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THE TEXT OF THE NOVEL

Quotations in this volume are taken from the Oxford World’s Classics edition of Mansfield Park, ed. James Kinsley (Oxford, 1998), which has an introduction by Marilyn Butler and notes by John Lucas.

Nineteenth-century publishers did not routinely preserve manuscripts and there is no extant autograph manuscript of Mansfield Park. There were two early editions, the first published by Thomas Egerton in May 1814 and the second by John Murray in February 1816. Modern editions use the Murray text because it incorporates Jane Austen’s corrections and additions to Egerton’s edition, which had contained a number of errors and inconsistencies (it is described by R. W. Chapman as ‘by far the worst printed’ of her works, ‘very ill punctuated, and there are a good many verbal errors’).1

Claudia L. Johnson’s introduction to her edition of Mansfield Park provides fascinating insights into the editorial process as well as to Austen’s relationship with her texts.2


Introduction


[image: ] Jane Austen’s stock in the literary marketplace has never been higher than late in our twentieth century, when even Hollywood has seen fit to attach itself to her rapid rise in popularity, and adaptations on stage, screen, and television are emerging in such quick succession that the news media can hardly keep pace. Faced within the same few months with a Hollywood adaptation of Emma as the teenage fashion movie Clueless, full-scale screen versions of Persuasion and Sense and Sensibility, and the second BBC television serial of Pride and Prejudice in ten years, journalists have been feverishly turning to literary critics to ask which Austen novel they should read first and fastest in order to catch up with the culture. The pace has certainly picked up since the classic movie of 1939 starring Greer Garson and Laurence Olivier as Elizabeth and Darcy.

A Cambridge Companion to Jane Austen can’t hope, any more than the journalists, to capture the burgeoning Austen boom on the wing […]

In our own day, Austen has become not just an author, but a ‘figure’, a writer avidly claimed by readers lay and academic, by critics of different stripes and schools. [image: ]

(Edward Copeland and Juliet McMaster, Preface, The Cambridge Companion to Jane Austen (1997)1



This quotation is from the preface to Copeland and McMaster’s Cambridge Companion to Jane Austen, which appeared in 1997. Since then, the film of Mansfield Park directed by Patricia Rozema, which completed the set of recent screen adaptations of Austen’s work, has come and gone and the ‘feverish’ media attention has died down somewhat. (For a sample of it, see Chapter Seven.) Austen is still a ‘figure’, however, and her stock is still high. That the metaphor of ‘stock’ in a ‘literary marketplace’ should be used to describe her popularity is something she would have understood. The preface to the Cambridge Companion describes her as a ‘retiring country spinster’ but she was also a practical woman who understood the value of money, and in publishing a novel she was not (merely) fulfilling an artistic ideal or a craving for publicity; she was entering into the economic system. She paid to have her work published and she expected a return on her investment. She was neither a hack nor a populist writer, and to suggest that she had a professional attitude to her publications, or even an eye to the market, is not to devalue her work or denigrate her personality. She was short of money and would have seen nothing degrading or demeaning in earning it by writing. The image of her as a genteel, self-effacing lady above mercenary plans and ambitions, planted by her brother and nephew in their memoirs and fostered by later biographers, is manifestly false. She was reassuringly human and subject to normal worldly needs and desires. In an article in the Companion, Jan Fergus replaces the myth of ‘the inspired amateur, the homely spinster who put down her knitting needles to take up her pen’2 with a picture far more plausible for a woman who produced six major novels (at least three drafted before she was 25) and a clutch of more marginal work; a professional.

On 3 July 1813, in a letter to her brother Francis (Frank), Austen mentioned that the whole edition of Sense and Sensibility had been sold, and had brought her £40. She goes on, ‘I have now therefore written myself into £250 – which only makes me long for more’. She would have made more had she not sold the copyright of Pride and Prejudice to the publisher, Thomas Egerton, whose first edition of about 1000 and second of about 750 copies, sold at 18s each, would have brought in £1575. Egerton gave her £110; had they been published on commission, Austen would have earned £475.3

The first edition of Mansfield Park (probably of about 1250 copies) sold out within six months, and Jan Fergus calculates that Austen made between £310 and £347 from it,4 but Egerton did not produce a second. Another publisher, John Murray, with whom Austen corresponded through her brother Henry, agreed to publish, on commission, a second edition, which appeared in February 1816. This meant that Austen had to pay all costs (not in advance, but should they not be covered by sales) and would receive the profits after the publisher had deducted a commission (usually 10 per cent) on every copy sold. Few copies were sold and some of the profits of Austen’s next novel, Emma, had to go to pay for the production costs of Mansfield Park.

Jan Fergus finds that during Austen’s life she received a total of between approximately £631 and £668 in income from her writing. It is hard to calculate the modern equivalent; some writers have suggested that a multiplication factor of 10–15 is adequate, others 20, or even 30. With the returns of the day, such a sum would have brought her an income of about £30 p.a., the salary Emma’s Jane Fairfax would have been paid had she accepted a post as a governess. Little enough, but we should recall that during her father’s lifetime Austen received an allowance of £20 p.a., and after his death would have had still less to spend on herself. Writing supplemented Austen’s income and may have meant the difference between one or two new dresses, or affected the quality of gifts she could make Cassandra, or the number of packages she could send to her sister and their nieces;5 it did not provide a living wage, still less make her wealthy.

An Austen biographer, John Halperin, suggests that Austen’s earnings were not unduly modest when compared with those of her contemporaries. He points out that these figures should be compared with the £30 Fanny Burney was paid for Evelina, the £60 Goldsmith earned from The Vicar of Wakefield, and the £100 Maria Edgeworth made from the sale of Castle Rackrent. Halperin declares that Sense and Sensibility was an unexpectedly substantial commercial success, even before publication of the second edition in November1813. Although ‘the novel-reading public was not to know Jane Austen’s name until after she was dead, it learned very quickly to look forward to each new volume produced by the anonymous “Lady” who wrote Sense and Sensibility’. This guaranteed substantial sales of Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park, and Emma during Austen’s lifetime.6 Later in his Life of Jane Austen, however, Halperin offers other figures for contemporary authors’ earnings which do not compare so favourably with Austen’s. He calculates that Jane Austen earned less than £700 from her books during her lifetime: posthumous editions of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion had earned nearly £496 by 1820, and Emma more than £372, while the second edition of Mansfield Park ultimately made a profit of nearly £119. These figures, Halperin says, should be compared to the earnings of Austen’s contemporaries, such as Sir Walter Scott, Thomas Moore and Maria Edgeworth. Scott was offered £1000 for Marmion in 1808, Thomas Moore £3000 for Lalla Rookh in 1817 (before he had written a line), and Maria Edgeworth’s novels earned on average profits of about £1500–2000 apiece. By comparison, Austen’s returns were poor.7

Now, of course, sales of Austen’s work far outstrip those of Edgeworth, Moore, or even Scott. Since her works went into the public domain, and copyright fees were no longer payable for new editions, they have proliferated. She also ‘sells’ work other than her own. Many products sold to tourists at Chawton and Bath or to Austen fans elsewhere are unwittingly endorsed by her face and/or name: writing paper; mugs; pens; bookmarks; sweets; prints; miniatures; little books of her sayings … Prequels, sequels, rewrites and translations of the novels have been published with varying degrees of success. The films gross millions. Then there is the criticism …

It seems ironic that while the hagiography of Janeitism (see Chapter Three) turned Austen into what Claudia L. Johnson calls ‘a quaint and saintly obscure spinster aunt’8 an Austen industry simultaneously turned her, as well as her work, into a hugely profitable commodity. Johnson finds two things clear: ‘first, that Austen has been not a mere novelist about whom one might talk dispassionately, but a commercial phenomenon and a cultural figure, at once formidable and non-threatening; second, that many of Austen’s most acute admirers have been unhappy with this extravagant popularity.’9 Both of those assertions will be examined in this book, as will the development of ‘Janeitism’, that ‘self-consciously idolatrous enthusiasm for “Jane” and every detail relative to her’.10

While she was writing Mansfield Park Jane Austen was living in the cottage provided for his mother and sisters by Edward, the brother who had been adopted by the wealthy, childless Knights. Edward had inherited a large part of Mr Knight’s estates and on the death of Mrs Knight in 1812 came into the rest of his inheritance, which was considerable, and took the name Knight. Edward’s principal residence was Godmersham Park in Kent, but he also owned the manor house at Chawton, near Alton in Hampshire, close to his mother and sisters’ cottage. The Great House at Chawton had been leased out, before coming into the additional income enabled him to keep it as a secondary residence. This meant that from 1812 Jane Austen and her mother and sister saw more of Edward and his children; in particular, Jane Austen saw more of her niece, Fanny Knight, then 18 years old.

