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2+ N these pages, from the vantage point of a particular English country
gentlewoman, a journey is made through the society and sur-
& roundings of a group of people of unsurpassed elegance and refine-
ment, in the later decades of the eighteenth century and at the
beginning of an era of profound change that followed it. Jane Austen’s Town
and Country Style offers an opportunity to wander, to gaze and to gain an
almost tactile understanding of this world — the world of Jane Austen.

Here we will see how the country gentry lived — in an ambience of cul-
tivated politeness, with a keen though delicate sensibility, well balanced
by common sense — as well as how they dressed and dressed up, dined and
feasted, performed and were entertained, in a selection of social settings.

We will also see where they lived, the aesthetic perfection of the English
country house crowning an almost equally perfect landscape. The interior
designs of the rooms, complete with colour, texture and appointment of
furniture, are rendered from visual impressions in the novels supported by
personal and historical archives, and then reconstructed to create an im-
aginary model of Mansfield Park.

Mansfield Park is a good place from which to consider a central ques-
tion — did Jane Austen draw her characters and settings from actual ex-
perience? But this book is not about the structure of Jane Austen’s novels
and her characterizations; nor is it an examination of the chronological
details of her life. These subjects have passed time and time again through
the sieve of expert analysis.

The perspective —appropriate to a lady of rank —is confined to the per-
sonal and social life of the men, women and children of the upper classes,
and their circle of domestic interests. Far from being bland, this presents
the sublime world of southern England’s great houses, the socially com-
petitive atmosphere of London’s elegant drawing rooms and Bath’s
assembly rooms, as well as the robust attractions of the period’s most pop-
ular coastal resorts. It is a perspective that tends to overlook the era’s

Above: Panel from a classically inspired chiaroscuro wallpaper frieze, from Warren
Hastings’ Daylesford House in Gloucestershire. Hastings was a long-standing friend of the
Austen family. Opposite: Detail from an early nineteenth-century French wallpaper,
possibly from designs by Vernet (1758-1836), used during the present century to decorate the
main bedroom at Godmersham Park, the Kent country seat of Edward Austen Knight.




Preface

more unsavoury aspects — disease, squalor, social injustice; but as Jane
herself said, ‘Let other pens dwell on guilt and misery. I quit such odious
subjects as soon as I can.’ (Mansfield Park)

During a period when Haydn was composing, and Turner and Con-
stable painting, English domestic architecture was enjoying its Golden
Age. Within the environment of Jane Austen, as depicted through her
novels, the country house and its landscaped setting are chronicled as an
enduring achievement, harmoniously linking classical order and nature.
The doors are then flung open to reveal the shade and stripe of wallpaper,
the pattern of chintzes and rugs, and the arrangement of expertly
designed and crafted furniture. The book invites the reader to be a sur-
reptitious onlooker in another time through a frozen-frame sequence of
rooms, their fashionable occupants stilled in mid-motion. In the drawing
room we can eavesdrop on detailed observations of the cut and design of
costume, as well as the occupation of looking one’s best. In the dining
room, a display of food and drink, on the age’s best china, plate and crys-
tal, is unobtrusively admired, and menus considered, while appetizing
smells drift up from the kitchen.

We can no longer live to the full the beauty, balance, dignity, grace
and manner that are thus displayed; but by seeking to blow away the mist
that has accumulated over the years since Jane Austen wrote her novels,
and to look with clarity into her society and surroundings, we may dis-
cover customs, artistic appreciation and visual styles — from textile pat-
terns to interior design — that retain their validity even today.

This simple pedestal table is believed to have been Jane Austen’s writing table. It was here,
near the window in Chawton Cottage, that she liked to work in the mornings after breakfast.
Opposite: Educated ladies purchasing reading matter from Lackington’s bookshop in
Finsbury Square, London, 1809.
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‘s or 4 Families in a Country Village is the very thing to work on’
Chawton, g September 1814

B HOUGH JANE AUSTEN’S knowledge of the world reached
far beyond the relative confines of a country parson’s unmar-
g2 ried daughter, her distinctive awareness of life and the vagaries
i of society began with the country parson himself, the Learned
Re\ erend George Austen. Born in Kent, he was a descendant of an
honourable family of clothiers known as the Grey Coats of Kent. The
family owned two small manor houses in the sixteenth century, gradually
building up their holdings over the next two centuries and making some
members substantial landowners. But misfortune and the inheritance
laws diverted the family’s wealth away from George Austen’s father, Wil-
liam Austen, so that George began life in less than genteel circumstances.
William Austen then earned his living as a surgeon in Tonbridge, Kent, at
a time when medical men were considered among the menial strata of so-
ciety. He married a widow, Rebecca Walter, who already had a son, Wil-
liam Hampson Walter. William and Rebecca Austen had four children
together, three of whom survived: Philadelphia, George and Leonora. Of
the last-named, little is known, except that she was all her life dependent
on the charity of relations and died a spinster. George’s mother died soon
after the birth of her last child, and his father remarried but left him an
orphan when he was six. His stepmother took little interest in him, and it
required the benevolence of George’s wealthy lawyer uncle, Francis Aus-
ten of Sevenoaks, to see to his needs and to pay for the boy’s education at
Tonbridge School, where his academic achievements led him to St John’s
College, Oxford, on an Open Scholarship. In 1754 he left Oxford to
become the curate at Shipbourne and in 1755 a master at Tonbridge
School, but he returned to Oxford in 1758 as a Fellow of St John’s and
assistant chaplain of the college. He was a proficient scholar, well read in
several languages and with a developed appreciation for literature that
encompassed a broad range of literary styles. He was pleasant-natured,
handsome, and generally at ease with society. Perhaps it was his intellec-
tual and social attributes, combined with good looks — he was popularly
known as ‘the handsome proctor’ while a Don at Oxford — that first
aroused the notice of the Master of Balliol’s niece, Cassandra Leigh.
Jane Austen’s mother, Cassandra, was the daughter of the Reverend
Thomas Leigh, rector of Harpsden near Henley-on-Thames in Oxford-
shire and known as ‘Chick Leigh’ for his rapid success in being elected a
Fellow of All Souls’ College. Although Oxford, academia and the clergy
provided some common ground to link George and Cassandra, Mrs Aus-
ten’s forebears were considerably more exalted than her husband’s. Her
great-uncle was the first Duke of Chandos — a noble title, though perhaps
not a noble character, for his ostentatious lifestyle was much criticized.
Another of her ancestors, Sir Thomas Leigh, had been Lord Mayor of
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James (1765—1819), the eldest of the
Austens’ six sons, was devoted to
literature and poetry. Although most
gentlemen of this period were ‘dropping
in’ to verse, James had more talent for it
than most. Jane (right) was to become
the more famous writer of the family,
however. The silhouette (far right)
probably shows her only sister,
Cassandra (1773-1845), to whom the
author remained particularly close
throughout her life.

London under Queen Elizabeth I, and his son had sheltered Charles I at
Stoneleigh Abbey in Warwickshire in 1642 during the Civil Wars. The
stately, aristocratic Stoneleigh Abbey became the family seat of the
Leighs of Adlestrop in Gloucestershire, to which Cassandra belonged.
Cassandra was the namesake of her great-aunt, the Duchess of Chandos.

The Reverend Austen took holy orders in 1760 and married Cas-
sandra Leigh at Walcot Church in Bath in 1764. Before his marriage,
George Austen was presented with the living of the parish of Steventon,
near Basingstoke in Hampshire, of which his cousin Thomas Knight was
the patron. Thomas Knight was a wealthy landowner with large property
holdings in Kent and Hampshire and two imposing mansions, God-
mersham Park and Chawton Manor House. To the Steventon benefice
Francis Austen of Sevenoaks added the neighbouring living of Deane, the-
reby providing the thirty-three-year-old clergyman with enough security
to begin married life. The Austens first settled in Deane, accompanied by
Cassandra’s mother and the motherless seven-year-old son of Warren
Hastings, future governor-general of India. Hastings probably commit-
ted his son to the care of the rector on the recommendation of George Aus-
ten’s elder sister, Philadelphia Hancock, the wife of Dr Tysoe Saul
Hancock, an English surgeon working in India, where the couple had
become close friends of the governor-general. Equally, Hastings had been
friends with Mrs Austen’s relations, the Leighs, since his childhood in
Gloucestershire. The Reverend and his wife were therefore known to him,
and he could be confident of his son’s security and upbringing. Young
Hastings was a sickly child and only lived another three years, which
caused Mrs Austen as much grief as if he had been her own child — the
Austens’ kind affection was long after remembered with gratitude by the
boy’s father. Happily, the Austens began to have sons of their own. James
was born in 1765, followed by George in 1766 — a mentally defective child
about whom little is known — and Edward in 1767. A few years later the
Austens moved to the rectory at Steventon, which saw the birth of Henry
Thomas in 1771, of the first daughter, Cassandra Elizabeth, in 1773, of
Francis William in 1774, Jane in 1775 and the last child, Charlesjohn, in
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Edward Austen is presented to Mr and Mrs Thomas Knight, his adoptive parents, by his
father, the Reverend George Austen.

1779. Added to the Austens’ growing family were the pupils that the
schoolmaster Reverend Austen took in to supplement his income.

The rectory came with a small farm, on which the Reverend Austen
produced wheat, harvested with the aid of his bailiff, John Bond. Mrs
Austen, in addition to looking after her eight children, superintended the
kitchen garden and flocks of chickens and ducks, while keeping a watchful
eye on the dairy maid and on the cook’s baking and brewing. From their
mother Jane and Cassandra began to learn the crafts of the gentlewoman:
needlework, art, music and managing a large household. From their
father they gained an appreciation of scholarship. The Reverend Austen,
with his unusually large library of over five hundred books, brought them
history, geography and literature — even Gothic intrigue — by encouraging
his children to read, often aloud, as an evening’s amusement within the
family circle, and to discuss freely what they had read. The pleasures of
the written word even extended to their own composition. For the most
part, the girls received their education at home, though there were two
brief episodes of formal education. The first was with a Mrs Crawley in
Oxford in 1782, when Cassandra was about ten and Jane seven. Mrs Aus-
ten had intended to send only Cassandra, thinking Jane still too young.
But ‘IfCassandra were going to have her head cut off, Jane would insist on
sharing her fate’, said Mrs Austen; thus the two little girls, together with
their cousin Jane Cooper, went off to Oxford. The following year Mrs
Crawley removed her small school to Southampton, where her establish-
ment was besieged by ‘putrid sore throat’, and Jane nearly died. Jane
Cooper wrote to her mother of the potential tragedy, and Mrs Cooper and
Mrs Austen immediately removed the girls. The second and last school at
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which the Austen girls were educated was the Abbey School in Reading,
where they stayed until 1786 or 1787.

The Austen boys James and Henry were also educated by their father
until they were old enough to go to Oxford, where James, the true scholar
among the children, extolled the ideals and virtues of a poet while airing
his nationalistic Tory views as editor of a journal called The Loterer.
James, like his father, became a clergyman and eventually succeeded to
the living of Steventon, among others. Henry also wrote for The Loiterer
while at Oxford, but his nature was more carefree than his brother’s, and
his career more eventful; he was in turn a captain in the Oxford Militia, a
temporarily successful London banker, receiver-general for Oxfordshire,
a bankrupt and a clergyman.

Francis, a year older than Jane, and Charles, the baby of the family,
were educated at home until they were fourteen and twelve years old, re-
spectively, when they went off to the Royal Naval Academy at Ports-
mouth. Both had very successful naval careers during one of the most
heroic, albeit unruly, periods of British naval history. Both brothers
became admirals; Francis received a knighthood, the much-coveted
Order of the Bath, and Charles retired as commander-in-chief on the
North American and West Indies station.

Edward, Jane’s third eldest brother, had an education and upbring-
ing of a much different pattern. Mr and Mrs Thomas Knight, the son and
daughter-in-law of the Reverend Austen’s distant relative and patron,
developed an affection for young Edward, inviting him to stay at their
mansion in nearby Chawton, and later for extended visits to God-
mersham Park in Kent. These visits became longer and longer, so that the
boy’s father began to worry that Edward was getting distressingly behind
in his Latin grammar. But the visits increased, and the Knights eventu-
ally proposed adopting Edward, then in his teens, making him heir to
their estates. It was not unusual for families to perpetuate ownership
through distant relations in this way. Realizing the enormous advantages
in this arrangement for their son, the Austens agreed, but in spite of the
separation, Edward remained close to his natural parents, brothers and
sisters. Edward’s education was then expanded to include tutelage in the
management of vast landholdings and country estates, as well as in the art
of being a polished, articulate gentleman with a gentleman’s cultural sen-
sitivity. For the latter aspect of his studies it was necessary to embark on a
grand tour of Europe, to acquire a connoisseur’s appreciation of Roman
ruins and Renaissance architecture. Edward must have found this phase
of his education to be worthwhile, because he was later to send his own
sons on a grand tour. Upon receiving his inheritance in 1812, Edward
Austen became Edward Austen Knight. (For the sake of continuity I have
used the name Edward Austen Knight throughout, regardless of the
date.)

For Jane Austen, the focal point of her world was her family, a per-
spective expanded and made highly colourful through the varied and suc-
cessful careers of her brothers, news of which was brought home by the
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family’s continuous correspondence. More importantly, she acquired
first-hand experience of life beyond her Hampshire village — bolder, with
more lustre and with human nature more capricious — for the most part
through numerous extended stays with her brothers and other relatives.
During long visits with Henry and his chic wife Eliza, Jane developed an
acquaintance with London, the capital of fashion and good taste, in its
public manifestations — the theatre, concerts, art exhibitions, pleasure
gardens and smart West End shops, patronized by the haughty elegants of
select society —and in the private ‘make or break’ social soirées of the city’s
genteel drawing rooms. At Godmersham Park, the Kent country seat of
Edward Austen Knight, Jane delighted in an existence of pure leisurely
comfort maintained by an army of servants. Amid the sprawling Palla-
dian splendours of Edward’s mansion, with its six hundred acres of exqui-
sitely landscaped parkland, she enjoyed Godmersham’s illustrious
visitors and gracious dinner parties, as well as being entertained by the
neighbouring family at Chilham Castle and making overnight stays at the
stately Goodnestone Park, home of Edward’s in-laws, the family of Sir
Brook Bridges.

The world beyond

The British were at war for most of Jane Austen’s forty-two years (1775~
1817). During the year of her birth English soldiers were engaged in the
American War of Independence, which lasted until their defeat at York-
town, Virginia, in 1781, though the war did not officially end until the
signing of the Treaty of Paris in 1783. The years 1789 to 1799 were those of
the French Revolution, which electrified the English upper classes with a
mixture of horror and satisfaction. Between 1812 and 1814 Britain was
again at war with America, overlapping the country’s fight against France
and Napoleon, which began in 1793 and ended with the Battle of Water-
loo two years before Jane’s death. While England’s shores were under
threat of invasion from France, the southern coastal resorts were pop-
ulated with men in uniform, as was the capital. People living in rural areas
were kept aware of the country’s war efforts through the newspapers’ run-
ning commentary on naval exploits and battles, making war heroes the
idols of the nation. With two brothers fighting in Nelson’s navy, the events
of war became more personal.

