
General Tilney's Hot-houses: 
Some recent Jane Austen studies and texts 
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OV E R s ixty years ago, i n 1905, H e n r y James s o u n d e d a 
w a r n i n g note about the state o f Jane A u s t e n affairs. T h e 
tide o f apprec ia t ion , he w r o t e , h a d r isen 'rather h igher , I 

t h i n k , than the h igh-water m a r k , the highest o f her in t r ins ic mer i t 
and interest ' . I f James c o u l d say that t h e n , to w h a t fine mar ine 
metaphor w o u l d he be carr ied today ! I n 1905 this flood-tide was 
mere c o m m e r c i a l i s m , the p r o m o t i o n o f the b o o k trade, ' w h o have 
f o u n d their " d e a r " , o u r dear, everybody ' s dear, Jane so inf inite ly 
to their mater ia l purpose ' . T o d a y he w o u l d have to take account 
t o o o f the academics a n d the examiners o f l i terature a n d their 
f o l l o w i n g hordes o f students a n d examinees. T h e A u s t e n b i b l i o 
graphy is an ever -swel l ing stream, w i t h an o u t p o u r i n g o f cr i t i ca l 
studies a n d n e w edit ions a n d p o p u l a r b o o k s for the unl i terary 
p u b l i c at large. Some o f these w o r k s deserve the s t ing o f Jamesian 
dis favour . A p r i m e example is the p i c t o r i a l v o l u m e c o m p i l e d b y 
I v o r B r o w n . 1 R e m e m b e r i n g Jane Aus ten ' s o w n categor izat ion o f 
publ ishers as cheat ing ' rogues ' , we can fairly cal l this a piece o f the 
purest p u b l i s h i n g enterprise. A c c o r d i n g to this v o l u m e , the 
' w o r l d ' o f Jane A u s t e n is represented b y such u n l i k e l y a n d 
unjane i te items as the first steam l o c o m o t i v e , N e l s o n ' s n a v a l 
u n i f o r m , muskets a n d c a n n o n a n d mi l i ta ry head-gear o f the 
W a t e r l o o p e r i o d , cavalry p is to ls , a m o d e l o f a s l a v i n g ship , a stage 
coach o f about 1820, a R o w l a n d s o n co ck- f i g ht ing scene and a 
w a r d o f the M i d d l e s e x hospi ta l . D r C r a i k ' s b o o k 2 is less o f a joke 
a n d contains a g o o d deal o f useful i n f o r m a t i o n about the p e r i o d , 
i f the reader has stamina e n o u g h to get t h r o u g h prose quite so 
shapeless a n d puddeny . D r C r a i k is reasonably s o u n d o n facts 

1 Jane Austen and Her World, Lutterworth Press, 1966, 16/-. 
2 W . A . Craik, Jane Austen and Her Time, Nelson, 10Ò9, 42/-. 
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(a l though there is a g r e m l i n m i s d a t i n g o f Jane Aus ten ' s death o n 
the second l ine o f chapter o n e ) ; indeed , the b o o k is so very f u l l o f 
facts that i t reads l ike a scrambled t rove o f h i s tor ica l notes, a n d 
the scant h is tor ica l interpretat ion , w h e n such is v e n t u r e d , is 
suspect. W h a t , for example, are we to make o f the c l a i m ( o n the 
first page o f the first chapter) that the E n g l a n d o f Jane Austen ' s 
day was st i l l m a r k e d l y 'coherent and stable' , w h e n the novels 
themselves p r o v i d e such a penetrat ing c o m m e n t a r y u p o n a 
complex a n d c h a n g i n g society, a society, as Jane A u s t e n so 
s t r i k i n g l y reveals, whose coherence is i l lu sory ? T h e t h i r d o f these 
three b o o k s , b y M a r g h a n i t a L a s k i , 1 is s o m e t h i n g different 
altogether, an example o f p u b l i s h i n g enterprise that James w o u l d 
have blessed a n d we can w e l c o m e . Its handsome lay-out a n d fine 
i l lustrat ions are o b v i o u s l y des igned for a p o p u l a r market . B u t 
these immediate attractions s h o u l d n o t distract f r o m o u r recog
n i t i o n o f M i s s L a s k i ' s v e r y considerable achievement i n p r o v i d i n g 
what is b y far the best short b i o g r a p h y o f Jane A u s t e n i n 
existence. Based o n the latest scholarship , i t is nonetheless w r i t t e n 
w i t h style a n d w i t a n d treats its subject w i t h sympathy a n d respect. 
T h e r e c o u l d be n o h i g h e r t ide o f p r o p e r apprec iat ion than this. 

