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A CRITICAL THEORY OF
JANE AUSTEN'S WRITINGS
(11)
'LADY SUSAN' into 'MANSFIELD PARK' (ii)

W

HAT kind of change did she make beside that of form,
that will account for the length of time she is said to have
spent on the third version of this episode in Eliza's history?
I have hitherto investigated the elements of character, plot and
setting that went to constitute Mansfield Park.
We must now
examine it for evidence of another kind. When Pride and Prejudice
appeared she wrote of it to her sister :
' The work is rather too light, and bright, and sparkling; it
wants shade; it wants to be stretched out here and there with a
long chapter of sense, if it could be had . . . "
The letter then goes off into characteristic humour, at the expense
of the idea she has started, which need not prevent us seeing a
serious self-criticism intended and no doubt long since made. For
the week before (January 29, 1813) she had written to her sister:
' Now I will try and write of something else; and it shall be a complete change of subject—ordination.' Since Mansfield Park was
entirely fimshed by the summer of the same year, according to the
received account, she had been at this final revision for two years
(though it is evident that Pride and Prejudice, which was substantially rewritten between 1811 and 1812, must have made a hole in
the first of these years at .'east). Yet mention of the subject in this
way suggests that she must be breaking to Cassandra the fact of
Mansfield Park's existence. With its treatment of an old family
sore and its new serious tone and theme she perhaps feared it would
be a shock to her sister as well as to admirers of Pride and Prejudice.
[Actually, Mansfield Park, owing to its high moral tone, was more
popular than its predecessor, even in her own circle—though not
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with her brothers.] But in this same letter she is enquiring of
Cassandra ' whether Northamptonshire is a country of hedgerows.'
Mansfield is in Northamptonshire, and according to tradition she
intended to employ in this novel a scene such as (with her thrifty
habits) she used up later (Northamptonshire apparently not being
a country, like her native Hampshire, of double hedgerows) in
Persuasion. There Anne overhears the pregnant conversation
between Captain Wentworth and Louisa in the hedge; Fanny was
probably to overhear Edmund and Miss Crawford by means of the
convenient hedgerow, instead of the less dramatic manner in which
she gains all her knowledge of Edmund's progress in Miss Crawford's esteem. But what is interesting in this is that in January,
1813, the novel was still apparently in a fluid state.^® May we not
conjecture that it was merely being turned over in her mind while
Pride and Prejudice was on the stocks, and at last rewritten from
the epistolary version only in the spring and summer of 1813? 1
think we can find more evidence to this effect. Henry's wife Eliza,
formerly the Comtesse de FeuiUide, died in April, 1813. The
Austen-Leighs say: ' She had suffered from a long and painful
illness, and the end was '' a release at last " '. The knowledge that
Eliza was dying—Jane herself writes of ' her long and dreadful
illness '—would revive all those earlier feelings about her disposition and conduct which make Mary Crawford at once so subtle and
realistic a study and yet so loaded with the author's animus. And
her death would make it permissible to publish such a novel,
Henry not having any inconvenient delicacy and no other member
of the family being recognizably in the text except the flattering
portrait of Charles as William Price. The solemn circumstances ot
Eliza's wretched end, contrasting so markedly with the memory of
her coquettish youth, must have helped to weigh down the treatment on the side of solemn moral and horror of worldliness,
associating well with the artist's sense that Pride and Prejudice was
a kind of success she would not care to repeat. I think the haste
i^As far as the hedgerow goes, it may be objected that she intended
only a lightning alteration of a dull narrative piece into a dramatic
scene, as she rewrote overnight the flat re-engagement of Captain
Wentworth and Anne into the brilliant White Hart chapter. But
the ordination idea is in another class from a local change of form.
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with which the novel must have been put together, assuming my
theory that it was in effect ' written ' in the spring and summer of
1813, accounts for the disparities in style and tone and treatment
mentioned at the beginning of this article. She had no time to
assimilate all the elements we have noticed, as she had had in the
novel which had just left her hands and was to have in the next;
we may see the same kind of thing in Persuasion, where the business
of Mrs. Smith, so clumsily patched on, of Mrs. Clay's unconvincing
intrigue with Mr. Elliot, and the episode of Dick Musgrove which
sticks out so unpleasantly (it came from the life, if I have interpi-eted the Letters correctly) had not the chance, owing to her
premature death, of getting worked in smoothly.
For I think it evident that the epistolary version of 1808-Q
differed very considerably from Mansfield Park as we know it. If
the ordination theme was a final addition, then Dr. Grant was too,
for he is there to show what a priest ought not to be, in contrast
with Edmund, and Tom's profligate debts and similar episodes must
have been patched on at the same time.
The discussions with
Henry Crawford and Mary that Edmund has at different times on
ordination, the conduct of church services, etc., could more easily
have been written in, and Mary's original hesitations about
accepting Edmund may have been due only to his not being the
heir (as in Lady Susan). We may remark that all these conversations are dramatic, and what could hardly have been managed in
letters. And the moral tone is equally seen to have been ' written
in.' What is the natural, the instinctive tone, of the author? Is it
not that felt in such passages as these ?
I believe there is scarcely a young lady in the united
kingdoms who would not rather put up with the misfortune of
being sought by a clever, agreeable man, than to have him driven
away by the vulgarity of her nearest relations.
She could not, though only eighteen, suppose Mr. Crawford's
attachment would hold out for ever; she could not but imagine
that steady, unceasing discouragement from herself would put an
end to it in time. How much time she might, in her own fancy,
allot for its dominion, is another concern. It would not be fair
to enquire into a young lady's exact estimate of her own perfectionsj
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Sir Thomas was most cordially anxious for the perfection of
Mr. Crawford's character in that point. He wished him to be a
model of constancy; and fancied the best means of effecting it
would be by not trying him too long.
I purposely abstain from dates on this occasion, that every
one may be at liberty to fix their own, aware that the cure of
unconquerable passions, and the transfer of unchanging attachments, must vary much as to time in different people.—I only
intreat every body to believe that exactly at the time when it was
quite natural that it should be so, and not a week earlier, Edmund
did cease to care about Miss Crawford, and became as anxious to
many Fanny, as Fanny herself could desire.
This is recognizably a similar tone, with its combination of acid
amusement and cynical estimate of motive, to that of Sense and Sensibility and all the work up to and including Pride and Prejudice—
we think at once of the picture of the united Ferrars family at the
end, of the last sentence of the same novel, of Edward's coming
to Barton Cottage to propose to Elinor:
. . . it is to be supposed, in spite of the jealousy with which
he had once thought of Colonel Brandon, in spite of the modesty
with which he rated his own deserts, and the politeness with
which he talked of his doubts, he did not, upon the whole, expect
a very cruel reception. It was his business, however, to say that
he did, and he said it very prettily. What he might say on the
subject a twelvemonth after must be referred to the imagination
of husbands and wives.
And in fact the last quotation I have m^de above from Mansfield
Park is in the whole tone of Lady Susan and particularly in that of
the passage of which it is an echo:
Frederica was therefore fixed in the family of her Uncle and
Aunt, till such time as Reginald De Courcy could be talked,
flattered and finessed into an affection for her —, which, allowing
leisure for the conquest of his attachment to her Mother, for his
abjuring all future attachments and detesting the Sex, might be
reasonably looked for in the course of a Twelvemonth. Three
months might have done it in general, but Reginald's feelings
were no less lasting than lively.
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It is from Lady Susan that the early habit of not taking too seriously
the puppets' feelings is carried over into Mansfield Park. But there
is a new habit of taking them very seriously indeed, at their own
valuation, or rather with the conventional attitude to them, and the
more subtle kind of irony in the book is bound up with this new
attitude, occurring as a relief from it, slipping in in spite of the
author.
For the tone of the new Mansfield Park, that belongs with the
moralising about worldiness and lack of principle, is not to be found
in Sense and Sensibility or Pride and Prejudice or any of the earlier
stories or fragmentary writings, or in the letters that survive.
I
mean the passages of this kind:
In their
been Miss
bewildering,
yet fancying