Even the startling incidents of Revolutionary France directly touched
the Austen family — brought to Steventon in the form of Eliza, daughter of
Mrs Philadelphia Hancock. Dr Hancock had brought his wife and
daughter to England from India in 1765. In 1769 it became necessary for
Dr Hancock to return to India to earn more money, but in 1775 he quietly
died there, never to see his wife and child again. During those years Mrs
Hancock and her daughter Eliza spent a great deal of time with the Aus-
tens at Steventon, forming an increasingly strong attachment to the
family. It had been the Hancocks’ desire to educate their daughter in
Europe, so when her husband died, Mrs Hancock went to live abroad,
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eventually settling in Paris, where Eliza grew up amidst the glitter of
fashionable Parisian society. In 1781, at the age of nineteen, Eliza the
coquette married Jean Gabriel Capotte, Comte de Feuillide: ‘he literally
adores me’, she wrote to her cousin Philadelphia Walter, and is ‘entirely
devoted to me ... making my inclinations the guide to all his actions’. In
1786, expecting a child, she left for England, where her son was born. She
named the baby Hastings after her godfather, Warren Hastings.

In England Madame la Comtesse de Feuillide was received at Court—
her slight frame bedecked in voluminous stiff satin, stretched over the
wide side-hoops of ladies’ Court dress, in which she was obliged to stand
for two hours. She returned to France from time to time, but was always
eager to get back to England and the fashionable company of London,
Tunbridge Wells and the coastal resorts. She also made time for extended
visits to Steventon, where she enthralled her cousins with detailed ac-
counts of French society.

The history of the effervescent Eliza then entered a darker phase. In
1791 her mother died, and the Comte left behind a mistress in order to
come to England and comfort his wife, taking her to Bath for a bit of
gaiety. On the couple’s return to London they were met with letters
announcing that if the Comte de Feuillide did not return to France im-
mediately he would be declared an émigré and have his estates con-
fiscated. Perhaps not realizing the danger provoked by his royalist
associations, and needing to rescue what little remained of his fortune,
Eliza’s husband returned to France. In 1794 the Comte de Feuillide, like
Robespierre, was executed on the guillotine a year after the commence-
ment of the Reign of Terror.

The widow Eliza never lacked male admirers; James and Henry Aus-
ten became particularly ardent suitors. James was the first of the brothers
to propose marriage to his cousin, but was refused; the life of a Hampshire
clergyman was probably too bucolic for Eliza. Henry, nine years her
junior and a captain in the Oxford Militia, was accepted, though not with-
out considerable wooing. She had once described him as being taller than
his father, a characteristic that apparently met with her approval, and she
admired his powdered head, dressed ‘in a very tonish style’. The couple
were married in 1797, when Jane was twenty-two years old.

It was ten years earlier, in 1787, that Eliza had joined the Austens at
Steventon in their Christmas theatricals. Keen amateur actors, they
sometimes put on their plays in the dining room of the rectory, but this
year a full house was expected — in both the domestic and theatrical sense
—and the large barn in a meadow near the rectory was required to seat the
expected visitors. Eliza had seen Bon Ton by Garrick and Mrs Cowley’s
Which is the Man? during a recent visit to Tunbridge Wells, and was
anxious that she and her cousins adapt them for a performance in the barn
theatre; but the young Austens had other ideas and enticed Eliza into join-
ing them in a risqué play called The Wonder! A Woman Keeps a Secret by Mrs
Centlivre. Twelve-year-old Jane was no doubt dazzled by the addition of
this fascinating cousin to the family circle.
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A scene from David Garrick’s comedy Bon
Ton, or High Life Below Stairs, first
performed at Drury Lane in 1775. Eliza

wanted to adapt the play for a performance in
the Austens’ barn theatre in Steventon.

Opposite: The trial of Warren Hastings,

which opened with spectacular public
ceremony in 1788, aroused great controversy
and excitement in social circles. Inset: Sir
Joshua Reynolds, who had painted this
portrait of Hastings 17668, was among those
who attended sessions of the trial.

The year 1787 also marked an event that may initially have been of
only minor interest to the budding teenager, but it was an incident much
discussed in the rectory, and provided dazzle of a different nature: the
beginning of impeachment proceedings against the politically powerful
Warren Hastings, Eliza’s benevolent godfather, friend of the Austen
family and a favourite with King George II1. The charges against Hast-
ings — ‘High Crimes and Misdemeanours’, involving corruption and
plunder during his term of office as governor-general of India — were
brought forward in a speech to the House of Commons given by the
dramatist and Whig MP Richard Brinsley Sheridan. So movingly elo-
quent was the speech that Sheridan was offered a thousand pounds for the
copyright within twenty-four hours of having spoken it, and it was de-
scribed twenty years later as the finest speech that had been delivered
within living memory of man. The trial, which was to last seven years, was
begun in 1788 with a parade of spectacular royal, civil and military cer-
emony. During the proceedings the galleries were thronged with some of
the era’s most notable figures, encompassing the queen and her daugh-
ters, Mrs Fitzwilliam, to whom the Prince was secretly betrothed, the pol-
itical hostess the Duchess of Devonshire, portrait artist Sir Joshua
Reynolds, the composer Haydn, the novelist Fanny Burney, scientists,
historians, poets and the cream of society. They were brought to a fever of
uncontrollable emotion when Sheridan delivered his rapturous orations:
‘Handkerchiefs were pulled out; smelling-bottles were handed round;
hysterical sobs and screams were heard; and Mrs Sheridan was carried
outin a fit’ (Macaulay’s Essays, vol. 3, London, 1895).

At length, in the spring of 1795, Hastings was absolved of his crimes,
being solemnly called to the Bar, where the Lords acquitted him. He

bowed, then respectfully retired. The furore of public interest had waned
over the years, but towards the end was once again aroused to celebrate
Hastings’ victory. Hastings withdrew to Daylesford, his country seat in
Gloucestershire, but again claimed public attention in 1813, when he was
called to the Bar as a witness on Indian affairs. His esteem reached Oxford
University, which conferred on him the degree of Doctor of Law, and in
the Sheldonian Theatre ‘The undergraduates welcomed him with tu-
multuous cheering’. Soon after, Hastings was sworn into the Privy Coun-
cil and admitted to a lengthy private audience with the Prince Regent;
when the emperor of Russia and the king of Prussia visited England, Hast-
ings appeared in their train. In 1813, in a letter to her sister Cassandra,
Jane Austen wrote, ‘I long to have you hear Mr. H.’s opinion of P. and P.
His admiring my Elizabeth so much is particularly welcome to me.” Hast-
ings’ old adversary, Sheridan, was also an admirer of Pride and Prejudice,
recommending that a Miss Shirreff buy it immediately, for it was one of
the cleverest things he had read. Warren Hastings died in 1818, just over a
year after Jane Austen’s death.

Remarkably, there was a second trial and ensuing public scandal of
concern to the Reverend Austen’s family. In 1799 Mrs Leigh-Perrot, the
wife of Mrs Austen’s brother, was arrested and charged with stealing a
card of white lace from a milliner’s shop in Bath. The value of the lace was
high enough to categorize her offence as a capital crime, which usually de-
manded death by hanging if found guilty or, more likely in this instance,
exile in Botany Bay. The proud Mrs Leigh-Perrot was imprisoned for
eight months before her case came to trial, during which time Mrs Austen,
who felt sympathy for her sister-in-law, offered Jane and Cassandra as
companions to cheer the woman while she was in gaol; but the offer was
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refused. At her trial, which opened on 27 March 1800, before a courtroom
of two thousand persons, Mrs Leigh-Perrot was allowed to make a brief
statement in her own defence. Her words were few, but carried great emo-
tion. It took the jury less than ten minutes to decide upon her innocence.
During the same assize, five of Mrs Leigh-Perrot’s fellow prisoners were
sentenced to death; among them was a fourteeen-year-old burglar.

The education of a lady of rank

The rich, eventful life of Jane Austen, intermingled with the trappings of
her brothers’ success, the drama of war, the taint of public scandal, and
played out against the enormous social upheaval of the Industrial Revol-
ution, is scarcely detectable in the novels, but her knack of acute observa-
tion, practised in an expanded array of social circumstances and settings,
could not but enhance the mood, texture and perspective of her writing.
What is clear, is that her perspective, however heightened, never exceeds
the conventional boundaries of the society in which she moved, and
remains that of a lady.

‘Her eloquent blood spoke through her modest cheek’, wrote Henry
Austen of his sister; ‘Her voice was sweet; she delivered herself with
fluency and precision; indeed she was formed for eloquent and rational so-
ciety, excelling in conversation as much as in composition’. These qual-
ities were acquired in part through her early formal education, but more
through the contents of her father’s bookshelves and her lifelong appetite
for reading. As the eighteenth century progressed, the art of conversation,
based on a knowledge of history, literature and poetry, was increasingly
nurtured as a suitable accomplishment for ladies. Gentlewomen, now well
versed in such topics, were expected to be companions to their male
counterparts, where previously their role had generally been that of dec-
orative adjunct and housekeeper. ‘I declare after all there is no enjoyment
like reading!” said Miss Bingley in the hope of attracting Mr Darcy’s at-
tention and approval; ‘How much sooner one tires of any thing than of a
book! — When I have a house of my own, I shall be miserable if I have not
an excellent library’ (Pride and Prejudice). In 1791 the bookseller James
Lackington commented: ‘“There are some thousands of women who fre-
quent my shop, that know as well what books to choose, and are as well ac-
quainted with works of taste and genius, as any gentleman in the
kingdom, notwithstanding they sneer against novel readers.’

Although novel-reading was considered by many a wanton and even
dangerous pastime, Mrs Radcliffe’s Gothic novel The Mysteries of Udolpho
(1794) — satirized by Jane Austen in Northanger Abbey — achieved wide-
spread popularity well into the nineteenth century. Novels of morals and
manners, such as the works of Maria Edgeworth and Fanny Burney, were
more to Jane’s taste; indeed, she appears to have taken the title of her own
novel Pride and Prejudice from the last two pages of Miss Burney’s Cecilia.
Another favourite with Jane, and the rest of the nation, was Scott’s first
novel, Waverley, published in 1814, which achieved overnight success.
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The crowded bookshelves of Steventon Rectory provided the Austens
with great diversity of literary taste: the novels of Fielding, Richardson
and Smollett were in company with the works of Shakespeare, Dr John-
son, Goldsmith’s History of England, Sherlock’s Sermons and Blair’s Rhetoric.
An essay on the Military Police, Thomas Gisborne’s Enquiry into the Duties of
the Female Sex and Charlotte Lennon’s The Female Quixote, or the Adventures of
Isabella were also available to Jane.

Henry Austen said that his sister had been, from an early age, ena-
1 moured of ‘Gilpin on the Picturesque’, meaning the works of the Reverend

e

William Gilpin, a popular scenic writer and illustrator whose essays
fuelled the craze for both appreciating and creating the emotive beauties
of a ‘Picturesque Landscape’. In Pride and Prejudice the heroine Elizabeth
Bennet travels north, plotting a route similar to that taken by Gilpin dur-

Amongst the volumes ladies might have
selected in Lackington’s bookshop were novels
of contemporary morals and manners by
Fanny Burney — who was much admired by
Jane Austen — and Gothic romances, such as
The Mysteries of Udolpho (left) by Mrs
Ann Radcliffe, which was satirized in
Northanger Abbey.
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ing his travels, and in Mansfield Park Mr Rushworth plans to engage the
services of the famous landscape gardener Humphry Repton, to contrive a
natural chiaroscuro arrangement of his scenery. A sensitivity to nature
was also developed within the Austen family when, in the early evenings
following their dinner, the rector read aloud the poetical works of Cowper.
Marianne Dashwood of Sense and Sensibility despises Edward Ferrars for
his inability to be ‘animated’ by the poet.

The education of the daughters of society’s upper echelons was begun
at home with a governess; the Miss Bertrams (Mansfield Park) knew of Asia
Minor, could put the map of Europe together and name the principal riv-
ers in Russia. Other young ladies, like Jane and Cassandra, learned by
devouring their father’s library. A period of home study — reading and dis-
cussion — was usually followed by a few years away at school, where the
major emphasis was on dancing, dress and deportment. At the Abbey
School near Reading, Jane and Cassandra went to ‘speeches and play-
acting’ at the nearby boys’ school, and the boys in turn were invited to join
in dances at the Abbey ballroom. Jane and Cassandra were also taught
smatterings of French and Italian at the Abbey School, as well as history,
spelling and the necessary needlework. But the most memorable subjects
appear to have been the Abbey’s ghosts and the artificial cork leg of the
headmistress. At Mrs Goddard’s school in Emma, ‘a real, honest, old-
fashioned boarding-school’, Harriet Smith received ‘a reasonable quan-
tity of accomplishments at a reasonable price’; it was not an institution
‘where young ladies for enormous pay might be screwed out of health and
into vanity’.

Although most young ladies of the period were taught at home by a governess, several select

establishments existed for their education. The young brother in George Morland’s A Visit

to the Boarding School — happy to see his sister again — would still have been under the
tutelage of the governess.

Dancing was considered
an essential
accomplishment for all
young ladies of quality. In
this engraving from Le
Bon Genre, a dancing
master accompanies his
pupils on the violin; one
studies her pose in a
mirror, while another
maintains her balance
with the aid of a chair.
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For learning how to budget personal and household accounts, The
Young Ladies’ New Guide to Arithmetic by John Grieg (1803) was the answer,
‘being a short and useful Selection, containing besides the common and
necessary Rules, the application of each Rule, by a Variety of Practical

Questions, Chiefly on Domestic Affairs; together with the Method of

Making out Bills of Parcels, Book-debts, Receipts, Promisory Notes, and
Bills of Exchange; also a variety of useful tables’. The book was rec-
ommended for use in ‘Ladies’ Schools’ and by ‘Private Teachers’, and
though ‘More particularly intended for the “Use of Young Ladies’, it
was ‘Equally useful as an Introductory Book for the Junior Pupils of Gen-
tlemen’s Schools’.

In the eighteenth century it was customary for a young lady to com-
plete her education by working a sampler, embroidered on a woollen cloth
called a ‘tammy’. Henry Tilney told Catherine Morland, ‘I had entered
on my studies at Oxford, while you were a good little girl working your
sampler at home!” (Northanger Abbey). Embroidery on silk tinted with
watercolours was the evidence of Charlotte Palmer’s expensive education
(Sense and Sensibility): in her bedroom there ‘still hung a landscape in col-
oured silks of her performance in proof of her having spent seven years ata
great school in town to some effect’, while Mrs Goddard’s parlour in
Emma was ‘hung round with fancy-work’.

Jane Austen enjoyed needlework of all kinds; ‘we are very busy mak-
ing Edward’s shirts’, she wrote to her sister in 1796, ‘and I am proud to
say that I am the neatest worker of the party’. Her more intricate work
included a shawl that she made for Cassandra, with a satin-stitch design
embroidered on muslin, and a white lawn handkerchief embroidered with
a variety of motifs. In 1811 the three Austen ladies combined their efforts
to produce a patchwork quilt of coloured chintz; ‘Have you remembered
to collect pieces for the Patchwork?’ Jane asked Cassandra. ‘We are now
at a stand still.” Needlework was one of the few accomplishments that a
gentlewoman could pursue with equal vigour after marriage. In the
novels, most of the female characters spend part of each day at needle-
work. Lady Bertram in Mansfield Park ‘spent her days in sitting nicely
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dressed on a sofa, doing some long piece of needlework, of little use and no
beauty.” Lady Bertram had also done a great deal of carpet-work, while
Mrs Jennings (Sense and Sensibility) busied herself in making a rug.
Embroidery worked on a tambour frame was another popular needlecraft
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The technique involved pass-
ing a fine hook through fabric to create a series of chain stitches. Mrs
Grant’s tambour frame is mentioned in Mansfield Park, and in Northanger
Abbey Catherine Morland gives some anxious consideration to her tam-
boured muslin dress.

