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Money

EDWARD COPELAND

Money in Jane Austen’s novels has an uncanny way of seeming so
much like our own that we run the serious mistake of thinking that
it is. Everything in the Austen novels seems to add up at the cash
register in the usual way — the pianos, shawls, muslins, carriages and
horses —so familiar that we think we are in the same world. We are
not. The Austen fictional economy draws on a real economy in 4
state of rapid and unsettling transition: an expanding commercial
sector, a rapidly developing consumer culture, an economy tied to
the ups and downs of foreign wars, high taxes, scarce capital, inad-
equate banking and credit systems and large sums of money to be
made and spent by those who never had it beforc. Aggressive enclo-
sures of common lands, consolidation of neighbouring farms and
the introduction of modern agricultural improvements had brought
enormous wealth and power to the great landholders. These con-
spicuous and deeply felt changes in the distribution and manage-
ment of wealth were made even more acute by an unheard of rate of
inflation in prices, punctuated by periodic economic depression. In
this unstable economy, marriage, Austen’s narrative mainstay, was
alegitimate and cornmon means of gaining access to all-important
capital.

People without money, or living on fixed incomes, or tied to older
patriarchal systems of financial support were in big trouble, or so it
seemed in the 1790s when Austen’s first three novels, Sense and Sen-
sibility (1795, 1797), Pride and Prejudice (1796-7) and Northanger
Abbey (1798-9) were conceived. These eatly novels share a com-
mon economic vision — the danger of losing it all, the chance of
hitting it rich, huge losses, huge gains, everything riding on luck
and the main chance. Austen’s later novels, Mansfeld Park (1811~
13}, Emma (1814-15) and Persuasion (1815-16) explore much more
tomplex economic fictions, sometimes deeply troubling morally, as
Austen reflects more widely on social changes brought about by
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the economic upheavals of the war years and the following post-
war adjustments, a time marked by a decline in agricultural profits,
an expansion of the credit economy and the sense, particularly in
her last work, the unfinished Sanditon (1817), that the movement of
money was the key to the disturbing new shifts in the arrangements
of power.

The money that Jane Austen would have held in her hand, besides
small coin, would have been paper, not an insignificant fact. Paper
money printed for the Bank of England and backed by gold had
been in circulation in England from the late seventeenth century
throughout the eighteenth century, at first mostly between mer-
chants, but with increasing circulation among the public, especially
in London. People actually came to prefer the small paper notes asa
protection against coins whose value had been diminished by clip-
ping or filing. Country banks, too, printed their own currency, also
backed by gold, first as advertisement to attract depositors but also
as a great convenience for local people. However, on 27 February

1797, a profound alteration in the status of paper money occurred.
The Prime Minister, William Pitt, driven by the enormous expense
of the Continental war, declared that Bank of England notes for the
first time could not be redeemed for cash, that they were inconvert-
ible, a status that remained in effect until 15 May 1821. Pitt’s actions
met the obvious need to prevent the withdrawal and hoarding of
gold that occurred at the threat of invasion towards the close of
1796, but the news brought a profound shake to public confidence
in the economy. Contemporaries lamented the disappearance of
legal gold coin and the inevitable damaging effects on the economy
that paper money would facilitate: false credit and fictitious capital
and ‘mischievous’ speculation. Most particularly, there was concern
for the ravages to the poor that inflation would cause in rents andin
prices of ‘articles of the first necessity’ — clothing, provisions, even
bread.! Paper money and its likely effects on the economy became
a central topic of public discussion and remainied so throughout the
stoppage of payments, though, in actual fact, ‘the paper pound’ did
not follow the feared catastrophic depreciation that accompanied
the paper currencies of France and Austria. Its lowest mark never
dropped below 71 per cent of its face value. Even so, paper money
was a constant focus of public anxiety and discontent during the

war years and beyond.?
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in his Domestic Management (1819), ‘What is competency to one,
is ot so to another.” As he explains: ‘Wealth is comparative: that
which would make one man rich, another shall be poor with. Every
man should be able to live, and make an appearance in life, equal to
his station in it.”* The Dashwood sisters debate its meaning in Sense
and Sensibility. ‘Come, what is your competence?’ Elinor asks Mar-
janne, and can only laugh when she gets her answer: “Two thousand
a-year! One is my wealth! I guessed how it would end’ (1:17).