very last conversation, Miss Crawford . . . had still
Crawford, still shewn a mind led astray and
and without any suspicion of being so; darkened,
itself light.

. . . the purity of her principles added yet a keener solicitude, when she considered how little useful, how little self-denying,
his life had (apparently) been.
There are many such. We may compare Anne Elliot meditating on
Mr. Elliot's past life: ' How could it ever be ascertained that his
mind was truly cleansed? '
This is the language of a religious
change of heart, and conflicts strikingly with the tone and implications of the delicate cynicism of
In this world, the penalty is less equal than could be wished;
but without presuming to look forward to a juster appoiptment
hereafter, we may fairly consider a man of sense like Henry
Crawford, to be providing for himself no small portion of vexation
and regret . . .
Such deeply-felt passages contrast just as strongly with the perfunctory attention given to the conventional moral, as instanced
by the famous ' Let other pens dwell on guilt and misery.'
Now when did this change in the author occur? It was after the
1808-9 version of Mansfield Park had been made, because in 1809
there is a letter to her sister declaring she knows she will not like
Hannah More's improving new novel, Coelebs in Search of a Wife,
that her disinclination for it which before Cassandra's description
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was affected, is now real: ' I do not like the Evangelicals.' But
in 1814 in the letter to Fanny Knight concerning the suitor her niece
cannot make up her mind about, she defends him against Fanny's
objection of his intolerable religious earnestness, saying: ' I am by
no means convinced that we ought not all to be evangelicals, and
am at least persuaded that they who are so from reason and feeling
must be happiest and safest.' The choice of Ordination as a theme
then may be taken as indicating a conscious change about 1813.
[There are unfortunntely no letters of 1812.] Pride and Prejudice
is a pagan work, so to speak, with its ridicule of Mr. CoUins's
advice about the proper attitude towards the erring Lydia; I don't
know how many readers notice that Sir Thomas actually adopts the
Christian attitude to his fallen daughter that Mr. Bennet rejected
for himself, and that this time the author evidently thinks it the
right one. This upset to the author's poise (associated no doubt with
the subject of Eliza which goes back into her own youth) and which
has shaken the sound moral taste she had hitherto possessed, is
visible only in Mansfield Park. In Emma, a year later, we see her
at the climax of her art and in the completest possible state of control over her writing. The collapse of control at times in Mansfield
Park is unprecedented in her literary career.
A deeply religious outlook, even if concealed (and with such a
family code of unfailing jesting to live up to her tendency would
be to conceal it from her coevals as far as possible), would account
for the castigation of worldliness in the novel, not only of the reprehensible kind but of varieties which in her previous novels she
approves as worldly prudence. Though the noble match Sir James
is pressed on Frederica by her mother, yet that is not part of the
theme of Lady Susan, though an antithesis between heartless
ambition and artless affection is just indicated in the early story,
for future use no doubt. But prudential marriage (made by Maria
with disastrous results, discussed by Mary Crawford with illustrations from her London set, advocated for Fanny by everyone, and
finally renounced by Sir Thomas for his son, with dust and ashes
self-heaped on that worldly head) is decidedly part of the main
theme of Mansfield Park. The most striking and technically
remarkable part of the novel is that telling of Maria's engagement
and wedding, something unprecedented in Jane Austen's art as a
sustained effect. These are reported with the detachment of
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a looker-on, with a skilfully implied disgust at such a heartless
mockery of courtship and marriage. But if these effects are sincerely achieved, there are others that ring dubiously. Every one
remembers the hollow moralisings of Fanny and Edmund. And
for the first time in her writings Victorianism makes its appearance.
The kind of thing I mean is what comes to a head in Edmund's
horror at Mary's indelicacy:
Guess what I must have felt. To hear the woman whom—
no harsher name than folly given!—So voluntarily, so freely, so
coolly to canvass it! No reluctance, no horror, no feminine—
shall I say? no modest loathings!
This is quite unaccountable to the reader of the Letters, where there
are certainly no modest loathings." There is an element of selfflagellation here. Loathing of one's former self may quite sincerely
be overdone in the first heat of reaction; I do not think we need
accuse Miss Austen of paying deliberate lip-service to the theory
of feminine propriety. A very revealing instance of something
related to this is the censure heaped on Mary Crawford for her
freedom in speaking of her dissolute uncle and ill-tempered clerical
brother-in-law. Mary's criticism is certainly justified, and harmless besides, yet we are told it denotes an improper way of thinking
and speaking. But Mary merely exercises the same freedom in
criticizing her relations as her creator manifests towards her own
far less exceptionable relations in her correspondence. This attack
on Mary seems to be due to a sense of guilt, and is inspired I
imagine by a sense that it is that part of her earlier self which she
had in common with her cousin Eliza. We know from her letters
that Jane too flirted enthusiastically (it is a happy hit of Mr.
^''cf. ' I am proud to say that I have a very good eye at an Adultress
. . . I fixed upon the right one from the first . . . She was highly
rouged, and looked rather quietedly and contentedly silly than anything else.' Letters, May, 1801. Elinor had had no tremors in discussing Willoughby's relations with Eliza Williams, a few years
before Mansfield Park, and shortly after Mansfield Park Emma
Woodhouse concludes as a matter of course that Mrs. Churchill's
death may have brought to light the existence of half-a-dozen
natural children of Mr. Churchill's,