Chawton was a refuge and a haven after the years spent in Bath and Southampton. Though not luxurious or large it was solid and commodious, with pleasant gardens and outbuildings to house the donkey cart which Mrs Austen was now able to afford. Famously, Austen sat in the back parlour, whose creaking door alerted her to intruders, and when someone came in she would push her small sheets of writing paper under a blotter or a book. Once Pride and Prejudice was delivered to Egerton, who published it two months later, she was deep in research for Mansfield Park. Her concern that the detail should be right is clear from her letters to her sister and to Martha Lloyd,11 the friend who lived and shared living expenses with them. ‘If you cd discover whether Northamptonshire is a Country of Hedgerows, I shd be glad again.–’ (Letter 79, to Cassandra Austen, 29 January 1813, Letters, pp. 201–2). The recent Enclosures Acts had removed many of the ancient hedgerow boundaries, so Austen did not describe Fanny or the Bertrams walking among a traditional English landscape of small fields, nor, concealed between the parts of a double hedge, overhearing things not intended for their ears, as Anne Elliot does in Persuasion.

The letter in which Austen enquires about hedgerows, which she wrote when she had about half-completed Mansfield Park, contains the statement ‘Now I will try to write of something else;– it shall be a complete change of subject – Ordination’ (Letters, p. 202). Either she was joking, she subsequently changed her mind, or possibly she is referring to another projected novel. Several of the characters of Mansfield Park are, or are about to be, or jokingly say they could be, priests, but clerical ordination itself, the ceremony of taking the cloth or the vocation of priesthood, is raised only fleetingly; by Mary Crawford, considering Edmund’s future, and by Fanny, who responds to Mary’s slighting of the cloth with more warmth than is her wont. Ordination in a broader sense is a theme, but the ordination of priests is not a major one. Some weeks later, in the letter to her brother Frank which announces that she has written herself into £250 with Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice, Austen writes: ‘I have something in hand – which I hope on the credit of P & P. will sell well, tho’ not half so entertaining. And by the bye – shall you object to my mentioning the Elephant in it & two or three other of your old Ships? – I have done it, but it shall not stay, to make you angry. – They are only just mentioned’ (Letter 86, 3–6 July 1813, Letters, p. 217).

Frank clearly did give retrospective permission, but he may have warned his sister of the possible consequences of leaving a clue, if not to her identity, at least to her connections, which might lead to her readers guessing her identity, since the Naval List was freely available. Austen replied with gratitude for his thought of her, but as though she had already given consideration to the benefits as well as the drawbacks of the revelation.

[image: ] I thank you very warmly for your kind consent to my application & the kind hint which followed it. – I was previously aware of what I shd be laying myself open to – but the truth is that the Secret has spread so far as to be scarcely the Shadow of a secret now – & that I beleive [sic] whenever the 3d appears, I shall not even attempt to tell Lies about it. – I shall rather try to make all the Money than all the Mystery I can of it. – People shall pay for their Knowledge if I can make them. [image: ]
(Letter 90, 25 September 1813, Letters, p. 231)

Austen began Mansfield Park in or around February 1811 and a draft was complete by July 1813. She probably revised it during the autumn and winter and delivered it to Egerton in March. This period was not entirely devoted to writing; Austen made and received extended visits to and from her brothers and other relations and connections in Hampshire, Kent, and London. As Mrs Austen grew older, she also had housekeeping concerns to occupy her, as well as the usual female occupations such as sewing, the brewing of spruce beer and mead and the making of fruit wines. In a letter to Frank Austen of 21 March 1814, she writes: ‘Perhaps before the end of April, Mansfield Park by the author of S & S. – P & P. may be in the world.— Keep the name to yourself. I shd not like to have it known beforehand’ (Letter 100, Letters, p. 262). Egerton did not quite manage the end of April, but by 23 May was announcing a new publication ‘by the author of Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice’. The advertisement, in the Morning Chronicle, was repeated on 27 May.

Mansfield Park is very different from its two published predecessors; different in tone, in theme, in setting, and even in form. Readers who come to it from Pride and Prejudice expecting something similar have found it depressing, slow, or overly moralising, and those who have enjoyed the company of the sprightly heroine Elizabeth Bennet have found Fanny Price too passive, priggish, and judgemental. C. S. Lewis used Fanny as an exemplary Christian moralist reviled and despised by his daemonic correspondent (‘Screwtape’). John Halperin suggests that Mansfield Park is Austen’s most autobiographical novel. Fanny Price is not precisely a self-portrait (his candidate for this is Elinor Dashwood), but her experience and viewpoint, he finds, are not unlike Austen’s, while Lady Bertram, Aunt Norris, and other characters are modelled on members of her family.12 The novelist Kingsley Amis expressed horror and outrage at what had happened to the Austen of Pride and Prejudice (see below). Yet Mansfield Park is neither dull nor uneventful, and the moral standpoint is by no means straightforward. The first novel of Austen’s maturity, it is complex, highly wrought, and experimental. It was not a retrograde step for Austen but a transitional stage between the first two published novels, Sense and Sensibility (1811) and Pride and Prejudice (1813), versions of which she had written years before, and her greatest achievements, Emma and Persuasion.

A succinct appraisal of Mansfield Park and an excellent introduction to the narrative techniques of Austen’s maturity are provided by John Wiltshire, in his ‘Mansfield Park, Emma, Persuasion’ in The Cambridge Companion to Jane Austen. Readers new to Mansfield Park or to Austen criticism will find this a helpful starting place.

Those who read Austen’s novels in the chronological order of their publication, and therefore come to Mansfield Park after Pride and Prejudice, experience something of a shock. The tone of Mansfield Park is less bright and sparkling than Pride and Prejudice; its wit comes largely from Mary Crawford, of whom we feel we should disapprove; its pace is slower and its heroine far less immediately engaging. Yet, though inhabiting the plot of Pride and Prejudice may be more pleasurable than inhabiting Mansfield Park, Mansfield Park is the more mature novel and the greater technical achievement, ‘a milestone in the English novel’.13

Mansfield Park is different from the other five major novels in two important respects. Firstly, it is even less a courtship novel or romance, and secondly, it does not chart the moral growth of its heroine. Edmund does not court Fanny; she is like a sister to him even if he is not like a brother to her; his coming round to the idea that she might be a suitable wife, and their subsequent engagement, are dealt with perfunctorily. Although Fanny’s love for Edmund is always important, and a significant off-stage influence, it does not provide much narrative impetus, largely because Edmund seems remarkably oblivious to it and though Fanny acknowledges that she loves him, her actions are not much motivated by her love. Fanny is a good girl when she arrives at Mansfield Park and first appears in the novel at 10 years old, and she is a good girl at the end of the story. Her actions are always governed by principle and her principles are firm. She does not need to make a moral leap or to have a lover/ brother/mentor figure prod her into taking such a leap.

The plot of Mansfield Park is concerned with other things besides romance. It presents alternative ways of living: geographically, socially, economically, morally; and those different ways of life or life-views are allowed to compete, interact and co-exist. We might think that one way is privileged over the others, but while life at Mansfield Park is preferable to life in the Price household in Portsmouth, it is far from perfect. The narrative voice criticises the Bertram family for their values, especially Sir Thomas, as fount of those values, as well as for their failure to live up to their values, and for maintaining a life of order, prestige, and comfort at a cost, while Fanny Price criticises her own family, principally her mother, who should be responsible for domestic order, for their disharmony, discomfort and lack of order. The narrative voice criticises mostly covertly, through irony, while Fanny is uncharacteristically outspoken in her criticism of Mrs Price, except that she doesn’t speak out at all, but only thinks of her mother as a slut (p. 355).

