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INTRODUCTION

In a letter to her sister in 1809, Jane Austen complained of a lack of inspiration, writing: ‘I am looking about for a sentiment, an illustration, a metaphor in every corner of the room. Could my Ideas flow as fast as the rain in the Storecloset [sic], it would be charming.’1 This confessed dearth of ideas by a novelist of Austen’s stature offers solace to any writer familiar with the ebbs and flows of creativity. However, it is hardly descrip-tive of Austen’s career and even less so of the last decade of her life, in which she published the six novels that would make her one of the world’s most enduring and beloved novelists: Sense and Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice (1813), Mansfield Park (1814), Emma (1815), Northanger Abbey (1818) and Persuasion (1818). Three of these novels grew from earlier drafts, while the other three were entirely fresh material. Austen saw the first four through the press but did not live to welcome the publication of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, which, although different in gestation, shared the fate of a posthumous publication. As in the case of Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice, a long hiatus separated the drafting and publishing of Northanger Abbey, whereas Persuasion was completed within a year (August 1815–August 1816).2

The present guide explores the critical history of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion from their publication in 1818 to the first decade of the twenty-first century. It delineates the diachronic evolution of the criticism of these novels in the context of key moments of literary and social theory, highlighting the themes and concerns that have prompted con-tinuous interpretations throughout the years. The last chapter provides an overview of influential filmic adaptations of the texts and the critical responses elicited by them. In view of the posthumous joint publication of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, the rationale for a guide that combines these novels is, thus, far from random or dictated by marketing goals. In fact, the guide approximates what was cast together from the start.

Chapter 1 explores the production of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, providing a contextualization of Austen’s writing and revisions of the novels as well as the circumstances of their joint posthumous publication in a four-volume set. It also selects and elaborates on certain die-hard ideas from Henry Austen’s ‘Biographical Notice’ that prefaced the four volumes. In his ‘Notice’, Henry Austen introduced the novels as the last works of his sister Jane, whose name had never before appeared in any of her previous works.

Henry Austen’s introduction shaped the immediate responses of Austen’s contemporaries as reflected primarily in the reviews and private letters discussed in Chapter 2. Some readers considered the novels to be worthy successors of the early ones, while others were disap-pointed with Austen’s final works. One reviewer, for example, appreciated Northanger Abbey’s comical tone and sound morality but could not recommend Persuasion’s critique of parental interference. Another, Archbishop Whately, wrote a long review which deserves particular attention for its critical assessment of Austen as an author and of her last two novels next to works by other English novelists from Defoe to Edgeworth. Moreover, Whately initiated a critical tradition that compares Austen to Shakespeare for treating the characters of fools as dis-cerningly as the characters of sense, and for admirably conveying every character’s individuality. Austen is also commended for being among the few writers who achieve an Aristotelian balance between natural incidents and unforeseen dénouements.

Chapter 3 considers the reputation of Austen’s work and interpretations of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion in the Victorian period. Most Victorian responses, although not proper pieces of criticism on each individual novel, raise topics and lines of thought that are pursued in the twentieth century. In their letters and reviews, Victorian readers discuss Austen’s novels as a clear product of the early nineteenth century: Northanger Abbey as a specimen of Anne Radcliffe’s romances and Persuasion as a domestic sentimental novel. Advocates of the works praise Austen’s faithful character descriptions, witty perceptiveness and concise language, while detractors begrudge the limitations of a woman novelist who, although exquisitely capable in the narrow sphere of domestic comedy, cannot aspire to the ranks of what Mathew Arnold distinguished as great art. Thus, in the nineteenth century two coexisting and enduring lines of criticism emerge: one that applauds Austen’s realism and economy of style and the other that attributes her realism to a deplorable lack of imagination. The most efficient defence comes from critics who recognize Austen’s aesthetic acumen in her ability to select and condense meaningful details from amidst the innumerable particulars of everyday life. Between these two positions, there are readers for whom the novels’ defining feature is the ironical distance, which in itself is an expression of the author’s scepticism if not cynicism. After her nephew’s publication of A Memoir of Jane Austen (1870), in particular the second edition in 1871, which contained an incomplete transcript of the first ending of Persuasion as well as other pieces from her juvenilia manuscripts, the individual novels are spoken of in evolutionary terms: many argue that Persuasion, despite its affiliation to earlier novels, achieves unequalled excellence. The chapter elaborates on pronouncements by critics such as G. H. Lewes, Charlotte Brontë, Julia Kavanagh, Mary Augusta Ward, Margaret Oliphant, Richard Simpson, Leslie Stephen and Henry James.

