glamorous or startling.

To begin with the large family of which she was a member. The father, George Austen, came from stock which dated itself back to the class of medieval clothiers which were known as ‘the Grey Coats of Kent’—‘a body so numerous and united that at county elections whoever had their vote and interest was almost certain of being 
elected’, or so a local historian, Hasted, asserted. They continued to flourish as a class into the seventeenth century, and the same historian states that they possessed ‘most of the landed property in the Weald, insomuch that almost all the ancient families in these parts, now of large estates and genteel rank in life, and some of them ennobled by titles, are sprung from ancestors who have used this great staple manufacture, now almost unknown here’. In fact, they provided the varied, vigorous stock which by the eighteenth century was proliferating from commerce into the main professions—the Church, the fighting services, the law—as well as into landowning. In short, they became the gentry, whose upper reaches joined the aristocracy and whose lower ones were among the attorneys, apothecaries and surgeons of the country towns. It was an exceptionally vigorous class, at the height of its vitality if not yet of its influence in George Austen's lifetime. The characteristic vice of its members might be snobbery, since they had the best opportunities for social advancement; their corresponding virtue was a combination of practical force with cultured refinement: an awareness of the commonplace tasks of daily living and of the hardships of the poor, as well as sensitiveness to the life of the mind. This was the class which was to be the subject of Jane Austen's novels.


[image: ]
Godmersham Park. The mansion was owned by Mr Austen's cousin, Thomas Knight, who adopted the third son, Edward, and made him his heir. The Austen girls, especially Cassandra, spent long visits there.

George Austen's father belonged to its lower levels: he was a Tonbridge surgeon, and a comparatively poor man; moreover, both the parents died when George was still a boy. However, a rich uncle paid for his education, and he later gained a scholarship to St John's College, Oxford. He was a schoolmaster for a time, and then became a Fellow of his college. In Oxford he was known as ‘the handsome Proctor’. Besides his good looks, all accounts represent him as a scholarly, affectionate, sweet-tempered man. He took orders in 1760, and another well-to-do relative, Thomas Knight of Godmersham House in Kent, presented him with the living of Steventon. In 1764, he married Cassandra Leigh.

Her family was more eminent than his. She had titled relatives, an ancestor who had been Lord Mayor of London in the reign of Elizabeth, another who had given shelter to Charles I; her grandfather had been brother-in-law to the Duke of Chandos whose ostentation had possibly been satirized by Pope in a Moral Essay, and her uncle was Master of Balliol College, reputed for his wit. Like her husband she was handsome, and like her uncle she was witty; her great-nephew writes: ‘She united strong common sense with a lively imagination, and often expressed herself, both in writing and conversation, with epigrammatic force and point.’ Her own term for it was ‘sprack wit’. She seems to have been a woman of too much assurance to have had any pretensions, and was not afraid to be found ‘busy with her needle’ in the front room of the rectory, on to which the front door directly opened. But she may have been a good deal of a hypochondriac; in one letter, Jane writes: ‘My mother continues hearty, her appetite and nights are very good, but her Bowels are not entirely settled, and she sometimes complains of an Asthma, a Dropsy, Water in her Chest and a Liver Disorder.’

Jane had five brothers and a sister older than herself, and a younger brother. She was the youngest to die, at the age of forty-two—a fact worth noting in view of the large infantile mortality of those days— although the second son, George, was permanently incapacitated by a mental illness which prevented him from living with the rest of the family; he is like a faint, sad ghost in the background of the otherwise happy and successful Austens. They were close in years, for the eldest, James, was born in 1765, and the youngest, Charles, in 1779; thus, since they seem also to have been united by strong affection, they were able to live as a well-knit community.

To understand what the Austen family was like it is worth trying to picture it between 1785 and 1790, at about the time Jane Austen began writing.

Jane and her only sister Cassandra, about two years the elder, came home from school for the last time in 1784 or 1785. The school was the second they had attended; from the first, which had moved from Oxford to Southampton, they were rescued when they fell ill of the ‘putrid fever’; the aunt who fetched them died of the infection. The second school, at Reading, was attended a few years later by the future Mrs Sherwood who left an account of it. The Abbey School was kept by Mrs Latournelle who was without academic qualifications but had immense energy (in spite of a cork leg) and delighted in talk about the theatre. She also had the virtue of a high standard of cleanliness for her establishment. Since it seems that no one cared how the girls spent their time so long as they attended their morning classes, they must have had extensive freedom. Jane was no doubt happy if only because she was with Cassandra—‘If Cassandra were going to have her head cut off’, wrote Mrs Austen, ‘Jane would insist on sharing her fate’—but it may have been Mrs Latournelle's enthusiasm for the theatre that impressed her most deeply there. From 1785 onwards the sisters must have received most of their education from their brothers, James and Henry, as well as from their father who (as Henry later reported) was ‘not only a profound 
scholar but [possessed] a most exquisite taste in every species of literature’. He had not sent his sons to school but had educated them himself.