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

JANE

AUSTEN'S

WRITINGS

279

Forster's to have remarked that ' in the earlier letters Lydia Bennet
is all-pervading '), talked hghtly and joked censoriously. She displays impatience with her youth in the other novels prepared for the
press about this time. The business of the theatricals is all in
keeping with the theory I have advanced. Theatricals were not
frowned on at Steventon as they were at Mansfield, the young
Austens had their theatre in the bam; instead of Sir Thomas to ban
there was Mrs. Austen to encourage^*; and Lovers' Vows was
improper only on theoretical grounds, whereas Bon Ton and High
Life Below Stairs and the farces in the Steventon repertoire were
vulgar and possibly worse. Jane seems to have enjoyed the tiieatre
without any qualms, if only with modified rapture, throughout her
life. But amateur theatricals were connected for her with those
that at Steventon culminated in her cousin's engagement to her
brother. So her distaste for them is made out to be justified on
moral grounds in the novel that embalms this early experience.
She makes Tom's repentance include ' self-reproach arising from
the deplorable event in Wimpole Street, to which he felt himself
accessory by all the dangerous intimacy of his unjustifiable theatre,'
and Sir Thomas condemns the acting as an ' unsafe amusement.'^"
i^A letter from Ehza to another cousin is quoted in the Life and
Letters begging her (Philadelphia Walter) to come and stay at the
rectory ' provided she could bring herself to act, " for my Aunt
Austen declares ' she has not room for any idle young people ' " '.
Philadelphia seems to have been unable to bring herself to act on
any terms—a hint for Fanny's situation in the casting of Lovers'
Vows at Mansfield.
^^The stress is always on the acting and not on the play itself. Hence
I cannot agree with Miss E. M. Butler's case [Modern Languages
Review, July, 1933, ' Mansfield Park and Kotzebue's Lovers'
Vows ') that a moral protest against Kotzebue's lax moral standard
is the source of Mansfield Park and that Jane Austen ' condemned
it mercilessly and punished it savagely ' in her novel. Miss Butler's
article does at least confirm my account of the novel as giving the
reader a sense of something strained in the moralising and unnatural in the condemnation, for this I imagine is what she felt
impelled to explain by contending that the plot of the novel is an
inversion of the play. One agrees with Miss Husbands in her reply
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The censure Mary Crawford comes in for is so much heavier
than there is any occasion for, as matters stand in Mansfield Park.
She stands in Fanny's way chieily, and the author has identified
her interest with Fanny's, but she stands there innocently. She
has done nothing deliberate to attract Edmund, but her mere
attractiveness somehow appears reprehensible. She does not make
herself out to be other than she is—^in fact she shocks him constantly by refusing to subscribe even by lip to his idealism and standards of propriety. Where Edmund is concerned she struggles
between following the instincts of her heart and the promptings
of ambition, and though it is no doubt reprehensible in her that the
latter win, from Fanny's point of view this is all to the good. She
is not like Lady Susan a siren, a hypocrite or a villainess of any
kind, but she incurs about as much blame from the author. This is
unjust morally and unsound enough artistically to strike the reader
as a serious flaw. Why did not so acute a writer as Miss Austen
notice this herself? The answer, as I have shown, is partly autobiographical and partly a matter of literary history. In rewriting
any book it is hard to keep clear altogether of the spirit of the
original: Lady Susan's culpability is carried over to her successor.
Lady Susan moreover, as Mrs. Craven, was particularly culpable
in her conduct towards her daughter, the original of Fanny, and
though Miss Crawford has no obligation to Fanny the relation
between them is the same mixture of tearfulness on the one side
and cruelty (unconscious on Mary's part) on the other—^there is a
great deal of analysis, quite unnecessary to the plot, devoted to the
nature of the intimacy between the two girls, something unknown
to the English novel before and not paralleled anywhere else in this
author's work. The subject must have deeply interested her. We
may conjecture that Jane's attitude in her youth towards Eliza
in the same journal (April, 1934) that ' Likenesses there certainly
are, but they are by no means fitted to bear the weight which Miss
Butler attaches to them.' The play, so useful in the first volume,
probably influenced the novelist to a certain extent in adapting all
her diverse materials to the revision of Lady Susan, without her being
quite aware of the extent of its influence.
And some deliberate
reference was no doubt intended as well, as reference to Cecilia is
I believe intended in Pride and Prejudice.
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was the same mixture of personal fascination and moral repulsion
that we find fixed in not merely Fanny's but also the author's attitude to Mary Crawford. The tone of Mary's ordinary conversation
is seen to be something that the author cannot stomach. Though
in the other novels the conversation of several characters is felt to be
insufferably silly or vulgar or conceited or otherwise disagreeable,
there is nothing that arouses the same sense of moral distaste as
Mary Crawford's clever playfulness.
Mary differs from Lady
Susan in being something of the author herself as well as much that
she was not. There is even a momentary defence put up for her
wit, by Edmund who is in love with her,—' The right of a lively
mind, seizing whatever may contribute to its own amusement or
that of others; perfectly allowable, when untinctured by ill humour
or roughness.' This is certainly the defence the author of Pride
and Prejudice would have advanced if her right to criticize had been
questioned, and such a self-justification must have satisfied her up
to the date of rewriting Mansfield Park for publication. Then, with
so much else in herself, it came up for reconsideration.
This unnatural censure, to be found only in this novel, of Jane
Austen's own standards of judgment, of her independence of outlook and her own instinctive values, is what the discerning reader