Chapter 4 looks at the reception of Austen and her work in the first half of the twentieth century. From the publication of Austen-Leigh’s Memoir, followed by that of Austen’s private letters, the public appreciation of the novels has continually been conflated with the life of the author. Paradoxically, the popularity reflected in the swelling numbers of Austen’s admirers, or self-christened Janeites, springs from the readers’ very personal experience of the novels and their author. Around this time, to know the novels means to know the author, both of which function as markers of exclusive taste. A trend of commercialization is also on the rise, often provoking valuable critical insights and a pressure to read the novels through an academic lens. Apart from several serious pieces of criticism that keep faith with Janeite devotion, while chipping away at the image of a mild and unconscious artist, this period sees the first scholarly edition of Austen’s novels, and the first of any British novel. Now, interpretations of the novels, which at times had been regarded as exhausted by previous criticism, are open to new possibilities: The narrator is often viewed as a moralist and subtle humourist in the footsteps of worthy eighteenth-century predecessors. Northanger Abbey comes to be seen as a fiction of social critique and an original reweaving of Gothic material, rather than an inferior youthful production, while Persuasion is praised for inaugurating a great novelty with its heroine who unites quiet action with intensified tenderness (a Victorian view that persists throughout the twentieth century). D.W. Harding’s ‘Regulated Hatred’, which draws largely on Northanger Abbey, although by far not the first piece to comment on Austen’s pitiless wit, delivers a severe blow to the cult of ‘gentle Jane’ with its psychoanalytically inspired misanthropic Austen. Persuasion, on the other hand, awakens interest for its highly finished characterization. If the most sanguine commentaries of the nineteenth century celebrate Austen’s affinity with Shakespeare, those of the first half of the twentieth century place her among the giants of European literature next to Flaubert and Balzac. For F. R. Leavis, Austen is the first modern novelist, without whom there could have been no George Eliot, Henry James or Joseph Conrad, whereas for Ian Watt, the British novel comes of age under her pen.

The second part of the twentieth century experiences a veritable boom of critical engagement due not least to the prominence of literary theory in the humanities. As a result, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion benefit from historical and theoretical interpretations belonging to two main trends: one that focuses on the structure, language and the fabric of the texts, and the other that untangles the novels’ complicity with contemporary cultural and historical processes. Chapters 5 and 6 discuss approaches that respectively illustrate these trends. Chapter 5 looks at readings influenced by theoretical perspectives such as psychoanalysis, structuralism, deconstruction and Marxism, whereby the latter serves as a bridge to theories that foreground historicization – the feminist and New Historicist interpretations proposed in Chapter 6.

After the literary prominence to which early-twentieth-century critics like Chapman, Leavis and Watt had elevated Austen, sustained historicization seemed a necessary step. Accordingly, the novels are investigated within a framework that attempts to reconstruct the history of the novel genre. Such studies contribute to an enlarged sense of Austen’s artistry as being embedded in and moulded by the literature of the eighteenth century, a recognition that further debilitates the myth of the ‘unconscious genius’. In its early stages, this historical perspective aligns Austen with Augustan common sense and satire. Accordingly, Northanger Abbey reads as a parody of the excesses of the Gothic fiction that inundated Austen’s contemporary print culture. Other critics, however, claim that the novel’s Gothic burlesque validates the very aesthetics that it seems to undermine. Hence, the moral of the novel is at stake and this moral could throw light upon and be best established by Austen’s politics. The ultimate question then is: Do her novels stand for ‘whatever is, is right’ or rather welcome energies that seek to remake society?3 Alistair Duckworth and Marilyn Butler argue for an aestheti-cally and morally conservative Austen. However, they have difficulty squaring Anne Elliot’s subjectivity and the abandonment of the estate with the conservative paradigm. Claudia Johnson’s book-length study of each of the six novels, in contrast, rebukes a conservative reading of Northanger Abbey. For Johnson, Austen’s parody hints at politically sensitive material that is meant to emancipate readers like Catherine, as well as educate those who, like Henry Tilney, do not contribute any substantial truth to the Gothic.