T h e most v o l u m i n o u s m o d e r n tr ibute to Jane A u s t e n is i n 
recent edit ions o f the nove ls themselves. I n the mid-1960s, 
R. W . Chapman ' s m o n u m e n t a l O x f o r d e d i t i o n ( l o n g venerated 
as the last w o r d i n textual scholarship) was textual ly i m p r o v e d 
u p o n by M a r y Lasce l les . 2 A n d n o w O x f o r d has added a further 
tr ibute i n the O x f o r d E n g l i s h N o v e l s series ( O E N ) . 3 These are 
substantial ly Chapman ' s texts, p lus complete ly n e w mater ia l : 
In t roduct ions a n d explanatory a n d textual notes. T o a d d to the 
O E N we also have the P e n g u i n E n g l i s h L i b r a r y ( P E L ) . 4 A g a i n , 
these are basical ly the C h a p m a n texts, w i t h n e w I n t r o d u c t i o n s a n d 
notes. W h a t progress here, r e m e m b e r i n g that ha l f a century has 
passed since Chapman ' s o r i g i n a l O x f o r d e d i t i o n ? Pred ic tab ly , the 
textual i m p r o v e m e n t is s l ight . C h a p m a n was a scrupulous scholar-

1 Jane Austen and Her World, Thames and Hudson, 1969, 35/-. 
2 In the Everyman Edit ion. 
3 Mansfield Park, ed. John Lucas, 1970, 45/-; Pride and Prejudice, ed. Frank 

Bradbrook, 1970, 35/-; Sense and Sensibility, ed. Claire Lamont, 1970, 35/-. 
4 Emma, ed. Ronald Blythe, 1966, 6/-; Mansfield Park, ed. Tony Tanner, 1966, 6/-; 

Persuasion, ed. D . W . Harding, 1965, 5/-; Sense and Sensibility, ed. Tony Tanner, 
1969, 6/-. 
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b i b l i o g r a p h e r o f the o l d classical s c h o o l ; m o r e o v e r the texts o f the 
early edi t ions , a n d their var iants , offer l i tt le o f interest to anyone 
save a b i b l i o g r a p h i c a l maniac. O n e o f the few significant p o i n t s , 
for example, is whether we s h o u l d retain the reference to L a d y 
M i d d l e t o n ' s ' s h o c k e d del icacy ' i n response to M r s Jennings ' s 
whispered confidence to E l i n o r about C o l o n e l B r a n d o n ' s 'natura l 
daughter ' ( in chapter 13 o f the first e d i t i o n o f Sense and Sensibility). 
I n the second e d i t i o n o f 1813 the sentence referr ing to L a d y 
M i d d l e t o n ' s react ion is r e m o v e d . W a s this because the 'natura l 
daughter ' h a d been indel icately u n d e r l i n e d ? W a s Jane A u s t e n ' s 
sense o f p r o p r i e t y stiffening (she was at w o r k o n Mansfield Park 
at the time) ? O r was i t the publ i sher ' s r e m o v a l ? T h e textual p o i n t 
here is w o r t h inves t iga t ion since it seems to i n v o l v e questions o f 
contemporary taste, o r o f artistic procedure . B u t there are few 
cruces as interest ing as this . So the p o s t - C h a p m a n textual w o r k 
has been largely a matter o f t i d y i n g - u p and cor rec t ing m i n o r 
details. 