The late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century found
young gentlewomen earnestly engaged in two other drawing room ac-
complishments: art and music. Female amateur artists preferred waterco-
lour over oils, the former becoming the more fashionable medium of
artistic expression, dispensed in tidy little bricks of colour, which replaced
messy powders. Drawing classes abounded, and the craft gave private
employment to scores of spare drawing masters. While there was still
some interest in portraiture, there was more enthusiasm for reproducing
picturesque landscapes, so that a young lady never travelled without her
box of watercolours. Cassandra Austen was a proficient watercolourist; in
her teens she illustrated her young sister’s mocking History of England,
while her later watercolours are mostly of family and friends. A portrait of
Laurence Sterne’s Maria (1808) is thought to be among her best works.
Other artistic pastimes included draughtsmanship, sculpturing in wax,
paper-cutting, shellwork, japanning (a hard black lacquer used on wood
or metal then decorated with gilt), and modest attempts at furniture-
making; Mr Darcy’s sister drafted a ‘beautiful little design for a table’
(Pride and Prejudice).

Mr Darcy’s sister also played the harp, as did Mary Crawford, in La
Belle Assembleée style, in the drawing room of the rectory in Mansfield Park;
and as too did Fanny Austen Knight, Jane’s favourite niece, the daughter
of her brother Edward, in her Uncle Henry’s drawing room in London.
But the keyboard was the traditional musical instrument of ladies, and the
introduction of the piano forte in 1758, a forerunner of the ‘upright’,
placed this instrument in all the country’s best drawing rooms. For the
discerning musician, the works of the masters — Haydn, Handel, Mozart,
Beethoven — were either available, being created or transcribed in this era
of great musical composition. Jane Austen’s personal collection of music
included varied vocal works, some of them purchased, but most copied
out by hand: Haydn, Handel, Giordani, along with Italian and French
songs, settings of folk songs, popular ballads, songs from the pleasure gar-
dens, comic songs and selections from operas. Jane managed to find time
to practise on her piano forte every day; not so Elizabeth Bennet (Pride and
Prejudice): ‘“My fingers’, said Elizabeth, ‘do not move over this instrument
in the masterly manner which I see so many women’s do. They have not
the same force or rapidity, and do not produce the same expression. But
then I have always supposed it to be my own fault — because I would not
take the trouble of practising...’. The novels’ champions of female ac-
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Though she was not especially fond of listening to music, Jane Austen, like many of her
female characters, took her piano-playing seriously, and made time to practise every day. It
was into these music books that she copied much of her music by hand.

complishments are the two Dashwood sisters, Elinor and Marianne (Sense
and Sensibility), who fill their days with useful reading, with drawing and
painting for Elinor, and music for Marianne, all practised and perfected.

Although women claimed to practise these skills for the sake of self-
improvement, it cannot be denied that, for some, the chiefaim in being ac-
complished was to attract the notice of a suitable partner in marriage. A
young lady could appear to advantage while gracefully fingering a key-
board, as a potential candidate held a candle over her music and turned
the pages. But just as some women were choosing to become more selec-
tive in their reading, there were those who were genuinely striving for per-
fection in their other talents, aspiring to the level of a virtuoso on the
keyboard, of a master of art, or even sculpture.

The real test for the talents of a well-bred young lady took place after
she had ‘come out’. To ‘come out’ was to make a formal entrance into so-
ciety upon reaching womanhood. The time of entry varied; in some fami-
lies, if an older sister was ‘out’ but not yet betrothed, younger daughters
might be kept back until their older sisters’ prospects were more in hand.
In Mansfeld Park Mary Crawford expresses some confusion over Fanny
Price’s arrangement with society: ‘Pray, is she out, or is she not? — I am
puzzled. — She dined at the Parsonage, with the rest of you, which seemed
like being out: and yet she says so little that I can hardly suppose she is.’
The training for becoming at ease amongst society took place during the
‘season’ in London or Bath, where young ladies took in, and were seen at,
the theatre, concerts, exhibitions, balls and other gatherings. A successful
season was crowned with marriage.
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Marriage — with or without love

Marriage was a matter of concern to the whole family, for not only was a
daughter’s, or even son’s, financial future decided upon becoming
betrothed, but also the security of unmarried sisters — and perhaps the
bride’s mother, if widowed. Family ties were binding; brothers- and sis-
ters-in-law were simply ‘brother’ and ‘sister’, and relationships with cou-
sins and other distant relatives were much closer than they are today.
Indeed, a person was known and given a place in society in accordance
with the family with which he or she merged through marriage.

In the matter of marriage, young people were expected to consider
their parents’ wishes. Responsible parents placed enormous importance
on money. Potential suitors were all the more eligible and attractive if, like
Mr Darcy, they had an income of £10,000 per year. Mr Bingley, ‘a young
man of large fortune’ resident at Netherfield Park, was Mrs Bennet’s sui-
tor of choice. ‘“If I can but see one of my daughters happily settled at
Netherfield”, she said to her husband, “and all the others equally well
married, I shall have nothing to wish for”” (Pride and Prejudice). Several of
the gentlemen in the novels are assessed as to their position in the mar-
riage stakes according to the amount of their income and property. And
female characters are similarly judged: Catherine Morland is forced to
flee Northanger Abbey when General Tilney discovers that she has no for-
tune to offer his son; Mr Knightley sizes up Harriet Smith’s prospects:
‘What are Harriet Smith’s claims, either of birth, nature, or education, to
any connection higher than Robert Martin [a farmer]? She is the natural
daughter of nobody knows whom, with probably no settled provision at
all —. .. I felt that, as to fortune, in all probability he might do much bet-
ter; and that as to a rational companion or useful helpmate, he could not
do worse.” To be concerned about money was to be practical, and it was
an issue continually met with during this period of massive inflation
caused by the Revolutionary war with France. The war increased the for-
tunes of many, while obliterating others. A stable continuity of wealth was
more likely when money married money — the most desirable arrange-
ment, as with Miss Woodhouse and Mr Knightley. If love was also pre-
sent, the result was pure harmony. Men of stature, but dwindling
fortunes, sought to revive their estates by marrying women of fortune,
though possibly of 2 lower social rank. This kind of emotional practicality
is expressed by Charlotte Lucas in Pride and Prejudice: “Without thinking
highly either of men or of matrimony, marriage had always been her
object; it was the only honourable provision for well-educated young
women of small fortune, and however uncertain of giving happiness, must
be their pleasantest preservative from want.’

Ladies without money or prospects had very few options. Professional
employment was not open to women; the stage was unthinkable, and in
the case of women such as Jane Austen, who earned money from writing,
the earnings were either insufficient or too variable to be relied upon. Jane
Fairfax (Emma) unhappily contemplates her future as a governess, while
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others in straightened circumstances considered becoming companions to
elderly dowagers; in the absence of her fortuitous marriage Fanny Price
might well have been in this position (Mansfield Park).

A formal proposal of marriage was addressed in a letter. Elizabeth
Bennet, hearing that her father has received a letter, wonders whether Mr
Darcy has made an offer for her hand, and is ‘undetermined whether most
to be pleased that he explained himself at all, or offended that this letter
was not rather addressed to herself. Fanny Austen Knight received a
touching letter of proposal from Sir Edward Knatchbull: ‘Dear Miss
Knight— Much as I flatter myselfthat a favourable reception will be given
to this communication; it is quite impossible for me to conceal the anxiety
with which I shall await your reply.” Miss Knight’s acceptance was given
‘through the medium’ of her father’s pen due to the agitated state of her
spirits, though she was ‘“fully sensible of the honourable Distinction shown
her as well as the handsome and flattering terms’ in which the offer was
contained.

Years before, in November 1814, Jane had counselled young Fanny
on another romance involving John Pemberton Plumtre, a young gentle-
man and scholar who was in line to receive a sizeable inheritance. Having
encouraged the attentions of the young man, Fanny became indifferent
upon being secure of his feelings: a perplexing state of affairs. The anxious
girl wrote to her aunt, appealing for advice. In order to keep such a sensi-
tive communication secret, Fanny concealed her letter in a parcel of
music, which her unsuspecting father delivered to Jane on his visit to
Chawton. Aunt Jane’s advice was to consider the ‘sterling worth of such a
young Man & the desirableness of your growing in love with him again.’
This was a position over which Fanny had already brooded; in order to
excite her own feelings for Mr Plumtre she had visited his room, but on
catching sight of his dirty shaving rag, her struggling sentiment was
dashed to pieces. “There are such beings in the World’, wrote Aunt Jane,

perhaps, one in a Thousand, as the Creature You and I should think
perfection, Where Grace & Spirit are united to Worth, where the
Manners are equal to the Heart & Understanding, but such a person
may not come in your way, or if he does, he may not be the eldest son of
a Man of Fortune, the Brother of your particular friend, & belonging
to your own County.

The argument in favour of the match with Plumtre was then reversed, and
Jane counselled ‘I ... entreat you not to commit yourself farther, & not to
think of accepting him unless you really do like him. Anything is to be pre-
ferred or endured rather than marrying without Affection’. At the end of
the following year an entry in Fanny’s diary concluded: ‘infidelity tending
neatly to dispel all intimacy between the Plumtre family & myself’. Fan-
ny’s marriage to Sir Edward Knatchbull, which took place on 24 October
1820, appears to have been a happy one, for they had several children,
including the first Lord Brabourne.
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Jane’s advice to Fanny was probably heart-felt, in view of her own
romantic experiences, which encompassed such emotions as hope and
tragic disappointment. While Jane Austen’s youthful behaviour has been
described as flirtatious, it is generally believed that on only one occasion
did she fall deeply in love. The object of this serious attachment was a
young clergyman whom she met during the summer of 1801, while the
Austen family were on a tour of Devonshire. Years later Cassandra is said
to have remembered him as ‘one of the most charming persons she had
ever known’, and the family apparently encouraged the development of
the relationship, for they invited him to join them at a later stage on their
tour. But instead of his arrival, a letter was received announcing his death.
In November 1802 Jane’s hand, if not her heart, became temporarily
engaged with a proposal of marriage received from Harris Bigg-Wither.
Although he was six years her junior, he was the brother of Elizabeth,
Catherine and Alethea Bigg, close friends of Jane since her childhood at
Steventon, and he was heir to Manydown, an impressive estate that
would have secured not only Jane’s future, but that of her sister and
mother. After accepting his offer, overnight ruminations caused her to
reverse her decision on the following morning.

Following a formal offer of marriage and its acceptance, the nego-
tiations of the marriage settlement were begun. Miss Maria Ward
brought ‘only £7,000 to the marriage that raised her to the rank of a Baro-
net’s Lady with all the comforts and consequences of 2 handsome house
and large income’ (Mansfield Park). Mr John Dashwood in Sense and Sensi-
bility added to his own wealth by marriage. The ‘settlement on the In-
tended Marriage of Edward Austen Esquire’ in 1791 was contained in a
massive legal document: to Thomas Knight (Edward’s adoptive father)
went various lands and rents for his lifetime; Elizabeth Bridges received
£2000, which was to be invested. The ancient legal vernacular of the docu-
ment went on to describe additional transfers of property, and the whole
was signed by Thomas Knight, Edward Austen, Elizabeth Bridges,
Fanny Bridges (Elizabeth’s mother), as well as by Elizabeth’s brother and
uncles. (Sir Brook Bridges had died earlier in the year, hence the absence
of his name.)

Marriages were by banns, or by licence from the bishop; a licence was
more expensive. ‘And a special licence. You must and shall be married by
a special licence’, said Mrs Bennet in Pride and Prejudice, such was the mea-
sure of her delight at the prospect of her daughter Elizabeth’s marriage to
Mr Darcy. Divorce was next to impossible. Only a husband — a wealthy
husband — could obtain a divorce, and even then it required an Act of Par-
liament. Mr Rushworth in Mansfield Park, scandalized when his wife goes
off with Henry Crawford, ‘was released from the engagement to be morti-
fied and unhappy till some other pretty girl could attract him to matri-
mony again, and he might set forward on the second, and it is to be hoped,
more prosperous trial of the state.’

Although the preliminaries to a wedding were somewhat elaborate,
the actual ceremony was comparatively restrained. ‘The old fashion of
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festivity and publicity had gone by, and was universally condemned as
showing the great bad taste of all former generations’, wrote Jane Aus-
ten’s niece Caroline Austen. The wedding of Caroline’s half-sister Anna
(their father was James Austen, eldest son of the Reverend and Mrs Aus-
ten) to Benjamin Lefroy ‘was the order of the day’: between nine and ten
on a cold November morning, the bridal party, consisting of the couples’
immediate families, departed from the bride’s home for the church — the
ladies in carriages, and the gentlemen on foot. The groom’s father, a
clergyman, read the service to the small congregation, and James Austen
gave his daughter away. The party then returned to the bride’s home for
breakfast: “The breakfast was such as best breakfasts then were: some var-
iety of bread, hot rolls, buttered toast, tongue or ham and eggs. The ad-
dition of chocolate at one end of the table, and the wedding cake in the
middle, marked the speciality of the day.” Soon after breakfast the bride
and groom departed for their home in Hendon. Later that day at Chawton
Great House, as it was called by the Austens, Captain Austen and his
family, together with the newly arrived family of James Austen, no doubt
drank the customary toast to the new couple. In the evening ‘the servants
had punch and cake.’

The wedding of Fanny Austen Knight and Sir Edward Knatchbull
was similarly conducted, though Sir Edward and Lady Knatchbull
departed from the church for their home, Mersham-le-Hatch, immedi-
ately following the ceremony. Charlotte Lucas and Mr Collins (Pride and
Prejudice) also left directly from the church door. The honeymoon had not
yet become customary, and it was not at all unusual for the bride to take
along a sister or some other female relative with her to the couple’s new
home. Maria in Mansfield Park takes her sister with her, and in Sense and
Sensibility Mrs Jennings blames Lucy Steele for being so unkind as to leave
her sister behind when she marries Robert Ferrars.

Love in a Window, etching by John Kay, 1787.
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The daily round of a country gentlewoman

Once married, most ladies of rank and fortune found numerous interests
to occupy the day. Upon awakening, a lady might drink cocoa, brought to
the bedside by her personal maid, who would shortly dress and coiffure
her lady for the morning. During the interval before breakfast —served at
ten o’clock — there was perhaps time to begin the day’s letter-writing,
maintaining the communication of domestic events and minutiae be-
tween family members, relatives and friends. The writing and receiving of
letters was an important part of the daily routine for all ladies, married or
not. ‘I have now attained the true art of letter-writing,’ wrote Jane in 1801,
‘which we are always told, is to express on paper exactly what one would
say to the same person by word of mouth.’

The London postal system came into existence during the late seven-
teenth century, and until 1801 letters were picked up and delivered four to
eight times daily for the price of one penny. The year 1794 saw the intro-
duction of mail coaches to replace post-boys; these coaches, protected by
armed guards, operated to strict schedules and were exempt from tolls.
The Penny Post became the Twopenny Post in 1805, and by 1812 the cost
of a letter was four pence for 15 miles or less, rising to seventeen pence for
700 miles; postage was paid by the recipient. The charge was based on let-

The keyboard was the traditional musical instrument of choice for gentlewomen, and Haydn’s
visits to England between 1791 and 1795 ensured that his piano sonatas would have been
included in the repertoire of most young ladies of fashionable taste. Opposite: Here are

simplicity and comfort of a kind that could not have failed to appeal to Jane — a well-stocked

bookcase, a_folding writing desk with compartments for paper, pens and ink, and a view of
the orderly garden.
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ters of a single sheet — more paper meant more money —and because of the
cost, letters were usually written on a single page, which was then folded
to make a small rectangular envelope and sealed with a wafer of wax. To
save money, Jane Fairfax ‘fills the whole paper then crosses half’, which
means that she wrote at right-angles across the first lines of writing
(Emma). While it was a delight for ladies to keep up a correspondence with
relatives and friends, it was thought improprietous for an unmarried
woman to write to a gentleman unless she was engaged to him.

