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Jane Austen’s Quiet Background

The Letters of the Author of “Pride and Prejudice” Have the Charm of
Antique Furniture and Old Lace and the Salt of Wit

JANE AUSTEN'S8 LETTERS TO
HER S8SISTER, CASBSANDRA,
AND OTHERS. Collected and
edited by R. W. Chapman. Two
vaolumex. 509 pp. and notes. Ox-
ford: The Clarendon Prexa. New
York: Oxford University Press.
$12.50.

By PERCY HUTCHISON

UR ancestors had a liking for

letter-writing which they

failed to hand down to their

descendants, and they had
reasons for correspondence which
no longer hold. We do not bother
to convey news for the reason that
a recipient will have had it from
the papers before our letter would
arrive; and we uneglect the smaller
items of interest out of fear that
they will be crowded out by the
manifold interests of others. In con-
sequence, when historians of a
later date turn to this era. though
they will find the major nappening
fuily and accurately reported. they
will be less able to fill in the in-
terstices of the mosaic than are
today’s histariens of a century or
two centuries ago.

And it is filling in the interstices
which letters like these of Jane
Austen to her sister so admirably
do. Jane was busy; being a novelist,
she was doubly busy: yet she found
time to write not merely often but
at length, and because she is con-
cerned almost exclusively with the
deaily round af her life her letters
fill out the picture of a social caste
and of an era.

If one lacks the antiguarian in-
terest it may be as well to pass
Jane Austen’s letters by. No great
events are therein recorded. Na-
poleon raged on the Continent.
England was at war with the
United States, the Battle of the
Nile was fought and Nelson won
at Trafelgar, Englishmen were
prohibited the slave trade. Na-
poleon retreated from Moscow and
was defeated at Waterloo- yet of
these worid-shaking events little
or nothing will be found in Jane's
letters. Byron, Coleridge. Words-
worth and Shelley. fired by the
spectacle of the French Revolution.
tried to rouse the minds of their
countrymen. Not so the author of
**Pride and Prejudice.”” There was
misery in abundance. The poor of
England were desperately poor,
and._they suffered both from hunger
and from unjust laws. A later
novelist. Charles Dickens, not only
was to aid in ameliorating their
condition by painting it for the pub-
lic, but. as letters recently pub-
lished show, he was to engage
actively in their behalf. Jane
Austen nDeither concerned herself
with those below her station nor
depicted their plight for her read-
ers. Her letters are as narrowly
bounded as her novels; but they
display the same wit: they depict,
at once fleetingly and indelibly,
the minutine of a circumscribed
social routine: and for those who
do not insist on the ‘big bow-
wow."" as Scott called it, they must
perforee (if not taken in too large
doses) possess the charm of antique
furniture, samplers and old lace.
But there is roore. Perhaps one
must listen intently to hear it- for
Jane Austen, thougb her correspon-
dent is her sister, would insist it
must be listened for-—will hear a
warm heart beating. And behind
the roguish smile can be discerned
a solicitude for the sister who was
so very beloved.

The first letter of the collection
bears the date of 1796 and is to
Cassandra. The last was written
in 1817, very shortly before Jane's

death, and is to Anne Sharpe, her’

**dearest Cassandra’ then being at
her bedside, Even this last letter
shows the author's playful wit. In
the first, evidently written on her
sigter’s twenty-third birthday, she
begins:

In the first place I hope you will
live twenty-three years longer.

In the last letter, speaking of

another Austen. she writes from
| her sick-bed:

| Mrs. F, A. has had a much
‘ shorter confinement than I have—
! with a baby to produce into the
| bargain.

I

Whereas other novelists have had
to snatch time for their early writ-
/ing from hours necessary to the
itask of earning their daily bread,
Jane Austen had to fllch time for
“Pride and Prejudice’” and “‘Sense
and Sensibility’” from between the
moments of being a belle. Her
early letters—in 17968 she was 2t
years of age—and her letters for
several years are repeatedly con-
cerned with balls, dances and
vigits to Bath.

