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    1. Introduction


     


    Ever since their publication between the years of 1811 and 1817, Jane Austen’s novels, namely Northanger Abbey, Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, Emma, Mansfield Park and Persuasion, have never gone out of print. Her works are “perennial favourites” (Carson xi) and, furthermore, there seems to be a huge demand for “Austen novelties”. It does not come as a surprise, therefore, that there are hundreds and hundreds of Austen adaptations and spin-offs. All six novels have been repeatedly turned into movies and the amount of literary adaptations[1] appears to be almost uncountable. Since most “educated people have at least heard of Jane Austen [and her] novels are in the public domain” (Parrill 176), adapting them seems to be particularly attractive in regard to the low economic risk and reduced investment costs (no acquisition of legal licences and little marketing costs). Austen has become a “cultural commodity[,] almost a brand name” (Wiltshire 7) and there will probably always be new publications as long as there is such a keen and vast market.[2] The recent “Austen Project”, published by Harper Collins, sees six bestselling authors adapting Jane Austen’s novels and transposing them into the twenty-first century. Economically, it profits not only from Austen’s fan base but also from the faithful readers of popular writers such as Val McDermid, who adapted Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey. This retelling is the latest publication of the Austen Project and seems particularly interesting since Northanger Abbey is chiefly concerned with the mocking of Gothic fiction and the vindication of reading. It deals with bestsellers from the early nineteenth century and thus appears to be firmly rooted in its time. Due to these intriguing particularities, the paper at hand is based on Val McDermid’s modern retelling of Northanger Abbey.


     


     McDermid follows the plot structure very closely and the reinterpretation of the source text chiefly lies in the temporal, linguistic and cultural update. The plot is set in an environment shifted by two hundred years, Bath has been swapped for the now more fashionable Edinburgh Festival Fringe and almost all characters are expertly tweeting, texting, and posting “selfies” on Facebook. Whereas Austen set out to write an amusing burlesque and a vindication of novel reading, McDermid’s adaptation aims at pleasing the Austen-familiar readers and at humouring them by applying a “modern twist”. Austen’s novel is “an exercise in the genre” (Rigberg 32), McDermid’s part of a major literary, profit-orientated project. Since the adaptation of plot seems very faithful to the original, this paper mainly focuses on the adaptation of character. Whereas, for instance, seventeen-year-old Catherine was of “prima age in Georgian times to be wooed and wed[, in] 2014, Cat Morland is considering what she’ll do when she finishes school” (The Saturday Newspaper). Such temporal updates most certainly shift the dynamics of the entire plot as well as the interpersonal relationships of the characters. In order to provide some background knowledge, there will be a brief section on female novel reading in the early nineteenth century and the issue of replacing Catherine’s reading preferences (Twilight instead of The Mysteries of Udolpho!). Additionally, there will be a brief chapter on the introduction of new media. Due to the finite length of this paper, this analysis is constricted to six major characters of the novel namely Catherine Morland, her love interest in Henry Tilney, her closest friends (Isabella and Eleanor), the arch-villain General Tilney and Henry Tilney’s “rival” John Thorpe. Other aspects regarding the theory of adaptation, as picked up in McDermid’s introduction of new topics such as “Scottish twists” and homosexuality, could be touched on only briefly or had to be omitted altogether.


     

  


  
    2. A Brief Note on Reading Women in the Early Nineteenth Century and Exchanging Gothic Fiction with Twilight


     


    Female literacy increased dramatically between 1750 and the mid-1830s in Europe and the subsequent “reading craze inspired furious criticism as well as stunned amazement” (Lyons 119). Especially the consumption of works of fiction was deemed to be worrisome by some contemporaries since many feared that female readers could be led morally astray due to their “impressionable” nature (Greg qtd. in Jack 234). This ensued “wide-ranging debates about what women . . . should be encouraged to read, or discouraged – prevented even – from reading” (Jack 228). Medicals further fuelled these worries by “diagnosing” that “women’s heightened sensibilities made them prone to hysteria and madness. Both these conditions might be induced by excessive and inappropriate reading, particularly of novels” (Jack 233-4). Accordingly, a reoccurring topic in “anti-novel literature [was the] vulnerability of the novel-reading girl to seduction” (Pearson 196). The genre which was most often mocked in these works and most often publicly debated was the one nowadays referred to as “Gothic fiction”.[3] This genre became immensely popular in the 1790s and introduced new themes and topics such as “horror, mystery, and faraway settings” (Greenblatt 584). But even though Northanger Abbey bears the characteristics of a Gothic parody, including an easily frightened, naïve heroine whose fears turn out to be ill-founded, the novel is not only mocking a genre but is also rather a vindication of novel reading in general while additionally advertising a more reasonable approach, since works of fiction are commodities “in which the greatest powers of the mind are displayed . . . in the best chosen language” (Austen 36-7). Stephen Greenblatt observes that Jane Austen set out “to explore what the novel form could be and do” (524) and in fact, Northanger Abbey is “consciously literary” (Gill and Gregory 3).
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