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Jane Austen’s life & times
£50,000!
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£10 note
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£10 note revisited
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Finding Jane Austen
 JA left no journals or diaries; only 61 letters survive

 JA probably wrote thousands

 niece Fanny Knight wrote regularly to 28 people

 JA knew many more people than that 
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• Walter Scott left 6 volumes of letters

• Cassandra and family destroyed many, probable 
because JA often wrote about real people

• portraits, family recollections, locations to fill in 
the gaps 

• speculation & fake news, e.g. about suitors

• novels!



JA’s appearance
 “slight and elegant … a tall thin spare person, with very 

high cheekbones great colour––sparkling Eyes not large but 
joyous & intelligent … rather tall and slender, her step light 
and firm, and her whole appearance expressive of health 
and animation”

 “very attractive … a clear brunette with a rich colour … full 
round cheeks with mouth and nose small and well formed, 
bright hazel eyes, and brown hair forming natural curls 
round her face … not so regularly handsome as her sister” 
(Claire Tomalin, Jane Austen: A Life (1997), 109–11)

 eagerly followed latest fashions, “little feather perking out 
of the left ear” 
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Mary Russell Mitford on JA (1814)

 “the prettiest, silliest, most affected, husband-
hunting butterfly”

 became “a perpendicular, precise, taciturn piece of 
‘single blessedness’ … no more regarded in society 
than a poker or a fire screen or any other thin, 
upright piece of wood or iron that fills its corner in 
peace and quiet”

 after P&P, “a poker of whom everyone is afraid” 
(Claire Tomalin, JA, 312n13)

 popularity of satiric “thing” narratives
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Cassandra Austen, Jane Austen
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JA (1833), James Austen, & James 
Edward Austen-Leigh
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Jane Austen (1873)
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Rice portrait
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Close-up Rice portrait
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The Revd. James Stanier Clarke
Friendship Book (1815)
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Rice and Clarke merged
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Cassandra’s Jane Austen
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James Stanier Clarke’s ideas

 “[I] ask you to delineate … the Habits of life and 
Character and enthusiasms of a Clergyman––who 
should pass his time between the metropolis & the 
Country––who should be something like Beattie’s 
Minstrel, ‘Silent when glad, affectionate tho’ shy/ 
And now his look was most demurely sad/ & now 
he laughed aloud yet none knew why”… Fond of, & 
entirely engaged in Literature––no man’s Enemy 
but his own” (16 November 1815).
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JA to Stanier Clarke
(11 December 1815)

 “I am quite honoured by your thinking me capable of  
… a Clergyman … But I assure you I am not. The comic 
part of the Character I might be equal to, but not the 
Good, the Enthusiastic, the Literary. Such a Man’s 
Conversation must be at times on subjects of Science & 
Philosophy of which I know nothing––or at least be 
occasionally abundant in quotations & allusions which 
a Woman, who like me, knows only her own Mother-
tongue & has read very little in that, would be totally 
without the power of giving.” 
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Clarke persists

 “Do let us have an English Clergyman … shew dear 
Madam what good would be done if Tythes were taken 
away entirely, and describe burying his own mother––
as I did … I have never recovered from the shock. Carry 
your Clergyman to Sea as the Friend of some 
distinguished Naval Character about a Court” (21 
December 1815).

 “you may… dedicate your [next] Volumes to Prince 
Leopold: any Historical Romance illustrative of the 
History of the august house of Cobourg would just 
now be very interesting” (27 March 1816).
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JA replies 

 “I am fully sensible that an Historical Romance, 
founded on the House of Saxe Coburg might be much 
more to the purpose of Profit or Popularity, than such 
pictures of domestic Life in Country Villages as I deal 
in––but I could no more write a Romance than a Epic 
Poem.––I could not sit seriously down to write a 
serious Romance under any other motive than to save 
my Life, & if it were indispensable to keep it up & 
never relax into laughing at myself or other people, I 
am sure I should be hung before I had finished the 
first Chapter” (1 April 1816).
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Paula Byrne’s JA
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Mrs. Cassandra Austen
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“L’aimable Jane”
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Limited choice of suitors

 “I danced twice with Warren last night and once with 
Mr Charles Watkins, and, to my inexpressible 
astonishment, I entirely escaped John Lyford. I was 
forced to fight very hard for it, however” (9-10 January 
1796).