I danced twice with Warren last
night, and once with Mr. Charles
Watkina, We had a very good

per, and the greenhouse was

i nated in a very elegant man-
ner. * * * All my money is spent

fn buying white gloves and pink

persian.

The family was not poor. Yet her
father (this is 1801) is doing all he
can to ‘‘raise his tithes” and she
does not despair “‘of getting nearly
600 a year.”” Later she hoped for
150 pounds for “"Emma’ and was
Qisappointed at having to accept
40 pounds less. That Jane Aus
ten could have been happy without
money and position is not so cer-
tain, but it should be said that
there is no such harping upon the
subject as one finds in the lettera
of many another author. Money
was the theme of many a letter of
Charles Dickens and George
Eliot.

The dominant note of the letters
is Jane Austen's eager preoccupa-
tion with people; but people of her
own station, be it remembered. She
reproaches her gister for having
danced four hours with a very stupid
man; she recounts every meeting
with old friends with gusto, and

hints ever and anon at feelings of '

the heart, which, however, never
develop. From the prevalence of
satirical comment in the letters
(women contemporaries might even
have gone as far as to call it catty)

one would conclude a similar vein
in her conversation, which, if gen-
erally present, may account for the
fatlure of Jane Austen to marry, a
problem which a recent play en-
deavored to solve. It is highly prob-
able that in an age when man was
acknowledged (both by himself and
by his women folk) to be the su-
perior animal, beaux might easily
have been afraid a tongue so sharp
before marriage would become tart
subsequent to the wearing off of
romance. On the other hand, there
is nothing in the letters to show
that Jane either desired matrimony
or mourned its loss. Something of
all this gleams through a letter the
original of which is in the Morgan
Library. Like most of the letters,
this one is long, and only a small
part is quoted:

Father has thought it a neces-
sary compliment to James Dig-
weed to offer the curacy to him,
though without considering it as
either a desirable or an eligible
situation for him. Unless he is in
love with Miss Lyford, I think
he had better not be settled ex-
actly in this neighborhood, & un-
less he is very much in love with
her indeed he is not likely to
think a salary of 50 pounds equal
in wvalue or efficacy to one of
seventy-five. * * * 1 dined yes-
terday at Deane to meet Mrs.
Powlett & Tom Chute. Mrs.
Powlett was at once expensively
and nakedly dressed; we had the
satisfaction of estimating her
Lace & Muslin; & she said too
little to afford us other amuse-
ment,

Nor is this all the mischievous-
ness of the letter, which proceeds
from the poor lady nakedly dressed
to the widowhood of another. :

Mrs John Lyford is so much
gleased with the state of widow-

ood as to be going to put in for
being a widow again-—she is to
martry a Mr. Fendall with a very

good fortune but iderably

Jane Austen, '
Frow the Painting by J. Zoffany.

I bhad no suspicion how rapidly
my lose was approaching. I bave
fost a treasure, such = Sister,
such a friend as never can have
been surpassed—she was the sun
of my life, the gilder of every

1 re, the soother of every

older than herself & with three
tittle children.

The letter with which the book
closes is from Cassandra to Fanny
Knight: a gentle, dignified snd sor-

sorrow, 1 had not a thought con-
cealed from her, and it is as if [
had lost a part of myself.
Gentle, whimsical, sharp, stanch
and loving—this is the Jane Austen

rowing letter on Jane's death.

of the letters to Cassandra, a col-
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lection not likely to become widely
distfibuted in a day of small buying
of large books, but two volumes of
unconscious self-portraiture, pages
reflecting minutely a corner of
England and a social era as defi-
nitely past as that of Greece or
Rome. There is much quiet enjoy-
ment to be found in this correspon-
dence of a novelist whose reputa-
tion as a consummate artist has
never been challenged.