As well as this unusual immoderation of language in Fanny and the unusually risqué nature of Mary Crawford’s jokes, there is another unusual passage in Mansfield Park, a (brief) conversation between men when women are not present. It occurs at the beginning of chapter II of volume II, chapter I having ended with Sir Thomas Bertram’s return from Antigua, and his discovery of the theatricals. The next morning, conscience-stricken Edmund seeks out his father, and they speak together.


[image: ] Edmund’s first object the next morning was to see his father alone, and give him a fair statement of the whole acting scheme, defending his own share in it as far only as he could then, in a soberer moment, feel his motives to deserve, and acknowledging with perfect ingenuousness that his concession had been attended with such partial good as to make his judgment in it very doubtful. He was anxious, while vindicating himself, to say nothing unkind of the others; but there was only one amongst them whose conduct he could mention without some necessity of defence or palliation. ‘We have all been more or less to blame,’ said he, ‘every one of us, excepting Fanny. Fanny is the only one who has judged rightly throughout, who has been consistent. Her feelings have been steadily against it from first to last. She never ceased to think of what was due to you. You will find Fanny every thing you could wish.’

Sir Thomas saw all the impropriety of such a scheme among such a party, and at such a time, as strongly as his son had ever supposed he must; he felt it too much indeed for many words; and having shaken hands with Edmund, meant to try to lose the disagreeable impression, and forget how much he had been forgotten himself as soon as he could, after the house had been cleared of every object enforcing the remembrance, and restored to its proper state. [image: ]

(Jane Austen, Mansfield Park (1814), ed. James Kingsley. Oxford: Oxford World’s Classics, 1998, pp. 168–9. All subsequent quotations are from this edition.)



This is most unusual in Austen’s writing, which rarely represents speech between men with no woman present.

Mansfield Park has been the most contentious of Austen’s novels, polarising readers on questions of its priggishness, of whether we are supposed to like its heroine, or its villain and villainess, or neither, of the covert references to the slave-trade, and other aspects large and small. Lionel Trilling remarked ‘no one, I believe, has ever found it possible to like the heroine of Mansfield Park’,14 but many have found it very easily possible to like her story. Although its location may be restricted, its domestic sphere contains many of the major dilemmas and dramas of life. The archetypes contained in Mansfield Park include ‘the foundling child’, ‘the stranger comes to town’, ‘the oppressive patriarch’, ‘the wicked step-mother’ (for which read Aunt), Cinderella … Its themes include ordination in its widest sense, authority, conscience versus obedience, the difference between the letter and the spirit, the reconciliation of self-fulfilment and altruism, the social and the autonomous self …

This Guide provides key examples of the strength and variety of critical approaches to Austen’s work in general and to Mansfield Park in particular. Chapter One explores contemporary reactions to the novel, including those collected by Jane Austen herself from her circle of friends and relations, and shows an early prejudice in favour of Elizabeth Bennet and Mr Darcy over Fanny Price and Edmund Bertram. Chapter Two offers a selection of key reviews and articles from the early to the mid-nineteenth century, and Chapter Three follows Austen’s burgeoning popularity in late nineteenth-and early twentieth-century England, her metamorphosis into ‘England’s Jane’, and the emergence of the ‘Janeites’. Chapter Four demonstrates the serious critical attention and analysis that Mansfield Park, like all of Austen’s work, received in the mid-twentieth century, while Chapter Five examines the enormous body of Austen scholarship of the 1970s, much of it associated with the two-hundredth anniversary of Austen’s birth in 1975, and traces the important strands of feminist and biographical criticism of Mansfield Park. Chapter Six represents the range of late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century approaches to Austen’s novel, in particular postcolonial and historicist analyses, and Chapter Seven considers significant responses, from the USA and Great Britain, to film and television adaptations of Mansfield Park. The many different interpretations explored in the following pages highlight the power and complexity of this astonishingly rich and apparently inexhaustible text which has provoked keen debate among readers and critics for almost two centuries and seems certain to continue to do so.


CHAPTER ONE

‘Have you read Mansfield Park?’: Contemporary Opinions

No reviews of Mansfield Park appeared during Jane Austen’s lifetime. This must have been a disappointment, and in a letter to her publisher she expresses regret that the novel is unmentioned in the long and favourable unsigned review of Emma, by Walter Scott.1

[image: ] I return you the Quarterly Review with many Thanks. The authoress of Emma has no reason, I think, to complain of her treatment in it, except in the total omission of, Mansfield Park. [sic] – I cannot be but sorry that so clever a Man as the Reviewer of Emma should consider it as unworthy of being noticed.2 [image: ]

Though he did not write about Mansfield Park, Scott clearly thought highly of Austen’s skill, and recorded his appreciation of her work in letters and journal entries. Like many nineteenth-century reviewers he sees her as a miniaturist who accurately captures the fine detail of life but whose ideas never go beyond the domestic, middle-class, middle-England sphere. While his novels are dramatic and full of incident, hers are understated and orderly. ‘The big Bow-Wow strain I can do myself like any now going, but the exquisite touch which renders ordinary commonplace things and characters interesting from the truth of the description and the sentiment is denied to me.’3 He writes to the author Joanna Baillie:4

[image: ] By the way did you know Miss Austen, Authoress of some novels which have a great deal of nature on them – nature in ordinary and middle life to be sure but valuable from its strong resemblance and correct drawing.5 [image: ]

Four years later, on 28 March 1826, considering fiction written by men, he notes in his journal: ‘The women do this better – [Maria] Edgeworth,6 [Susan] Ferrier,7 Austen have all had their portraits of real society, far superior to anything Man, vain Man, has produced of a like nature.’8

On 18 September 1827, Scott writes that he had ‘whiled away the evening over one of Miss Austen’s novels’ and remarks that there is ‘a truth of painting in her writing which always delights me’; he finds, however, that her fiction does not ‘get above the middle classes of society’. None the less, ‘she is inimitable’.9

No contemporary reviews of Mansfield Park exist, but a record of some opinions of the novel expressed during Austen’s lifetime is available because Austen herself collected and transcribed the responses of relatives, friends and acquaintances to Mansfield Park and Emma. The opinions of Mansfield Park date from 1814 to 1815 and are therefore those of its earliest readers. A few liked it better than Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice, but the majority preferred the latter. Then as now, Austen’s light, bright and sparkling story was the more popular, though a number of readers and reviewers paid lip service at least to the high moral tone of the heroine of Mansfield Park.


[image: ] We certainly do not think it as a whole, equal to P.& P.– but it has many & great beauties. Fanny is a delightful Character! and Aunt Norris is a great favourite of mine. The Characters are natural & well supported, & many of the Dialogues excellent.—You need not fear the publication being considered as discreditable to the talents of it’s [sic] Author. F.W.A. [i.e. Francis William Austen]

Not so clever as P.&P.– but pleased with it altogether. Liked the character of Fanny. Admired the Portsmouth Scene. – Mr K.—[ie. Edward Austen Knight]

Edward & George.—Not liked it near so well as P.& P.—Edward admired Fanny—George disliked her.—George interested by nobody but Mary Crawford.—Edward pleased with Henry C.—Edmund objected to, as cold & formal.—Henry C.s going off with Mrs. R. at such a time, when so much in love with Fanny, thought unnatural by Edward.— Fanny Knight.— Liked it, in many parts, very much indeed, delighted with Fanny;—but not satisfied with the end—wanting more Love between her & Edmund– & could not think it natural that Edmd should be so much attached to a woman without Principle like Mary C.— or promote Fanny’s marrying Henry.—

Anna liked it better than P.& P.— but not so well as S.& S.— could not bear Fanny.— Delighted with Mrs. Norris, the scene at Portsmouth, & all the humourous [sic] parts.—

Mrs James Austen, very much pleased. Enjoyed Mrs Norris particularly, & the scene at Portsmouth. Thought Henry Crawford’s going off with Mrs

Rushworth very natural.—

Miss Clewes’s objections much the same as Fanny’s.—

Miss Lloyd preferred it altogether to either of the others.— Delighted with Fanny.—Hated Mrs Norris.—

My Mother—not liked it so well as P.& P.—Thought Fanny insipid.— Enjoyed Mrs Norris.—

Cassandra—thought it quite as clever, tho’ not so brilliant, as P.& P.— Fond of Fanny.—Delighted much in Mr Rushworth’s stupidity.—

My Eldest Brother.— [i.e. James] a warm admirer of it in general.— Delighted with the Portsmouth Scene.—

Edward—[i.e. James Edward Austen, later Austen-Leigh] Much like his Father.—Objected to Mrs Rushworth’s Elopement as unnatural.