Presentat ion-wise , h o w e v e r , there are i m p o r t a n t differences 
between the C h a p m a n and p o s t - C h a p m a n edit ions . Essent ia l ly , 
Chapman ' s e d i t i o n is m o n u m e n t a l . It is the scholar 's l ib rary text, 
ant iquar ian i n tone, w i t h the pages i n quasi-facsimile. T h e type, 
the ornaments a n d the lay-out imitate the o r i g i n a l ed i t ions , d o w n 
to the archaic ism o f catch-words at the e n d o f each page (or were 
the C l a r e n d o n Press compos i tor s s t i l l so w e d d e d to the past?). 
T h e texts are prefaced b y n o t h i n g m o r e than a short I n t r o d u c t o r y 
N o t e establ ishing the condi t ions o f the n o v e l s ' o r i g i n a l p u b l i 
cat ion. T h i s N o t e echoes the h is tor ica l -ant iquar ian tone o f the 
text itself, echoed yet again i n the D u n c i a d i a n - N a b o k o f i a n 
apparatus o f N o t e s , A p p e n d i c e s , Indexes and A d d e n d a (averaging 
forty pages per nove l ) . I n his Preface to the e d i t i o n , C h a p m a n 
quotes , w i t h a p p r o v a l , J o h n s o n ' s observat ion 'that a l l w o r k s 
w h i c h describe manners , require notes i n sixty or seventy years' ; 
and to this C h a p m a n added his o w n observat ion 'that many 
readers o f Jane A u s t e n are distrust ful w i t h a n y t h i n g short o f 
complete enl ightenment ' . T h i s is the spir it ( i f n o t , as it turns out , 
the letter) o f his attempt to equip the O x f o r d e d i t i o n w i t h a l l the 
necessary notes a n d explanations, to w h i c h subsequent editors 
have p a i d their s p o k e n or u n s p o k e n respects (notably i n 
b o r r o w i n g the w o r d i n g or substance o f Chapman ' s notes). 
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T h e m a i n difference between Chapman ' s e d i t i o n a n d the O E N 
is that the recent series is specifically des igned for student use, 
w i t h pract ica l I n t r o d u c t i o n s (part-histor ical , part-cr i t ical) . C h a p 
man's elaborate apparatus o f Indexes o f places, characters etc. is 
discarded and there remains a m i n i m a l range o f his o l d explanatory 
notes, p lus some o f recent a d d i t i o n . T h e P E L is s imi lar ly 
funct iona l . Its m a i n feature is the v o l u m e - I n t r o d u c t i o n , cr i t ica l ly 
far m o r e ambi t ious than the O E N equivalent . T h i s can be clearly 
seen, for example, i n the t w o edit ions o f Sense and Sensibility. 
U n l u c k i l y for Cla ire L a m o n t ( O E N ) , she has to bat against T o n y 
T a n n e r ( P E L ) . H e r account o f the n o v e l is t rad i t iona l , correct a n d 
unexcept ionable , o n the premise that Sense and Sensibility ' is a study 
o f contrast ing temperaments ' , as indeed is a n n o u n c e d i n its title 
a n d revealed i n its f o r m a l o r g a n i z a t i o n . B u t this account does not 
t o u c h u p o n the nove l ' s real drama, the h u m a n drama o f the 
struggle between the life-force o f M a r i a n n e D a s h w o o d a n d the 
s m o t h e r i n g pressure o f society exerted u p o n her b y her sister and 
by the others a r o u n d her. D r Tanner ' s engagement w i t h this 
d y n a m i c centre is intensely c h a l l e n g i n g , intel lectual ly exc i t ing , as 
the n o v e l i tsel f i s ; a n d his essay helps us i n o u r unders tanding o f 
the nove l ' s greatness, so often u n n o t i c e d . F o r me (and it may be 
for D r T a n n e r too) i t is the m o s t p o i g n a n t a n d most nearly tragic 
o f Jane Austen 's w o r k s . 

