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Letters

DEIRDRE LE FAYE

Ata conservative estimate, Jane Austen probably wrote about 3,000
letters during her lifetime, of which only 160 are known and pub-
lished. The surviving manuscripts are scattered round the globe
from Australia to America; most are in the Pierpont Morgan
Library in New York, some in the British Library in London and a
few are still in private hands. They are usually written on quarto size
paper, folded to form two leaves (i.e. four pages of text), but a few
are on octavo sheets or even smaller scraps. As Jane Austen’s niece
Caroline Austen (1805-80) recalled: ‘Her handwriting remains to
bear testimony to its own excellence; and every note and letter of
hers, was finished off Aandsemely — There was an art #hen in folding
and sealing — no adhesive envelopes made all easy — some people’s
letters looked always loose and untidy — but Aer paper was sure
to take the right folds, and Aer sealing wax to drop in the proper
place.™

The first of Austen’s letters to be published were No. 146 and
No. 161{C),? some very limited extracts of which were used by her
brother Henry in his ‘Biographical Notice of the Author’, prefixed
to the posthumous publication of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion
in 1817 {(Memoir, pp- 142-3). Thereafter, it was not until the 1860s,
when her nephew, the Revd James Edward Austen-Leigh (JEAL)
(1798-1874), was contemplating writing a biography of his aunt,
that his elder sister Anna, Mrs Leftoy (1793-1872), suggested:
‘Letters may have been preserved, & this is the more probable as
Aunt Jane’s talent for letter writing was so much valued & thought
so delightful amongst her own family circle’ (Mesmoir, p. 162).

Jane Austen’s sister Cassandra (1773—1845) had indeed pre-
served many of Jane’s letters, and JEAL's sister Caroline confirmed:
‘Her letters to Aunt Cassandra (for they were sometimes separated)
were, 1 dare say, open and confidential — My Aunt looked them
over and burnt the greater part (as she told me), 2 or 3 years before
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het own death — She left, or gave some as legacies to the Neices
[sic} — but of those that I have seen, several had portions cut out’
{ Memuoir, p. 174). It would seem that Cassandra’s censorship was to
ensure that these younger nieces did not read any of Jane Austen’s
sometimes acid or forthright comments 01 neighbours and family
members who might «till be alive later in the pineteenth century
(see fig. 1), for before this destruction Cassandra had discussed
some of them, during the late 1830s, with one of Admiral Francis
Austen’s daughters, Catherine (181877, later Mrs Hubback), who
understood from Cassandra that: ‘{Jane Austen] always said her
books were her children, and supplied her sufficient interest for
happiness; and some of her letters, triumphing over the married
women of her acquaintance, & rejoicing in her own freedom from
care, were most amusing’ (Memoir, P- 191).

As for the idea of using Jane Austen’s letters as the basis of
a biography, Caroline Austen was doubtful: ‘There is nothing in
those letters which I have seen that would be acceptable to the
public — They were very well expressed, and they must bave been
very interesting 1o those who received them — but they detailed
chiefly home and farnily events; and <he seldom committed herself
epen t0 an gpinion — 80 that to strangers they could be o transcript
of her mind — they would not feel that they knew her any the better
for having read them’ (Memoir, pp- 173-4).

Nevertheless, no other documentary evidence for a biography
was available, and so the first of the letters to appear in anything
like their entirety were those used by JEAL in his Memoir of Jane
Austen, published in 1869. Even then, he had at his disposal only 2
very limited quantity, merely those letters which had passed down
in his own senior line of the Austen family, plus a few more lent
to him by his cousins in the Charles Austen line of descent. When
Jane Austen’s eldest niece Fanny Knight (1793-1882, later Lady
Knatchbull) died after being senile for some years, her sof, the
first Lord Brabourne, found amongst her effects more than eighty
letters from Austen, which he published in two volumes in 1884,
as Letters of Jane Austen.

Tn 1906 another five of Austen’s letters which had descended in
Admiral Francis Austen’s family were published by John Habback
and his daughter Edith in their collaborative work Jane Austens
Sailor Brothers; and a fow years later JEAL's descendants William
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particularly the earlier letters . . . Miss Austen’s fandamental weak-
ness as a letter-writer . . . [is that] she has not enough subject
matter on which to exercise her powers. Her character and sex as
well as her environment removed her from public affairs, and she
was too sincere and spontaneous to affect any interest which she
did not feel. She takes no account of politics or religion, and none

of the war except when it brings prize-money to her brothers. Her

comments on literature are provincial and perfunctory . . - nothing

. her mind except the wish to tell her sister everything . - ¢ For
Forster, Austen was 2 frivolous, sharp-eyed, hard-hearted young
wornan, with far too much ‘eighteenth century frankness clinging
to her; he thoroughly disapproved of the reference to a bastard child
in Sense and Sensibility, and thought it quite right that the wording

had been toned down in the second edition.

In the second half of the twentieth century, however, as Ansten’s

1ife and works became the subject of serious study, Lord Brabourne’s
correct. At the present time, literary

opinions were proven to be
critics trawl through the letters to pick out every possible hint that
clue as to the source of her plots or the origins of her

characters, and social historians seek for precise information on the
life of the middle-ranking professional classes of the period. Now
that the complete texts of Jane Austen’s Jetters, such as do survive
at least, are arranged in chronological order, it can be seen that they

£l into scveral clearly defined groups, the style and content of

which are appropriate to the recipient. For example, to her brother

Francis, away at sea, she sends a bulletin of information about all
the family, such as someone away for a long period would need to
know: ‘Behold me going to write you as handsome 2 Letter as 1
can’ (L, 13 July 1813). No doubt similar letters went to her younger

cailor brother, Charles — his diaries note the receipt of 2 number

of letters from Jane, but unfortunately he preserved only the very

Jast of them, that written on 6 April 1817 during her final illness.
None of the letters Jane Austen sent to her brother Henry survives,

and this is perbaps posterity’s greatest loss, for when she wrote 0
:1 1805 she explained: T was not able to go on

can give S01e

Cassandra on 8 Apr
yesterday, all my Wit & leisure were bestowed on letters to Charles
& Henry ...

the letters

As the next generation of nieces and nephews Zrew up,

to Fanny Knight became those of an ‘agony aunt’ in the modern
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Villages as 1 deal in — but I could no more write a Romance than
an Epic Poem. 1 could not sit seriously down to write a serious
Romance under any other motive than to save oy Life, & if it
were indispensable for me tO keep it up & pever relax into laugh-
ing at myself or other people, I am sure 1 should be hung before
1 had finished the first Chapter. — No — 1 must keep to my oW
style & go on in my own Way; and though | may never succeed
again in that, 1 am convinced that 1 should totally fail in any other
(L, 1 April 1816).

As for her correspondence with her beloved sister Cassandra,
Jane herself explains her intentions, in her letter of 3 January 1801:
‘1 have now attained the true art of letter-writing, which we arc
atways told, is to express on paper exactly what one would say to the
same person by word of mouth; I have been talking to you almost
as fast as 1 could the whole of this letter.” To read these letters,
even though it is two hundred years since they were written, is the
nearest we can come 10 hearing Jane Austen talk to us as well-
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