Mr B. L.—[i.e. Benjamin Lefroy] Highly pleased with Fanny Price–& a warm admirer of the Portsmouth Scene.—Angry with Edmund for not being in love with her, & hating Mrs Norris for teazing her.—

Miss Burdett—Did not like it so well as P.& P.

Mrs James Tilson—Liked it better than P.& P.

Fanny Cage— did not much like it—not to be compared to P.& P.— nothing interesting in the Characters— Language poor.— Characters natural & well supported— Improved as it went on.—

Mr & Mrs Cooke.—very much pleased with it—particularly with the Manner in which the Clergy are treated.—Mr Cooke called it ‘the most sensible Novel he had ever read.’— Mrs Cooke wished for a good Matronly Character.—

Mary Cooke— quite as much pleased with it, as her Father & Mother; seemed to enter into Lady B.’s character, & enjoyed Mr Rushworth’s folly. Admired Fanny in general; but thought she ought to have been more determined on overcoming her own feelings, when she saw Edmund’s attachment to Miss Crawford.—

Miss Burrel— admired it very much— particularly Mrs Norris & Dr Grant.—

Mrs Bramstone— pleased with it; particularly with the character of Fanny, as being so very natural. Thought Lady Bertram like herself.— Preferred it to either of the others— but imagined that might be her want of Taste— as she does not understand Wit.—

Mrs Augusta Bramstone— owned that she thought S. & S.—and P.& P. downright nonsense, but expected to like M.P. better, & having finished the 1st vol.— flattered herself she had got through the worst. The families at Deane— all pleased with it.— Mrs Anna Harwood delighted with Mrs Norris & the green Curtain.

The Kintbury [I.e. Fowle] Family— very much pleased with it;– preferred it to either of the others.—

Mr Egerton the Publisher— praised it for it’s [sic] Morality, & for being so equal a Composition.— No weak parts.

Lady Rob: Kerr wrote– ‘You may be assured I read every line with the greatest interest & am more delighted with it than my humble pen can express. The excellent delineation of Character, sound sense, Elegant Language & the pure morality with which it abounds, makes it a most desirable as well as useful work, & reflects the highest honour &c. &c.— Universally admired in Edinburgh, by all the wise ones.— Indeed, I have not heard a single fault given to it.’—

Miss Sharpe–‘I think it excellent—& of it’s [sic] good sense & moral Tendency there can be no doubt.—Your Characters are drawn to the Life—so very, very natural & just— but as you beg me to be perfectly honest, I must confess I prefer P.& P.’—

Mrs Carrick.–‘All who think deeply & feel much will give the Preference to Mansfield Park.’

Mr J. Plumptre.– ‘I never read a novel which interested me so very much throughout, the characters are all so remarkably well kept up & so well drawn, & the plot is so well contrived that I had not an idea till the end which of the two would marry Fanny, H. C. or Edmd. Mrs Norris amused me particularly, & Sir Thos is very clever, & his conduct proves admirably the defects of the modern system of Education.’–Mr. J. P. made two objections, but only one of them was remembered, the want of some character more striking & interesting to the generality of Readers, than Fanny was likely to be.—

Sir James Langham & Mr H. Sanford, having been told that it was much inferior to P.& P.— began it expecting to dislike it, but were very soon extremely pleased with it – & I beleive, [sic] did not think it at all inferior.—

Alethea Bigg.–‘I have read M.P. & heard it very much talked of, very much praised. I like it myself & think it very good indeed, but as I never say what I do not think, I will add that, although it is superior in a great many points in my opinion to the other two Works, I think it has not the Spirit of P & P., except perhaps the Price family at Portsmouth, & they are delightful in their way.’—

Charles [i.e. Charles John Austen]— did not like it near so well as P.& P. – thought it wanted Incident.—

Mrs Dickson.– ‘I have bought M.P.— but it is not equal to P.& P.’—

Mrs Lefroy— liked it, but thought it a mere Novel.—

Mrs Portal—admired it very much—objected cheifly [sic] to Edmund’s not being brought more forward.—

Lady Gordon wrote ‘In most novels you are amused for the time with a set of Ideal People whom you never think of afterwards or whom you the least expect to meet in common life, whereas in Miss A—s works, & especially in M.P. you actually live with them, you fancy yourself one of the family; & the scenes are so exactly descriptive, so perfectly natural, that there is scarcely an Incident, or conversation, or a person, that you are not inclined to imagine you have at one time or other in your Life been a witness to, borne a part in, & been acquainted with.’ Mrs Pole wrote, ‘There is a particular satisfaction in reading all Miss A—s works—they are so evidently written by a Gentlewoman— most Novellists fail & betray themselves in attempting to describe familiar scenes in high Life; some little vulgarism escapes & shews that they are not experimentally acquainted with what they describe, but here it is quite different. Everything is natural, & the situations & incidents are told in a manner which clearly evinces the Writer to belong to the Society whose Manners she so ably delineates.’ Mrs Pole also said that no Books had ever occasioned so much canvassing & doubt, & that everybody was desirous to attribute them to some of their own friends, or to some person of whom they thought highly.—

Admiral Foote— surprised that I had the power of drawing the Portsmouth-Scenes so well.— [image: ]

Mrs. Creed—Preferred S.& S. and P.& P.— to Mansfield Park.

(‘Opinions of Mansfield Park’ collected by Jane Austen, in The Works of Jane Austen, vol VI, Minor Works, ed. R.W. Chapman (1954))10



As well as registering these diverse views, Austen would have discussed Mansfield Park with her elder sister, Cassandra. Austen was probably closer to her sister Cassandra than to anyone else in the world; Cassandra’s opinion would have counted with her, yet she was adamant in resisting Cassandra’s suggestion that she change the end of Mansfield Park and make Fanny Price marry Henry Crawford. Halperin says that it is:

[image: ] abundantly clear from evidence only recently come to light, that Cassandra tried to persuade Jane to alter the ending of Mansfield Park to allow Henry Crawford to marry Fanny Price. Apparently feeling that Fanny should indeed be well ‘settled in life’, Cassandra argued the matter gamely; Jane stood firm and would not allow it. Probably Cassandra’s influence is responsible for the assertion late in the novel, by way of mitigation, that if Crawford ‘had been satisfied with the conquest of one amiable woman’s affections’ and had he ‘persevered’, Fanny must have given way to him eventually.11 [image: ]

A letter to Cassandra from March 1814 contains an apparently off-hand mention of the opinion of their brother Henry, given between a description of the ribbon trimming Austen intends to put on her gowns and a comment about the actor Edmund Kean. Perhaps, however, Austen’s reference to Henry’s sense that the outcome of Mansfield Park is not predictable is significant, in view of her disagreement with Cassandra about the end of the novel.

[image: ] Henry has this moment said that he likes my M.P. better & better; – he is in the 3d vol. – I beleive [sic] now he has changed his mind as to foreseeing the end; – he said yesterday at least, that he defied anybody to say whether H.C. would be reformed, or would forget Fanny in a fortnight.12 [image: ]

Henry had liked the novel from the beginning. He seems to have read the proofs with Austen during a coach journey to London which Austen describes to her sister in a slightly earlier letter.

