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Literary influences

JANE STARLER

In aletter of December 1798 Jane Austen told Cassandra that they
were subscribing to 2 new library, The proprictress had written with

our family, who are great Novel-readers & not ashamed of being
so’ {Z, 18-19 December). Mr Austen’s taste was liberal, encom-
passing ‘every Species of literature’, according to Henry Austen’s
‘Biographical Notice’, The family’s enthusiasm for the stage meant

rehearsals of comedies or farces by writers like Tsagc Bickerstaffe,
Susannah Centlivre, Hannah Cowley, Henry F ielding, Dayid
Garrick and Richard Brinsley Sheridan, Despite her brothers
emphasis on seripus literature in his memoiy Jate Austen was as
fond of low comedy and sensationa] novels as collections of ser-
mons. Theatrical productions helped to populate her work with
comic archetypes: rakes, hypocrites, simperers, blusterers, gatru-
lous purveyors of scandal and trivia and 8rUmpy spouses wearily
resigned to the incorrigible folly of their partners,

Gothic fiction also found its way into the barsonage: Jane Austen

siasm for the same story in Northanger Abbey (1:6) explains why
Mr Austen borrowed it from the library rather than buying it.
He did, however, acquire drthur Fite Albin: (1798) a nove] by
Sir Samuel Egerton Brydges, who had rented the parsonage at

cane. Austen found it odd ‘that we should purchase the only one
of Egerton’s works of which his family are ashamed’, But, she told
Cassandra, ‘these scruples. .. do not arall interfere with my reading
it'(L, 25 November 1798). Austen’s toleration for those who defied
fonvention was not unlimited, however, and she later discarded 4
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styles, alert to the various resp
different readers.

Records of book ownership, her writing and family testimo-
nials tell us that Austen knew the poetic tradition of William
Shakespeare, John Milton, Alexander Pope, James Thomson,
Thomas Gray, Oliver Goldsmith, William Cowper and George
Crabbe; she was also familiar with the more recent Romantic legacy
of Walter Scott, Thomas Campbell, William Wordsworth and
Robert Burns as embraced by Sir Edward in Senditon (‘Burns is

always on fire’, §, 7). Austen roamed through the novels of her
contemporaries Scott, Charlotte Smith, Jane West, Frances Burney
and Maria Edgeworth. The last two were her most immediate lit-
eraty influences. Austen subscribed to Burney’s Camilla (1796);
ranked Edgeworth above nearly all other authors and joked about
Scott as a rival. Like Burney and Edgeworth she blended omni-
scient narration with Richardson’s device of intimate letters to
track the evolution of a courtship. Through epistolary exchange,
Butney’s Evelina (1778) follows a young woman’s navigation of the
traps of English society and the obstacles of embarrassing relatives
and unwelcome suitors towards marriage with a worthy aristocrat.
Austen found the impeccable Lord Orville unnatural but enjoyed
Burney’s grotesquely comic characters. In Edgeworth’s ‘Moral Tale’
Belinda the heroine learns to recognise false guides and rely on her
own judgement. Edgeworth cultivated 2 strong ethical and practi-
cal dimension in her female characters but she was wary of novels as
agenre. In Northanger Abbey Austen rebukes novelists who degrade
‘by their contemptuous censure the very performances, to the num-
ber of which they are themselves adding’ (1:5): Edgewo

onses they provoked in a range of

rth’s adver-

and vice . .,
o',

Themes of education and moral development permeated

eighteenth-century fictional and non-fictional prose. They under-
pin Ann Radcliffe’s Gothic novels, blended with sensational adven-
tures and descriptions of sublime scenery;
or philosophical dress in periodical litera

they turn up in religious
ture and conduct guides.
Gisborne’s An E; nguiry
4 July 1806) which is to
ordyce sermons inflicted
e and Prejudice (1:14).
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Byron, is thrust into the London marriage market, tries to evade the
advances of the villainous Sir Hargrave Pollexfen and falls in love
with the charitable patrician Sir Charles, who is distracted by his
love for a beautiful foreigner. He struggles at great length between

different desires and principles and when he eventually asks Harriet
to marry him, she is overcome by his m

agnanimity. Scholars have
traced multiple resemblances between Sir Charles Grandisen and

Austen’s later works: the growth of Fanny’s love for Edmund in
Mansfield Park, for example, or the episode at Pemberley in Pride

and Prejudice when Elizabeth is impressed by the housekeeper’s

esteem for Darcy as a benevolent landlord.! Just as significant as

these suggestions of direct influence, however, is the versatility of

Austen’suse of Richardson and her deft transformations of available
literary traditions.