Furthermore, the question of Austen’s literary indebtedness and political allegiances requires an examination of the novels’ status within Romantic aesthetics and politics: How Romantic in themes and treatment is her work? Anne K. Mellor proposes Austen’s novels as compel-ling representations of cross-currents of feminine Romanticism, whereby feminine and masculine are not grounded in the writer’s or characters’ sexuality (for Mellor, the poetry of John Keats evinces traits of feminine Romanticism). Other critics explain the irony and parody in Northanger Abbey with Austen’s Romantic sensibility. Persuasion’s lyricism, on the other hand, evokes aesthetics redolent of Romantic poets, in particular Byron’s poetry. In addition, key Romantic themes, such as subjectivity and its relationship to one’s environment, generate important psychoanalytic readings as well as an increasing feminist scholarship for which the agency of a Catherine Morland or an Anne Elliot becomes synonymous with Austen’s progressive or conservative orientation.

The first decade of the twenty-first century sees unwavering interest in the broader context that informed Austen’s writing and her reception. Kathryn Sutherland’s Austen’s Textual Lives: From Aeschylus to Bollywood (2005) asks for a critical assessment of the work of previous centuries in the making of the Austen encountered in academia and popular culture. Therefore, Chapter 7 explores the pervading sense in Austen criticism that the novels and their criticism absorbed the spirit of their time in its variety of low- and high-culture sensibilities, philosophical and political events, and print market ideologies. Particular emphasis is laid on political events, social phenomena, names and places mentioned in Northanger Abbey and Persuasion. Janine Barchas’s Matters of Fact in Jane Austen (2012) is the most recent representative study of this trend. The context of the Napoleonic Wars, during which Northanger Abbey was revised and Persuasion written, gains importance, with criticism zooming in on the historical climate and the novels’ attitudes towards history. The culmination of a contextual approach reaches its climax with Jocelyn Harris’s A Revolution Almost beyond Expression: Jane Austen’s Persuasion (2007). Harris, following Sutherland’s call for meticulous attention to textual elements, starting from punctuation and word choice, tackles the revised chapters of Persuasion. From a quarter less interested in book history, the novel’s formal qualities, for some an aspect overshadowed by the influence of New Historicism, receive new attention in D. A. Miller’s Jane Austen: The Secret of Style (2003), where Miller identifies an ahistorical and impersonal narratorial voice as the hallmark of Austen’s style. Only two years later, Jill Heydt-Stevenson’s study of the language and vocabulary of the novels depicts a narrator in touch with the bawdy idiom of her time. Other studies contribute to uncovering the novels’ engagement with Romantic aestheticism as well as Enlightenment ideas of the self, education, nature and gender.

Ongoing engagement with the novels’ appeal and legacy prompts Claudia Johnson’s Jane Austen’s Cults and Cultures (2012), another study that further illuminates the reception histories of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion. Johnson picks up on Sutherland’s conclusion, which argues that the first scholarly edition of Austen’s novels in 1923 by Chapman, with its ‘faux Regency’ typeface, projects nostalgia for a bygone world.4 Johnson adds that even his contextualizations end up skewing the historical cues, for example, when he devotes a very long note to the location of the Little Dragoons where Frederick Tilney (a minor character) serves, but treats with silence the London riots mentioned by Eleanor, which, as later critics have argued, are no fictional embellishment. On the contrary, they refer to real violent and popular dissent in reaction to food scarcity and political instability.5