As a comparison, a common labourer at the lowest end of the
economic scale would earn around £25 a year, including extra work
during harvests, a sum, according to Anna Laetitia Barbauld, on
which he was expected to maintain ‘himself, his wife, and half a
dozen children in food, lodging, clothes, and fuel’.? Hannah More
provides an idea of the family’s diet in the recipe she recommends
for them in her Cheap Repository Tracts: a mess of garden vegetables
supplemented with ‘a bit of coarse beef, 2 sheep’s head, or any such
thing’, with the meat to go to the father, the working man; ‘the chil-
dren don't want it, she says cheerfully, ‘the soup will be thick and
substantial, and requires no bread’.” Mary Wollstonecraft wrote to
her sister of a governess’s position available at £25 per annum, a sit-
uation that would provide food and shelter, but not enough money,

as she knew from her own experience, to cover the cost of appro-
priate dress for the parlour.® Up a step, at £40 a year, a curate with
a house and garden would have almost twice the income, but also
the duty of appearing like a gentleman. As Anne Plumptre explains
in The Rector’s Son (1798), ‘Placed in a situation in which they are
expected to sustain the rank of gentlemen, they have scarcely the
means of procuring even the common necessaries of life, much
less of obtaining those superfluities which are considered as essen-
tial appendages to that of rank’ (vol. 1, ch. 1). Austen’s published
works seldom reach this far down the scale in consumer distress,
except perhaps in Mrs Smith’s unfortunate situation in Persuasion,
where there is ‘the absolute necessity of having a regular nurse, and
finances at that moment particularly unfit to meet any extraordi-
nary expense’ (2:5), though in her unfinished pieces, The Waisens
and Sanditon, Austen seems prepared to give more attention to lives
lived at the lower end of the economic spectrum.
Landed estates, however, provide the most prominent unit
for measuring competences in Austen’s novels: Mr Bennet,
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instability that an expanding consumer economy inevitably brings
to hierarchics of rank, it was essential to evaluate and to fix, if pos-
sible, acceptable relationships between incomes, rank and spending
practices.

The lowest competence alluded to in Austen’s novels is an income
of £100 a year. On this amount a ‘widow or other unmarried Lady,
may keep a Young Maid Servant, and a low salary; say from 5 to
10 Guineas a year', according to Samuel and Sarah Adams in their
domestic guide The Complete Servant.® This is Miss Bates’s exact
situation in Emma, where we understand her income from her
having only the single servant, Patty, the maid of all work, who
cooks, cleans and answers the door. ‘Oh! anxiously cries Miss Bates
upon hearing that the chimney needs cleaning, ‘Patty do not come
with your bad news to me’ (£, 2:9). Miss Bates’s cry, no surprise to
a contemporary reader, is consistent with her two cramped rooms
over a shop, reached by a dark and narrow staircase. When Mrs
Jennings in Sense and Sensibility believes that Lucy and Edward are
to marry on only £100 a year, she takes immediate pity on them:

‘I must sce what I can give them towards furnishing their house.
Two maids and two men indeed! — as I talked of t'other day. — No,
no, they must get a stout girl of all works’ (855, 2:14).

For Austen, a competence of £300 a year is only slightly less
marginal. In Sense and Sensibifity this sum will make Edward Fer-
rars comfortable as a bachelor, says Colonel Brandon, but will not
enable him to marry (3:3). “The Colonel is a ninny (3:4), says Mrs
Jennings, who as a merchant’s wife understands the lower range of
competences better than Colonel Brandon. Mrs Jennings 1s certain,
though mistakenly, that Lucy, the nicce of a provincial schoolmas-
ter, will be glad enough to marry on that sum. Elinor and Edward,
Lucy’s superiors in rank and in consumer expectations, are ‘neither
of them quite enough in love to think that three hundred and fifty
pounds a year would supply them with the comforts of life’ (§€5,
3:13). They postpone their marriage until better prospects artive.
James Austen, Jane’s eldest brother who was married on £300 a year,

quickly discovered that it would not support his ambitious notions

of 2 competence: a close carriage for his wife and a pack of harriers
for his hunting pleasures.!!