[image: ] We did not begin reading till Bentley Green. Henry’s approbation hitherto is even equal to my wishes; he says it is very different from the other two, but does not appear to think it at all inferior. He has only married Mrs R. I am afraid he has gone through the most entertaining part.—He took to Lady B. and Mrs N. most kindly, & gives great praise to the drawing of the Characters. He understands them all, likes Fanny & I think foresees how it will all be.—13 [image: ]

Henry had soon finished the novel and his sister wrote of his sustained enjoyment with particular emphasis, designed perhaps to inform Cassandra Austen that Henry did not support her criticism of the ending: ‘his approbation has not lessened. He found the last half of the last volume extremely interesting’.14

Austen was staying with Henry again the following year during his illness when his doctor called in the eminent London surgeon Charles Haden as a consultant. She subsequently met Haden socially and reported that he ‘is reading Mansfield Park [sic] for the first time and prefers it to P. and P’.15

The novel is also mentioned, generally favourably, in contemporary letters, for example from the Earl of Dudley to Helen Stewart on 11 August 1814:

[image: ] Have you read Mansfield Park? […] I am a great admirer of the two other works by the same author. She has not so much fine humour as your friend Miss Edgeworth, but she is more skilful in contriving a story, she has a great deal more feeling, and she never plagues you with any chemistry, mechanics, or political economy, which are all excellent in their way, but vile, cold-hearted trash in a novel, and, I piously hope, all of old Edgeworth’s putting in.16 [image: ]

Writing to Maria Edgeworth herself, Anne Romilly remarks:

[image: ] Have you read Mansfield Park? It has been pretty generally admired here, and I think all novels must be that are true to life which this is, with a good strong vein of principle running thro’ the whole. It has not however that elevation of virtue, something beyond nature, that gives the greatest charm to a novel, but still it is real natural everyday life, and will amuse an idle hour very well in spite of its faults.17 [image: ]

It seems strange to find Mansfield Park, of all Austen’s novels, criticised for its want of elevated virtue, but perhaps a friend of Maria Edgeworth feared to give a rival novelist too unstinted praise.

The inclusion of Henry Austen’s ‘Biographical Notice of the Author’ in the posthumously published Northanger Abbey and Persuasion began the process which turned Austen from woman writer into myth and commodity. About three and a half years after her death, her reputation was well enough established for the journal which had printed Scott’s article of 1815, the Quarterly Review, to carry an unsigned review of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion in which her work is compared to that of Maria Edgeworth, but she was not famous enough for the reviewer, Richard Whately, to get her name right (he calls her ‘Austin’). In a long piece, Whately finds the moral lesson of Austen’s novels less didactic and more subtly integrated into the story than those of contemporaries such as Edgeworth. As a cleric (he was Archbishop of Dublin) Whately is particularly concerned to emphasise Austen’s devout Christianity. While her religion was not obtrusively present in her work, he suggested, she was a Christian writer. Though he values both the morality and humorous descriptions in the work of Austen, especially Mansfield Park, he chiefly approves her faithful portrayal of the mind of a woman in love and jealous; he suspects that she draws on her own experience and alleges that only a woman could produce such a portrait. Austen’s great merit, for him, is the insight she gives into ‘the peculiarities of female character’, especially as she does so warts and all, and does not idealise women from a sense of loyalty to her gender. Whately’s use of the term ‘authoress’ and the suggestion that women writers are usually coyly protective of the follies of their sex seem patronising to a later reader, but may indicate his apprehension of the detachment which later critics were to find a vital (and admirable) quality in Austen’s work.


[image: ] Mansfield Park contains some of Miss Austin’s best moral lessons, as well as her most humorous descriptions. The following specimen unites both: it is a sketch of the mode of education adopted for the two Miss Bertrams, by their aunt Norris, whose father, Sir Thomas, has just admitted into his family a poor niece, Fanny Price (the heroine) a little younger and much less accomplished than his daughters. [quotes from chapter 2 ‘Dear Mamma’ to ‘be a difference’.]18

The character of Sir Thomas is admirably drawn; one of those men who always judge rightly, and act wisely, when a case is fairly put before them; but who are quite destitute of acuteness of discernment and adroitness of conduct. The Miss Bertrams, without any peculiarly bad natural disposition, and merely with that selfishness, self-importance, and want of moral training, which are the natural result of their education, are conducted, by a train of probable circumstances, to a catastrophe which involves their father in the deepest affliction. It is melancholy to reflect how many young ladies in the same sphere, with what is ordinarily called every advantage in point of education, are so precisely in the same situation, that if they avoid a similar fate, it must be rather from good luck than any thing else. The care that is taken to keep from them every thing in the shape of affliction, prevents their best feelings from being exercised; and the pains bestowed on their accomplishment, raises their idea of their own consequence: the heart becomes hard, and is engrossed by vanity with all its concomitant vices. Mere moral and religious instruction are not adequate to correct all this. But it is a shame to give in our own language sentiments which are so much better expressed by Miss Austin. [quotes from chapter 48 ‘Too late’ to ‘character and temper’.]19

Edmund Bertram, the second son, a sensible and worthy young man, is captivated by a Miss Crawford, who, with her brother, is on a visit at the Parsonage with her half-sister, Mrs Grant: the progress of his passion is very happily depicted: [quotes from chapter 8 ‘Miss Crawford’ to ‘and sentiment.’]20

He is, however, put in doubt as to her character, by the occasional levity of her sentiments, and her aversion to his intended profession, the church, and to a retired life. Both she and her brother are very clever, agreeable, and good humoured, and not without moral taste, (for Miss Austin does not deal in fiends and angels,) but brought up without strict principles, and destitute of real self-denying benevolence. The latter falls in love with Fanny Price, whom he had been originally intending to flirt with for his own amusement. She, however, objects to his principles; being not satisfied with religious belief and practice in herself, and careless about them in her husband. In this respect she presents a useful example to a good many modern females, whose apparent regard for religion in themselves, and indifference about it in their partners for life, makes one sometimes incline to think that they hold the opposite extreme to the Turk’s opinion, and believe men to have no souls. Her uncle, Sir Thomas, however, who sees nothing of her objection, is displeased at her refusal; and thinking that she may not sufficiently prize the comforts of wealth to which she has been so long accustomed, without the aid of contrast, encourages her paying a visit to her father, a Captain Price, of the Marines, settled with a large family at Portsmouth. She goes, accompanied by her favourite brother William, with all the fond recollections, and bright anticipations, of a visit after eight years’ absence.

With a candour very rare in a novelist, Miss Austin describes the remedy as producing its effect. After she has spent a month in the noise, privations, and vulgarities of home, Mr Crawford pays her a visit of a couple of days; after he was gone, [quotes ch. 43 ‘Fanny was out’ to ‘distressing to her?’]21

Fanny is, however, armed against Mr Crawford by a stronger feeling than even her disapprobation; by a vehement attachment to Edmund. The silence in which this passion is cherished – the slender hopes and enjoyments by which it is fed – the restlessness and jealousy with which it fills a mind naturally active, contented and unsuspicious – the manner in which it tinges every event and every reflection, are painted with a vividness and a detail of which we can scarcely conceive any one but a female, and we should almost add, a female writing from recollection, capable.