Either before or after breakfast ladies dealt with household accounts;
this might include a discussion with the housekeeper or cook. It was also a
time for reviewing menus and perhaps the preparations for receiving
guests. Household business was not necessarily a daily occupation — it
might occur weekly or monthly — but it always included the studious
recording of accounts in a bound ledger. The Georgians liked writing of all
kinds: poetry, letters, household accounts, recipes and personal accounts.
The latter included notes on various expenses, such as postage, station-
ery, debts, dress and accessories, and were sometimes entered in personal
pocket diaries or ‘pocket books’. These were small leather-bound volumes
fastened with a brass clasp.

During the course of the day a lady might take a music lesson or
simply practise. If the weather co-operated, a stroll in the park, a ‘walk-
out’ to visit nearby neighbours, or ‘riding-out’ in the carriage might be
contemplated. The gown of the morning was changed — with the help of
the ladies’ maid — or a warmer outer garment simply added. The footman
would have been notified to change into livery, and the coachmen readied.
A footman always accompanied his mistress, protecting her among the
traffic of city streets and knocking on doors for her. Away from the cities
and market towns, visits to neighbours and relatives were regularly
undertaken, either as day trips or more extended stays. During the season
in London or Bath, the compliment of a visit from a new acquaintance
would be returned.

The round of visits often included calling upon the community’s poor.
The Georgians’ passion for society did not altogether exclude some con-
sideration for its less fortunate members. Indeed, children of wealthy
families were encouraged to make donations to charities or destitute indi-
viduals. Young Fanny Austen Knight’s diaries are full of * - - 2 [for] a poor
boy’ or ‘gave a poor man--1°, ‘- -2 for an old woman’). In a letter to her
friend Miss Chapman, dated 1806, Fanny mentions an evening’s enter-
tainment at Godmersham Park, where the ‘little ones’ set up a stall in the
library to sell ‘toys and trinkets’ to the adult company. The proceeds —at
least in part — were to be given to the poor. Important ladies often had
charities named after them, responsibility for which then passed on
through the family. Elizabeth Austen Knight eventually took on the man-
agement of the charity that had been under the patronage of Mrs Thomas
Knight.

In the early evening the master and mistress of the house, their family
and guests, would dress for dinner. Following dinner, the gentlemen
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remained in the dining room while the ladies withdrew to their feminine
domain, the drawing room, where the gentlemen later joined them for tea
and refreshments. Amusements for the evening customarily included
cards, music and singing, or reading and conversation, followed by a light
supper and bed. A footman waited at the staircase to hand candles to the
retiring guests. The ladies’ maid would wait up till all hours to help her
lady into her nightdress, curl her hair, see her to bed, and then fold away
her evening clothes. The broader diversions of a gentlewoman included,
as previously mentioned, a season in London or Bath to join in the
delights of concerts, exhibitions, pleasure gardens and the theatre, shop-
ping and select company. In addition, a sojourn in other spas, such as
Tunbridge Wells or Cheltenham, and a visit to one of the coastal resorts
might be undertaken. Long stays with relatives living at a distance also
came into the annual social calendar.

From time to time — indeed, with extraordinary frequency — these
pleasures were interrupted by childbirth. Mrs Austen had eight children,
Elizabeth Austen Knight had eleven, and her sister Sophia Deedes ‘was
taken to bed with child’ on twenty occasions. In Northanger Abbey ten off-
spring is considered a comfortable amount: ‘A family of ten children will
always be called a fine family, where there are heads and arms and legs
enough for the number’.

The well-ordered nursery

Many children, like Jane Austen herself, were sent to live with a wet nurse
in the village for the first few years of life. These women were chosen for
their patience and loving nature, as it was believed that mother’s milk was
endowed with the characteristics of its bestower. This arrangement seems
to have done little harm — at least among the Austen children, who re-
ceived early parental contact in the frequent visits of the Reverend and
Mrs Austen. Brook John, Elizabeth Austen Knight’s eleventh child, was
not sent out, but rather received the ministrations of a wet nurse in his
Godmersham home ‘four times daily’. (Elizabeth was taken suddenly ill
and died a few days after her son’s birth.) '
The overall care of the infant was superintended by the household’s
head nurse, and if the mother herself suckled the child, the head nurse was
at her side. During the first month of life the child was bathed twice daily
with warm water. During the second month it was advised that the water
be gradually cooled to reach ‘spring’ temperature. After bathing, the baby
received a dusting of hair powder. Contrary to the earlier custom of swad-
dling, infants’ legs were now given as much freedom as possible. All the
while the head nurse kept a vigilant eye over her charge for any symptoms
of illness or infection. The diaries of Fanny Austen Knight record the
usual flu, colds, mumps and whooping cough passing through the family
at Godmersham Park; none of their illnesses was particularly severe. For
an infected finger, Fanny received ‘electrification’, which, remarkably,
appears to have been effective. She also mentions younger brothers and
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‘Mama, don’t make me beg in vain. Pray read that pretty book
again!’ (1808). Motherhood was perhaps the most important role
available to ladies of gentle birth during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, for it was through the rearing of children that
the landed gentry sought to perpetuate their lifestyle and values.
Adam Buck’s somewhat sentimental vision of the mother’s role
contrasts with the grimmer realities hinted at in many of Jane
Austen’s letters.

‘A family of ten will always be called a fine family, where there
are heads and arms and legs enough for the number’
(Northanger Abbey). In this watercolour of the Edgeworth
family (opposite) by Irish artist Adam Buck, 1787, the novelist
Maria is on the far left.

sisters recovering from inoculations for the cow pox. Their dental work —
usually the extraction of teeth — was dealt with in London; Jane Austen
mentions taking her nieces and nephews to see the dentist. Ill health was
managed in the first instance by the housekeeper and cook, who prepared
home remedies for complaints as varied as ‘the Staggers’, ‘swell’d neck’
and ‘Bite of a Mad Dog’. Recipes for a range of medical treatments were
given in most cookery books of the period. Thereafter, the patient was
under the management of the surgeon, the physician, the apothecary or,
lastly, the unlicensed practitioner. Hartfield in Emma, like most small
towns or large villages, was typical in having only an apothecary.

Older children in the nursery were more the concern of the under-
nurse, while the nursery maid saw to the housework of the rooms that
comprised the nursery, keeping everything clean and neat and the fires lit.
The under-nurse awakened the children at seven, bathed and dressed
them, and sent them off to breakfast at the nursery table, ‘in the most
peaceful and orderly manner’, advised The Complete Servant (1825). After
breakfast the children were taken out for air and exercise. On returning,
their hands and feet were washed, and afterwards they joined the gover-
ness in the school room for lessons. The governess, whose high office was
the education and guidance of young ladies and gentlemen, was advised
not to make herself too familiar with the domestic servants, and ‘to con-
duct herselfin such a2 manner, as never to render an apology necessary for
her presence at family parties’. She taught her pupils English, literature,
poetry, letter-writing, French, Italian (the language of music), arith-
metic, geography, popular sciences and religion, as ‘no young persons
who are born to the enjoyment of fortune, and destined to fill any stations,
should have these accomplishments and sources of knowledge withheld
from them’. Lessons lasted until dinner in the late afternoon, which for
children was always taken in the nursery. After dinner, if the weather was
good, the children might again have outdoor activities; otherwise, they
amused themselves with dancing, skipping-rope and dumbbells — all im-
portant for inducing exercise — or games such as chess and cards. Jane
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Austen entertained her visiting nephews with bilbocatch, spillikins, paper
ships, riddles, conundrums and cards. In the evening another session of
instruction was undertaken, usually a combination of scholastics and art.
It was the governess’s further responsibility to teach needlework (both
plain and ornamental), dancing, drawing, and the first lessons on the
piano forte, before this task was taken over by the music master. Bed was
promptly at eight o’clock.

The training of a gentleman

Following their early years in the nursery and school room, young gentle-
men were usually sent away to school. Though James and Henry Austen
were taught at home by their father, the more usual practice was for a boy
approaching public school age to receive a thorough grounding in Greek
and Latin from a private tutor, such as the scholarly Reverend George
Austen, while, if means allowed, boarding with the tutor’s family. The
young student would then go on to one of the public schools, such as Har-
row or Eton. All six sons of Edward Austen Knight went to Winchester
College, as did James Austen’s son James Edward, whom Jane later
teased: ‘Now you may own, how miserable you were there; now, it will
gradually all come out — your Crimes & your Miseries . .. how often you
were on the point of hanging yourself—restrained only, as some illnatured
aspersion upon poor old Winton has it, by the want of a Tree within some
miles of the City.” Heroic tales of public school life abounded during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, but as it turned out, James Edward
was happy at Winchester and ‘retained all his life a warm interest in the
school’. It had initially been settled that James Edward Austen was to go
to Eton, and the boy and his father departed thence to make the final
arrangements. But on their journey an accident with some bramble
bushes tore the Reverend James Austen’s clothes to such tatters that they
were obliged to return home and make the trip another day. Before the
second attempt was undertaken the Reverend heard something about
Eton that caused him to change his mind, and he resolved to send his son
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Winchester College, from the
Warden’s Garden, c.1816. Most young
boys of the period were sent away to school

Austen sympathized with her nephew
James Edward Austen during his time at
Winchester, she felt that the discipline of a

public school was a necessary part of a
gentleman’s development.

Opposite: Then, as now, ‘the noble

public schoolboys and young gentlemen.

‘As the gentlemen play, the ladies look on,

and altogether it is very pleasant’, wrote
Fanny Austen Knight to a friend.

to Winchester. The tribulations of a young Etonian of the eighteenth cen-
tury are charmingly described in a letter to his mother that cannot have
failed to touch her heart:

My Dear Mama

I wright to tell you I am retched, and my chilblains is worse agen. I
have not made any progress and I do not think I shall. 1 am very sorry
to be such expense to you, but i do not think this schule is very good.
One of the fellows has taken the crown of my new hat for a target, he
has burrowed my watch to make wheal, with the works, but it won’t
act— me and him have tried to put the works back, but we think some
wheels are missing as they won’t fit. I hope Matilda’s cold is better i
am glad she is not at a schule. I think I have got the consumption the
boys of the place are not gentlemen but of course you did not know
that when you sent me hear, i will not try to get bad habits.

The trousers have worn out at the knee, i think the tailor must
have cheated you, the buttons have come off and they are loos at the
back i don’t think the food is good but I should not mind if I was stron-
ger. The peace of meet i sent you is off the beef we had on Sunday but
on other days it is more stringey. There are black beetles in the kitchen
and sometimes they cook them in the dinner which can’t be whole-
some when you are not strong. Dear Mama I hope you and Papa are
well and don’t mind my being uncomfortable because i don’t think i
shall last long . ..

Your loving but retched son

Breaks in the school calendar heralded joyful family reunions. During
holidays at home, boys liked to spend their days fishing, shooting and

from about the age of eight. Although Jane

game of cricket’ was a_favourite pastime of
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hunting —sports developed as part of a country squire’s traditional attach-
ment to his land and to nature. James Austen had a strong love of horses
and hounds, and during his early days as a curate at Overton or Deane he
kept a pack of harriers on an income that could scarcely keep a family. His
son James Edward was equally keen on hunting and frequently joined in
the famous Vine Hunt, with its curious breed of foxhounds.Edward Aus-
ten Knight and Edward Austen Knight the younger were both members
of the Hampshire Hunt. In her pocket diary of 1809 Fanny Austen Knight
wrote, ‘The two eldest boys went out shooting this September for the first
time & had pretty good success for young beginners. Edward killed in all 3
brace & George 1 brace besides|. . .]|Hares, Rabbits etc. They had only 5
days partridge shooting’. In 1815 Fanny mentions another favourite pas-
time of public school boys and young gentlemen: cricket. ‘My brothers
are[...Jrather mad about cricket & we are frequently having meet-
ings[. . .]in the neighbourhood. As the gentlemen play, the ladies look on
and altogether it is very pleasant.” Both ladies and gentlemen, young and
not so young, shared an enjoyment of archery and riding. In Mansfield Park
Fanny Price rides to maintain her health, while Mary Crawford rides to
attract the attention of her instructor, Edmund Bertram. Country walks,
another popular outdoor pursuit, were a particular pleasure of Jane Aus-
ten’s.

A young man’s education generally concluded with university, which
at this time meant Oxford or Cambridge, the only English universities
then in existence. Here, learning was based on the classics. It was at St
John’s College, Oxford, that so many Austen and Austen Knight gentle-
men completed their education. Among Oxford’s ancient halls and medi-
eval traditions students could stretch their academic abilities and achieve
the patina of a higher education. To be educated and knowledgeable was
to be genteel, and one could almost be forgiven for being the son of a2 mer-
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chant by possessing a satirical eloquence displayed during the universi- . tain’s ambassadors. As important as cultivating a taste in art, was the cul-
ty’s endless debates. But it required a degree of self-motivation to achieve tivation of manner. Towards the end of the eighteenth century and during
a genuine foundation for learned expression and to resist the allure of the nineteenth century the wealth of the nation ceased to be the reserve of
drink and gambling, which were also associated with the hallowed institu- aristocrats. Great fortunes were being made by the prosperous merchants
tion. John Thorpe in Northanger Abbey, one of Oxford’s less distinguished of the rising middle classes, who were in turn buying vast amounts of land
graduates, had no perceivable interests beyond his carriages, horses and and, upon their newly acquired land, building great country houses like
drink. In his weekly periodical The Loiterer, James Austen satirizes the those of established aristocratic families. It became increasingly difficult
‘Modern Oxford Man’ writing in his diary: to distinguish a genuine aristocrat from those who wished to mimic them,
. . : and the cultivation of knowledge and an elegant manner therefore gained
Eight to ten, Coffee-house, and lounged in the High-Street. ... Jack . . 5 c8 §
’ : ; greater importance as signs of true gentility.
very pleasant — says the French women have thick legs. ... Went to . L . . .
’ T s ﬂ Men born into the landed gentry, or who acquired or inherited that
stable and then looked in at the Coffee-house — very few drunken men. . i ;
. . . status, must, as their central occupation, make the best use of their assets
... Went back to my room in an ill humour — found a letter from my . .. . . .. .
’ y . in order to maintain their prosperity and preserve their inheritance for
father, no money, and a great deal of advice. ... Do think fathers are . . o !
he ore Bores i . future generations. The continuation of this process was a fundamental
the greatest Bores in nature . . . . . .
€g need of those who cherished their land and the rights and values attached
The grand tour, an aristocratic tradition, had by the eighteenth cen- to it — a characteristic that unites men like Mr Darcy, Mr Knightley and
tury come to be considered an essential part of an upper-class education. | Edward Austen Knight.
While touring the Continent, young men were expected to gain a height- | Mr Austen Knight took his responsibilities seriously. With the assis-
ened appreciation of Roman and Renaissance cultures, evidenced by the tance of his land steward, his estates were improved and extended, and
Italian paintings and French furniture that they brought home with them. some lands sold in the interest of the overall holdings. Farms, cottages and

They were also expected to master foreign languages, history, politics and other buildings were kept in good repair, rents collected, rivers and drain-

geography, while perfecting their diplomatic skills. However, many saw age managed, and timber and livestock made to produce a sensible yield,

these travels as an opportunity for high living, much to the despair of Bri- in addition to the day-to-day administration of the estate’s numerous em-
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ployees. Estate business necessitated regular trips throughout Kent and
Hampshire, and Edward’s duties as magistrate and high sheriff required
frequent visits to Canterbury. In 1813 his inheritance of the Chawton
estate was challenged, and a long legal battle ensued. In the end he man-
aged to hold on to his property, though he was obliged to sell land in Kent
for £15,000 and timber from Chawton for £6135 to settle the claim. But he
achieved what he had set out to do — to maintain his income and keep the
core estate properties intact, so that they might be passed on to his eldest
son when the young man came of age.