The eighth and last chapter of the guide traces the afterlives of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion on screen. It provides readers with an overview of each adaptation before introducing them to the critical responses they have elicited. Questions of textual fidelity, historical contextualization, casting and music have been at the centre of the debates. Critics have addressed the inevitable difficulties that directors face, as they seek to preserve the key tenets of the novels: for instance, the literary seedbed of Northanger Abbey with its direct references to Ann Radcliffe’s fiction and the atmosphere of the Napoleonic Wars or the Romantic aestheticism that pervades Persuasion. Some directorial decisions are regarded as poor compensations for the limitations of a modern audience for whom things must be made explicit that Austen’s readership would have known implicitly. For example, the rendering of the abbey in 1987, on screen an ominous medieval castle, is criti-cized for trading Catherine’s growing apprehension of a household led by a despotic General Tilney for an externally Gothicized emphasis on the sinister aura of the abbey. Casting, too, remains a bone of conten-tion. Critics disagree about the suitability of Sally Hawkins in the role of Anne Elliot in the 2007 version of Persuasion. Not all of them think her jittery performance superior to that of Amanda Root in the 1997 adaptation.6 Others insist that the 1997 adaptation deserves praise for its sense of realism and rejection of nostalgia.

To date, Palgrave’s Readers’ Guides to Essential Criticism provides two volumes that explore and review the critical history of four of Jane Austen’s novels: the first volume, edited by Sandie Byrne in 2004, focuses on Mansfield Park, and the second, written by Annika Bautz in 2010, on Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice and Emma. The present guide on Northanger Abbey and Persuasion completes the circle that sur-veys the critical history of all six of Austen’s completed novels.

CHAPTER ONE

From Pen to Print

Five months before Northanger Abbey and Persuasion saw the light of print, Jane Austen passed away. She had prepared both novels for publication, but first physical weakness and then terminal illness prevented her from approaching potential publishers. Her brother Henry and her sister Cassandra, confidante and heiress to Austen’s literary property, undertook to publish them. They approached John Murray, publisher of Emma and of the second edition of Mansfield Park. Murray duly accepted their proposal, announcing the publication of the new novels on 20 December 1817 (1818 on the title page).1 Thus, had Austen been alive, on the day of her 42nd birthday on 16 December 1817, she could have boasted herself the author of six published novels.

Northanger Abbey and Persuasion came out as a four-volume set, each novel taking up two volumes. The title page read: ‘NORTHANGER ABBEY: | AND PERSUASION. | BY THE AUTHOR OF ‘PRIDE AND PREJUDICE’, | ‘MANSFIELD PARK’, & c. | WITH A BIOGRAPHICAL NOTICE OF THE AUTHOR. | IN FOUR VOLUMES. | VOL. I. | LONDON: | JOHN MURRAY, ALBEMARLE-STREET. 1818’.

Two things distinguished this set from Austen’s earlier publications. First, although the title page, like those of her other novels, did not feature her name, it promised to reveal it in a biographical notice. This was written by her brother, probably with Cassandra’s help, and acknowledged Austen as the author of the six novels published until then anonymously. Second, the edition featured an unprecedented prefatory remark made by the author herself. In ‘Advertisement, by the Authoress, to Northanger Abbey’, Austen, explaining that the novel dates back to 1803, entreats readers to allow for the lapse of years that have rendered the novel’s ‘manners’ and ‘opinions’ obsolete.2 No such remark accompanied Persuasion. The reason for this different treatment lay in their composition history.