finds intolerable. To deny his own light is the worst offence of
which an artist can be guilty. But we can now understand how it
came about. It was the delightful but not admirable cousin, the
friend of her girlhood but now, after a phase as comtesse at
Versailles, revealing a character less congenial, who was leading
the favourite brother into a wholly unsuitable marriage. Therefore
what she admired in that cousin must also be wrong, even when it
was something they had in common. Everything that Mary says,
however witty or intelligent, and everything that she does, however kind it may at first appear, is exposed as unfeeling, selfish
or worse.^ One recent critical has complained that Jane Austen is
^e.g. the necklace episode. Edmund is charmed by Mary's kind,
thoughtful attention to Fanny in offering her a necklace so that she
may wear William.'s cross on it at the ball. He falls into ' a reverie
of fond reflection, uttering only now and then a few half-sentences
of praise.' A hundred pages later Mary lets out that the idea of
lending Fanny the necklace, a present from Henry to his sistrsr,
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' incapable of appreciating such pleasant worldlings as Mary Crawford.' This is to accuse himself and not the author: she takes care
that we shall have no excuse, if we read carefully and relate the
scattered passages that are meant to be dove-tailed, for finding the
Crawfords pleasant. Lady Susan, in whom they first took shape,
was an entirely unpleasant worldling; she has been toned down to
match a setting of everyday life, that is all. We get a glimpse of
the ' knowledge of the world ' that Eliza de Feuillide brought to the
rustics at Steventon, and which is so alien to the feeling and sentiment of Jane Austen's world, in Mary's speeches to Henry and
Fanny about Henry's courtship:
' . . . I know you, I know that a wife you loved would be
the happiest of women, and that even when you ceased to love,
she would yet find in you the liberality and good-breeding of a
gentleman.'
' But this I will say, that his fault, the liking to make girls
a little in love with him, is not half so dangerous to a wife's
happiness, as a tendency to fall in love himself, which he has
never been addicted to. And I do seriously and truly believe
that he is attached to you in a way that he never was to any
woman before; that he loves you with all his heart, and will love
you as nearly for ever as possible. If any man ever loved a
woman for ever, I think Henry will do as much for you.'
This style of talking, reasonable as it is and based as it is on knowledge of one order of life, is distasteful to our novelist ; we are made
to feel that she considers it offensive and revealing a shallow nature.
She loathes the society where such wisdom is current, but she is not
content to make it seem odious, she must claim moral sanctions
for her instinctive distaste. She must prove it to be wicked as well
as cheap. We are instructed to regard the world of the Crawfords
was entirely Henry's; we know then it was part of his scheme for
insinuating himself into Fanny's affections at the time before his
intentions became honourable; ' It was his own doing entirely,
his own thought. I am ashamed to say, that it had never entered
my head.' Mary had actually been helping her brother in his efforts
to destroy Fanny's peace of mind, we realize.
2iLord David Cecil, Jane Austen.
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with horror, not merely dislike.
An assumption of the conventional outlook on morality and the
sentimental commonplaces it carries with it too easily accompanies
religious convictions and at that date perhaps was an inevitable
accompaniment of them in a country lady. To this we may ascribe
the passages where the acute observer of human nature, the shrewd
analyist of motive, gives place to a Charlotte Yonge, for instance
that piece, so sentimental and unrealistic, the moral explanation of
Henry Crawford's falling in love with Fanny (Ch. 12, Vol. 2). How
it contrasts with the flashes of genuine psychological understanding
elsewhere in the book. But the old Adam breaks out from time to
time, as in the piece about cant at the end of Ch. 13, Vol. 3, and
the sly digs at the good Sir Thomas,^ where we see the author
rounding on herself in spite of herself. This accounts for some of
the most subtle bits of irony, changes of moral direction or abysses
of cynicism opening under the reader's feet, which are thoroughly
disconcerting if the reader has not this account of the novel's
evolution in his possession. The author sometimes takes a holida}'
from trying to persuade herself that she feels as she believes she
ought to feel. She reverts to her unregenerate youth, with the
example of Lady Susan before her no doubt.
But she has sacrificed some of the advantages of the simple
and consistent story with which she started. She has of course been
led into inconsistencies of character—such as Henry Crawford
falling in love with Fanny because that, however improbable, is
necessary to balance the Mary-Edmund affair and to complicate
Fanny's sufferings. Mary is so involved with the author's emotional
^e.g. ' Sir Thomas, poor Sir Thomas, a parent, and conscious of
errors in his own conduct as a parent, was the longest to suffer.
He felt that he ought not to have allowed the marriage, that his
daughter's sentiments had been sufficiently known to him to render
him culpable in authorizing it, that in doing so he had sacrificed
the right to the expedient, and been governed by motives of
selfishness and worldly wisdom. These were reflections that
required some time to soften; but time will do almost every thing.'
[My italics.]
There is contempt here, not only for Sir Thomas but for tne
tendency of human nature generally to forgive itself too easily.
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and moral life that she is only made possible by abandoning the
letter-form of novel: we are deprived thus of Mary's confidence,
and if we are left to conjecture for the most part the springs of her
impulses—' she would try to be more ambitious than her heart
would allow,' for example—that suits the author; Mary does not
have to be so consistent and logical as Lady Susan. But the author
has sacrificed also a moral advantage; her hands in Mansfield Park
are tied where in Lady Susan they were free, and in this respect the