When the eldest son of a wealthy landowner reached his majority, the
event was regarded as a cause for jubilation. It marked the time for begin-
ning the formal transfer of the estate from parent to son. When Edward
Austen Knight the younger came of age, there were ‘grand doings’ at
Godmersham Park: a ball was held for the servants and tenants, whose
numbers were so great that they could not be accommodated in the part of
the house that comprised the domestic offices, and beds had to be taken
down from the nursery for them to dance there. The room was ‘orna-
mented . . . very prettily with branches of Laurel and lilac, & at the upper
end E. K. in gold letters surrounded with boughs and lamps.” Fanny Aus-
ten Knight had the honour of opening the ball, which lasted until ten
o’clock and was followed by supper in the servants’ hall and lobby.

The next day the poor people dined before the Servants Hall door &
afterwards danced on the green in front of the house — we counted
about 200 people and I never witnessed a more gratifying sight than
the groups of dancers & smokers & lookers on etc etc. They gave sev-
eral rounds of cheers & I think their [shouts] might almost have been
heard at Chilham &[...]also ‘God Save the King’ in fine style. (10
May 1815)

The legal ‘Agreement between Edward Knight elder and Edward Knight
younger’ involved a transfer of money, stock and properties, and arrange-
ments for a future wife. Young Edward settled at Chawton Manor House,
where he was to spend the rest of his life. Chawton Manor, up to 1989, was
still in the hands of the Knight family, though it has recently been sold.

While the future for an eldest son was pre-ordained, his brothers were
in the ticklish position of having to choose an occupation appropriate to
their station. Very few professions or businesses were considered honour-
able enough for a gentleman. In Sense and Sensibility Edward Ferrars out-
lines the options for a young man of genteel birth seeking a career; Edward
is himself the eldest son, but his helpless attitude is that of one born much
lower in the line of succession:

It has been, and is, and probably will always be a heavy misfortune to
me, that I have had no necessary business to engage me, no profession
to give me employment, or afford me anything like independence. But
unfortunately my own nicety, and the nicety of my friends, have made
me what I am, an idle, helpless being. We never could agree in our

George Morland’s The Benevolent Sportsman of 1792 portrays the Georgian landowner
as he most liked to picture himself: as a generous and tolerant patron, touring his lands on
horseback in order to keep in touch with his dependants, and dispensing charity to those less
fortunate than himself.

choice of profession. I always preferred the church, and still do. But
that was not smart enough for my family. They recommended the
army. That was a great deal too smart for me. The law was allowed to
be genteel enough; many young men, who had chambers in the Tem-
ple, made a very good appearance in the first circles, and drove about
town in very knowing gigs. But I had no inclination for the law, even
in this less obtruse study of it, which my family approved. As for the
navy it had fashion on its side, but I was too old when the subject was
first started to enter it—and, at length, as there was no necessity for my
having any profession at all, as I might be as dashing and expensive
without a red coat on my back as with one, idleness was pronounced
on the whole to be the most advantageous and honourable.

The Napoleonic war gave the army a newly elevated status, so that it
became a most fashionable calling, suitable for aristocrats as well as gen-
tlemen. Of course this applied only to officers; those serving among the
lower ranks were ‘the scum of the earth’, as Wellington put it. Rank had to
be purchased, which added to the profession’s glamour; a majority cost
£2600, and might be acquired through an advertisement in a newspaper,
while the cost of an ensign’s commission was £20,000 in present-day
terms. The negotiation of a particular commission was probably more
successful if accompanied by a recommendation from an esteemed friend
or acquaintance. Henry Austen wrote to a Major James on behalf of ‘a
young friend desirous of purchasing a commission. ... I can furnish you
with every particular —age, height, name, parentage, education & fortune
of the young man’, said Henry, and ‘you may call the young man your
friend with safety’. Henry had, during his varied career, been a captain in
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A Gentleman at Breakfast (c.1775-80), attributed to Henry Walton. Alth

painting considerably pre-dates the writing of Mansfield Park, styles of interior design

were slow to change in the country, and one can easily imagine Tom or Edward Bertram
ing a quiel breakfast and or in such a room, before setting out for the morning’s

In the portrait opposi ght is shown on his grand tour
of Europe, acquiring an appreciation of ancient art while collecting a
treasures to send home.

the Oxford Militia. Another soldier in the militia was the roguish Wick-
ham in Pride and Prejudice, who served during a time when the militia was
being supplanted by the army, as it was thought a standing army was
necessary against invasion; the militia was now possibly more important
as a source of recruitment into the regular army. A commission in the mil-
itia was considerably less expensive than one in the army, and therefore
less impressive. Captain Tilney (Northanger Abbey) was a captain in the
army and is described as following the most fashionable calling for an
eldest son. Yet even this distinguished profession had among its members
those more dedicated to idle behaviour, drink and gambling, than service
to the country.
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Naval officers were less aristocratic than their counterparts in the
army, and were drawn more from the upper middle class or gentry. It was
not surprising for a country parson such as the Reverend Austen to have
two sons in the navy; Lord Nelson, the hero of Trafalgar, had been a
clergyman’s son. Unlike the army, the navy allowed a boy who went to sea
as a lowly midshipman to rise through the ranks as a result of his own
efforts; but the process was accelerated if his merits were combined with
influence, patronage and even purchase. In Mansfield Park William Price,
a midshipman, despairs of becoming a lieutenant through his own abili-
ties before he is so old as to lose all joy in the promotion. In the end, his
promotion is advanced by the efforts of Henry Crawford and by a chain of
influence that leads to the first Lord of the Admiralty. Advancement and
the acquisition of wealth in the navy were greatly assisted during wartime,
which provided opportunities for distinguished heroics and the chance to
accumulate prize money, obtained by capturing enemy vessels. In Persua-
sion Captain Wentworth’s rise in the world is supported by both. Though
this was the glorious era of Nelson’s navy, inglorious practices were rife:
there were, for example, the navy’s policy of protecting the slave trade,
and the activity of press gangs that abducted young men and forced them
into service on ships, where they suffered severe floggings, cramped con-
tagion-ridden conditions and malnutrition. Yet in spite of these unharmo-
nious circumstances, officers and their men achieved remarkable unity
during sea battles and are perhaps best remembered for their outstanding
valour.

It was more fashionable to be an army or naval officer, or even a mem-
ber of the legal profession, than to be a clergyman. Nevertheless, a rector
was a well-respected member of society, and in rural communities his sta-
tus was second only to that held by the wealthy landowners, who wel-
comed him into their homes without social discomfort. The ‘living’ of a
parish was given by the owner of an estate, so that it was not surprising for
second sons to choose the church as a profession and to take up the living
of the parish within their father’s estate, when the position was vacated.
Two of Edward Austen Knight's sons became clergymen: Charles
became rector of Chawton, and William became rector of Steventon. The
amount of money provided by a living varied. Many clergymen, like the
Reverend James Austen, simultaneously held the livings of two or more
parishes, being based at one while riding out to perform the duties of the
others. This arrangement, known as plurality, would have suited Mr Col-
lins in Pride and Prejudice, as he considers his task as a clergyman to involve
little more than the baptizing, marrying and burying of his parishioners.
On the other hand, Edmund Bertram in Mansfield Park feels the import-
ance of being resident among his parishioners so as to be more aware of
their needs and to provide more guidance.

James Edward Austen, like his father and grandfather before him,
chose the church as his profession. He prepared for his ordination by him-
self at home and ‘On May 29th 1824 went by Collyer’s coach with W.
Knight to London for ordination’. When his brother-in-law Benjamin

-
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The Sermon, afier a painting by R. Westall, 1813. Nobles and country gentry — like the
Tilneys of Northanger Abbey — attended to the rector’s sermon from the comfort
of the family pew.

Lefroy took orders, the bishop only asked two questions: Was he the son of
Mrs Lefroy of Ashe, and had he married a Miss Austen? When Henry
Austen took orders in 1816 he went for the purpose to the bishop of Salis-
bury, an old friend of his father’s, who put forward various questions, and
then, putting his hand on a Greek Testament, said ‘as for this book, Mr
Austen, I imagine it is 2 good many years since either you or I have looked
into it.” This conclusion disappointed Henry — who had been something of
a Greek scholar — as he had looked forward to exhibiting his skills in the
language. The clerical examination of James Edward Austen required
him to attend two successive days at Winchester House. In the evening he
attended plays, which do not appear to have affected his performance in
the exams, for one vear later he followed the same course and was
ordained priest.
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The Church of England, at the time of Jane Austen’s writing, was in a
state of flux. The aggressive doctrines of the evangelical movement that so
marked the Victorian age were only beginning to touch the moral atti-
tudes of England’s population. The Georgians could be forgiving without
being sanctimonious and accept minor moral infractions in conduct, pro-
viding one strove for salvation. The emphasis was on positive Christian
values, rather than on expunging the sinister side of man’s character. Pos-
itive values could be absorbed by reading sermons, giving attention to the
service, prayers, and by attempting to duplicate good thoughts and deeds
in one’s life. It was not an inactive reverence. At the conclusion of 1806
Fanny Austen Knight (aged thirteen) wrote in her diary: ‘[the year]
passes without our advancing far in the most [important] work [...] that
of our salvation. May God give us grace to spend the next year in a man-
ner more [conducive] to our eternal interest.” Two years later her diary
described her daily routine, including the observance of her religion:

Sunday morning church

A sermon before breakfast. After breakfast go to church if possible; (if
not read the psalms and lessons, say my noon prayer & read another
sermon before dinner). After church, say my noon prayer, learn my
[...] and epistle (or gospel, or psalm etc) say it and read my Nelson’s
festivals before dinner. After dinner read the psalms & Lessons, read
another sermon say my Catechism and Poetry and in the evening
always read one and sometimes fwo sermons. =

Religious principles, like principles of education and conduct among
ladies and gentlemen of rank and fortune, helped to shape the unique
social history of the period. It was a society that encouraged self-esteem,
self-improvement and, most of all, self-perpetuation through the preser-
vation of inheritance. This was achieved through a management process
that began in a well-ordered nursery and progressed through training in
social rituals, transmitted from one generation to the next. A sensitivity to
nature and poetry, knowledge of art, music and literature, and well-
reasoned, polite discourse characterized the aristocrats and gentry, and
determined how they lived. How they lived was also determined, in part,
by their obsession with the display of wealth, as evidenced by the splen-
didly conceived and furnished houses of the age, lavish entertainments,
conspicuous though elegant consumption, and zealous attention to the
latest fashions in dress, as each engaged in the competition of looking his
or her best.

Opposite: Detail from an engraving of Godmersham Park, the Kent country seat of
Edward Knight Esq., 1785.
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The bridge, Carriage sweep and lawns to the north of
Cottesbrooke Hall in Northamptonshire, a possible
prototype for Mansfield Park. Built during the early
eighteenth century for Sir_John Langham, it was inherited
during Jane Austen’s lifetime by the tenth baronet, Sir
James Langham, who may have been a friend of Jane’s
brother Henry. Inset: Two ladies taking an airing in a

phaeton, from a fashion plate of 1794.




It was a sweet view — sweet to the eye and the mind. Englisk verdure, Englist culture,
English comfort, seen under a sun bright, without being oppressive’ EMMA

HE STATELY HOMES of England, crowning a green, pictur-
EZ® esque landscape, illustrate to perfection the principles of bal-

ance, grace and manner. For Jane Austen, these edifices, the
% houses of country squires and nobility alike, were not simply
the expressions of a wealthy ruling class, but represented an ideal civil-
ization, a mixture of self-esteem, national pride and uncompromising
good taste. And as such, they provided the ideal background for her
novels: an orderly foundation on which to stage social folly.

Jane Austen’s forebears were wealthy merchants on her father’s side
of the family, and solid aristocrats on her mother’s, which put her on a
firm footing with the leisured classes. Her father, as rector of the parish of
Steventon, was welcomed — together with his family —into the households
of the neighbourhood’s landed gentry and well-off tenants. Furthermore,
Mr Austen had the added prestige of being the representative of the com-
munity’s main landowner, his cousin Thomas Knight. After 1797 Jane’s
brother Edward, as Knight’s heir, became the local magnate, placing the
Austens on visiting terms with some of the highest-ranking families in the
kingdom. Thus Jane Austen was particularly well situated to study a
whole range of country houses, from graceful village manors to the splen-
dours of sprawling aristocratic estates. Her observations of real settings
provided the raw materials for her writing and, through her novels, a
chronicle of some of the finest examples of England’s architectural past.

Several periods of domestic architecture are represented in the novels,
each differing more in time than in taste. Sotherton Court (Mansfield Park)
is Elizabethan; Mansfield Park is probably Palladian; Uppercross (Per-
suasion) is from the time of William and Mary’s reign at the end of the
seventeenth century; whereas Pemberley (Pride and Prejudice) is thought to
be Jacobean, and Colonel Brandon’s Delaford, described by Mrs Jen-
nings in Sense and Sensibility as ‘a nice old-fashioned place, full of comforts
and conveniences’, may be a country manor of Wren’s period. But it was
during the eighteenth century, into which Jane Austen was born, that
domestic architecture reached its pinnacle of achievement and apprecia-
tion, in the era appropriately known as the Golden Age of the English
country house.

One of Jane Austen’s greatest skills as a writer — and a delight to
today’s social historians — is her ability to write from life, accurately dep-
icting visual details and fragments of personalities, then combining them
into what seems a plausible whole, butis in fact a mosaic. Fundamental to
her technique was a highly developed awareness of her environment in all
its aspects; ‘3 or 4 Families in a Country Village’ is what she chose to
‘work on’, uniting them with an elegant setting and then playing out their
social dramas. Her own country village of Steventon undoubtedly pro-
vided some inspiration for her delightful craft.

Steventon Rectory in Hampshire, Jane’s home between 1775 and 1801, in a sketch by her
niece Anna Lefroy.

The Georgian landscape: through Jane
Austen’s eyes

Despite the rumblings of the Industrial Revolution, throughout Jane Aus-
ten’s lifetime her beloved Hampshire countryside maintained its serene
rural appearance. The natural beauty of gently sloping hills, wide open
meadows and timbered fields was gradually being seamed with fast-
growing hedgerows and the occasional low stone wall imposed by the laws
of enclosure. Yet the uneven patchwork appearance of the land, as it
increasingly became divided into individual holdings, had an attractive
sense of order about it. Interspersed with the land at varying intervals
were hamlets, villages, and the occasional market town initially visible
from a distance by the church spire. Within the towns and villages were
the manor houses, so placed by their ancient feudal roots, and out beyond
the clusters of buildings, screened by undulating, landscaped parklands,
were the country seats of baronets.

In Mansfield Park we receive a view of the standard village plan as Miss
Bertram delivers a running commentary to her carriage companions,
summarizing the assets of Sotherton Court, the ancestral manorial estate
of her fiancé, Mr Rushworth:

Here begins the village. Those cottages are really a disgrace. The
church spire is reckoned remarkably handsome. I am glad the church
is not so close to the Great House as often happens in old places —
There is the parsonage; a tidy looking house, — those are alms-houses,
built by some family. To the right is the steward’s house; he is a very
respectable man. Now we are coming to the lodge gates; but we have
nearly a mile through the park still [before reaching Sotherton Court].
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The neighbourhood of Steventon, where Jane spent the first twenty-
five years of her life, was fairly standard among the small villages of
Hampshire. Thatched cottages nestled among clusters of trees, and an oc-
casional manor house of mellow brick, partly viewed through hazel
hedges and set at a reasonably imposing distance from the lane, blended
into a scene of comfortable dignity. Steventon Church, built in the twelfth
century, and a tawny Tudor manor stood apart from the village and the
rectory, at a distance of three-quarters of a mile, so that the Austens were
obliged to walk along a muddy cart track or through woodlands in order
to attend services. Sycamores, elms, and a yew tree mentioned in the
Domesday Book sheltered the small church. Inside, a boxed pew was pro-
vided for the Digweed family, tenants of the adjacent manor, who are
often mentioned in Jane Austen’s letters; their name, which the Austens,
not surprisingly, found amusing, now populates the churchyard.