Writing Northanger Abbey and Persuasion

Jane Austen considered herself a writer long before seeing any of her works in print. So did her family, who read, circulated and frequently commented on her manuscripts. She wrote with a clear audience in mind, which from the beginning prefigured the intimate family and social circles at the centre of her novels.3 Of her writing habits, we know that she had no room of her own but a desk in the family sitting room. There, she composed letters and most of her novels, about which, however, only her closest relations knew. She herself described her writing in rather modest terms as ‘the little bit (two Inches wide) of Ivory on which I work with so fine a Brush, as produces little effect after much labour?’4 However, readers familiar with Austen’s irony cannot miss the defence of her own creative process contained in this metaphor. After all, she is said to have laid claim to originality by saying: ‘I am much too proud of my own gentlemen ever to admit that they are merely Mr A. or Major C.’5

Pride was mixed with a critical attitude towards her creations. Con-trary to the myth of Austen’s instinctive and effortless style that lingers in some criticism, her writing involved corrections, unfinished bits, dead ends and a great deal of revising. Indeed, some of her most beloved novels owe their present form to Austen’s revisiting them. Both Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, although to different extents, rely on this critical practice.

Northanger Abbey belongs to the first years of Austen’s career. Prior to this novel, she had as a teenager composed three manuscript volumes now referred to as juvenilia. Unlike Fanny Burney who destroyed the musings of her youth, Austen provided a fair copy of the three volumes in 1793. In those early years, she also drafted Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice, and a few years later, between 1798 and 1799, she worked on a piece titled ‘Susan’, the first manuscript of Northanger Abbey. This important piece of information comes from Cassandra, who, shortly after Austen’s death, drew up a list of the genesis and development of her sister’s novels. In the case of Northanger Abbey, mentioned last in her list, she writes: ‘North-hanger Abbey [sic] was written about the years 98 & 99.’6

Austen’s ‘Advertisement, by the Authoress, to Northanger Abbey’ explains the composition of the novel in the following manner:

[image: ] This little work was finished in the year 1803, and intended for immediate publication. It was disposed of to a bookseller, it was even advertised, and why the business proceeded no farther, the author has never been able to learn. That any bookseller should think it worth while to purchase what he did not think it worth while to publish seems extraordinary. But with this, neither the author nor the public have any other concern than as some observation is necessary upon those parts of the work which thirteen years have made comparatively obsolete. The public are entreated to bear in mind that thirteen years have passed since it was finished, many more since it was begun, and that during that period, places, manners, books, and opinions have undergone considerable changes. (NA 13) [image: ]

The novel was started while Austen was still living in her birth home Steventon and ‘was finished and intended for publication’ by the time she and her family had moved to Bath, the city where most of the plot of Northanger Abbey unfolds. Upon family advice and with the help of Henry’s connections, she offered the manuscript, still titled ‘Susan’, to Benjamin Crosby & Co., who paid ten pounds, advertised it as Susan; a Novel, in 2 vols. in the list of ‘New and Useful Books’ in Flowers of Literature for 1801 & 1802 (1803) but never published it. He never gave a reason for withholding from print a work for which he had already paid, hence Austen’s surprise at this ‘extraordinary’ business decision.

Six years later, in April 1809, conceivably exasperated by Crosby’s unaccountable behaviour, Austen wrote him a letter under the pseu-donym Mrs. Ashton Dennis, in which she reminded him of their agreement, adding that, if Crosby’s firm did not intend to publish the novel, she would approach another publisher. Crosby wrote back that he would relinquish his rights on the manuscript only upon receiving the ten pounds the firm had paid six years ago. As far as we know, Austen did not pay anything or make further attempts at publication while the manuscript remained with Crosby for another seven years. In 1816, after refunding the ten pounds and thus securing the copyright of ‘Susan’, she returned to the manuscript, changed the title and the name of the heroine to ‘Catherine’ and wrote the advertisement quoted above. In a letter to one of her nieces, four months before her untimely death, she wrote: ‘Miss Catherine is put upon Shelve [sic] for the present, and I do not know that she will ever come out.’7 The experience with Crosby had clearly disheartened her and most of her hopes in this letter look forward to the publication of a new novel, Persuasion.

