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Jane Austen is a beloved and celebrated author 

who lived during the late 18th and early 19th century in England. 

Six of her novels (four published during her short lifetime, two 

immediately posthumously) have gained recognition as among 

the finest works in the English language. Jane was the daughter 

of a clergyman George Austen who doted on her, and her 

mother Cassandra Leigh Austen, who though not wealthy 

herself had well-to-do relations.  Some of whom adopted her 

son Edward who became heir and took the family name of 

Knight. Cassandra had eight children including the second 

youngest, Jane. She and her husband made a loving, educated 

family on a modest genteel income. One that encouraged 

Jane’s literary gifts.  

Jane Austen and her sister Cassandra Austen were close, both 

suffering in love: Cassandra’s fiancé Thomas Fowle, died before 

they could marry; Jane loved an Irish barrister in training Thomas 

LeFroy, whose family him separated from her before they could become engaged. Jane was engaged for 

just one day to Harris Biggs-Wither, after which she changed her mind and refused the suit of the 

awkward young man.  

Jane began writing at a young age and decided to become a published author in an era where this was 

difficult for a woman, even a landed, white woman of the gentry. Her family’s wealth was entailed 

(required to be let to a male heir) so that when her father died she and her female relatives were 

supported by her brothers. Her brothers had income from serving in the military or church, or through 

adoption by relatives for Edward (Austen) Knight or marriage into wealth as in the case of Henry Austen. 

Jane’s most productive period were the years from 1809 through 1816, supported by brother Edward 

who leased Chawton Cottage to Jane and her female relatives and lifelong friend Martha Lloyd. Sadly, 

this period immediately preceded her death due to illness in 1817 at the age of 41. Jane’s mother 

Cassandra Leigh Austen survived her youngest daughter by ten years.   

Jane saw four of her novels published during her lifetime by publisher Thomas Egerton and others, and 

two were published shortly after her death. She wrote anonymously and even hid her writing from her 

family for many years. Austen saw income and fame during her life, but did not become rich from her 

works or see their full value. With the exception of a period following her death, her novels have been 

continually in print for two centuries. She numbers among the most beloved authors in the English 

language.  

  

Jane Austen as painted by her 

sister Cassandra. 
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Jane’s Time:  England was in transition. Enclosure Acts and improved farming techniques contributed to 

the agricultural revolution which increased the health and population of England’s people. The larger 

landholdings caused by breaking up commonly held land through “enclosure,” put a patriotic focus on 

farming and made possible large wealthy landowners like Mr. Darcy. This also created cross-class bonds 

so that a tenant farmer like Robert Martin could be recognized as an fellow by his landlord Mr. 

Knightley. However, the enclosures impoverished many small farmers and sent them to the cities, 

causing suffering and providing the exploitable labor that the industrial revolution depended on.  

It was a time of warfare. Jane Austen was born in 1775 at the beginning of the American Revolutionary 

War, which involved not only England and the colonies, but also American Indian tribes, France and 

Spain. In England, tolerance of Catholics was enforced by law, but popular protests and riots brought 

violence in the 1780s during the course of the war. The American War of Independence was ended in 

1783, in the same year Jane and her sister returned from studies in Oxford after nearly dying from a case 

of Typhus.  

Austen lived in a time of massive political change. She wrote her first novel, Love and Freindship, (a 

satire of contemporary novels of love and sensibility) in the same year that the US Constitution was 

adopted, and the French Revolution began with the storming of the Bastille and the Declaration of 

Universal Human Rights. The War of 1812 broke out between the newly founded US, England and its 

American Indian allies, in the year between when Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice were 

published, 1812. This war ended in 1815, the year Jane was invited to visit the librarian of the Prince 

Regent. The librarian encouraged Emma to dedicate her forthcoming novel Emma to the Prince, a 

profligate of whom she did not approve. Austen did so, perhaps getting the last laugh by poking fun 

silently at the ruler by using the term “His Royal Highness”, not once but three times in the brief 

dedication. 

It was a time of slavery and the rise of abolition. Slavery on English and Welsh soil was outlawed in 1772, 

but enslaving Africans and forceably removing them to the Indies and North America was the source of 

great wealth for English businessmen. Abuses such as the drowning of enslaved captives on the ship 

Zong to claim insurance fueled the English abolition movement. This culminated in slave trading being 

banned in 1807. The English Navy enforced this during the years when Jane was writing her mature 

novels. However, enslaved captives were not freed in English colonies until 1833 and compensation was 

given to slave holders for their loss  but not to the freed people themselves.  

Reception of Austen’s work:  Jane and her family fought to publish her works. She saw income from 

them, some recognition in her lifetime, but also realized very little compared to the profit seen by 

publishers or by countless publishers, film companies and television networks over the centuries since 

her death exactly three hundred and one years ago this March.  The first manuscript submitted for 

publication was First Impressions (later to be published as Pride and Prejudice), sent by her father to 

Thomas Cadell. Cadell, an established publishing house which had published women authors, seeing a 

growing market in “women’s fiction” as industrialization raised living standards and women as a whole 

became more literate and affluent (DeWees, 2016). However, Cadell turned down this unknown work by 

an anonymous “Daughter of a Parson” summarily. Society held women authors to scrupulous standards, 

condemning those whose works might be risqué or rewarding immoral behavior (DeWees, 2016). Many 

published anonymously which was a burden to the publishing house. And the author’s story showing 
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that they were writing for appropriately dire financial, morally uplifting, or peripheral reasons, had to be 

published in the volume itself, adding to the expense.   