 “Tell Mary that I make over Mr Heartley and all his 
Estate to her for her sole use and Benefit in future, & 
not only him, but all my other Admirers into the 
bargain wherever she can find them, even the kiss 
which C. Powlett wanted to give me” (14–15 January 
1796). 
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Tom Lefroy
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Tom Lefroy (JA aet. 21)
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 “I am almost afraid to tell you how my Irish friend 
[Lefroy] and I behaved. Imagine everything most 
profligate and shocking in the way of dancing and 
sitting down together. I can expose myself, 
however, only once more, because he leaves the 
country soon after next Friday, on which day we 
are to have a dance at Ashe after all. He is a very 
gentleman-like, good-looking, pleasant young 
man.”
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• “But as to our ever having met, except at the last 
three balls, I cannot say much; for [Tom] is so 
excessively laughed at about me at Ashe, that he is 
ashamed of coming to Steventon, and ran away when 
we called on Mrs Lefroy a few days ago”(9–10 January 
1796).

• “neighbourhood of voluntary spies” (NA)

• “he has but one fault … it is that his morning coat is 
a great deal too light. He is a very great admirer of 
Tom Jones, and therefore wears the same coloured 
clothes” (10 January, 1796)
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 “Mr Lefroy, for whom I don’t care sixpence … At 
length the Day is come on which I am to flirt my 
last with Tom Lefroy, & when you receive this it 
will be over––My tears flow as I write, at the 
melancholy idea” (14–15 January 1796).

 “I was too proud to make enquiries, but on my 
father’s afterwards asking where he was, I learnt he 
had gone back to London in his way to Ireland, 
where he is called to the Bar and means to 
practise” (17–18 November 1798).



The Reverend Samuel Blackall

 Mrs Lefroy asks him to stay, to make up for Tom?

 tall, erudite, Fellow of Emmanuel College, 
Cambridge

 JA plays the piano for him at Steventon

 Blackall declines to return: “ It would give me a 
particular pleasure to have the opportunity of 
improving my acquaintance with [the Austens]––
with a hope of creating a nearer interest. But at 
present I cannot indulge any expectation of it”(17–
18 November 1798)
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 “This is rational enough; there is less love and more 
sense in it that sometimes appeared before, and I am 
very well satisfied. It will all go on exceedingly well, and 
decline away in a very reasonable manner. There seems 
no likelihood of his coming into Hampshire this 
Christmas, and it is therefore most probable that our 
indifference will soon be mutual, unless his regard, 
which appeared to spring from his knowing nothing of 
me at first, is best supported by never seeing me. Mrs 
Lefroy made no remarks on the letter, nor did she say 
anything about him relative as to me. Perhaps she 
thinks she has said too much already” (17–18 November 
1798).

JA on Blackwall’s excuse



Blackall 15 years later 

 “I wonder if you happened to see Mr Blackall’s 
marriage in the Papers last Janry. We did. He was 
married at Clifton to a Miss Lewis, whose Father had 
been late of Antigua. I should very much like to know 
what sort of Woman she is. He was a peice of 
Perfection, noisy Perfection himself which I always 
recollect with regard––We had noticed … his 
succeeding to a College Living, the very Living which 
we remembered his talking of & wishing for … I would 
wish Miss Lewis to be of a silent turn & rather 
ignorant, but naturally intelligent & wishing to learn;–
–fond of cold veal pies, green tea in the afternoon, & a 
green window blind at night” (3–6 July 1813, aet. 38).
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Unknown suitor (1801)

 family story that JA “made acquaintance with a 
young clergyman … a gentleman whom they had 
met one summer when they were by the sea … He 
was very pleasant and very good-looking”  

 “I suppose it was an intercourse of some weeks, 
and that when they had to part ... he was so urgent 
to know where they would be the next summer … 
he asked to join them further on their tour, 
implying or perhaps saying that he should be there 
also, wherever it might be … the impression left on 
Aunt Cassandra was that he had fallen in love with 
her sister.” 
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 “he and Jane fell in love with each other, but instead of 
arriving as expected, they received a letter announcing 
his death” 

 possible, but no other evidence

 family recollections 1828, after death Mrs Austen 
(David Nokes, Jane Austen: A Life, 1997), 242–43

 May 1801, Austen family moves to Bath

 humiliating for both sisters, as main marriage market, 
with London

 aet. 26



Harris Bigg-Wither

 JA = friend of his sister Alethea

 rich, Oxford-educated

 proposed 2 December 1802, while JA staying in his 
family’s house at Manydown

 aet. 27, same age as Anne Elliot in P

 27 seen as last possible chance to marry

 JA accepts, to much rejoicing
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• next morning, rescinds decision, returns to 
Steventon

• HBW not good enough? inevitable pregnancies? 