To say the truth, we suspect one of Miss Austin’s great merits to our eyes to be, the insight she gives us into the peculiarities of female character. Authoresses can scarcely ever forget the esprit de corps – can scarcely ever forget that they are authoresses, They seem to feel a sympathetic shudder at exposing naked a female mind. Elles se peignent en buste, [they keep it close to their chests] and leave the mysteries of womanhood to be described by some interloping male, like Richardson or Marivaux,22 who is turned out before he has seen half the rites, and is forced to spin from his own conjectures the rest. Now from this fault Miss Austin is free. Her heroines are what one knows women must be, though one never can get them to acknowledge it. As liable to ‘fall in love first’, as anxious to attract the attention of agreeable men, as much taken with a striking manner, or a handsome face, as unequally gifted with constancy and firmness, as liable to have their affections biased by convenience or fashion, as we, on our part, will admit men to be. As some illustration of what we mean, we refer our readers to the conversation between Miss Crawford and Fanny [ch. 36],23 Fanny’s meeting with her father [ch. 38],24 her reflections after reading Edmund’s letter [ch. 46],25 her happiness (good, and heroine though she be) in the midst of the misery of all her friends, when she finds that Edmund has decidedly broken with her rival; feelings all of them, which, under the influence of strong passion, must alloy the purest mind, but with which scarcely any authoress but Miss Austin would have ventured temper the aetheriel materials of a heroine. [image: ]

(Richard Whately, review, Quarterly Review, XXIV (January 1821), pp. 353–76; rpt, B.C. Southam, Critical Essays (1976))26



Austen’s religion is mercifully not discussed as the salient feature of her work in a piece on Mansfield Park published in the Retrospective Review of 1823. An unsigned review of The Life and Adventures of Peter Wilkins becomes a discussion of contemporary and near-contemporary fiction, and includes a comparison of the work of Fanny Burney and Jane Austen. The reviewer enumerates the merits of Austen’s work in a general way, and mentions but does not describe Mansfield Park. He admires Austen’s work because it is not Romantic or Gothic, it does not deal in the sublime, the horrific, the melodramatic, or the implausible, and it is not broadly burlesque. Signalled out for particular praise is the characterisation; Austen’s characters are ‘instinct with life’. Characteristically of this period, the reviewer extrapolates from the writing to the author, and seamlessly moves from admiring the beauties of Austen’s style, whose techniques are not subjected to close analysis, to the beauties of her mind.


[image: ] Born in the same rank of life [as Fanny Burney], familiar with the same description of people, equally precocious, and equally possessed of a lively fancy, and an acute perception of character, with the single advantage of belonging to a later generation, the author of Persuasion and Mansfield Park has produced works of much fresher verdure, much sweeter flavour, and much purer spirit. Without any wish to surprise us into attention, by strangeness of incident, or complication of adventure, – with no great ambition of being amazingly facetious, or remarkably brilliant, – laboriously witty, or profoundly sentimental, – of dealing out wise saws and deep reflections, or keeping us on the broad grin, and killing us with laughter; – the stream of her Tale flows on in an easy, natural, but spring tide, which carries us out of ourselves, and bears our feelings, affections, and deepest interest, irresistibly along with it. She has not been at the trouble to look out for subjects for her pencil of a peculiar and eccentric cast, nor cared to outstep the modesty of nature, by spicing with a too rich vein of humour, such as fell in her way in the ordinary intercourse of life. The people with whom her works bring us acquaintance were, we feel certain, like those among whom she herself shared the good and ill of life, – with whom she thought and talked – danced and sung – laughed and wept – joked and reasoned. They are not the productions of an ingenious fancy, but beings instinct with life; – breathe and move, and think and speak, and act, before our mind’s eye, with a distinctness, that rivals the pictures we see in memory of scenes we ourselves have beheld, and upon the recollections of which we love to dwell. They mingle in our remembrances with those, whom we ourselves have known and loved, but whom accident, or coldness, or death, have separated from us before the end of our pilgrimage.

Into those of her characters in particular, who engage our best affections, and with whom we sympathise most deeply, she seems to have transferred the very essence of life. These are, doubtless, the finest of her compositions, and with reason; for she had only, on any supposed interesting occurrence of life, to set her own kind and amiable feelings in motions, and the tide sprang up from the heart to the pen, and flowed in a rich stream of nature and truth over the page. Into one particular character, indeed, she has breathed her whole soul and being; and in this we please ourselves with thinking, we see and know herself [a long paean of praise for Persuasion’s Anne Elliot follows].

Whether, in this enumeration of female excellencies, one of those deeply attached friends, of whom she was sure to have had many, might recognize some, or most of the admirable qualities of JANE AUSTEN, we cannot say; – but sure we are, if our memory have not failed us, or our fancy deceived us, or our hearts betrayed us, such, or nearly such, are those, of which she has herself compounded one of the most beautiful female characters ever drawn; – we mean, the heroine of Persuasion. […]

The mention of her works happened to fall in our way as the noblest illustration we could give of that improvement in this department of literature, which we are fond to believe in; but we frankly confess, we would, at any time, have travelled far out of it to pay our humble tribute of respect to the memory of Jane Austen. Nor is it so foreign to our regular speculations, as the reader may be apt to imagine. Our conversation, as one of our number has well observed, is among the tombs; and there dwells all that once enshrined in a form of beauty a soul of exceeding and surpassing brightness. – O lost too soon to us! – but our loss has been thy immortal gain. [image: ]

(Review of The Life and Adventures of Peter Wilkins, The Retrospective Review (1823); rpt, Southam, Critical Heritage (1968))27



Reading Austen’s letters and the portraits painted by biographers of a less than universally amiable (and much more plausible and interesting) Jane, we may fail to recognise this paragon. It was to be some time before the astringency of the narrative voice and its less charitable judgements were to become characteristics singled out for praise. On the whole, the Victorians’ Jane Austen was, at best, a good little woman who had lived retired and, at worst, not responsible for the ‘less refined’ tone of her age.

The next chapter will explore the ‘interesting ways’ in which Austen’s reputation, and that of Mansfield Park, developed within and beyond these stereotypes from the 1830s to the 1870s.


CHAPTER TWO

‘It has not however that elevation of virtue’: Reviews from the 1830s to 1870s

When Austen wrote, her work was near the bottom of the pecking order in literature, and as fiction written by a woman it was even lower. The novel had been the poor relation of literature since its origins, though it was becoming the popular genre; it was disparaged as at best mere idle entertainment and at worst as corruptive. It was felt that weaker minds, particularly those of young girls, could be easily corrupted not only by outright depictions of depravity, but also by any highly imaginative escapist fiction. Heroines who had adventures, were bold and independent, fell in love with unsuitable, Byronic heroes, and married for love, might give girls ambitions beyond their proper sphere. ‘The glutted imagination soon overflows with the redundance of cheap sentiment and plentiful incident.’1 It was in an author’s interest to claim that the novel could have (and that their own work did have) an educative and moral function. Perhaps this is why many novels of the period contain passages whose uplifting moralising seems bolted-on. Novel writing was one of the few respectable ways by which an educated woman could earn money in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and one of the even fewer ways in which she could work whilst remaining with her family. Novels such as Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), Anne Brontë’s Agnes Grey (1847) and Elizabeth Gaskell’s Ruth (1853) show how unpleasant were the alternatives. Thus, many women turned to writing fiction, but not all did it well. The glut of novels of varying quality by women during the late eighteenth and early to mid-nineteenth century led to the dismissal of their writing as hack-work and formulaic trash.

By the mid-nineteenth century, for women to write in order to support a family was acceptable and in accord with the work ethic influenced by historian and social critic Thomas Carlyle and articulated by Samuel Smiles’ Self-Help (1859), and other such manuals of self-improvement. For women to do so from vainglory and a desire for fame was unacceptable and unladylike.

Whilst reading sermons or history or other improving literature was laudable, reading a novel was a leisure pursuit open to accusations of mental laziness. It could also be seen as potentially corruptive and dangerous. We should remember that as late as 1865, the artist and critic John Ruskin could warn of the ‘overwrought interest’ that novels could generate, and suggest that a romance could be dangerous if ‘by its excitement it renders the ordinary course of life uninteresting’.2 Austen did not write in the transgressive and hot-house style of the Gothic novels whose credulous readers she satirises in Northanger Abbey, nor in the sensational style of later novelists such as Mary Elizabeth Braddon and Wilkie Collins which Ruskin equally deplored. Nonetheless, her work would be scrutinised for possible corruptive influence during her lifetime and throughout the nineteenth century, and the novelist Antony Trollope would feel the need to defend it as ‘free from an idea or word that can pollute’ and as offering ‘a sweet lesson of homely household womanly virtue’.3

Austen’s reputation grew slowly during the nineteenth century. The publisher Richard Bentley issued all six novels in a Standard Edition in 1832, which made them easier to obtain, and once his copyright expired other editions followed. He also produced the Steventon Edition of Jane Austen’s Works in 1882, which included Lady Susan and the Memoir, and had a portrait of Austen as a frontispiece and woodcuts of Chawton church and Steventon Parsonage. He thus, as Claudia L. Johnson notes, ‘put most of Austen’s famous little “world” into a tidy bundle’, reinforcing the image of Austen’s life as spinsterish, circumscribed, and uneventful.4 Towards the end of the century cheaper editions appeared, such as the 1886 sixpenny novel series and the Routledge editions of 1893, and illustrated editions such as Macmillan’s of 1897, which contained many sentimental illustrations by Hugh Thomson.