earlier story is more lively than the later novel. In the first version
the virtuous people are presented from the devil's point of view,
as well as from their own, and we are not meant to be shocked, as
we are later with Edmund and Fanny, we are permitted to be
exhilarated, for there is some truth in both accounts and we have a
sort of wisdom offered us which in Mansfield Park is only allowed
to flourish on the edges of the scene (as in the summing-up on
Mr. Rushworth). Vestiges of Lady Susan's refreshing outlook on
the unco' good we have in Mary's levity, but it is allowed to play
only upon the Admiral, Dr. Grant, family praj'ers and such, and
we are at once told by the author, speaking through Edmund, how
to look upon even this mild irreverence. Mary is awed by Edmund's
superiority as Lady Susan never is by the Vernons and De Courcys,
and even Henry is never allowed to ridicule Edmund. But we see
there is something to be said for Lady Susan's point of view—Mr.
Vernon is indeed foolishly credulous and the author herself has no
patience with him nor much respect for Reginald; there is
undeniably something in Lady Susan's ill-natured account of the
interest Mrs. Vernon has in Frederica:
She is in high favour with her Aunt altogether—because she
is so little like myself of course. She is exactly the companion
for Mrs. Vernon, who dearly loves to be first, and to have all the
sense and all the Conversation to herself; Frederica will never
eclipse her.*'
23This is not really true, but we are encouraged by the author's
own attitude to feel that there may be something in it. The novelist's next step was to say: Suppose it were true . . . She then
had at her disposal the identical relation described as that existing
between Emma and Harriet Smith. Frederica is thus actually
described by her mother in the same letter, in the same spirit of
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Now in Mansfield Park the hatches have been battened down
on the insight of the lower nature. Fanny is specifically protected
by the author as ' my Fanny '; the author is aware that such protection from criticism is necessary. Hence a certain uneasiness that
one senses. Though Lady Susan was a remarkable feat, there is no
sense of strain appaient in it anywhere. Lady Susan is the
character in the story with the brains, and Jane Austen was not
the woman to undervalue that distinction (Fanny has to be mads
out most unconvincingiy to be Mary Crawford's ' mental
superior ' to enforce her claims as heroine). The earher story had
the advantage of reproducing real life in this respect, where the
fascinating worldly cousin had the tield to herself. All the reality
remains with Mary Crawford, and Fanny like Edmund has no
substance, the good cousins are only a stance for moral disapproval.
Yet as we have seen, in spite of Jane Austen's determination to
sponsor the conventional moral outlook, wisdom, the report of
experience, will not be smothered, it breaks out in ways calculated
to defeat her intentions.
But to this very inconsistency we owe some of the most
interesting portions of the later novel. The original theme of
Mansfield (or Churchill) standing for ' heart,' a simple one and not
argued in the first book, merely assumed, is whittled down by the
circumstances of the novel's evolution, as we have seen, until when
the mature woman comes to consider it she cannot flourish it
irritation: ' I never saw a girl of her age bid fairer to be the sport
of mankind. Her feelings are tolerably lively and she is so charmingly
artless in their display, as to afford the most reasonable hope of her
being ridiculed and despised by ever}- Man who sees her ' and as
' a bora simpleton." This was enough foundation for Harriet's
disposition. Poor Frederica had only fallen in love with Reginald
at first sight; Harriet was easily produced on this basis by multiplying her susceptibility, and artlessness combined with a propensity for falling in love v/ithout encouragement is more suitable
for the heroine of a burlesque than for a sentimental heroine as
Frederica was meant to be. This very limited kind of artistic
imagination is exactly what is described by her nieces (quoted in
J. E. Austen-Leigh's Memoir) as occasioning the endless stories she
made up for them.
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wholeheartedly as a banner as she rould in her youth. The Portsmouth episode corrects the theory by bringing it down to the
touchstone of the practical test: what is valuable in Mansfield for
Fanny turns out not to be ' heart'—strong instinctive feelings
freely expressed—of which there is a crude superabundance in her
Portsmouth home, but the virtues of civilized existence which, so
Fanny discovers with Jane Austen's backing, are a preferable alternative even when ' heart ' is mainly absent:
Yet she thought it would not have been so at Mansfield.
No, in her uncle's house there would have been a consideration
of times and seasons, a regulation of subject, a propriety, an
attention towards everybody which there was not here . . . At
Mansfield, no sounds of contention, no raised voice, no abrupt
bursts, no tread of violence was ever heard; all preceded in a
regular course of cheerful orderliness; every body had their due
importance; every body's feelings were consulted. If tenderness
could ever be supposed wanting, good sense and good breeding
supplied its place.
By the time Mansfield Park was rewritten, the author has to admit
that either the original structure of the story was crude and
unrealistic or that she herself has changed her outlook; she is too
sincere an artist to allow it to stand, and, as in so many other
respects, the later novel is more subtle, illuminating experience
for us, though so often also contradictory and confusing. We see
that at this period the kind of life that was organized to run smoothly
was what seemed to her the best. Sense and Sensibility had been
made into a plea, two years before, for that ' candour ' and
' address ' without which society cannot function; the discussion
between Edward, Elinor and Marianne on these lines, and the
frequent admonitions to the reader to the same effect that stick
out of the book, belong clearly to the final revision of Sense and
Sensibility for publication in 1811—^they are written in the same
easy but serious colloquial style as the similar serious discussions in