The rectory itself was somewhat grandiose, with its wide curving
drive, and had been considerably rebuilt to accommodate the Reverend
Austen and his growing family. It was a two-storey house with dormer
attic windows and a balanced arrangement of Georgian sash windows set
into a flat facade, which was given character by a trellised front porch. On
one side of the rectory grew a plantation of elm, chestnut and fir, and at
the back was an old-fashioned garden, formally arranged with a turf walk
bordered by strawberry beds, leading to the garden’s focal point: a sun
dial. The garden was overlooked by the rector’s bow-windowed study,
which made up one of two wings extending from the back of the house.
The rest of the rectory’s ground-floor interior included a dining or com-
mon sitting room, a small parlour and a kitchen. Upstairs were seven
bedrooms plus three attic rooms. Decorative elements were limited to
whitewash; beams were exposed — even before this feature was thought to
evoke rustic charm — and the joins between walls and ceilings lacked cor-
nices. Although the interior of the house tended toward practicality, the
Austens owned some good pieces of furniture, of which they were proud —
this was the age of supreme craftsmanship in furniture-making.

A mile’s walk from the rectory was the elegant Ashe Park, the Hol-
ders’ residence, where Jane was a frequent guest for dinner and cards. Ina
letter to her sister Cassandra, she wrote of dining there ‘tete a tete’ — evi-
dently a pleasant experience: ‘To sit in idleness over a good fire in a well-
proportioned room is a luxurious sensation.” Ashe Park, created during
the reign of James I in the early seventeenth century, was a symmetrically
arranged mansion of mellow red brick, set off from the road by a long,
tree-lined drive. Beyond the gardens and woodlands surrounding Ashe
Park, at a distance of approximately one mile, was Ashe House, the home
of Jane’s particular friend, the interesting Mrs Lefroy. Ashe House had all
the pleasing symmetrical features of the early Georgian period: classical
lines, evenly spaced white sash windows set in red brick, and a delicate
fanlight surmounting the front door. Inside, it was compact and practical,
with dividing doors between the morning and dining rooms that could be
opened to allow space for dancing. On from Ashe House, in the neigh-

bouring parish of Deane and other adjoining parishes, there were similar,
though varied, arrangements of church, rectory, tenanted village cot-
tages, farmhouses, manor houses and an occasional stately, aristocratic
mansion.

Jane Austen’s social category, the country gentry, lived in an assort-
ment of attractive and respectable country houses. In the middle of the
range would be a Sotherton Court, with its seemingly endless, lofty rooms,
dignified ancestral portraits and ample furniture. Less grand was Steven-
ton Rectory, with its reception rooms, study and bedrooms all rather plain
and unadorned. Upwards on the scale beyond Sotherton Court was the
realm of a massively opulent aristocratic pile such as Chatsworth, with its
32,000 acres.

It was land that counted for everything in English society during the
eighteenth century and the early part of the nineteenth century. Wealth,
status, political power and even marriage prospects were directly affected
by the size of one’s property. The squire of a manor was like a little
monarch in his village. Some, like Sir Thomas Bertram (Mansfield Park),
became Members of Parliament, able to call upon the political support of
their tenants and neighbouring landholders. The usual purpose in becom-
ing a Member of Parliament was to promote the rights of landowners, giv-
ing them more power; thus, they ran the country. Sir Thomas further
maintained his property through income from his land in Antigua, the
profits of which probably relied on the labour of slaves. Interestingly,
Francis Austen denounced landowners in the West Indies for their ‘harsh-
ness and desperatism’. The smaller holdings of the yeoman farmer, con-
sisting of a couple of hundred acres or less, all but disappeared during this
period as a result of taxes, the enclosure laws and the increased cost of
land. The rich became richer through the acquisition of land by wealth or
marriage — which in turn produced political favours which led to more
wealth. From the king to the poorest in the land there was a pyramid of
power and property, so that it became the ambition of every man to secure
a fortune, to buy a large piece of land, and on it to build an elegant country
house. Having acquired an estate, it became a prepotent ambition to hold
on toit.

The acquisition of property was mainly achieved by either or both of
two methods: inheritance or purchase. One could inherit land through the
legal means of fee-tail or fee simple. A fee simple estate was one inherited
by any heir of the owner. Fee-tail land was only inheritable by a specific
class of heirs, usually the grantee’s lineal male issue or — failing this —
related males. Mr Collins in Pride and Prejudice inherits the Bennets’ Long-
bourne home, a fee-tail estate, for lack of a Bennet son. Where there was
more than one son in the same family, the fee-tail estate usually went to
the first born. ‘

Jane Austen became very familiar with the laws of inheritance
through the experiences of members of her own family — for example, that
of her elder brother Edward, who through his adoption by Mr and Mrs
Thomas Knight, inherited the vast country estates of Godmersham Park
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Elevation of the original central block of Godmersham Park, built in 1732. Pavilions were
added c.1780, and Edward Austen Knight carried out further alterations after Mrs Knight’s
death in 1812; Jane remarked in 1813 that ‘the improvements within are very great’.

in Kent and Chawton in Hampshire. In 1791 Edward married a Kent
neighbour, Elizabeth Bridges, daughter of Sir Brook Bridges the Third of
Goodnestone Park. On her father’s death in the same year, the title and
the great house were inherited by Elizabeth’s brother, and her mother and
unmarried sisters went to live at nearby Goodnestone Farm. The newly
married couple first settled at Rowling House, a small but comfortable
manor house on the Bridges’ Kent country estate. The house, with its
pleasing Georgian facade, now painted white, lies secluded among trees
and is approached from the lane along a short, tree-lined drive. Inside, the
rooms are snug, with dimensions appropriate to their Jacobean origins.
From the upstairs windows one can look out over the surrounding fields
and farmland that make up the open, level terrain between Rowling
House and the village of Goodnestone, with its dignified church tower, at
approximately one mile’s distance. Jane stayed at Rowlings in 1794 and
again in 1796. During the year of the second visit she began work on Pride
and Prejudice, then called ‘First Impressions’, several chapters of which are
set in Kent.

In 1798 Edward and Elizabeth moved to Godmersham Park, which
had been vacated by the widowed Mrs Knight in favour of a smaller es-
tablishment, so that Edward could assume his awesome responsibilities
as owner of two great country estates. Jane often visited her brother and
his family of eleven children at Godmersham Park. Her visits generally
lasted several weeks at a time, and she came to love his magnificent house
and surrounding parklands. Godmersham Park is worth closer inspec-
tion, for it offers an important tie between Jane Austen and the workings
of a vast estate. From this vantage point she was also able to study the
social plottings, ceremonies and snobbishness of the leisured classes,
which are depicted again and again in her novels.

The house, erected in 1732, is an elegant early Georgian building of
red brick with stone dressings (at one point in its history the brick was
painted over in a gloomy stone colour). Although it has been enlarged and
altered over the years since Jane Austen’s visits, the interiors of the great

entrance hall and north drawing room remain as they were then, sumptu-
ously decorated with plasterwork and woodwork of the highest quality in
the Palladian — Burlington School — style. The marble composition chim-
neypieces are also outstanding and exquisitely treated.

The park of six hundred acres that encircled the house consisted of
timbered, sloping hills and deep valleys that were once stocked with deer.
The approach from the road, along a sycamore avenue, led to an attract-
ive stone bridge over the River Stour, and thence to the entrance lodge. In
the eighteenth century, in connection with the landscape planting of the
park, two temples were erected on adjoining knolls overlooking the house.
From the garden at the back of the house the lawn gradually inclined
southwards to an Ionic temple surrounded by a plantation of trees. East-
wards, across the river, a Doric summerhouse was similarly situated. Jane
Austen is said to have written parts of her novels in these temples — and it
is certain that she wrote letters from Godmersham, of which the following
is a part: ‘Yesterday passed quite a la Godmersham: the gentlemen rode
about Edward’s farm, and returned in time to saunter along Bentigh with
us; and after dinner we visited the Temple Plantation, which, to be sure, is
a Chevalier Bayard of a plantation. James and Mary are much struck with
the beauty of the place.” On the death of Edward Austen Knight in 1852,
Godmersham passed to his son, who altered part of the interior of the
house and extended the domestic offices. It had been his intention to live
there, but he never did so, remaining instead at Chawton House, and
Godmersham was eventually sold.

Edward Austen Knight's dual inheritance of Godmersham and
Chawton encompassed considerable land holdings, as well as most of the
property and tenancies within each parish, including the village church,
rectory, farmhouses, cottages and so on. Chawton Great House was a
large Jacobean building of stone and flintwork, with arched windows and

Chawton Great House, the Hampshire seat of Edward Austen Knight, which until very
recently continued in the possession of the Knight family. Built in the seventeenth century, it
is remarkably unchanged since the years of Jane Austen’s numerous visits there between 1813

and 1816.
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a somewhat cold ambience. Perhaps this is why it too was painted on the
exterior, though it has subsequently, and mercifully, been restored. Sur-
rounding the house were pleasant gardens banked by a woodland walk. In
a letter of 1813, Fanny Austen Knight provided her favourite correspon-
dent, Miss Chapman, with a colourful description of Chawton House,
giving it a slightly Gothic aura, no doubt for the sake of her reader:

This is a fine large old house built long before Queen Elizabeth I
believe & there are such a number of old irregular passages etc. etc.
that it is very entertaining to explore them & after when I think myself
miles away from one part of the house, I find a passage or entrance
close toit, & I don’t know when I shall be quite mistress of all the intri-
cate and different ways. It is very curious to trace the genealogy of the
Knights and all the old families that have possessed this estate, from
the pictures of which there are quantities, & some descriptions of
them have been routed out, so that we are not at a loss for amusement.
There are quantities of trees about the house (especially Beech) which
always makes a place pretty I think.

Another interesting case of fortunate inheritance within the Austen
family concerned Mrs Austen’s branch of the family tree, the Leighs, and
a cousin, the Reverend Thomas Leigh, rector of Adlestrop in Glouc-
estershire. The Reverend Leigh’s cousin, Mary Leigh, died, leaving him
the ancestral home and estates of Stoneleigh Abbey. As the wording of the
will was ambiguous, the Reverend’s lawyer advised him to take immedi-
ate possession of Stoneleigh Abbey in order to thwart any other possible
claims. Mr Leigh, who had hitherto lived a comfortable, though mun-
dane, existence, followed his lawyer’s advice and immediately set out for
Stoneleigh together with his cousin, Mrs Austen, and her daughter Jane,
who were his guests in Gloucestershire at the time.

Stoneleigh Abbey was perhaps the most aristocratic country mansion
Jane had ever visited. Mrs Austen, writing to one of her daughters-in-law,
gave an excellent description of the house as they found it in 1806:

This is an odd sort of letter. I write just as things come into my head. I
will now give you some idea of the inside of this vast house, first pre-
mising that there are forty-five windows in front (which is quite
straight with a flat roof) 151in a row. You go up a considerable flight of
steps (some offices are under the house) into a large Hall; on the right
hand is the dining parlour, within that the Breakfast room, where we
generally sit, and reason good ’tis the only room (except the Chapel)
that looks towards the River. On the left hand of the hall is the best
drawing room, within that a smaller; these rooms are rather gloomy
Brown-wainscot and dark Crimson furniture; so we never use them
but to walk thro’ them to the old picture gallery. Behind the smaller
drawing room is the state Bed Chamber with a high dark crimson Vel-
vet Bed; an alarming apartment just fit for a heroine; the Old Gallery
opens into it. Behind the Hall & Parlours is a passage all across the

Stoneleigh Abbey in H"anﬁi(kshire, inherited by Mrs Austen’s cousin, the Reverend Thomas
Leigh, in 1806.

house containing g staircases and two small back parlours. There are
26 Bed Chambers in the new part of the house & a great many (some
very good ones) in the old.

The mention of forty-five windows is of interest; perhaps Mrs Austen,
with an eye for thrift, was quietly calculating the window tax, first levied
in 1696 for defraying the expenses of the recoinage of silver during the
reign of William III. Houses were assessed at two shillings a year, and tax
was added according to the number of windows (on ten to nineteen win-
dows the additional tax was four shillings, with increments upwards).
The tax was often increased during the eighteenth century, though it was
reduced in 1823 and repealed in 1851.

Stoneleigh Abbey consisted of an Elizabethan east wing — the original
part of the house, which had been built on the site of the abbey’s south
transept — connected with the early eighteenth-century west wing by
means of a long gallery one floor above ground level, on the site of the ab-
bey’s south aisle. The multi-windowed west wing was almost over-
whelming when first seen on approaching from the long, tree-lined
carriageway past the fourteenth-century gatehouse. The smooth stone
exterior, with its weighty regularity, was somewhat sombre, though the
mass and scale of the building — contrasting with the broad green lawns —
cannot have failed to impress. The house in all its combined parts was first
occupied in 1726. It had been designed and built by Francis Smith, a well-
known Warwick architect, and took twelve years to complete. Externally,
Smith’s design remains unaltered; internally, there has been little change,
though the original oak panelling survives in only two rooms. The panell-
ing was replaced by elaborate plasterwork during the ownership of the
fifth and last Lord Leigh, who came of age in 1763 and died in 1786, leav-
ing Stoneleigh and all of his estates to his sister Mary for her life, and
thereafter to the nearest male heir of his kin and name. Thus it was, that
on the death of Mary Leigh in 1806, the Reverend Thomas Leigh came to
Stoneleigh Abbey.
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Daylesford, the ancestral home of Warren Hastings, a long-standing
friend of the Austen and Leigh families, was less familiar to Jane, unlike
the extraordinary history of its owner. Throughout his career in India,
Hastings’ ambition had been to buy back the property of his forebears,
which had passed out of his impoverished family a few generations before.
Shortly after his famous and costly trial, Hastings was put in funds in the
form of a £50,000 interest-free loan from the East India Company. With
this and his pension he was able to acquire the family plot, though he was
forced to overpay substantially —a measure of the importance to him of his
hereditary tie.

Hastings chose Samuel Pepys Cockerell (1753—-1827) of the East India
Company as his architect for Daylesford. Cockerell was later to build the
Indian-inspired extravaganza Sezincote, in Gloucestershire, which
attracted the Prince Regent’s visit in 1807 and influenced the design of the
Brighton Pavilion. The exterior of Daylesford was of the finest quality
Cotswold stone, the only Indian affectation being a great mosque-style
dome. Inside, however, Hastings’ fondness for Indian culture was
reflected in a sculptured marble chimneypiece depicting a Hindu sacrif-
ice, and in the ivory furnishings and Indian silver. Beyond all this was a
showiness of opulence, grandeur and more than a touch of fanciful dec-
orative confectionery. Immediately beneath the dome was Mrs Hastings’
boudoir, with a circular ceiling painted to resemble the sky and lit by con-
cealed windows. London craftsmen lodged in the village for a year, adding
decorative flourishes to the cornices and shutters, picked out in shades of
pink and green, and varnishing mahogany sashes, as well as gilding plas-
terwork leaves, grain and honeysuckle. The house also boasted the latest
comforts, not least of which was a Bramah water-closet, an early form of
flushing toilet.