[image: ]
Steventon Parsonage in which Jane Austen grew up, from a contemporary sketch. The house was pulled down in the 19th century.

James Austen-Leigh, whose memoir of his aunt was published in 1870, describes the Parsonage House (by then pulled down):


The house itself stood in a shallow valley, surrounded by sloping meadows, well sprinkled with elm trees, at the end of a small village of cottages, each well provided with a garden … It was sufficiently commodious to hold pupils in addition to a growing family, and was in those times considered to be above the average of parsonages; but the rooms were finished with less elegance than would now be found in most ordinary dwellings. No cornice marked the juncture of wall and ceiling; while the beams which supported the upper floors projected into the rooms below in all their naked simplicity, covered only by a coat of paint or whitewash … On the south side the ground rose gently, and was occupied by one of those old-fashioned gardens in which vegetables and flowers are combined, flanked and protected on the east by one of the thatched mud walls common in that country, and overshadowed by five elms.



It was in fact more of an enlarged cottage than a mid-Victorian rector would care to live in, but it was a homely, unpretentious environment, spacious enough to accommodate a large household of young people. A friend, quoted by James Austen-Leigh, gives a glimpse of it as it was in 1788:


With his sons (all promising to make figures in life) Mr Austen educates a few youths of chosen friends and acquaintances. When among this liberal society, the simplicity, hospitality and taste which commonly prevail in affluent families among the delightful valleys of Switzerland ever recur to my memory.



By 1787 or 1788, however, the household was often smaller. James had become a Fellow of his father's Oxford college; Edward had been adopted as his heir by the Thomas Knight who had presented the living of Steventon to Mr Austen; Francis attended the Royal Naval Academy at Portsmouth; Henry, Jane's favourite, entered St John's College in 1788. Only the little brother, Charles, was permanently at home. Thus the girls were able to occupy two rooms on the first floor: a bedroom and a sitting-room which a niece remembered as furnished with a ‘common-looking carpet with its chocolate ground, and painted press with shelves above for books’ (including Dodsley's Collection of Poems and Richardson's Clarissa), Jane's desk and piano, Cassandra's drawing materials, and an oval looking-glass between the windows.


The brief catalogue of furniture indicates the sisters’ indoor occupations, but they did not share their brothers’ outdoor ones of riding, hunting and shooting. The letters (of which none survives earlier than 1796) show at least a normal interest in clothes and occupation with household work; they walked in the countryside, but the times were rough and a girl did not go far alone. Later there were frequent visits to the houses of friends and relatives; there were periodic balls in the neighbourhood, and Jane was fond of dancing, but in the 1780s she would have been too young to attend them. A distinctive Austen amusement in which they all shared was the performance of plays; these were acted in a neighbouring barn in the summertime, and in the parsonage dining-room in the winter.

These amateur dramatics were stimulated by a lively and pretty cousin, Eliza de Feuillide, who sometimes stayed with the Austens. She was the daughter of Mr Austen's sister, and had been born in India; her godfather was the famous Warren Hastings, whose son had been the first of Mr Austen's pupils, although he must have been principally Mrs Austen's care, since he came to them in infancy and died in early childhood. Elizabeth, on the death of her father, had been taken to Paris to complete her education ; there she married the Comte de Feuillide who was guillotined in 1794, and in 1797 she was to marry Jane's brother Henry. She and her husband came to England in 1786 so that her child could be born here. After a season at Tunbridge Wells, where she induced the local theatre to put on Garrick's Bon Ton and Mrs Cowley's Which is the Man, she spent Christmas at Steventon, where the same plays were performed. She tried to induce another cousin, Philadelphia Walter, to join the party on condition that she took part, for ‘my Aunt Austen declares she has not room for any idle young people’. She promised ‘a most brilliant party and a great deal of amusement, the house full of company, frequent balls’.

All, or nearly all, the positive evidence shows the Austens to have been lively, active, happy, united. Possibly, most of the evidence to the contrary was suppressed: one remembers how very little is known of the second son, George, and the destruction of many of Jane Austen's letters. Those that survive contain gaily critical references to members of her family, but very few censorious ones. An exception is a passing mention in a letter of her eldest brother James in 1807:


I am sorry & angry that his Visits should not give one more pleasure ; the company of so good & so clever a Man ought to be gratifying in itself;—but his Chat seems all forced, his Opinions on many points too much copied from his Wife's, & his time here is spent I think in walking about the House & banging the doors, or ringing the bell for a glass of water.