Pride and Prejudice and Mansfield Park, and have no equivalent
in the early work, which is all satire and character-revealing
dialogue. I make no apology for calling attention to what should
be so obvious, since I have found that these are precisely the passages, with their important implications, that the devoted reader
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of the Austen novels overlooks. Apparently Mrs. Nonis and Lady
Bertram are now generally felt to be the raison d'etre for Mansfield
Park. This would have made its author feel that the novel was a
failure, for they are only ornamental additions to the structure and
it is the structure that she laboured over so many years.
Then is the book a failure, into which Jane Austen had put
so much of herself? Posterity has agreed to place it below Pride
and Prejudice (though many of her contemporaries, like her own
sister, preferred it to all her previous writings when it appeared),
and this for her would have been failure, for she was trying to
improve on Pride and Prejudice, as we have seen. She had most
brilliantly written that novel out of a previous immature version^'*
by the use almost entirely of dramatic scenes. But Pride and
Prejudice for that and other reasons leaves a taste of the stage; not
only is the wit too uniform, especially in the dialogue which is
never without point, but the convention in which it is written
has no place for the subtler and finer effects the author must
have felt herself capable of when she embarked on the last version
of Mansfield Park. There, as in Emma and Persuasion, we see
her foregoing the immediate effect of witty rejoinder and humorous
character to analyse motive and to build up total effects; in this
new manner the human heart is investigated in a new way, eveiy
impulse noted and considered with respect, instead of inspiring the
easy comments of the earlier automatic and rather unfeeling sprightliness. If the analysis in Mansfield Park annoys us by its ejaculatory
and panting manner, we must bear in mind that it was the forerunner
of a new technique, which made possible the sensitive reflection of
the emotions of Emma Woodhouse and Anne Elliot, and that even
at its worst it offers us something more interesting than the brief
summaries of EKnor Dashwood's and Elizabeth Bennet's states of
mind that we are presented with from time to time. In those conversations between Edmund and Fanny, those broken musings of
Fanny's and her agitated communings with her heart, something
*^In letters, I imagine, for she says of the final book: ' I have
lop't and crop't so successfully, that I imagine it must be rather
shorter than Sense and Sensibility '—letters are a spacious way of
narrating, and Pride and Prejudice has like Mansfield Park many
signs of a previous epistolary form.
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deeper is being attempted than ever before.
There is a real,
difftcult fidelity to experience.
There is an internal glow that
proceeds from those palpitating feelings which is what is lacking
in the cold formality of Sense and Sensibility and even in the hard
bright light that illuminates the players in Pride and Prejudice.
The irony that is characteristic of the later work is not underlined as in the earlier, it is part of the larger effects and can be quite
easily overlooked.
For instance, Edmund writing to Fanny at
Portsmouth of his visit to Miss Crawford in London and the bad
effect her friends there have on her character, is ready to give her
up, but ' When I think of her great attachment to you, indeed, and
the whole of her judicious, upright conduct as a sister, she appears
a very different creature, and I am ready to blame myself . . . "
etc. Her ' attachment ' to Fanny is subtly shown in various passages to be worthless, and the judiciousness of her conduct as a
sister culminates in keeping Henry in London out of curiosity to see
his meeting with Mrs. Rushworth, which Fanny feels to be ' grossly
unkind and ill-judged ' and which in fact launches him on the fatal
intrigue. The total difference between the early and the later work
is that the classical account of her novels as Comedy does not apply
to the last three.
In this succession of novels Mansfield Park marks the turningpoint, and it is like most works of transition in an artist's career
in that its most obvious quality is that of not succeeding. In deliberate opposition to its predecessor, it is exaggeratedly undramatic;
the contrast to Pride and Prejudice is overdone. And though the
author wishes to do something different and in a different medium,
she is uncertain how to set about it. The letters in Mansfield Park
are not even successful as letters on the whole, as those of the two
earlier novels always are. This is evidently because she is trying
to do many things through them, not merely the one simple
thing which the letter of a Mr. Collins or Lucy Steele does (reveal
the character of the writer in a characteristic attitude) or the letter
of Mrs. Gardiner or Darcy (to put us in possession of some necessary information). The letters in Mansfield Park are made to serve
as devices for forwarding plot and revealing character, as they must
have done in the epistolarj' version, as thej' do in Lady Susan; but
this is possible only when the characters are simply conceived and
expressed in a bold convention, it becomes impossible if the author
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has a psychological preoccupation, and these letters are in addition
overloaded by having to fill in background, report experiences and
convey the emotions of their writers in very complicated relationships. It is no wonder that Mary Crawford's letters to Fanny fail
to be plausible even by the standards we apply to the epistolary
novel of the eighteenth century. Yet we can see how these unsatisfac
tory letters made possible the wonderful achievement that Emma is
for it is the experiments made therein that taught their author how to
convey through Emma's consciousness, without any but implicit
criticism, the whole of that subtle and complicated work. Emma,
if one thinks only of the English novels that preceded it, is a dazzling
achievement. Its author, entirely on her own and without the
benefit of theory or of *^he practice of others, is seen to have somehow discovered the technique of Henry James. In the evolution of
Mansfield Park we can see her discovering it. Emma is the first of