W h i l e we have to be p r o p e r l y grateful for this p leni tude o f 
texts (and their a c c o m p a n y i n g cr i t ic i sm) and p r o p e r l y respectful 
o f Chapman ' s p i o n e e r i n g , nonetheless anyone w h o carries out a 
systematic and ques t ion ing scrut iny o f the explanatory notes to 
these edit ions may w a n t to t h i n k again. F i r s t l y , he w i l l b e g i n to 
see that the extent a n d c o m p l e x i t y o f Chapman ' s apparatus are 
deceptive. T h e r e is a l l the appearance o f b lanket-coverage , o f a 
net so closely d r a w n that l i tt le o r n o t h i n g can sl ip t h r o u g h . B u t 
someone w h o reads the novels w i t h a fresh a n d e n q u i r i n g eye, 
w h o bothers to ques t ion the m e a n i n g and i m p l i c a t i o n o f the 
w o r d s o n the page, w h o seeks to understand, for example , what 
Jane A u s t e n means i n Northanger Abbey b y the wea l th o f detail and 
act iv i ty w i t h w h i c h she surrounds G e n e r a l T i l n e y (as a p a m p h 
leteer; i n his pose as a myster ious man-of-affairs, s i t t ing up at 
n i g h t , as he c la ims, to b r o o d u p o n the state o f the n a t i o n ; i n his 
extraordinary k i tchens , e q u i p p e d ( H e a t h - R o b i n s o n i s h l y ?) w i t h 
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cul inary devices o f his o w n i n v e n t i o n ; i n his possession o f a 
k i tchen-garden o f stagger ing size a n d content) — someone w h o 
bothers to ask h imse l f what Jane A u s t e n means by al l this , whether 
she meant a n y t h i n g o r n o t h i n g , w i l l get no help f r o m C h a p m a n , 
or , to be quite fair, f r o m anyone else, ed i tor , h i s tor i an or cr i t ic 
a l ike ( i n c l u d i n g D r C r a i k ) . Perhaps the as yet u n p u b l i s h e d 
Northanger Abbeys o f the O E T o r P E L w i l l rectify this . B u t i t is 
not rash to guess that they w o n ' t . I say this o n the evidence o f the 
present r e c o r d , since the notes to the novels so far p u b l i s h e d , i n 
b o t h edi t ions , are so dependent u p o n C h a p m a n , sometimes 
l u d i c r o u s l y so. I n the P E L Sense and Sensibility, for example , a note 
discusses a reference to C o l u m e l l a i n chapter 19: ' It has been 
established that this reference is not to the R o m a n agr icu l tura l 
w r i t e r , L u c i u s J u n i u s M o d e r a t u s C o l u m e l l a , but to Columella, the 
Distressed Anchoret, a b o o k p u b l i s h e d i n 1776 by R i c h a r d G r a v e s 
( 1715-1804). . . ' (and so o n , for a further eleven l ines). D o we 
really need this pedantic denia l , c o n s i d e r i n g that the person w h o 
ment ions C o l u m e l l a is the sweet a n d s imple M r s D a s h w o o d , 
whose acquaintance w i t h R o m a n agr icu l tura l wr i ters w o u l d have 
been rather s l ight , i f i t ever existed? W e m i g h t t h i n k the note 
s l ight ly p o m p o u s , a n d mis lead ing t o o , i n its o p e n i n g w o r d s , since 
the d iscovery is n o pr ize o f recent scholarship but the observa t ion 
o f a M r A . L . H u m p h r e y s a n d first revealed to the w o r l d i n Notes 
and Queries for 28 N o v e m b e r 1914. It was subsequently recorded 
i n Chapman ' s e d i t i o n , f r o m w h i c h the c o m p i l e r o f the P E L notes 
(surely not D r T a n n e r ! ) b o r r o w e d i t . O f course, not al l the notes 
are as s i l ly as this . B u t the h a n d a n d shadow o f C h a p m a n i s m fall 
heavi ly across the notes to b o t h these m o d e r n ed i t ions : their 
inc lus ions a n d omiss ions seem to reflect his o w n range o f 
k n o w l e d g e a n d interest ; and they certainly fall short o f the 
expectations, even the reasonable expectations, raised by his 
prefatory statement to the O x f o r d e d i t i o n , where he refers to that 
' complete en l ightenment ' w h i c h readers o f Jane A u s t e n are said 
to be l o o k i n g for . 