• “poor animal”

• maternal mortality? (Henry’s Mary, James’s Anne)

• household responsibilities > no more novels?

• family thought marriage best for her

• instead > poor relation, dependent until some 
income from Sense & Sensibility



The Evolution of Saint Jane

 “a saintly heroine whose emotional and 
intellectual life never ranged beyond the family 
circle, and whose brushes with sexual love were so 
slight as to warrant hardly a mention” (Kathryn 
Sutherland, ed., J. E. Austen-Leigh, A Memoir of 
Jane Austen and Other Family Recollections, 2002)
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• “We did not think of her as being clever, still less as 
being famous; but we valued her as one always kind, 
sympathising, and amusing . . . . She was considered 
especially great at satin stitch” (James Austen, in 
Austen Leigh, Memoir of Jane Austen, 1871).

• “the politics of the day occupied very little of her 
attention” (Austen Leigh, Memoir)



Limited? 

 “3 0r 4 Families in a Country Village is the very thing to 
work on” (to Anna Austen, 9–18 September 1814)

 “little bit (two Inches wide) of Ivory on which I work 
with so fine a Brush, as produces little effect after 
much labour” (to James Edward, 16–17 December 1817)

 “I may boast myself to be, with all possible Vanity, the 
most unlearned, & uninformed Female who ever dared 
to be an Authoress” (to James Stanier Clarke, 1 April 
1816).
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“my most political Correspondants”
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 explosion of print culture: newspapers, journals, 
cartoons, pamphlets, books

 circulating libraries, book club, gossip, letters 

 Henry Austen’s many networks––political, military, 
publishing, literary

 Henry attended by king’s physician, Dr. Baillie

 Henry invited to ball at White’s with Prince of 
Wales, King of Prussia, & Tsar of Russia

 “Henry at Whites! Oh, what a Henry” (23 June 1814)
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• Cassandra Austen at London, Canterbury, 
Godmersham, Bath, Tunbridge Wells, Great Bookham 
(Mrs. Cooke, Fanny Burney & Court)

• Francis & Charles Austen (maritime & international; 
linked to James Cook through William Bayley, taught 
them navigation at the Portsmouth Naval Academy)

•Mrs. Lefroy’s brother MP & diplomat in Vienna 
(Court and international news)



Henry Austen: JA’s first biographer, 
militiaman, banker at Henrietta St. & 

Alton (E. J. Clery), clergyman
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Cassandra Austen
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Francis Austen at Trafalgar, St. Domingo, 
Channel off Cadiz, W. Indies, Antigua, China, 

St. Helena,  South Africa 
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Charles Austen, E. & W. Indies, wife from 
Bermuda, Halifax (blockade of Nth. America)
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Edward Austen Knight
(adopted by Knight family)
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Chawton Great House
(late 1700s)
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2017 conference, Chawton Great House
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Jane Austen House Museum, 
Chawton (courtesy Alan Jackson)
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JA House Museum
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Dining room, JA House Museum
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JA House Museum
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JA House Museum
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JA House Museum
(Jo Baker, Longbourne)
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JA’s donkey cart
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JA House Museum
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JA’s writing table
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Saint Jane’s hair
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The Myth of Limitation

 “And since the novel has this correspondence to real life, its 
values are to some extent those of real life. But it is obvious 
that the values of women differ very often from the values 
which have been made by the other sex; naturally, this is so. 
Yet it is the masculine values that prevail. Speaking crudely, 
football and sport are ‘important’; the worship of fashion, 
the buying of clothes ‘trivial.’ And these values are 
inevitably transferred from life to fiction. This is an 
important book … because it deals with war. This is an 
insignificant book because it deals with the feelings of 
women in a drawing-room” (Virginia Woolf, A Room of 
One’s Own, 1928). 
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Politics in P&P

 Napoleon & war with France

 JA’s writing career spans his imperial one

 standing army in P&P: “the recent arrival of a 
militia regiment … officers”

 Mrs. Bennet: “I liked a red coat very well myself––
and indeed I do so still at my heart … smart young 
colonel” (ch. 7).