Unlike Northanger Abbey, the composition history of Persuasion is straightforward. According to Cassandra’s chronology, it was started on 8 August 1815 and finished on 6 August 1816, its completion thus coin-ciding roughly with the last touches put on ‘Catherine’ (later Northanger Abbey). The starting of Persuasion also coincides with the first signs of Austen’s illness and many critics have attributed the novel’s melancholy mood to the author’s failing health. However, perhaps the most striking fact is that she could complete Persuasion within a year in spite of such unfavourable circumstances.

The only slight complication in the composition of the novel regards its concluding chapters. Austen began drafting chapter 10 of the second volume on 8 July 1816 and added the words ‘Finis. July 16. 1816’ at the end of an intended Chapter 11. This was followed by a paragraph and ‘Finis. July 18, 1816’. However, finding the ending unsatisfactory, she produced another version, in which the early Chapter 10 is transformed into the present Chapters 10 and 11 and the early Chapter 11 into Chapter 12.8 In March 1817, in the same letter where she wrote about putting ‘Miss Catherine’ on the shelf, she also announced the existence of a new creation: ‘I have something ready for Publication, which may perhaps appear about a twelvemonth hence.’9 It was ‘something’ that she feared might not be to everybody’s liking, although one ‘may perhaps like the Heroine, as she is almost too good for me’.10 Moreover, it was something with the provisional title ‘The Elliots’, which under Cassandra and Henry Austen’s collaboration with John Murray became Persuasion.

One Edition and Two Novels

John Murray, who counted Byron and Sir Walter Scott among his authors, readily accepted the manuscripts for Austen’s final works. The novels appeared on 20 December 1817 (although, as noted above, the official date on the title page read 1818) in a four-volume set. They were advertised in The Courier on 17 December 1817 and in The Morning Chronicle on 19 December 1817. Initially, 1,750 copies were printed, of which 1,409 sold rapidly and 283 sold later at cut price. These were quite high numbers, considering that the first edition of a novel amounted to an average of 500 to 750 copies.11 Austen would have made £518.6.5 from the sales, which was more than the £221 she had made from her last novel Emma.12 The last 283 copies moved in 1820 and there was no second edition until May 1833.

The Courier advertised Northanger Abbey as a ‘Romance’ and Persuasion as a ‘Novel’. These different appellations for two works that in modern perception belong to the same genre have to do with the development and the status of the novel in the long eighteenth century, the period spanning the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the Reform Act of 1832. During the eighteenth century, the terms ‘romance’ and ‘novel’ had not yet solidified, although there were attempts to draw a line between the two or to show an evolutionary connection. Already in 1691, William Congreve associated ‘romance’ with a love tale that involved improbable incidents, ‘lofty Language, miraculous Contingencies and Impos-sible Performances that elevate the Reader into a giddy Delight which leaves him flat upon the Ground whenever he gives of’.13 In contrast, novels ‘are of a more familiar nature; Come near us, and represent to us Intrigues in practice’.14 One comprehends how vexed the relationship between novel and romance is when considering that, in Richardson’s novels, one of the most serious charges against the heroine is the indulgence of romance reading, an escapist and frivolous activity, clearly very different from the experience of Pamela, Clarissa and Sir Charles Grandison that Richardson was proposing to his own readers.

Later in the century, this distinction was confirmed by Clara Reeve in The Progress of Romance (1785), where she sharply distinguished romance as ‘an heroic fable, which treats of fabulous persons and things’ and novel as ‘a picture of real life and manners, and of the times in which it is written’.15 For Reeve, romance lay at the novel’s origins or, in her words, ‘the Novel has sprung out of [romance’s] ruins’.16 Reeve was not alone in explaining the popularity of the novel at this time as a continuation of the aesthetic pleasure introduced by romance. One reviewer writes in 1796:

[image: ] To the old romance, which exhibited exalted personages, and displayed their sentiments in improbable or impossible situations, has succeeded the more reasonable, modern novel; which delineates characters drawn from actual observation, and, when ably executed, presents an accurate and captivating view of real life.17 [image: ]

Northanger Abbey does not fit squarely with the understanding of romance as a fantastic fable of the past, nor do its characters resemble ‘exalted personages’. However, one of the novel’s most contested concerns revolves around the question of probability: could General Tilney have murdered his wife? The investigation driven by this question as well as explicit references to Ann Radcliffe’s plots align Northanger Abbey with the Gothic tales that crowded the circulating libraries. These were full of sensational incidents, formulaic plots and language reminiscent of the early romance that Congreve and Reeve describe. Perhaps, the title chosen by Cassandra and Henry suggested a stronger affiliation than Austen had intended.