In Northanger Abbey, Mr Morland offers his son James and his
intended bride, Isabella Thorpe, a clerical living of £400 per annum,
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whlch,' though not to Isabella’s great satisfaction, is a substantial
deduction from his own income for the sake of the couple and
thot_lgh not grand, makes a reasonable starting income forg ng
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At the highest income levels of the Austen )famjly’s professional
r:;ﬁnk, a competencelof between £800 and £1,500 a year brin s1 Zil -
;e a:avg;l consurner signs along with it. Trusler suggests that ESOOga
" f:pf_l(ér; a carriage, though the Adamses suggest that the
gt e 0 5 € more prude_nt for incomes between £1,000 and
ria,ge Wheyeir. Mrs Dashwood in Sense and Sensibility sells her car-
ook n her income falls to only £500 a year (1:5). Jane Austen’s
T set up a carriage when his income reached £700 a year, but
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soon gave it up as too expensive (L, 17 November 1798; Family
Record, p. 112).
The largest incomes in Austen’s novels are most frequently
reserved for the landed gentry and are characterised by the degree
and kind of consumer display undertaken by their possessors.
Colonel Brandon’s estate, according to Mrs Jennings, is worth
£2,000 a year, all debts paid, and, she marvels, has ‘the best fruit-
trees in the country’ (SE§, 2:8). John Dashwood’s Norland pro-
duces £4,000 a year, not including the addition of his wife’s dowry
and a substantial inheritance from his mother, and is spent lavishly
on an expensive visit to London for the season and a showy new
y. In Pride and Prejudice Mr Bennet’s estate is

greenhouse for Fann
worth £2,000 a year, which he just keeps within, though without
making any provisions for dowries for his daughters. Mr Darcy’s

£10,000 a year from the Pemberley estate is spent admirably on
furniture that has ‘less of splendour, and more elegance, than the
furniture of Rosings’ (3:1). He also refurnishes a parlour solely for
his sister’s pleasure and makes a substantial contribution of resources

for the sake of Elizabeth to retrieve Lydia's honour, such as it is.
In Mansfield Park, Mr Rushworth’s estate of £12,000 a year sup-
fashionable part of London, where

ports a house in an eXpensive,
his wife falls into an adulterous relationship with Mr Crawford. Mr

Crawford, who ignores the management of his £4,000 a year estate,
spends the income on the selfish pleasures of a man-about-town.
The estates in Emma and Persuasion, Donwell Abbey and Kellynch
Hall, reveal their economic value through gaps in the consumer
spending of their owners. The loss of the season in London for
Elizabeth and Sir Walter measures the condition of the Kellynch
income in precise terms. The season, according to the economic
historian F. M. L. Thompson, could have been managed on an
income of £5,000 in the 1790s, a sum that would explain the John
Dashwoods’ ready engagement of this expense. But after the war, as
‘Thompson notes, the expenses for this luxury had doubled.” Mis-
management and inflation take their toll on Sir Walter’s pretensions
to grandeur. On the other hand, Mr Knightley’s infrequent use ofa
carriage, so deprecated by Emma, is understood by the reader tobea
prudent investment in the future of Donwell Abbey on the assump-
tion that he sensibly invests his spare capital in improvements to his

estate.
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home in a protected valley and sighs for an economic past that Jane
Austen suggests is gone for ever: ‘Tt was always a very comfortable
House — said M™ Parker — looking at it through the back win-
dow with something like the fondness of regret. — And such a nice
Garden — such an excellent Garden’ (5, 4),
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