Unlike the third brother, Edward, he was not ‘a man of business’, but next to his sister he seems to have had the most literary proclivities of the family, and while at Oxford he edited and largely wrote a periodical called The Loiterer—probably on analogy with Addison's Spectator. He became rector of Steventon on the retirement of his father. Edward inherited Thomas Knight's estate at God- mersham, and was knighted in 1812. Henry, the most attractive, versatile, and unstable of the brothers, hankered first after a military career and became Captain and Adjutant of the Oxford Militia; then he became a banker, but went bankrupt in 1816, and he ended as a country clergyman like James. He seems to have been charming, impulsive, a winning conversationalist, and resilient in misfortune; ‘his Mind is not a Mind for affliction’, Jane wrote when his first wife died. ‘He is too Busy, too active, too sanguine.’ It was he who left the first memoir of his sister, which he prefaced to the 1818 edition of Persuasion. The remaining brothers, Francis and Charles, both entered the navy and both rose to become admirals.

The Reverend George Austen died in 1805. He was not to know that three of his sons were to reach ranks of distinction, still less that he had a daughter of genius; but, always excepting the son called after him, he must have felt proud and hopeful of his family. The careers of his sons are representative: the strong stock of the Grey Coats of Kent had once been masters of the Weald; the same stock were now among the leaders of the nation. The Austens may or may not have always been so happy and united as biographers lead us to suppose, but it is clear that the family was always positive in its values and expectancies, both of themselves and of one another. They seem not to have been extraordinarily ambitious and they were certainly not rapacious, but they were proud and had a strong sense of their own dignity: qualities which make for success.

In one respect, however, his daughters did not fulfil expectations: neither of them ever married. This was evidently not because they were unattractive. As a child, Jane made a disagreeable impression on one cousin, Philadelphia Walter, but this may have been because, as she later said of herself in childhood, she was extremely shy. Philadelphia describes her in 1788 as ‘not at all pretty and very prim, unlike a girl of twelve’. In 1807 Jane herself writes in a letter of the children she knew:


What is become of all the Shyness in the World?—Moral as well as Natural Diseases disappear in the progress of time, & new ones take their place.—Shyness & the Sweating Sickness have given way to Confidence & Paralytic complaints … Our little visitor has just left us, & left us highly pleased with her;—she is a nice, natural, openhearted, affectionate girl, with all the ready civility which one sees in the best Children in the present day;—so unlike anything that I was myself at her age, that I am all astonishment and shame.



The charm of children (as of older people) depends, of course, on how much at ease they feel in the company they are keeping. Jane Austen herself was clearly very good with children: her niece Caroline was to write in her short memoir ‘As a very little girl I was always creeping up to aunt Jane and following her whenever I could, in the house and out of it… Her first charm to children was great sweetness of manner. She seemed to love you, and you loved her in return.’ Her nephew recorded that ‘We did not think of her as being famous; but we valued her as one always kind, sympathizing, and amusing.’ (Memoir)

By 1791 she was evidently overcoming her childish gaucherie, for her cousin Eliza de Feuillide writes in a letter of her and Cassandra that they are ‘very much grown … and greatly improved as well in manners as in person … two of the prettiest girls in England’. As children, Jane and Cassandra must have suffered from the deprivation of the outdoor activities of which their brothers were fond; they probably cultivated indoor occupations of reading, drawing, music and writing to what would now be considered excess. Their native vitality was brought out as they came out into society. Her nephew wrote this description of Jane as she was in her thirties:


In person she was very attractive; her figure was rather tall and slender, her step light and firm, and her whole appearance expressive of health and animation. In complexion she was a clear brunette with a rich colour; she had full round cheeks, with mouth and nose well formed, light hazel eyes, and brown hair forming natural curls close round her face. If not so regularly handsome as her sister, yet her countenance had a peculiar charm of its own to the eyes of most beholders. (Memoir)



He also recalls that in family opinion ‘Cassandra had the merit of having her temper always under her command, but that Jane had the happiness of a temper that never required to be commanded’. The devotion of the two sisters to each other lasted throughout their lives. Cassandra wrote in a letter after Jane's death: ‘She was the sun of my life … I loved her only too well, not better than she deserved, but I am conscious that my affection for her made me sometimes unjust and negligent to others.’

Jane Austen's own personal affections were certainly among the strongest influences upon her, and they extended beyond her sister. The death of her friend Mrs Lefroy by a fall from her horse was one of the major bereavements of her life, and four years later she wrote the only serious poem that has come to light in her writings to commemorate it.

When we look further, into her deepest beliefs and opinions, much has to be inferred—for instance, her religion.
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