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PREFACE

The problem for anyone who addresses readers of Jane Austen is always the
same: Which readers of Jane Austen? They come uniquely self-defined. The
old division between Janeites and anti-Janeites is now replaced by new
divisions, perhaps not so hostile as the old ones, but sufficiently distinct to
make general introductions a moot question. The new Janeites, energetic
members of the Austen societies, for example, have eager feelings for
Austen, but limited tolerance for bookish harangues; and the academics,
also with energy in abundance, are bookish enough about Austen, but have
few feelings of the Janeite kind. Generational divisions prevail as well: older
readers who are jealously protective of Austen, their cultural icon, and
younger readers who are equally enthusiastic for Austen, their new-found
subversive. Meanwhile, first-time readers arrive at the novels with con-
flicting motives: ‘I'm reading Jane Austen for graduate school’, or, ‘I read
Jane Austen because I want to understand my mother.’

One approach, however, addresses an issue that Austen readers of all
stripes embrace with equal enthusiasm, the contextual setting of Austen’s
works. Students first encountering her works and old hands reading her
novels both sense that Austen’s culture is receding from them at an
unsettling speed. Novels that once seemed so accessible to readers now
produce a growing consciousness that profound differences between Aus-
ten’s cilture and today’s must be addressed. North American students in
particular find themselves mystified, for example, by the economics of
Austen’s novels, by her class distinctions, by the role of the church. They are
startled to find that Austen’s works possess political resonance. Readers
mystified by ‘Sir’, ‘Lady’, and ‘Reverend’ now want more than a simple key
to the players. The old Janeite question, ‘How do they make whip’t
syllabub?’ has altered almost universally to ‘Why do they make whip’t
syllabub?’

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
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PREFACE

itself to her rapid rise in popularity, and adaptations on stage, screen, and
television are emerging in such quick succession that the newsmedia 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 pacc 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. This
collection seeks rather to recover and illuminate elements of ber culture, so
that her novels may speak the more lucidly to ours.

Essays in the Companion, by a group of contributors who have already
distinguished themselves in Austen studies and elsewhere, cover a broad
range. Deirdre Le Faye, Austen’s biographer and the editor of her ltters,
provides a chronology of Austen’s life, as a map of the life and career by
which the student and scholar can locate other historical events, Jan Fergus
fills this in with detailed guidance on the ‘professional writer’, and Austen’s
engagement in the publishing practices of her day. The six published nowvels,
Austen’s major works, are discussed in two swathes, as she composed them:
the first three, Northanger Abbey, Sense and Sensibility, and Pride and
Prejudice — all drafted in the 1790s — receive group treatment in Rachel
Brownstein’s searching essay on irony and romance. The last three, Mans-
field Park, Emma, and Persuasion, all composed in the ripe Chawton years,
are John Wiltshire’s subject. This division allows for a fresh approachto the
major works, which have been examined often enough individually, but
which reveal new themes and motifs when so grouped.

Austen’s other works, the ones not designed for publication, receive
separate treatment. Margaret Anne Doody’s essay on the short fiction
presents a provocative glimpse of the other kind of writer Austen might
have become, but for her necessary adaptation to the new values of the
Regency; and Carol Houlihan Flynn examines the letters as literary produc-
tions, and as documents that register Austen’s marginalized position as a
woman writer.

The subsequent essays address aspects of Austen’s cultural context, and
her reception in our own culture today. Juliet McMaster examines class and
class consciousness in the novels; Edward Copeland presents an informed
guide to money, income, and material culture; and Gary Kelly discusses
Austen’s development of the Anglican novel, the genre she developed to
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PREFACE

articulate her own and her immediate society’s mediated middle-of-the-road
position in religion and politics. John Burrows examines Austen’s style in
relation to that of her contemporaries, and Isobel Grundy, in a far-reaching
essay, demonstrates the multiple literary sources, influences, and light
allusions that inform Austen’s writing in her letters and fiction.

In our own day, Austen has become not just an author, but a ‘Aigure’, a
writer avidly claimed by readers lay and academic, by critics of different
stripes and schools. Claudia Johnson examines the Janeites and anti-
Janeites, the ‘cults and cultures’ that have grown to surround this retiring
country spinster and her ‘little bits ... of ivory’; and finally Bruce Stovel
provides a guide to the burgeoning critical tradition from her time to our
own.
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DEIRDRE LE FAYE

Chronology of Jane Austen’s life

1764  April 26 Marriage of Rev. George Austen and Cassandra Leigh.
October 9 Marriage of James Leigh-Perrot (Mrs. Austen’s
brother) and Jane Cholmeley.

1765  February 13 James Austen born at Deane.
Summer Mr. and Mrs. Hancock (Mr. Austen’s sister) and their
daughter Eliza return from India.

1766  August 26 George Austen the younger born at Deane.
1767 October 7 Edward Austen born at Deane.

1768  July/August Austen family move to Steventon.
2Autumn  Mr. Hancock returns alone to India.
?Winter Marriage of Jane Leigh (Mrs. Austen’s sister) and Rev.
Dr. Edward Cooper.

1770 July 1 Edward Cooper the younger born in London.

1771 June 8 Henry-Thomas Austen (hereafter ‘HTA’) born at
Steventon.
June 27 Jane Cooper born at Southcote, near Reading.
2Autumn  Cooper family move to Bath, 12 Royal Crescent.

1773  January 9 Cassandra-Elizabeth Austen (hereafter ‘CEA’) born at
Steventon.
March 23 Mr. Austen becomes Rector of Deane as well as
Steventon. Pupils live at Steventon from now until 1796.

1774  April 23 Francis-William Austen (hereafter ‘FWA’) born at
Steventon.