During the 1830s there were a number of reviews of Austen’s work which tended either to describe, and praise, her writing in general terms, and compare her to Fanny Burney, Maria Edgeworth et al., or the later novelists Susan Ferrier and Harriet Martineau, or to discuss Emma and Pride and Prejudice.5 Mansfield Park had to wait until the 1870s before it received its due of substantial critical engagement. Entries from the diary of William Charles Macready, who read the novel in 1836, suggest that he disparaged Austen for the very quality which later readers believe marks her as a truly modern novelist: her examination of motivation, of a character’s inner life.


[image: ] The Novel, I think, has the prevailing fault of the pleasant authoress’s books; it deals too much in descriptions of the various states of mind, into which her characters are thrown, and amplifies into a page a search for motives which a stroke of the pen might give with greater power and interest. Is Richardson her model? She is an excellent portrait painter, she catches a man near to the life. [image: ]

(9 July 1836)



Like Austen’s niece Fanny Knight, Macready would have preferred a larger portion of romance in Mansfield Park:

[image: ] Finished Mansfield Park, which hurried with a very inartificial and disagreeable rapidity to its conclusion, leaving some opportunities for most interesting and beautiful scenes, particularly the detailed expression of the ‘how and the when’ Edmund’s love was turned from Miss Crawford to Fanny Price. The great merit of Miss Austen is in the finishing of her characters; the actions and conduct of her stories I think frequently defective.6 [image: ]
(10 July 1836)

Though Austen had not become a bestseller she was read, and argued about, and her works are mentioned in many general discussions of fiction. Writing in the Edinburgh Review in January 1843, the politician and historian T. B. Macaulay cited Edmund Bertram, together with three other of Austen’s clergyman characters, as exemplars of characterisation. Austen’s characters, Macaulay wrote, though not caricatures but ‘such as we meet everyday’, are ‘all as perfectly discriminated from each other as if they were the most eccentric of human beings’. He finds that writers like Austen who portray characters ‘in which no single feature is extravagantly overcharged’ are worthy of the highest honours.7 This evaluation, that Austen was a great portrait painter, a delineator of human nature, was to become a critical commonplace in the nineteenth century, and whilst true did Austen no justice in tending to overlook other qualities in the novels. Similarly, Macaulay’s comment that in Austen’s case the characters are evoked ‘by touches so delicate, that they elude analysis, that they defy the powers of description’, later echoed by Virginia Woolf’s description of Austen as ‘the most difficult to catch in the act of greatness’,8 fosters the impression that Austen’s art is a genteel, amateurish, half-spontaneous gift rather than a honed skill, and thus implies that it cannot support or reward sustained critical analysis.

Letters between Charlotte Brontë and G. H. Lewes9 dating from the 1840s show that the later novelist was not a fan of the earlier.10 Not surprisingly, Brontë deplored Austen’s lack of ‘passion’, so crucial a quality in her own and her sisters’ novels, and found no deeper quality in Austen’s writing than ‘daguerrotyped’ (early photographic) representations of genteel behaviour in middle-class country-town society, snobbishly and sneeringly given. Brontë does not mention Mansfield Park, but it would be interesting to know how she would have compared Fanny Price to her own Jane Eyre. Lewes wrote admiringly of Austen’s work on a number of occasions, much to Charlotte Brontë’s chagrin.11 Of Mansfield Park, Lewes wrote that it is ‘singularly fascinating’, but like many twentieth- and twenty-first-century readers, he finds that ‘the heroine is less of a favourite with us than Miss Austen’s heroines usually are’. Nonetheless, ‘aunt Norris and Lady Bertram are perfect; and the scenes at Portsmouth, when Fanny Price visits her home after some years’ residence at Mansfield Park, are wonderfully truthful and vivid. The private theatricals, too, are very amusing; and the day spent at the Rushworths’ is a masterpiece of art.’12

Lewes’s long piece on ‘Female Novelists’ published in the New Monthly Magazine of May 1852 reproduces the adage that Austen’s work has little plot and deals with the commonplace and unexciting, but does suggest that in ‘her own line of things’ Austen is unsurpassed. A long paean of praise which deals extensively with what Austen is not (Gothic, melodramatic, flat, dull) and with the lack of critical attention paid to her, then only briefly touches on each of the novels. Critique of Mansfield Park is restricted to a few exclamations: ‘what a bewitching “little body” is Fanny Price – what finish in the portraits of Crawford and his sister – what Dutch-school accuracy of detail in the home-pictures at Portsmouth, and what fine truth in the moral of the tale!’13

This was not Lewes’s last word on Austen; he was to mention Pride and Prejudice in an article on Tom Jones in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine in 1860, for example, but it was his last major appraisal of her work.

Though she was not extensively known in the USA in the mid century, Austen did have a band of devoted readers. The American critic J. F. Kirk includes her among the three English novelists (the others are Fielding and Thackeray) who ‘both reveal the springs of action, and exhibit its outward aspects and local peculiarities; whose characters are types of classes, and in whose works we find reflected various phases of human nature as well as of English life’.14 Kirk finds that Mansfield Park ‘has more variety of incident than any of her other works, and is, on this account perhaps, a more general favorite’.15 Given Fanny Price’s famed passivity, or patience, this may seem surprising, but in spite of the long periods at Mansfield Park in which Fanny only observes and moralises, or is tired by small exertions, there is a great deal of incident in the book; the comings and goings of the Crawfords, the busy-ness of Aunt Norris, William’s visit, the voyage to Antigua and the separate returns of Tom Bertram and Sir Thomas, the play and its associated goings-on, the visit to Sotherton, the ball, the marriage, Fanny’s stay in Portsmouth, Maria’s flight from marriage, Julia’s elopement (though these last two events happen off-stage), Tom’s illness, the courtship and separation of Edmund Bertram and Mary Crawford … The pace feels slower than that of Pride and Prejudice, but the characters cover more miles and in some ways are more socially active (in spite of the given-up London house).

An anonymous critic, possibly George Eliot,16 deplores the admiration of Austen’s work and, in the spirit of Victorian worship of the useful and educative, finds the novels unambitious, unenlarging and unexulting of the mind. Austen is ‘Austin’ again here.


[image: ] … the high reputation which Miss Austin’s novels gained, and still retain, is a proof of the ready appreciation which is always felt when an author dares to be natural. Without brilliancy of any kind – without imagination, depth of thought, or wide experience, Miss Austin, by simply describing what she knew and had seen, and making accurate portraits of very tiresome and uninteresting people, is recognised as a true artist, and will continue to be admired, when many authors more ambitious, and believing themselves filled with a much higher inspiration, will be neglected and forgotten […] Miss Austin’s accurate scenes from dull life, and Miss Burney’s long histories of amiable and persecuted heroines, though belonging to the modern and reformed school of novels, must still be classed in the lower division. As pictures of manners, they are interesting and amusing, but they want the broader foundation, the firm granite substratum, which the great masters who have followed them have taught us to expect. They show us too much of the littlenesses and trivialities of life, and limit themselves so scrupulously to the sayings and doings of dull, ignorant, and disagreeable people, that their very truthfulness makes us yawn. They fall short of fulfilling the objects, and satisfying the necessities of Fiction in its highest aspect – as the art whose office is ‘to interest, to please, and sportively to elevate – to take man from the low passions and miserable troubles of life into a higher region, to beguile weary and selfish pain, to excite a generous sorrow at vicissitudes not his own, to raise the passions into sympathy with heroic troubles, and to admit the soul into that serener atmosphere from which it rarely returns to ordinary existence without some memory or association which ought to enlarge the domain of thought, and exalt the motives of action.’ [image: ]