W h y does this ques t ion st i l l arise i n 1971, fifty years later, w h e n 
there has been such a w r ealth o f Jane A u s t e n scholarship a n d 
c r i t i c i s m i n the i n t e r v e n i n g years ? T h e answer to this is not s i m p l y 
an excessive reverence for C h a p m a n ' s notes (and hence t o o for his 
sense o f the content a n d m e a n i n g o f the novels) . T h e pos i t ive 
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answer lies i n the tendency o f m o d e r n c r i t i c i s m to treat Jane 
A u s t e n as an ahistor ical n o v e l i s t . 1 T h e r e are g o o d reasons for 
d o i n g so. She is so enjoyable, so readable, so readily accessible. 
T h e very surface o f the nove ls — i n the language and the w i t t y , 
i r o n i c p o i n t o f v i e w — is s t r i k i n g l y unarchaic and close (or, by 
the decept ion o f art, seemingly close) to o u r o w n ways o f t h o u g h t 
a n d express ion ; and the few archaicisms are easily dealt w i t h o n a 
d ic t ionary basis. T h e r e is s o m e t h i n g m o d e r n also i n the focus 
u p o n the p s y c h o l o g i c a l awareness a n d consciousness o f the 
characters and i n the author 's c o n t r o l l i n g presence. T h e temp
tat ion to disregard the p e r i o d aspect o f the novels is further 
strengthened b y their amenabi l i ty to conceptual analysis i n the 
interpretat ion o f their themes (an approach indeed that is 
pos i t i ve ly , i f superficial ly, encouraged by the three ' e th ica l ' titles) 
and i n the exp lora t ion o f their r i c h intel lectual a n d m o r a l organi 
za t ion . M o r e o v e r , the rhetor ic ians o f fiction have seized u p o n 
Jane A u s t e n as one o f the supreme artists o f the n o v e l , o f c o m 
m a n d i n g interest for the analysis o f the t r i u m p h s o f technique i n 
her narrat ive m o d e . T h e tendency, i n a l l this , has been to regard 
the nove ls as a u t o n o m o u s verba l structures, c losed systems, w h i c h 
p r o v i d e , each w i t h i n itself, the terms for its unders tanding . Jane 
A u s t e n ' s concern is seen to be w i t h h u m a n nature and h u m a n 
values a n d these matters are timeless. I n t a k i n g her o w n society 
for the stage and sett ing for the novels i t is said that she was 
merely t u r n i n g to the mater ia l to h a n d ; that she was concerned 
not w i t h the face a n d f o r m o f the Regency w o r l d but w i t h its 
inhabi tants ; and that the f o r e g r o u n d ident i ty that we ca l l the 
comedy-of-manners is s i m p l y the costume o f the age, beneath 
w h i c h stand the essential a n d u n c h a n g i n g facts o f personal i ty and 
character and h u m a n experience, facts that we can grasp and 
penetrate i n Jane A u s t e n b y d int o f o u r o w n native intel l igence 
and sensibi l i ty . 

T h i s , anyway, is the general theory . It is n o joke to say that 
Jane A u s t e n is a cr i t ic ' s novel i s t . T h e r e is n o d o u b t that the 
cr i t ica l m i n d is par t icu lar ly attracted b y the abundant intel l igence 
a n d thoughtfulness o f the nove l s , a n d b y their analyt ical and 

1 See, for example, Jane Austen by Yasmine Gooneratne, Cambridge University 
Press, 1970, 16/- (paper). This is a sane and careful account of the novels; but it 
approaches them as if their time reality is a kind of 'permanent past-present'. 
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def ining tendency, so wonder fu l l y opened and extended by the 
reservations a n d possibi l i t ies o f i r o n y . Some o f the very best 
cr i t ica l essays have been those w h i c h reveal the cr i t ic ' s excited 
r e c o g n i t i o n o f the author 's qualities i n himself . Character ist ical ly , 
the o n l y h is tory to be i n v o k e d is literary h is tory . I n the interpre
tat ion o f Mansfield Park, for example, there is abundant discuss ion 
o f the var ious ways i n w h i c h Lovers Vows may be supposed to 
p r o v i d e a suggestive and significant pattern or analogy to the 
relat ionships between the y o u n g people rehearsing the play a n d 
to the deve lopment o f these relat ionships, i n the criss-cross o f 
pa ir ings , as the act ion o f the n o v e l unfolds . C h a p m a n reprints the 
play entire, i n the text o f the fifth e d i t i o n o f M r s Inchbald ' s v e r s i o n 
(1798), together w i t h three contemporary engrav ings , one o f 
M r s I n c h b a l d herself, one o f scene 2, act 5, and an 1805 portra i t o f 
the actress M r s H . J o h n s t o n w h o t o o k the part o f A g a t h a F r i b u r g 
i n a p r o d u c t i o n at the Theatre R o y a l , C o v e n t G a r d e n . B u t , 
q u i t t i n g l iterature for Regency E n g l a n d , i n w h i c h the n o v e l is set, 
C h a p m a n , a n d later edi tors , have n o t h i n g to say about Jane 
Austen 's purpose i n m a k i n g S ir T h o m a s B e r t r a m a p lantat ion-
o w n e r , w i t h estates i n the West I n d i e s . 1 T h e a b o l i t i o n o f the 
slave-trade had been legislated i n 1807, after years o f protest a n d 
agi tat ion, and i n 1815 the slave trade was st i l l a sensitive top ic for 
M r s E l t o n i n Emma. F o r the mechanics o f the p l o t , S i r T h o m a s 
has to be got out o f the way so that the y o u n g people can r u n 
r io t at M a n s f i e l d P a r k ; a n d the journey to A n t i g u a ensures that 
he is far e n o u g h away for sufficient t ime. B u t such a journey , such 
a slave associat ion, cannot have been u n e q u i v o c a l . Some at least 
o f Jane Austen ' s contemporary readers w o u l d have been ready to 
attr ibute the insecure mora l i ty o f the Mans f ie ld h o u s e h o l d to the 
character o f the B e r t r a m family fortunes. E q u a l l y , they w o u l d 
have seen aspects o f the p lantat ion-owner i n S i r T h o m a s ' s rule o f 
his family , w h i c h is we l l -meaning but s tupid ly , insensit ively and 
expediently exerted. L i k e so many o f his k i n d , S i r T h o m a s is a 
C h r i s t i a n gent leman, we l l -meaning and p r i n c i p l e d . B u t these are 
the m e n w h o can w o r k e v i l as ins id ious ly a n d b l i n d l y as the 
deepest v i l l a ins . 