Ironically, Northanger Abbey, the only work in which Jane Austen mounts the following defence of the novel as a genre, was not advertised as one:

[image: ] Yes, novels; – for I will not adopt that ungenerous and impolitic custom so common with novel-writers, of degrading by their contemptuous censure the very performances, to the number of which they are themselves adding – joining with their greatest enemies in bestowing the harshest epithets on such works, and scarcely ever permitting them to be read by their own heroine, who, if she accidentally take up a novel, is sure to turn over its insipid pages with disgust. Alas! if the heroine of one novel be not patron-ized by the heroine of another, from whom can she expect protection and regard? I cannot approve of it. Let us leave it to the Reviewers to abuse such effusions of fancy at their leisure, and over every new novel to talk in threadbare strains of the trash with which the press now groans. Let us not desert one another; we are an injured body. Although our productions have afforded more extensive and unaffected pleasure than those of any other literary corporation in the world, no species of composition has been so much decried. From pride, ignorance, or fashion, our foes are almost as many as our readers. (NA 36) [image: ]

The reasons for Austen’s discontent with the depreciation of the novel and its enthusiasts have to do with the print culture and reading practices of her time.

The Novels and Their Time

Austen lived and wrote in a period in which book production and reading exploded to an unprecedented extent: book trading became a lucra-tive activity for hundreds of entrepreneurs who ran bookshops, printing shops and circulating libraries to which readers subscribed for an afford-able fee. Increasingly, this flourishing trade offered the possibility for writers to live by the pen and free themselves from the ties of patron-age. Indeed, the last three decades of the eighteenth century saw a four-fold increase in publication, while readership numbers grew rapidly as books were sold in smaller formats at lower prices and distribution net-works became more efficient.18

The increase was dramatic, especially in the numbers of novels (alternately titled ‘history’, ‘tale’ or ‘romance’): in 1775, Austen’s birth year, thirty-one new novels were published; by 1818, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion were two among sixty-one new publications.

The status of the novel was also hotly discussed in the periodicals of the day. Austen’s observation that novels had almost as many readers as foes is probably not far from the truth. The reviewers were merciless: ‘reviewing a novel became something of a sport, critics often seemed to compete for the most insulting or sarcastic dismissal’.19 Not surprisingly, three quarters of all novels published between 1770 and 1820 were anonymous. Often, additions such as ‘By a Lady’ (Austen adopted this appellation on the title page of Sense and Sensibility) would reveal the gender of the author, if such a commodified tag could be trusted.

The effects of the novel on the reader were deemed to range from dangerous to harmless and the novels themselves from corrupting to useless. One of the most influential writers of the eighteenth century, Samuel Johnson, thought that the ‘works of fiction’ avidly read by the readers of his time derived their charm from exhibitions of ‘life in its true state’ rather than remote sentiments, habits and actions. However, this element of authenticity, depending on the author’s moral tendency, harboured potential to improve or to harm.20 Johnson’s assessment of the genre’s power to excite emulation illuminates the closing sentences of Northanger Abbey, where the narrator leaves it to the reader to decide whether the story tends ‘to recommend parental tyranny, or reward filial disobedience’ (NA 235). Johnson’s cautious stance recognizes both the nature of the interest that the new genre had for readers and how it could shape individuals and social morals.