Jane’s manuscript Susan (later known as Northanger Abbey, and distinct from Austen’s epistolary novel 

Freinds and Lovers [sic] or Lady Susan with its conniving eponymous heroine) was purchased by 

publisher Crosby & Company of London, but never published by them. Jane’s brother Henry eventually 

purchased the rights back. Jane’s first published novel was Sense and Sensibility, published in 1811 when 

Jane was 35. The work was published on commission, with the publisher taking a percentage and Jane 

retaining the copyrights. Her family, primarily Henry Austen, paid the printing costs in order to allow it 

to circulate, and so took the main financial risk. The book was well received and eventually turned a 

profit of £140. Publisher Thomas Egerton paid the family £110 for the publishing rights of Pride and 

Prejudice. This relieved the risk for the family, but denied them the right to get royalties. Mansfield Park 

was published in 1814, selling out almost immediately despite critical failure. Emma (another hit with 

positive reviews--one thought to be by Walter Scott, popular Scottish author of Ivanhoe and other 

novels of adventure) and a second printing of Mansfield Park were published, again at the family’s 

expense, in 1816. Mansfield Park sold poorly this time, balanced out by Emma which did very well. 

Austen’s remaining well known novels, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion were published after her 

death. Northanger Abbey, with its satire of gothic romantic novels such as the Mysteries of Udolpho by 

Ann Radcliffe, was the first of Jane’s novels to be sold, but one of the last to be published. Jane Austen is 

estimated to have made approximately £700 in her lifetime, but her books, once revived in 1832 by 

Richard Bentley have never been out of print.  
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2  Emma Woodhouse
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4  Mr. (George) Knightley 
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Mansfield Park  
 “We have all a better guide in ourselves, if we would attend to it, than any other person can be.” 

Summary: Fanny Price is the oldest child of a large family with little 

money. At the insistence of her abrasive aunt Mrs. Norris, Fanny is 

taken in to be raised by her wealthier, indolent aunt and strict uncle 

Mrs. and Mr. Bertram. Fanny is shy and put upon by the beautiful and 

somewhat spoiled Maria Bertram, her sister Julia and eldest brother 

Tom. Maria’s brother Edmund Bertram becomes Fanny’s friend and 

champion.  During a business trip which takes Mr. Bertram away, 

sophisticated visitors Henry Crawford and his intelligent but pragmatic 

sister Mary Crawford turn the household upside down with a scheme 

of putting on a play. Hearts and lines are crossed as morality and 

obligation are debated, and happiness is sought.  

6 Fanny Price 
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Pride & Prejudice  
 ““It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in 

want of a wife.” 

Summary: The Bennett family is blessed with five girls, but the entailment of 

the estate to their stuffy cousin the clergyman Mr. Collins, means all will need 

to marry well to be financially comfortable. Jane Bennett, the eldest, is a 

gentle beauty. Elizabeth Bennett, second oldest, is a lively, witty girl. Their 

parents encourage them to marry, though their silly mother Mrs. Bennett is 

obvious and crass about the hunt for husbands, encouraging their younger 

sisters Kitty and Lydia to be brash and careless, spending time with soldiers like 

the charming George Wickham. Elizabeth is the favorite of their intelligent, 

sarcastic father Mr. Bennett. When the wealthy gentlemen Mr. Darcy and 

Charles Bingley come to town, Charles and Jane are soon smitten and sparks 

fly between Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy. However, the characters of many people are judged wrongly and 

heartbreak is risked before happy endings can be found.  

10 Elizabeth Bennett 
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12 Mr (Fitzwilliam) Darcy 
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13 Mr (Charles) Bingley 

 



20 
 

Sense & Sensibility  
 “It is not what we think or feel that makes us who we are. It is what we do. Or fail to do...” 

Summary: The sisters Elinor Dashwood and Marianne Dashwood are a study 

in contrast: Elinor is practical and reserved about her emotions, always 

thinking ahead. Marianne is romantic, impassioned and holds honesty above 

all else let the consequences be damned. The Dashwood family falls upon hard 

times when the father dies and his heir John Dashwood, half-brother to the 

sisters, gives them very little to live on at the encouragement of his mercenary 

wife Fanny Dashwood.  Elinor falls in love with Fanny’s eldest brother, the 

quiet, intelligent Edward Ferrars. After barriers appear in this suit, Elinor  

supports her extremely emotional sister and mother Mrs. Dashwood as they 

move to the small Barton Cottage on a generous distant cousin’s estate, Sir 

John Middleton. Marianne is admired by the dependable but (to her mind) boring Colonel Brandon, as 

well as the dashing, romantic Mr. Willoughby. The sisters suffer due to many secrets revealed on the 

way to surprising happinesses.  

14 Elinor Dashwood 
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