1 Compare with the historical approach of A v r o m Fleishman, A Reading of 
Mansfield Park, University of Minnesota Press, 1967, $4.00. 
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A s imi lar k i n d o f c r i t i ca l emphasis can be seen i n interpretations 

o f Sense and Sensibility. A g a i n , the h i s tory b r o u g h t to bear is a lmost 
solely literary h i s tory — i n the analysis o f M a r i a n n e D a s h w o o d as 
a caricature o f the hero ine o f sentimental fiction and i n the 
e luc idat ion o f other jokes o n the convent ions o f l i terary sentimen
tal ity. A m u c h broader p l a c i n g is cal led for . T h e n o v e l draws u p o n 
a v e r y c o m p l e x m o v e m e n t o f ideas d e r i v i n g f r o m Rousseauism, 
the F r e n c h R e v o l u t i o n , late e ighteenth-century ideas o f personal 
l iber ty , especially the poss ibi l i t ies o f f reedom for w o m e n so 
w i d e l y a n d forceful ly discussed by G o d w i n , M a r y Wol l s tonecra f t 
a n d other polemic is ts o f the 1790s. Sense and Sensibility is a 
R o m a n t i c - R e v o l u t i o n a r y n o v e l . I n this case, the heroine falls 
v i c t i m to the coerc ive powers o f the R a t i o n a l - T r a d i t i o n a l style o f 
bourgeo i s society. She is b r o k e n i n the struggle ; can o n l y surv ive 
processed and depersonal ized ; a n d the i l lness that enables her to 
surv ive is i n part a p s y c h o l o g i c a l w i t h d r a w a l , a sel f-destruction, a 
madness, whose h i s tor ica l relevance to the p e r i o d is b r i l l i a n t l y 
discussed i n D r T a n n e r ' s P E L I n t r o d u c t i o n . 

I have already m e n t i o n e d some o f the questions s u r r o u n d i n g 
G e n e r a l T i l n e y i n Northanger Abbey. W h e n , as very rarely, the 
crit ics r u n to any d iscuss ion o f his place i n the n o v e l , i t is to l o o k 
at his part i n the scheme o f G o t h i c satire, i n w h i c h he stands 
(labelled by the author) as a m o d e r n M o n t o n i , a west-country 
v e r s i o n o f M r s Radcliffe 's v i l l a i n o u s l o r d o f The Castle ofUdolpho. 
T h e joke is o b v i o u s e n o u g h . T h e A b b e y is an a n t i - U d o l p h o : 
b r i g h t and clean a n d hospitable a n d w i t h every m o d e r n comfor t 
a n d l u x u r y . T h e G e n e r a l is an a n t i - M o n t o n i , n o stage v i l l a i n , w i t h 
n o o b v i o u s v i l l a i n y i n his appearance a n d i n w h a t he says a n d does, 
but an urbane man-of -property a n d m a n - a b o u t - t o w n . Jane 
A u s t e n ' s joke , w i t h i n this , is o f course that the G e n e r a l really is 
a s cheming , ruthless v i l l a i n ; a n d that Catherine M o r l a n d really is 
his v i c t i m , an innocent abroad ; a n d that there really is G o t h i c i s m 
a r o u n d i n Regency E n g l a n d , h o w e v e r m u c h a H e n r y T i l n e y may 
l a u g h one's fears away a n d h o w e v e r m u c h one may l a u g h at one's 
o w n heated l i terary fantasies. 