His observation certainly did more justice to the novel than comments that belittled its impact. Another critic’s exclamation offers a glimpse into the kind of scathing criticism that novelists, in Austen’s words, ‘the injured body’, encountered: ‘Will the labour of reviewing novels be never again compensated by a little rational entertainment?’ laments a reviewer in 1791.21 Criticism was even more severe towards prose works that drew on the taste for mysteries, superstitions, persecutions, ruins and remote places which, since Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764), had come to be labelled as Gothic.22 Such productions provoked accusations, similar to those brought against the old romances, of improbable plots and shocking accidents. However, Walpole turned the tables on the proponents of realist novels by claiming that this kind of literature had traded the elevations of imagination for the flatness of ordinary life: ‘the great resources of fancy have been dammed up, by a strict adherence to common life’.23 Against this aesthetic backdrop, Northanger Abbey with its bipartite structure bridges depictions of real-life Bath and social activities with the Gothic themes of crime and persecution that haunt Catherine Morland during her stay at the Abbey.

Of all the novels published from 1788 to 1807, 30 per cent belonged to the Gothic genre. Around the time that Austen drafted Northanger Abbey, Gothic fiction had 38 per cent of the market share in novel production.24 But by 1820, that is, only two years after the publication of Northanger Abbey, Gothic tales took less than 10 per cent of market share. Hence, Austen’s assessment that her novel could be out of step with readers’ taste was justified.

Persuasion, in contrast, resonated more closely with contemporary aesthetic taste and national concerns. The interweaving of the eight-year-long romance between Anne Elliot and Captain Wentworth with the latter’s naval career offered a canvas on which the novel could suggestively sketch events around the Napoleonic Wars. In Persuasion, Austen contemplates retrospectively this time of national anxiety and sacrifice. The novel was begun in a time of peace, after Napoleon Bonaparte’s escape from Elba and his ultimate defeat at Waterloo in June 1815. Twenty-two years of war with France had come to an end, bringing relief but also the necessity to ponder the losses and a future without war. It is important to keep in mind that the time of composition does not coincide with the novel’s narration time. Persuasion’s story starts to unfold in the summer of 1814, while Admiral Croft and his wife are coming back from sea to rent Kellynch Hall, because ‘peace is turning […] Navy officers ashore’ (P 10). Here, peace refers to the allies’ victory over Napoleon and his exile to Elba in April 1814. Three months later, in June 1814, the Treaty of Paris marked the end of war, before it was sparked again by the return of Napoleon in March 1815. By Michaelmas, 29 September 1814, Sir Walter hands over his estate to the Crofts, and in October, Captain Wentworth, while visiting his sister’s new dwelling, enters Anne’s life. A month later there is the excursion to Lyme, in which Louisa’s injury awakens Wentworth to the consequences of his flirtations. Mary’s letter on 1 February 1815 informs Anne (and the reader) about Louisa’s engagement with Captain Benwick, an event that fuels the hope of reconciliation in Anne and Wentworth. Only a few weeks separate Anne’s receipt of this letter from the revealing moment at the White Hart, so that Persuasion ends just before the news of Napoleon’s escape reaches British shores. Thus, there is a conscious choice on Austen’s part to situate the rekindling of romance between her protagonists in the temporary peace of 1814. We will see in the following chapters how this decision has inflected interpretations of the novel’s cautiously happy ending.

The Portrait of an Author

The four-volume set of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion came along with a first glimpse into Jane Austen’s life and character in the ‘Biographical Notice’ written by her brother Henry. It must have been of significant attraction to readers who knew the earlier novels but lacked any insights into the author’s life. For almost half a century, Henry Austen’s remained the only public biographical pronouncement until the appearance of the first biography, A Memoir of Jane Austen, by Jane’s nephew James Edward Austen-Leigh in 1870. In her lifetime, Austen had recoiled from publicly assuming authorship. The writer of the note hopes that not mere curiosity but a more profound appreciation lies behind the readers’ interest in the deceased author. Indeed, the note, although much shorter than the biography of 1870, strongly shapes the Victorian perception of Austen and her works.

After a succinct synopsis that traces the novelist’s passage from Steventon, her birthplace, to Bath, Chawton and Winchester, the place of her untimely death, the note attempts to bring Austen’s character alive.
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