(George Eliot, ‘The Progress of Fiction as an Art’, Westminster Review, lx (October 1853); rpt, Southam, Critical Heritage (1968))17



Similarly disapproving is another unsigned review, from Fraser’s Magazine of November 1854, which demands much of fiction:


[image: ] That we English dearly love half-truth be it great or small (for small truths are very different from half-truths), is clearly evidenced by the reception which Miss Austin’s novels met with on their first appearance, and the reputation they have continued to sustain. She confined herself, however, to the narrow sphere of the petty interests, the loves, jealousies, and intrigues of small country towns; and whilst we are interested and amused with her faithful, Teniers-like18 pictures of the domestic interiors of provincial homes, we receive but little improvement from them, excepting in so far as it is impossible to contemplate truth of any kind without finding in it something from which we may derive benefit – some lesson which we may take to ourselves. In these novels it is the lower class of feelings which is principally appealed to; the nature sketched with such inimitable skill is not nature of a very exalted kind, improved, strengthened, and refined by the discipline of sorrow and trial; and now that we have been taught to love and admire excellence of a nobler description we almost wonder how we could ever have been so strongly interested in characters which have nothing high or ideal about them. Although it be an essential part of the duty of an artist to give us a faithful likeness, he will not have performed his highest function, or produced a work of genius, unless he present us with that likeness idealized by his having imparted to it the sum total of the noblest characteristics of the spiritual as well as the material life. [image: ]

(Unsigned review of Heartsease, Fraser’s Magazine, 1 (November 1854); rpt, Southam, Critical Heritage (1968))19



Frazer’s Magazine of January 1860 appraises Austen’s reputation in another comparison of British novelists, this time doing Austen the justice of comparing her work to Fielding’s and Scott’s rather than exclusively to that of other women writers. The writer and barrister William Pollock devotes much space to Sense and Sensibility, whose Marianne is his favourite heroine, and to Pride and Prejudice, the vulgarity of whose Longbourn characters he deplores. Discussion of Mansfield Park is brief: ‘the characters are still more like such as may be encountered every day. They are not, however, the less distinct and well marked as individual specimens; and this novel shows an advance in the construction and conduct of the story. It contains also more of those passages of fine observation on life and manners which deserve to be remembered and extracted for the commonplace book.’20 The story is valued chiefly as a moral model, like a conduct manual.

The painting metaphor applied to Austen’s work by so many reviewers is sustained by the popular novelist Julia Kavanagh,21 writing about ‘English Women of Letters’, who also praises Austen for her moderation, her avoidance of exaggeration in descriptions of character or feeling. Whereas the virtuous and lachrymose heroines of the novels of sensibility and the fragile victims of Gothic novels were more or less interchangeable, Austen’s heroines are beautifully realised individuals. Kavanagh finds that Austen’s fault is the ‘tameness’ of the lives she describes; it is, she feels, ‘not natural’ for human life ‘to flow so calmly as in her pages’. One might wonder whether Kavanagh had missed the elopements, illegitimate births, illnesses, deaths, and broken hearts in Austen’s novels, but Kavanagh’s point is that the events are not exaggerated or made melodramatic. Perhaps she was primarily thinking of the response to these calamities, which, in the approved major characters at least, is invariably (after a period of quiet reflection) rational and calm, at least outwardly. Surprisingly, Kavanagh does not see Austen’s work as satirical, but in one respect, her approach is refreshingly modern: she does not depict Austen as a genteel and placid spinster with not a bad word to say about anyone; she is willing to find Austen severe.


[image: ] That great gift [of seeing well and minutely] Miss Austen possessed, not in its fulness, [sic] for her range was limited, but in all its keenness. The grand, the heroic, the generous, the devoted, escaped her, or, at least, were beyond her power; but the simply good, the dull, the lively, the mean, the coarse, the selfish, the frivolous, she saw and painted with a touch so fine that we often do not perceive its severity. Yet inexorable it is, for it is true. To this rare power Miss Austen added another equally rare – she knew when to stop. Two qualities are required to write a good book: to know what to say and what to withhold. She had the latter gift, one which is rarely appreciated: it seems so natural not to say more than is needed! In this respect, she must have exercised great judgment, or possessed great tact, since her very qualities are those that lead to minuteness. […] In vain every year sees the birth of works of action that prove her deficiencies. She has remained unequalled in her own region – a wide one, the region of commonplace.

Persons who care to think on literary subjects, as well as to enjoy literature, must often be struck with the want of truth which tragedy and comedy display, whether on the stage or in fiction. There is nothing so unlike life as either. Life as we see it around us is not cast in sorrow or in mirth – it is not all stately or ridiculous – but a strange compound in which commonplace acts a far more striking part than heroic events or comic incidents. This middle region Jane Austen painted with a master-hand. Great calamities, heroic sorrows, adventures, and all that hangs upon them, she left to more gifted or to more ambitious painters. Neither did she touch on that other world of fiction where satire, ridicule, and exaggerated character are needed. She was satisfied with life and society, as she saw them around her, without endless sorrows, without great passions or unbecoming follies, and especially without exaggeration. Her men and women are neither very good nor very bad; nothing singular or very dramatic falls to their lot; they move in the circle of friends and home, and the slight incidents of their life are not worked up to gloomy interest, in order to suit the purposes of a tale. Indeed, if Miss Austen’s merit, and it is a great one, is to have painted simply and naturally such people as we meet with daily, her fault is to have subdued life and its feelings into even more than their own tameness. The stillness of her books is not natural, and never, whilst love and death endure, will human lives flow so calmly as in her pages.

The impression life produced on Miss Austen was peculiar. She seems to have been struck especially with its small vanities and small falsehoods, equally remote from the ridiculous or the tragic. She refused to build herself, or to help to build for others, any romantic ideal of love, virtue, or sorrow […]

The same keen and subtle grace, softened by much quiet tenderness, appears in Miss Austen’s next, and, in the opinion of many, most perfect novel, Mansfield Park. It has scarcely more story, but it has more power than its predecessors […] Her [Fanny’s] silent grief, her struggles, her jealousy, in spite all his kindness, and such events as may occur in a well-regulated English family, make up the story. Here again characters and feelings take up the room so long allotted to adventure in the world of fiction. Selfishness and egotism prevail, in this tale, over the folly of its predecessors […]

The variety which Miss Austen displayed in the drawing of commonplace character woke especially the admiration of the late Lord Macaulay. Without assimilating her range to that of Shakespeare, he compared her to the great master in that respect. ‘She has give us,’ he justly said, ‘a multitude of characters, all in a certain sense, commonplace – all such as we meet every day. Yet they are all as perfectly discriminated as if they were the most eccentric of human beings.’

This remarkable power Miss Austen carried even in the conception of her heroines. They are all very distinct persons. [image: ]

(Julia Kavanagh, English Women of Letters (1862); rpt, Southam, Critical Heritage (1968))22



The coupling of Jane Austen’s name with Charlotte Brontë’s became a commonplace of criticism at this time and since. B. C. Southam describes as the Victorian ‘society view’ a pair of unsigned articles published in the English-woman’s Domestic Magazine of July and August 1866 in which Austen and Brontë are compared again. This time they are taken as exemplifying the Romantic and Augustan outlooks (i.e. passionate, melodramatic sensibility versus refined, genteel sense), and the author of the articles, in characteristic nineteenth-century fashion, reasons back from the style of the writing to the nature of the writer.

[image: ] They both painted what they saw with great labour and fidelity. Charlotte Brontë found nature rough, and strong, and passionate; Jane Austen refined, genteel, and little given to the exhibition of emotion. Charlotte Brontë’s experience led her to consider life as a severe struggle in which happiness is only attained by a severe personal toil, except in extraordinary circumstances; Jane Austen as a series of little tea-parties, picnics, and routs, where the road to happiness was accomplished by the short cut of an eligible offer. Charlotte Brontë’s implements were a poetic heart and a fervid imagination; Jane Austen’s heart was tender, but without sentiment, and her imagination sustained, but quite cool and comfortable. Charlotte Brontë wrote like an inspired woman, Jane Austen like a cultivated lady.
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