Eliza, Hastings’ god-daughter, and Henry Austen were regular vis-
itors to Daylesford, and Eliza’s first visit was made in August 1797, a few
months before her second marriage. From Cheltenham she wrote:

One of my principal inducements for coming here was the neigh-
bourhood of my old friends the Hastings’s whom I am just returned
from visiting. They have got a place called Daylesford, which is one of
the most beautiful I ever saw. I will not wrong it by endeavouring to
give a description of it, and it shall therefore suffice to say that the park
and grounds are a little paradise, and that the house is fitted up with a
degree of taste and magnificence seldom to be met with.

Jane Austen and her mother visited the Reverend Thomas Leigh at Adles-
trop Rectory in Gloucestershire in 1806; it was from there that they sud-
denly departed for Stoneleigh Abbey. Daylesford was less than two miles
from Adlestrop, and it appears they found time to visit their important
friend and to inspect his extraordinary house. Jane commented to Cas-
sandra on a painting she had seen there: Mrs Hastings at the Rocks of Colgong
by William Hodges.
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The west front of Daylesford House in Gloucestershire, home of Warren Hastings, built
between 1789 and 1793. It appears that Jane visited Daylesford in 1806, when she would
have admired the impressive statuary chimneypiece in the drawing room (below) carved by
Sir Thomas Banks.
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An enduring national style

Throughout the eighteenth century kings, nobles and gentry alike were all
busy designing and building their country houses, landscaping their
estates, or improving existing properties in the prevailing fashionable
taste. Across England attractive residences, from aristocratic palatial
edifices to comfortable roomy manors, were being erected, while their sur-
rounding lands were shaped into a thematic, picturesque union of house,
gardens and parklands. It was an age of increasing wealth, of an expand-
ing world market and almost rampant consumerism. A notion for what
was fashionable and a sophisticated appreciation of the arts and sciences
were no longer confined to the select upper classes. The English classical
architectural styles, in particular, were being sought after and copied
from the middle classes upwards, as the well-travelled Daniel Defoe so
aptly commented:

Every man now, be his fortune what it will, is to be doing something at
his place, as the fashionable phrase is, and you hardly meet with any-
body who, after the first compliments, does not inform you that he is in
mortar and heaving of earth, the modest terms for building and gar-
dening. One large room, a serpentine river, and a wood are become
the absolute necessities of life, without which a gentleman of the smal-
lest fortune thinks he makes no figure in his country.

Whereas wealth and land had previously demarcated the social boundar-
ies, now cultural sophistication and aesthetic appreciation elevated one’s
social position. The increasing popularity of the grand tour was to foster
an overwhelming and permanent change in British domestic architecture,
resulting in an enduring tradition of a national classical style, with its
variations copied and re-copied across England, Scotland and Ireland.
Where there is money, creativity is allowed to flourish. During the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries this phenomenon took the form of
patronage. Richard Boyle, third Earl of Burlington, was one of the great-
est patrons of the arts and sciences, and as a distinguished architectural
scholar in his own right, he — more than any other individual — was re-
sponsible for the fixed tradition of national taste and for the revival of
Inigo Jones’ Palladianism. Palladianism was a version of Italian Renais-
sance architecture systematized and propagated by Andrea Palladio
(1508-80), whose wealthy Venetian patrons demanded elegant classical
houses on their country estates — not unlike English eighteenth-century
squires. His style, based equally on a study of Roman buildings and the
writings of Vitruvius, was carefully tailored to meet their requirements,
and by publishing his work, together with easily understood diagrams, in
the Quattro Libri, he produced a model that could be followed throughout
Europe. In England it was first taken up by Inigo Jones (1573-1657), sur-
veyor to James I and Charles I, whose style superseded, though it did not
immediately replace, the ill-understood classicism of Elizabethan and
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Jacobean houses. It was Jones’ Palladianism that was revived by Lord
Burlington and which became standard in Jane Austen’s time — a style
based on symmetry, the correct use of classical orders, and a combination
of dignity with practicality.

It was during the early eighteenth century that a national style was
achieved. England was looking for a patriotic architectural theme — a
symbol of Whig supremacy —not influenced by the French, as the baroque
designs of Christopher Wren had been. Colen Campbell, a Whig follower,
published the first volume of Vitruvius Britannicus, or The British Architect
(1715) under the patronage of the second Duke of Argyll..It was this book,
extolling the virtues of Jones and Palladio, and with one hundred exqui-
site engravings, that sparked the interest of the Earl of Burlington, who
soon departed for northern Italy in order to study Palladianism first hand.
While in Italy, Burlington met and became the life patron of William
Kent (1685-1748), a versatile artist who greatly distinguished himself as
an architect, landscape gardener, interior decorator and furniture
designer through his poetic ability to unite formal classical principles and
elegant rooms with the randomness of nature. Burlington financed the
second volume of Vitruvius Britannicus in 1717. With other publications,
such as Kip and KnyfF's Noblemen’s Seats (1709), Kent’s Designs of Inigo
Jones (1727), Batty Langley’s Treasury of Designs (1740) and James Paine’s
Plans and Elevations of Noblemen’s Houses (1783), this popularized the
national style and provided models for country builders as well as for pro-
fessional architects. The high standards exemplified in these publications
spread across a broader social scale; they were carefully reproduced by
gentlemen seeking to recapture the enduring quality and precise craft-
smanship of clear horizontal lines balanced by pediments and elegant
porticos, epitomized in the facades of Roman temples. The reasoned
application of the classical orders, with various modifications and enhan-
cements, remained the standard throughout the eighteenth century and
well into the nineteenth. Thus the influence of Burlington and the multi-
talented Kent was to last throughout the Georgian period.

Neo-classical architecture, which began to appear during the second
half of the eighteenth century, was dominated by the tireless Robert
Adam (1728-92) and his brothers. It offered a purer interpretation of the
ancient forms, in that it was based on direct observation of Greek and
Roman architecture, rather than on the model received through the inter-
mediaries Vitruvius and Palladio. Adam’s style was a blend of several
classical styles, but combined primarily Greek, Roman and Renaissance
Italian influences, from which he created his own stamp. His work was
characterized by delicate colour and the free use of ornamentation to
embellish the traditional symmetries. This treatment gave Palladianism a
certain gracefulness, which appeared on the exterior of a building in the
form of a thinly pilastered front, scored stucco and ‘Venetian’ windows,
and on the interior as refined plasterwork in classical motifs decorating
friezes, chimneypieces and doorcases, strung together with delicate fes-
toons. Adam also invented a composition that allowed ‘stick-on’ mould-
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ings to be mass-produced and made available to builders throughout the
country. The curving room, elliptical or semi-circular, with arches and
curved niches, was another characteristic of Adam’s style. To fit these
new shapes he also designed carpets and furniture of a complementary
colour and theme, bringing fluidity and harmony to the whole architec-
tural dissertation.

A classical house required a classical vista of picturesque and decid-
edly English scenery. Just as Palladianism had in part been a reaction
against the French influence in architecture, so had the formal geometric,
Versailles-type garden plan of axial and radial avenues, parterres and
canals, been dispensed with. The view was laid open and irregular, woods
were moved, and streams altered or added to create a meandering, though
contrived, naturalness. Farm animals and wildlife were held at bay by the
installation of William Kent’s invention, the ‘ha-ha’: a sunken barrier
created by digging a trench along the perimeter of one’s property, allow-
ing the view to appear never-ending, and so called from the exclamation
supposed to have been shouted as the owner or one of his guests came
upon it unexpectedly. A ha-ha at Sotherton Court is mentioned in Mans-
freld Park.

Lancelot Brown (1716-83) was an avid disciple of the ‘picturesque’
and full of brisk helpfulness when offering an opinion on a property’s pos-
sibilities. He acquired his name ‘Capability’ from his confident appraisals
of clients’ acreage — ‘great capability of improvement here’, being the
usual conclusion. Brown rolled the countryside right up to the house,
thereby capturing it in a picturesque study of stately order and rambling
wooded hills, gracefully framed by a serpentine river. To further comple-

Jane and Cassandra Austen often enjoyed the annual ball given at Hurstbourne Park by Lord
Portsmouth, whose son was sent to study with the Reverend George Austen in 1773.

The picturesque outlines of Strawberry Hill, Twickenham, Horace Walpole’s
highly influential Gothic villa.

ment this image, classical or Gothic temples, bridges, follies and artificial
ruins were artfully scattered across the landscape. Brown, working with
the existing features of a site, improved what he found by accentuating the
undulating curves of the terrain, and by bringing into focus carefully
arranged woodlands separated by long sweeps of lawn.

While classical symmetry remained the predominant architectural
theme in Georgian England, an increasing interest in informal landscapes
and a cultivated sensitivity to irregular, picturesque concepts encouraged
principles opposed to Palladian order, resulting in a taste for fantasy and
emotionalism. The stern laws of balance and order had their reaction in
disorder. The words ‘irregular’ and ‘romantic’ aptly describe the first off-
shoot movement — the Gothic Revival.

The taste for England’s Gothic past began as a literary idiom and
spread to art, architecture and decoration. Horace Walpole, the leading
intellect of this movement, was inspired to disperse Gothic zeal in the
creation of his rococo castle, Strawberry Hill, complete with battlements,
tracery and a ‘cabinet’ that resembled an oratory; the design of this room
was so convincing that a visiting French ambassador felt obliged to
remove his hat when entering it. In describing the attractions of Gothic
taste, Walpole wrote:

One must have taste to be sensible of the beauties of Grecian architec-
ture; one only wants passions to feel Gothic.... It is difficult for the
noblest Grecian temple to convey half so many impressions to the
mind as a cathedral does of the best Gothic taste ... the priests ...
exhausted their knowledge of the passions in composing edifices
whose pomp, mechanism, vaults, tombs, painted windows, gloom
and perspective infused such sensations of romantic devotion.

The Country House




The Country House

68

Catherine Morland of Northanger Abbey, her heart full of Gothic romanti-
cism, was disappointed with the improvements that she found when visit-
ing General Tilney’s Abbey: “To an imagination which had hoped for the
smallest diversions, and the heaviest stone-work, for painted glass, dirt
and cobwebs, the difference was very distressing.” Horace Walpole
further underscored the enthusiasm for Gothic taste in the publication of
his historical novelette, The Castle of Otranto (1764), steeped in medieval
mystery, which fostered an onslaught of Gothic romances. One of these,
The Mpysteries of Udolpho (1794) by Mrs Ann Radcliffe, was read by Cathe-
rine Morland’s friend Isabella Thorpe. Some of the Gothic romances were
even enjoved at Steventon Rectory; and in the neighbouring parish of
Sherborne St John, the influence of Horace Walpole found a more tan-
gible expression in its representation at the Vyne, the grand ancestral resi-
dence of Mr and Mrs William John Chute.

Jane Austen had attended lavish balls at the Vyne, and her brothers
had enjoved the famous Vine (later Vyne) Hunt. Her eldest brother
James, while vicar of Sherborne St John, had often dined there, taking
along his young son James Edward, who was to become Jane Austen’s
first biographer. William John Chute’s predecessor, John Chute, had
been a firm friend of Horace Walpole, and —next to Walpole himself—was
considered to be the leader of the ‘Strawberry Hill’ school of design. John
Chute even chose to have himself painted holding an elevation in his hand
for the Gothicizing of the entire exterior of the Vyne. As it happened, after
much correspondence between Walpole and Chute, they settled on the
Gothic style for only one room, the ante-chapel, which after so much con-
sideration turned out to be rather vague and unsuccessful. Ironically, af-
ter this Gothic diversion, John Chute chose a style of classical purity for
the house’s major alteration. The architectural history of the house is also
interesting; built on the site of a vineyard, it was basically Tudor, and was
extensively altered in the seventeenth century by John Webb, another dis-
ciple of Inigo Jones. Webb erected a Corinthian portico against the north
front, one of the earliest in England and a clear example of Palladianism,
though it was constructed fifty years before Lord Burlington was born.

A more extensive example of domestic Gothic architecture within the
Austen family, and one well known to Jane, was Adlestrop Park, the
ancestral home of her mother. Adlestrop Park, located in the heart of the
Cotswolds, had been the property of the Leighs since the Reformation;
Mrs Austen’s father had been born there, and it had passed to her uncle,
and through his descendants to her cousin’s son. The last-named, James
Henry Leigh, and his wife were occupants of the Park in 1806, when Jane
and her mother were guests at Adlestrop Rectory. Built by Mrs Austen’s
great-grandfather, William Leigh, who died in 1690, Adlestrop Park was
a handsome building with formal gardens and extensive pleasure
grounds. Between 1750 and 1762 the house was ‘improved’ in the Gothic
style by architect-designer Sanderson Miller (1717-80), best known for
his work on Lacock Abbey, who carried out his alterations between bouts
of madness. The result, however, was a well-reasoned arrangement of del-

Originally built in the reign of Henry VIII,
the Vyne, near Basingstoke in Hampshire, has
been altered over the centuries to reflect
changing fashions in architecture: The ante-
chapel was transformed into a rather flimsy
Gothic style by John Chute, with the
assistance of Horace Walpole. James Austen
was a regular dinner guest at the Vyne, and
his son was a member of the Vyne Hunt.

icate bay windows capped by lacy parapets and crocketed pinnacles.

In planning a country estate, the house is usually constructed as the
first stage, and the garden subsequently laid out around it. However, with
the increasing taste for picturesque irregularity, the customary sequence
was often reversed; the setting was beginning to dictate the architectural
style, in order that it might be in keeping with the natural characteristics
of the overall scene. Thus, Humphry Repton (1751-1818), who during
the late Georgian and Regency periods became one of the most famous
landscape gardeners in England, often worked closely with architects
where the new construction of a house was being undertaken, in order to
maintain the interplay between building and setting. The house, ac-
cording to Repton’s ideal, should ‘partake of the quiet and sequestered
scenery’ rather than dominate it. He had a high regard for Lancelot
Brown, but considered that his open expanses of lawn were too naked, es-
pecially when immediately surrounding a house. He felt that the connec-
tion between house and grounds ought to flow, as well as be habitable,
and he tended toward the introduction of pleasure grounds that linked the
house with the landscape without interfering with the overall scene: “The
more essential part of Landscape Gardening is apt to be overlooked in the
general attention to the picturesque, which has often little affinity with the
more important objects of comfort, convenience, and accommodation.’
An all-encompassing Repton layout merged the house with the garden
through a series of contiguous interior rooms flowing on to a conservatory,
and from there to a shrubbery walk, flower garden and aviary — the whole
then linked in character and position with the larger landscape. The com-
plete design often included the construction of an entrance lodge, a small
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sample of the main house, which would become another accessory of the
view — ‘when time has thrown its ivy and creeping plants over fresh hewn
rocks, the approach will be in strict character with the wildness of the
scenery’. Even a rustic cottage might be built into the distance, ‘to give an
air of cheerfulness and inhabitancy to the scene which would without it be
too sombre’.

The gardens at Adlestrop Park were laid out by Repton, and his
advice was also sought on a new drive to the rectory. More extensive were
his suggestions for the improvement of the landscape surrounding Stone-
leigh Abbey. Perhaps Jane had these properties in mind during the writ-
ing of Mansfield Park, when Mr Rushworth, having visited his friend’s
newly landscaped Compton, contemplates improvements to his own pro-
perty, Sotherton Court:

‘I wish you could see Compton’, said he. ‘It is the most complete
thing! I never saw a place so altered in my life. I told Smith I did not
know where I was. The approach now is one of the finest things in the
country. You see the house in the most surprising manner. I declare
when I got back to Sotherton yesterday, it looked like a prison — quite
a dismal old prison.’

“Your best friend upon such an occasion’, said Miss Bertram calmly,
‘would be Mr. Repton, I imagine.’