her novels not to have been drafted in letter form; after Mansfiela
Park this preliminary became unnecessary. Lady Susan was a tour ie
force, like Jonathan Wild, and its author was justly proud of it, as
of the three volumes of earlier work she cherished, but Mansfield
Park, with all its confusions, discrepancies and unevenness of tone
and intention, is something more remarkable in English fiction. If
Mansfield Park had been only the stodgy setting for the comic
characters, Lady Bertram and Mrs. Norris, with lively patches
where ' those pleasant worldlings ' the Crawfords make a diversion
and spoilt otherwise by an out-of-date morality, an account of the
book which most readers would now subscribe to, I gather—if
Mansfield Park were only this Jane Austen would not be the great
novelist she is. For what is the difference between her novels and
those of the most accredited of the Bloomsbury novelists of tne
'twenties? Is it only in a greater degree of accomplishment that
her novels differ from those of David Garnett, from Lolly Willowes.
Crome Yellow and so forth? I mention this because there was at
one time noticeable, in the golden age of Bloomsbury, an attempt
by Bloomsbuiy products to pass Jane Austen off as one of themselves. They alleged she possessed the same kind of witty outlook
and the same sophisticated cynicism as they endeavoured to
exhibit. Nothing could be further from the truth. It is, to take a
much less flagrant instance of critical confusion, like classing South
Wind and the imitations of Norman Douglas with the novels of
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Peacock. Peacock's entertaining surface and occasional frivolity
proceed from a mind that is fundamentally responsible, that takes
living and the problems of life and society seriously. The novel
with no inside, so strikingly illustrated by The Sailor's Return and
They Went, is something with which neither Peacock nor Jane
Austen would have had the slightest sympathy. They do not have
to put in Significance, it is implied in the nature of their undertakings. And their technique is something that grows out of their
work, like their style. What is now generally felt to be Jane
Austen's boring preoccupation with morals and propriety is nevertheless a prerequisite to that view of character which diverts the
reader who dislikes its roots so much that he tries to allege that
those delightful flowers have none. Jane Austen's novels cannot be
assimilated to a taste for P. G. Wodehouse's, and the pretence that
what is not humour can be disregarded will not stand investigation.
The patronizing cult that has frequently accompanied this attitude
is as offensive to the literary critic as it would have been to Miss
Austen.^
If my account of how Jane Austen composed her novels is still
felt to be unconvincing, I can only say that it seems to me not
merely borne out by all kinds of evidence, and that it explains what
is otherwise inexplicable, but is very much less improbable than
the classical account of the Austen novels. It saves us from the
contortions that aesthetic criticism (on the Craft of Fiction model)
has to exhibit in discussing her novels. And it explains her contemptuous allusions to hasty work elsewhere—e.g. in the Letters
she says of Ida of Athens, that it ' must be very clever, because it
was written, as the authoress says, in three months '; to read the
text-books you would think Pride and Prejudice was composed
even more lightly. This account agrees too with a piece of
2^A good recent instance of this refusal to accept Jane Austen as
anything but the creator of comic parts is Mr. George Sampson's
account of her work in The Concise Cambridge History of English
Literature (1941) which ends: ' It is absurd to claim too much for
a writer who claimed so Uttle for herself ' [Did she?] ' The true
lovers of Jane Austen are those who do not advertise their devotion,
but are content to whisper " Dear Jane " as they pause at the
grave in the ancient aisle of Winchester Cathedral.'
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evidence that has been quite overlooked, but is of the utmost value
since it is the only document by a member of her own generation and
by one who knew her literary hfe intimately; I refer to her brother
Henry's Biographical Notice prefixed to the posthumous novels.
He says:
From this place (Chawton) she sent into the world those
novels, which by many have been placed on the same shelf as the
works of a D'Arblay and an Edgeworth. Some of these novels
had been the gradual performances of her previous life, etc.*"'
It is not for nothing, though playfully, that in writing to her nephew
she compares her manner of composing to brushwork ' so fine as to
produce little effect after much labour '—^the last three words are
the clue, since we know she was actually very proud of her effects.
Another corrective to the complacent account of her ' comedy ' is
her complaint that her kinsman Egerton Brydges in his novel draws
characters ' for the sake of delineation.'
Her own aim, it is
apparent, was to have no loose ends, no padding, no characterization for its own sake; she was the opposite kind of novelist to
Scott, and had at any rate the intention of putting in nothing except
for a clearly defined reason—^to contribute to the plot, the drama
of feelings, the moral structure, or the necessary psychology. Her
own practice is meant to be in accordance with Cassandra's
' starched notions,' and if these principles of composition are
violated I conclude that it is reasonable to assume that there is some
reason for this. And I have tried to show in many cases what
the reasons were. There is unfortunately not room here to
recapitulate those reason? and what they imply about her methods
of composition. But I must guard against one misapprehension.
I have been accused of trying to write a Road to Xanadu about the
Austen novels. On the contrary. Jane Austen was not a poet,
least of all a poet like Coleridge, she was a novelist like Henrj'
^^Though there are some falsifications in the Biographical Notice, I
see no reason why he should have invented the above. Henry was
an Evangelical cleTgyma.n by this time, and we can see in his notice
that doctoring of his sister's personaUty to suit a Victorian taste
which is so evident in their nephew Edward's Memoir later, a
tradition which has never been broken.