 BUT army making love not war

 Lydia & Wickham
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Lydia Bennet

 at the army camps at Brighton, Lydia “saw with the 
creative eye of fancy, the streets of that gay bathing 
place covered with officers. She saw herself the centre 
of attention, to tens and to scores of them at present 
unknown. She saw all the glories of the camp; its tents 
stretched forth in beauteous uniformity of lines, 
crowded with the young and the gay, and dazzling 
with scarlet; to complete the view, she saw herself 
seated beneath a tent, tenderly flirting  with at least 
six officers at once” (ch. 41).

 “Wags at Windsor, or Love in a Camp” (1800)
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• Lydia’s news: “several of the officers had dined lately 
with their uncle, a private had been flogged, and it had 
actually been hinted that Colonel Forster was going to 
get married” (ch. 12).

• radicals wanted reform

• flogging reinforced analogy between black slave and 
common soldier

• extension of barrack system; mercenaries

• deployment of army as internal police force
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Reputation of army
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• corrupt practices of military establishment and profiteers

• imposed the rule of an arbitrary, callous aristocracy on 
parliament, army, and people

• made Britain look as despotic as Napoleonic France

• (Mary Anne) Clarke affair: Duke of York’s mistress sold 
commissions with his knowledge; brought army into 
disrepute

• the Grand Old Duke of York: “he marched them up to the 
top of the hill and he marched them down again” (Battle of 
Tourcoing, Flanders)



Lydia and cross-dressing

“We dressed up Chamberlayne in women’s clothes, 
on purpose to pass for a lady,––only think what 
fun! Not a soul knew of it, but Col. and Mrs. 
Forster, and Kitty and me, except my aunt, for we 
were forced to borrow one of her gowns; and you 
cannot imagine how well he looked! When Denny, 
and Wickham, and Pratt, and two or three more of 
the men came in, they did not know him in the 
least. Lord! How I laughed! And so did Mrs. 
Forster. I thought I should have died. And that
made the men suspect something, and then they 
soon found out what was the matter” (ch. 34).
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• Colonel Forster is sanctioning cross-dressing & 
“feminisation” of the army

• 1795, Prince of Wales at Brighton masquerade, “a few 
lively Gentlemen in Petticoats, their Wives wearing the 
Breeches”

• demographic crisis: war + hunting accidents + 
“mollies,” so fewer marriageable men

• navy (“an officer and a gentleman”) admired more 
than an army thought ineffectual until Waterloo



JA & Prince Regent

 Mr. Bennet of Mr. Darcy: “Oh! That he had 
sprained his ancle in the first dance!” (ch. 3)

 in 1811, the regent had sprained his ankle while 
teaching his daughter the Highland Fling

 gouty, partially paralysed, in pain; prescribed 150 
drops of laudanum at one sitting; already a heavy 
drinker

 stayed in bed for ten days: to avoid hard political 
decisions?

 was he going mad like his father? 
 was he fit to be king? 
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Cartoons
 1792, James Gillray, “A Voluptuary Undergoing the 

Horrors of Digestion”

 1812, George Cruikshank, “Princely Agility or the 
Sprained Ancle”

 1811–1812, Austen revising P&P
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JA & the Prince of Wales

 in 1793, living at Kempshot Lodge, only three miles 
from Steventon

 James Austen went hunting with him

 Hunt dinners at Wheatsheaf Inn

 John Thorpe (NA); Tom Bertram (MP); Frank 
Churchill (E)

 Sir Walter Elliot & William Walter Elliot in P

 if JA satirist, implications for which portrait we 
choose
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Bride and Prejudice

 family with four marriageable daughters 

 issues still relevant in India

 once jewel in Britain’s imperial crown, now 
independent & post-colonial

 adaptation = “translation” or “imitation”

 “as if he had written in our country and our time” 
(John Dryden)

 equivalent but different, new
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