B u t i t is not sufficient to keep to these l i terary terms o f reference. 
T h e y leave far too m u c h unexpla ined about the G e n e r a l and about 
N o r t h a n g e r A b b e y a n d they deflect o u r a t tent ion f r o m the socia l , 
h i s tor ica l reality w h i c h he a n d his p roper ty e m b o d y . I n his 



6o B . C . S O U T H A M 

personal character (as a s h r e w d , ruthless, mart inett i sh , head-of-
the-family) he is d r a w n s i m p l y a n d external ly i n a few b r o a d 
strokes, whereas i n his range o f activities and possessions, Jane 
A u s t e n prov ides h i m w i t h a m o r e detai led a n d specific persona 
than any other character i n a l l the six novels . Y e t this remarkable 
and c o m p l e x persona-by-context has never been expla ined (or , as 
far as I k n o w , even not iced) . It may seem cur ious that this terrain 
st i l l remains u n e x p l o r e d i n the w o r k o f a nove l i s t so closely 
s tudied , so extensively analysed, interpreted and c o m m e n t e d o n ; 
a novel is t so celebrated for her r i g o r o u s selectivity a n d e c o n o m y 
o f deta i l , whose meanings seem to have been so endlessly searched. 

A n interest ing case o f this neglect occurs i n chapter 22, where 
Catherine M o r l a n d first sees the extraordinary k i tchen-garden. 
T h e scene is s t r i k i n g : ' T h e wal ls seemed countless i n n u m b e r , 
endless i n l e n g t h ; a v i l lage o f hot-houses seemed to arise a m o n g 
t h e m , a n d a w h o l e par i sh to be at w o r k w i t h i n the inc losure . ' T h e 
style is s t r i k i n g , t o o , i n this unusua l extravagance o f figure and 
language. A Swi f t i an fantasy plays over the d is t inct ive energy o f 
Jane A u s t e n ' s curt rhy thms . C lear ly , the reader is b e i n g alerted. 
B u t to w h a t e n d ? W h a t does it mean that the k i tchen-garden 
s h o u l d r u n to such a wal lage ? to such a range o f h o t - h o u s i n g ? to 
such a p o p u l a t i o n o f w o r k e r s ? I n part , we can understand this as 
impress ion i sm, Catherine 's d i z z i e d v i s i o n , her wide-eyed w o n d e r , 
her d iscovery o f the A b b e y ' s m o d e r n G o t h i c i s m , its p o w e r to 
amaze, even to terrify. T h i s is part o f the figurative t r u t h about 
the reality o f the garden and its contents. B u t what is this rea l i ty? 

T h e r e is v i r tua l l y n o t h i n g by way o f explanat ion. W c have to 
rely, firstly, o n the w o r d s o f a suspect reporter , G e n e r a l T i l n e y 
himself , w h o ventures that these hot-houses are ' u n r i v a l l e d i n the 
k i n g d o m ' , a n d , w i t h another flurry o f modesty , confesses that ' I f 
he h a d a hobby-horse , i t was that. H e l o v e d a garden . . . he l o v e d 
g o o d f ru i t ' . B e y o n d this , there is n o explanat ion , n o clue. H o w 
are w e to interpret the scene ? W e r e hot-houses a c o m m o n feature 
o f c o u n t r y estates at this t ime ? or a w i l d , eccentric extravagance ? 
Is the G e n e r a l here revealed as a flamboyant m i l l i o n a i r e ? a 
f ruiter ian epicure ? a gent leman-hort icu l tur i s t ? a market-gardener 
o n the side ? 

F o r Jane Austen ' s contemporar ies the answers are clear e n o u g h ; 
and they w o u l d be able to fit these k i tchen-garden details to a l l the 
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other details o f the Genera l ' s activit ies a n d possessions. T h e y 
w o u l d read a dist inct a n d fair ly elaborate por t ra i t o f a specific, 
h i s tor ica l type o f late e ighteenth-century, early nineteenth-century 
gent leman, whose life is engaged w i t h some o f the most i m p o r t a n t 
social a n d cu l tura l currents o f the t i m e . 1 H e is as d ist inct a type as 
any o f Peacock 's satir ical portra i ts (a l though , o f course, he 
il lustrates precisely h o w Jane A u s t e n transcends Peacock i n 
carry ing the w e i g h t o f cu l tura l a n d h i s tor ica l m e a n i n g w i t h i n a 
dramatic character free o f caricature o r a l legor ica l i sm). W h e n Jane 
A u s t e n w r o t e her ' A d v e r t i s e m e n t ' to Northanger Abbey i n 1816, 
a p o l o g i z i n g for ' those parts o f the w o r k w h i c h thirteen years' 
(since its r e v i s i o n i n 1803, a n d the 'many m o r e ' since i t was b e g u n , 
i n about 1798) 'have made comparat ive ly obsolete ' , she was 
d r a w i n g attent ion to the str ict ly p e r i o d o r h i s tor ica l aspects o f its 
social scene. T h e central issue that arises f r o m this , for the reader 
o f the 1970s, is the w e i g h t that we s h o u l d g ive to h i s tor ica l 
m e a n i n g i n o u r unders tand ing o f the n o v e l today. 