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

29i

SCRUTINY

James and Joseph Conrad, who had a veiy high degree of awareness of the origin and adaptations of their material, and who took
an intense interest in the dehberate shaping of their novels. What a
preface to Pride and Prejudice Jane Austen could have written!
Whereas all that Coleridge knew about Kubla Khan was that he
had dreamt it. The change from the simple technique of Lady
Susan to the tinal, complicated, laboriously achieved Mansfield
Park was something she could have accounted for better than we
can. The shift from composing with the separate points of view
of Lady Susan and Mrs. Vernon to producing the novel through
Fanny's consciousness almost entirely, is a technical change quite
in accordance with Henry James's theory and practice.
I will not end therefore on a consideration of the failure of
Mansfield Park, but on its achievement. I have appeared to contradict myself, to describe the creation of Mansfield Park as
laborious but to advance a theory that it was in effect written in the
spring and summer of 1813. But in view of her regular process
of writing a novel in versions which grow like snowballs as thej'
advance, gathering in earlier oddments and satiric experiments
and sketches from the life already jotted down in correspondence,
there is no inconsistency really. We may even generalize now
about how the Austen novels came into print. Once all the necessary elements were present, the essentials of what material was to
be used, how to use it, with what intention and through what form
of treatment, and when Ufe had presented her with the right centre of
interest (Eliza's death-bed, Fanny Knight's love-affairs, her own
views and emotions about marriage at a critical time in her life)
she could undoubtedly work at speed under pressure, perfecting
details, inventing alternative situations and speeches where she
felt it necessary for getting the right effect (as she re-wrote overnight
the scene of Captain Wentworth's proposal when dissatisfied with
her first version of it in utterly different circumstances, having led
up to this crisis slowly enough no doubt). What originally was owing
to accident in denying publication to her first three novels in their
early forms, brought about a method of composition which enabled
her to put all her powers into everything she published. Later in
the century these first-stage stories like Lady Susan would have been
prematurely rushed to the press for periodical publication, and the
intricate process by which her immature conceptions and experiments
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became works of art of great value would have been destroyed
half-way. Henry wrote in his notice, ' everything came finished
from her pen,' and we may see that this is true in one sense by
reading her letters, which have on occasions as lively a surface as
the novels and abound in happy expressions. But Henry's epigram
needs interpreting if it is not to mislead. Almost everything did
come out finished in the end (except a few botched jobs like
Willoughby's past. Nurse Rooke and Mrs. Smith), but the whole
was not put on paper in one stroke. Any one of the novels took years
to reach the finished stage, and many pens must have been worn out
on that novel before it came finished from the last one.
The final novel, Mansfield Park let us say, differs then from
its earlier form or forms not simply in greater abundance of detail,
richer plot and characterization and added finish of surface, as we
should expect. It differs utterly in kind. The original material has
not only been added to, but put to a different kind of use; the use
of the carriage-incident in Mansfield Park is representative. In
Lady Susan and Mansfield Park, as in The Watsons and Emma and
no doubt in First Impressions and Pride and Prejudice, we have
an illustration of the difference between a low-level success and a
high-level one, between the efficient and the unique in art. As an
illustration of what I mean by this different use of the same material,
the exposure scenes of All's Well that Ends Well and Measure for
Measure suggest themselves. The one play followed the other after
a couple of years, and a comparison of the exposure scene in each
which elucidates the plot and winds up the play, shows that the
dramatist used exactly the same pattern in the later as in the earlier
play for this purpose, with a similar pair of women, the same situation, the same perplexing and teasing way of letting out the secret
in bits and baffling or checking first one party and then the other.
But All's Well is quite uninteresting, and the exposure scene might
have come from any well-made play of the kind—^we only feel about
it that it does all that is required of it and rounds off the comedy
neatly. But in using it again for the later play the dramatist has made
it the culmination of the whole work, an epitome as well as an explication. All our bewildered feelings and doubts about what (he
dramatist has intended by the play till then, about what to think
and how and whom to judge, are resolved for us, everything is revealed with marv'ellou.s economy and every phrase becomes

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

294

SCRUTINY

pregant (I assume the reader is in agreement with Professor Wilson
Knight's interpretation of Measure for Measure in The Wheel of Fire,
which alone makes sense of the play'). Jane Austen's method of
creating works of art is not unique, it has been practised by man}'
poets, but it has never I believe been habitually practised by any
other great writer as a regular method of composition. But if we
think of the conditions in which she of necessity wrote—^the lack of
privacy of her life generally and the frequent visits and changes of
house, the common sitting-room, the domestic duties, the callers
against whom she was warned but not protected by the creaking
door, the jottings on little slips of paper that could be concealed
under a blotting pad—we can see that only by such a method could
she have translated the product of an intense and sustained private
life into substantial works of art.
Q. D. LEAVIS.

'[This had been written before the discussion of Measure for Measure
contained in the present number of Scrutiny proposed itself—Ed.]
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COMMENTS AND REVIEWS
AFTER 'TO THE LIGHTHOUSE.'
BETWEEN

THE ACTS, by Virginia Woolf {Hogarth Press. 7/6).

The design of making this book an occasion for reviewing
Virginia Woolf's career has had to be abandoned, a war-time
casualty; a stop-gap pen has to undertake this note. Yet the book
can hardly be reviewed by itself. But for the name on the cover,
and the mannerisms associated with that name, no one could have
supposed it to be by an author of distinction or achievement.
Even its extraordinary vacancy and pointlessness, the apparent
absence of concern for any appearance of grasp or point, would
not have seemed a case for critical analysis. Knowing it to be by
Virginia Woolf, we can say that this is where her famous preoccupation with the essential, with the significant, with ' life ' has led.
Here is what she wrote in the essay on ' Modem Fiction ' in
The Common Reader:
' Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being " like
this." Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on .an ordinary
day. The mind receives a myriad impressions—trivial, fantastic,
evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of steel. From all
sides they come, an incessant shower of innumerable atoms; and
as they fall, as they shape themselves into the life of Monday or
Tuesday, the accent falls differently from of old; the moment of
importance came not here but there; so that, if a writer were a
free man and not a slave, if he could write what he chose, not
what he must, if he could base his work upon his own feeling and
not upon convention, there would be no plot, no comedy, no
tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe in the accepted style,
and perhaps not a single button sewn on as the Bond Street tailors
would have it. Life is not a series of gig lamps symmetrically
arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope
surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the end.
Is it not the task of the novelist to convey this varying, this
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