Richardson’s influence does not sta
single way; rather, his novels provided characters, situations, narra-
tive tensions and a consuming fascination with inner [ife which
Austen developed in different contexts. Her youthful dramatic
vetsion of Sir Charles Grandison is instantly funny as a feat of
compression: a seven-volume novel shrinks to five very short acts.
Catherine Morland’s mother in Northanger Abbey ‘often reads Sir

Charles Grandison’ and Isabella Thorpe finds it ‘an amazing hor-
1id book’ (1:6). In Sanditon Sir Edward’s character has been mal-
formed by the Rich

ardson school of sentimental novels featuring
Man’s determined pursuit of Woman in deftance of every opposi-
tion of feeling & convenience’ (8, 8). In her letters Austen refers
to Richardson’s heroines with playful familiarity. When she thanks
Cassandra for a long letter she invokes one of them again: Like
Harriot Byron I ask, what am I to do with my Gratitude? — I can
do nothing but thank youd&goon’ (£, 11-12 October 1813). Gen-
tle mockery of Richardson’s sensitive virtuous heroines is evident
in ‘Frederic and Elfrida’ when Elfrida hurries into ‘a succession of
fainting fits’ (ch. 5) and ‘Love and Freindship’ where the heroines
‘fainted Alternately on a Sofa’ (Letter the 8%), This femninine del-

icacy, like the ‘cruel Persecutions of obstinate Fathers’ {‘Letter the

First’), also characterises Sheridan’s and Radcliffe’s plots.2
One of the most obvious fe

atures of Austen’s early writing is its
burlesque mockery of anothe

1 work through a reproduction of its
style in an exaggerated form. In her Juvenilia we find merciless

mp Austen’s writing in any
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1801). Her male characters, however,
to shield them from social interactio
and Mr Price both neglect Fanny
a newspaper; in Persuasion, Charle
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reading defines Mr Palmer’s existence (€3S, 1:19).

Scholars have traced myriad influences for Austen’s satire but
they cannot wholly account for her unforced linguistic precision and
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lar work even when she records one. Lady Morgan, for example, is
saluted and slighted in the same breath: ‘We have got iz of Athens

by Miss Owenson; which must be very clever, because it was written
as the Authoress says, in three months’ (L, 17-18 January 1809);
Lactitia Matilda Hawkins receives a carefully balanced appraisal:

‘very good and clever, but tedjous’ (L, ?late February-early March
1815). Austen’s view of Byron is teasingly enigmatic: ‘I have read
the Corsair, mended m

Y petticoat, & have nothing else to do’ (L,
5-8 March 18 14); and her recommendation of Madame de Stagl’s
Corinne, or Italy (1807), a lyrical celebration of female passion, to a
deaf, housebound old man in Southampton is similarly inscrutable:
‘He has lived in that House more than twenty years, & poor Man,
is s0 totally deaf, that they say he ¢ not hear a Cannon, were it

fired close to him; having no cannon at hand to make the experi-
ment, I took it for granted, & talked to him a little with my fingers,

enough. — I recommended him to read Corinng’
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ten acknowledged the Literary tradi-
‘an Essay on Writing, a critique on
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NOTES

1. See Jocelyn Harris, Jane Austen’s Art of Memory

(Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 1989), pp- 130-6%; Kennet
Jane Austen’s Art of Allusion (Lincoln and London:

Nebraska Press, 1968}, pp- 105-7.

University of

2. B. C. Southam, Jane Austen’s Literary Manuscripts: A Study of the

Nouvelist's Development through the Surviving Papers, neW edition
(London and New York: Athlone Press, 2001), pp- -11-

3. Discussed in Paula Byme, Jane Austen and the Theatre (London:

Hambledon, 2002), p- 133. Doricourt has co

mpleted his Grand

Tour and, seeing himself as an experienced cosmopolitan,

what disdainful of provincial England.

4. 'The Psalm reads: “The Lord is the portion
and of my cup: thou maintainest my lot.
unto me in pleasant places, yea, I have a goo
verses 5—6).
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of mine inheritance
/ The lines ar¢ fallen
dly heritage’ {ch. 16,