I n general , there is a consent to the n o t i o n o f read ing Jane 
A u s t e n ' soc ia l ly ' — that is , i n seeing her as the nove l i s t o f a class 
society, o b s e r v i n g a n d c o m m e n t i n g u p o n social change a n d social 
m o v e m e n t , not so m u c h as a w r i t e r concerned w i t h change as a 
process but fascinated p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l l y , i n the manifestations 
o f change as mater ia l fo r the comedy-of-manners (as w h e n the 
D a s h w o o d daughters l o o k askance at the v u l g a r M r s Jennings , 
w i t h her ' t rade ' associations, o r at the Steeles, w i t h their l o w e r -
class vu lgar i sms o f speech a n d manners , o r w h e n E m m a W o o d -
house bridles at the 'mercant i le ' M r s E l t o n f r o m ' t r a d i n g ' B r i s t o l ) . 
Some claims are m o r e ambi t ious . I n The Rise of the Novel (1957) 
Ian W a t t talks o f the supreme br i l l i ance oiTLmma, its F ie ld ingesque 
strength ' i n c o n v e y i n g the sense o f society as a w h o l e ' . H o w d o 
we reconci le this w i t h A r n o l d K e t t l e ' s v i e w that ' H i g h b u r y is 
offered to us as H i g h b u r y ' , that i t is the m i c r o s c o p i c l o c a l scene, 
representative o f n o t h i n g but i t s e l f ? 2 I n a recent essay G r a h a m 
H o u g h accounts the novels as ' soc ia l ly a n d m o r a l l y or ientated to 
the mid-e ighteenth c e n t u r y ' , 3 whereas R a y m o n d W i l l i a m s ( in the 

1 I must excuse myself from explaining this portrait; this would be an essay in 
itself, involving a wide range of historical evidence. 

2 An Introduction to the English Novel, vo l . i , Hutchinson, 1955. 
3 'Narrative and Dialogue in Jane Austen', Critical Quarterly, Autumn 1970. 
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most suggestive o f a l l analyses o f Jane Aus ten ' s socia l -histor ica l 
themes and p r e o c c u p a t i o n s ) 1 sees the i n c l i n a t i o n o f the nove ls to 
be f o r w a r d , towards the fiction o f the later nineteenth century , 
rather than to the past. O u r diff iculty, i n a l l these cases, is to k n o w 
what to bel ieve. T h e arguments are d r a w n w i t h sophis t icat ion a n d 
s k i l l . R h e t o r i c a l l y , persuasively, there is n o t h i n g m i s s i n g . T h e y 
take strength f r o m the flourishing m o d e r n tradit ions o f theoretical 
d iscuss ion and f r o m an awareness o f the need for an h i s tor ica l ly 
g r o u n d e d approach. B u t the theory and the g o o d intent ions have 
o u t r u n the evidence. W e have a m o d e l i n B r o n o w s k i ' s William 
Blake, where the cr i t i ca l interpretat ion is i n f o r m e d b y a t h o r o u g h 
and detailed unders tanding o f the h is tor ica l -cu l tura l re lat ionship 
between Blake ' s creations a n d the w o r l d a n d age i n w h i c h and for 
w h i c h they were created. T h i s is the k i n d o f account that we need 
for Jane A u s t e n — g r o u n d e d i n socia l , cu l tura l a n d intel lectual 
h i s tory , as w e l l as i n the literary h i s tory o f the p e r i o d — and 
it is this account that edit ions o f the novels s h o u l d proper ly help 
us to d iscover . 

1 The English Novel from Dickens to Eaivrence, Chatto and Windus, 1970, 30/-. 
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