‘That is what I was thinking of. As he has done so well by Smith, I
think I had better have him at once. His terms are five guineas a day.’
‘Well, and if they were ten’, cried Mrs Norris, ‘I am sure you need not
regard it. The expense need not be any impediment. If I were you, I
should not think of the expense. I would have everything done in the
best style, and made as nice as possible. Such a place as Sotherton
Court deserves everthing that taste and money can do. You have
space to work upon there, and grounds that will well reward you.’ ...
‘Smith’s place is the admiration of all the country; and it was a mere
nothing before Repton took it in hand. I think I shall have Repton.’

In laying out the grounds of a vast country estate, not only the visual
aspects, but also its productivity were taken into account. The country
gentry ate well from their own produce: beef and lamb from extensive pas-
tures, fish straight from streams and ponds, venison, game fowl and rab-
bits had for a day’s sport, pork and chicken from the farms, an array of
vegetables and fruits nurtured in kitchen gardens and hothouses, cheeses
and rich cream from the dairy. Mrs Austen’s ancestral home, Stoneleigh
Abbey, produced an abundance not unlike the yield of most other large
estates, as indicated in a letter that she wrote in 1806 to one of her daugh-
ters-in-law:

I do not fail to spend some part of every day in the kitchen garden,
where the quanitity of small fruit exceeds anything you can form an
idea of. This large family, with the assistance of a great many black-
birds and thrushes, cannot prevent it from rotting on the trees. The
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In his Fragments on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening, Humphry
Repton, who received so many accolades from Mr Rushworth in Mansfield Park, shows
how he transformed the view ‘From My Own Cottage in Essex’.

gardens contain four acres and a half. The ponds supply excellent fish,
the park excellent venison; there is a great quantity of rabbits, pi-
geons, and all sorts of poultry. There is a delightful dairy, where is
made butter, good Warwickshire cheese and cream ditto. One man-
servant is called the baker, and does nothing but brew and bake. The
number of casks in this strong-beer cellar is beyond imagination;
those in the small-beer cellar bear no proportion though, by the by,
the small beer might be called ale without misnomer.

At Northanger Abbey the garden contained a number of acres ‘such
as Catherine could not listen to without dismay, being more than double
the extent of all Mr Allen’s, as well as her father’s, including church-yard
and orchard. The walls seemed countless in number, endless in length; a
village of hot-houses seemed to arise among them, and a whole parish to
be at work within the inclosure...”. Even Steventon Rectory was self-
sustaining, with a few cattle and sheep, a small poultry yard, and a pro-
ductive vegetable garden.

With the restart of the Napoleonic Wars in 1803 came the threat of
invasion, which remained even after the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805 and
consequently curtailed the landscape gardening business. The opportun-
ities to arrange scenic parklands had begun to disappear, and with the end
of hostilities, landscape gardeners found themselves called upon to dec-
orate plots of only a few acres surrounding villas and cottages ornés.
These two new types of house were of similar proportions — one elegant,
the other countrified and often thatched. John Nash (1752-1835), whom
Humphry Repton — and his son George — had worked with, invented the
cottage orné, a genteel example of rusticana that allowed its owner to
become completely immersed in the picturesque, though diminished set-
ting. The village of Adlestrop contained at least one cottage orné for Jane

The Country House




The Country House

Austen’s scrutiny. In the polite vernacular the word cottage took on a
somewhat grander meaning; Mrs Elliot’s ‘cottage’ in Sense and Sensibility
included a dining parlour, a drawing room and a saloon. And in Persua-
sion, Uppercross Cottage, ‘with its verandah, french-windows and other
prettinesses [was] quite as likely to catch the traveller’s eye as the more
consistent and considerable aspect and premises of the Great House’.

Itis the Regency period that is most closely associated with Jane Aus-
ten, for it is during this period that all of her books were published, start-
ing with Sense and Sensibility in 1811 — though in fact this book (originally
titled ‘Elinor and Marianne’) had been written in 1795. The term ‘Re-
gency’ applies to social customs, fashion and the arts over a time span of
some twenty years, starting at the beginning of the nineteenth century. As
a constitutional form, the Regency was the period during which the future
King George IV was statutorily acting for his father as head of the realm;
it began with the passing of the Regency Bill in 1811, and ended with the
death of the king in 1820. George III, who came to the throne in 1760,
therefore reigned throughout Jane Austen’s lifetime. Spiritually, Jane
remained a child of the eighteenth century into which she was born, as evi-
denced by her surroundings, the values expressed in her writing and
choice of subject matter, and even by the lifestyle of her characters,
particularly within the environment of their country houses.

The Regency style of architecture was in the broadest terms either
classical or Gothic. In its classical manifestation it retained the traditional
proportions and dignity, though with smoother and more restricted em-
bellishments. Externally, brickwork was often given a veneer of stucco,
which was then painted white — or occasionally blue or pink, especially in
coastal resorts. Gothic houses continued to be built, though as the Victor-
ian era approached, this style lost all traces of its earlier delicacy, and
assumed a sterner and more fortified arrangement of battlements, arched
windows and parapets. Within Jane Austen’s villages of Steventon and
Chawton there does not appear to have been a notable house constructed
during the Regency, though the interior decoration of most of the stately
homes known to her would have displayed the prevailing fashions in fur-
niture and decor. In the novels, apart from references to cottages, Hart-
field in Emma is the only ‘modern’ Regency arrangement, with its flowing
interiors and French windows.

The Regency ended with the construction of the most explosive burst
of architectural fantasy, a reaction to over one hundred years of classical
reason — the incredibly exotic Royal Pavilion in Brighton, built by John
Nash for the Prince Regent. Not surprisingly, it had its critics. One of the
Prince’s guests at the Pavilion remarked: ‘St Paul’s came to Brighton and
pupped’.

It was back in Hampshire, in the village of Chawton, that Jane Austen
was to spend the last seven and a halfyears of her life: the most productive
years of her writing career. From Chawton Cottage she was once again a
participant in, and observer of the workings of village life, the social tan-
gles among the inhabitants of cottages, manors, and the Great House it-

Though careless enough in most matters of eating, he [General Tilney] loved good fruit’
(Northanger Abbey). Many of Jane Austen’s contemporaries had forcing gardens
constructed, like those drawn by Repton in 1816, to keep them supplied with exotic fruits.
The “pinery’ at Northanger Abbey ‘yielded only one hundred’ pineapples.

self. Chawton Cottage, built in the seventeenth century, reputedly as an
inn, had been occupied by the steward of the Knight estate until 1808. In
1809 Edward made the cottage available to his widowed mother, Mrs
Austen, Jane and her sister Cassandra, and their friend Martha Lloyd.
Jane was clearly pleased with her new surroundings, for she expressed her
delight in an amusing little verse written to her brother Francis:

Our Chawton home, how much we find
Already in it, to our mind;

And how convinced, that when complete
It will all other Houses beat

That ever have been made or mended,
With rooms concise, or rooms distended.

It did not beat all other houses in scale or design, or decoration to the in-
terior, but it was ‘snug’ (a Jane Austen compliment for compact but com-
modious) in its setting, in spite of the Winchester traffic. Prior to her
arrival at Chawton, Jane described the cottage in a letter of November
1808 to Cassandra:

There are six Bedchambers at Chawton; Henry wrote to my Mother
the other day, & luckily mentioned the number — which is just what
we wanted to be assured of. He speaks also of Garrets for store-places,
one of which she immediately planned fitting up for Edward’s Man-
servant — and now perhaps it must be for our own — for she is quite
reconciled to our keeping one.
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The Jacobean mansion at Chawton and
the surrounding estates were inherited by
Edward Austen Knight, and in 1809 he

provided Chawton Cottage (inset) as a home
Jfor Mrs Austen, Jane and her sister
Cassandra, together with their friend Martha
Lloyd. It was here that Jane spent the last
seven and a half years of her life.
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The entrance to the cottage was changed, and the ground-floor rooms
reorganized for the sake of privacy and a more attractive approach
through the garden. The small stone-floored entrance-way opened im-
mediately onto the drawing room, with its low ceiling and central beam.
Beyond this, a vestibule, with an ample bookcase, connected the drawing
room with the dining parlour. The dining parlour was used for general liv-
ing as well as for eating, and it was here, at a small pedestal table, that
Jane Austen is thought to have written some of her best novels. Upstairs
were six smallish bed-chambers. Outside, the garden provided seclusion,
with a shrubbery and an orchard, and space enough for exercise along a
gravel walk. Across the yard were the granary and the bakehouse, with its
bread oven and copper-lined wash tub. The exterior of the house was of
smooth red brick, and the whole somewhat asymmetrical, showing a his-
tory of alterations. Most of the front windows were Georgian sash painted
white; casement windows of a previous era remained at the back; and set
in the high-pitched roof were two dormer attic windows. As part of the re-
arrangement of the ground floor, Edward Austen Knight blocked up a
large window that had faced onto the busy road, and cut a2 new window
into the drawing room wall overlooking the garden, to provide a view for
the ladies of the house and to give the ground floor, with its connected
rooms, a cheerier aspect. In the new window, of the sash type and painted
white, the top four panes had insertions of carved wood formed into arches
— the Austens’ gesture of Gothic whimsy.

From fact to fiction: the houses of the novels

It is generally accepted that in her writing Jane Austen never copied di-
rectly from actual places, and that attempts to link visual details in the
novels with real settings or houses would prove fruitless. An interesting
exception to this view is incorporated in Sir David Waldron Smithers’ Jane
Austen in Kent (1981). In the chapter entitled ‘Chevening’ he makes a con-
vincing identification of Rosings in Pride and Prejudice with the very real
Chevening in Kent, and of Mr Collins’ parsonage with that of Jane Aus-
ten’s cousin the Reverend John Austen.

Chevening is located near Sevenoaks, the home of Jane’s great-uncle
Francis Austen, whom she visited at the Red House in 1788. During that
visit Jane also visited her cousins in the neighbouring village of Seal, and
(judging by Sir David’s extensive research) it is highly likely that she paid
her respects at Chevening as well, and went on to use it as a model for Ros-
ings. Another link discovered by Sir David was that in 1796 Chevening
belonged to the Stanhope family. The first Lord Stanhope’s mother had
been called Catherine and appeared in the Chevening records as ‘dau. of
Arnold Burghill’, providing an almost ready-made name for the chate-
laine of Rosings, Lady Catherine de Bourgh.

In 1940, in an article written for the Times Literary Supplement entitled
‘The Last of Mansfield Park’, Ellinor Hughes lamented the demolition of
Harlestone House in Northamptonshire, which she claimed may have

Chevening, near Sevenoaks in Kent, 1828. Was this the model for the home of the formidable
Lady Catherine de Bourgh?

been the prototype for Mansfield Park. The village plan of Harlestone and
the layout of the mansion (which was called Harlestone Park in Jane Aus-
ten’s day) matched the descriptions in the novel. Similarly, Mansfield
Common, to which Miss Crawford was escorted by all the young party
except Fanny Price, had all the attributes of Harlestone Heath. Inside
Harlestone House there were folding doors between the billiard room and
the study that resembled the novel’s descriptions of Mansfield’s billiard
room, with its communicating doors to Sir Thomas’ room. Furthermore,
Mansfield Park was written between 1811 and 1814, just after Humphry
Repton’s alterations to the house and park. Repton’s talents are much dis-
cussed in the novel, as we have already seen. In an early edition of Mans-
field Park, published in 1820, the frontispiece shows two prints of
Harlestone Park, one before and one after Repton’s alterations. In the
Clarendon Press edition of the novels, edited by Dr R. W. Chapman, the
frontispiece is again of Harlestone Park. Ellinor Hughes goes on to claim
that Jane Austen visited Harlestone Park and other houses in North-
amptonshire. Unfortunately, no evidence exists to show that she was ever
in that county. In fact, the evidence is to the contrary, as indicated by a
letter to her sister Cassandra of 29 January 1813, in which she seeks infor-
mation on the Northamptonshire countryside: ‘If you could discover
whether Northamptonshire is a country of Hedgerows I should be glad
again.’ In a subsequent letter to Martha Lloyd, of 16 February 1813, she
refers to her friend’s efforts to gain information on the county: ‘I am
obliged to you for your enquiries about Northamptonshire, but do not
wish you to renew them, as I am sure of getting the intelligence I want
from Henry, to whom I can apply at some convenient moment ‘“‘sans peur
et sans reproche™.’
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‘Sunshine after Rain’:Repton sought to transform his clients’ properties as dramatically
as sunshine and rain transform an English garden. In his Fragments on the Theory and
Practice of Landscape Gardening (1816) he expressed his appreciation of the

picturesque beauties of nature, which he alway
ling with any commission — as witnessed by his
Park in Northamptonshire (abc

Mansfield Park.
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The well-travelled Henry, Jane’s brother, was a useful source of infor-
mation who could be called upon to verify the accuracy'of some of the
visual details in the novels, i.e. Northamptonshire’s hedgerows. As
explained by Park Honan in his book Jane Austen, Her Life (1987), Henry
may have provided a link between his sister and Northamptonshire
through his friendship with Sir James Langham, the owner of Cottes-
brooke Hall (a second house associated with Mansfield Park). What is cer-
tain, is that there exists a considerable amount of correspondence between
Henry’s banking partner James Tilson, of the firm Austen, Maunde and
Tilson, and the Langham family. Mr Tilson was also known to Jane: ‘Mr
Tilson admired the trees’, she wrote of his visit to Edward’s Chawton
House, ‘and grieved that they should not be turned into money’. Further-
more, Henry or Mr Tilson may have learned of Harlestone and of Rep-
ton’s alterations there through Sir James, who was known to Harlestone’s
owner Robert Andrew as his co-trustee for a neighbouring estate.

Cottesbrooke Hall, built between 1700 and 1712 during the reign of
Queen Anne, is an exquisite example of early eighteenth-century archi-
tectural perfection. Its architect is reputed to have been Francis Smith,
who also designed Stoneleigh Abbey. The background of the Langham
family is remarkably similar to that of the Bertrams — even their names —
suggesting that Jane Austen collected more than just geographical data
from Henry. These relationships are further reinforced through other,
though perhaps more trivial pieces of information. Mr Andrew’s sister-in-
law was a daughter of the Isham family of Lamport, Northamptonshire,
and her mother, Mrs Isham, was the recipient of a locket through the last
will and testament of the deceased Mrs Leigh of Stoneleigh Abbey; as part
of the same will, Jane Austen inherited a ‘centre ring’.

Harlestone House was demolished in 1939, though the magnificent
classical stables survive. Cottesbrooke Hall today remains appropriately
elegant, as if it were still the country seat of either a Sir James Langham or
a Sir Thomas Bertram. In Warwickshire, the still splendid Stoneleigh Ab-
bey, some forty miles distant, has also been linked with Mansfield Park —
though not so much with the mansion by that name as with the novel’s
Sotherton Court. The chapel in the great house was remarkably like the
chapel that exists within Stoneleigh Abbey, both in its decor and pro-
portions:

‘Now,” said Mrs. Rushworth, ‘we are coming to the chapel, which pro-
perly we ought to enter from above, and look down upon.’

They entered. Fanny’s imagination had prepared her for something
grander than a mere, spacious, oblong room, fitted up for the purpose
of devotion — with nothing more striking or more solemn than the pro-
fusion of mahogany, and the crimson velvet cushions appearing over
the ledge of the family gallery above.

The interior description of Sotherton also reminds one of Stoneleigh:

The chapel at Stoneleigh Abbey, Warwickshire, with its ‘profusion of mahogany’, like that
of Sotherton Court in Mansfield Park.

under Mrs. Rushworth’s guidance [they] were shewn through a num-
ber of rooms, all lofty, and many large, and amply furnished in the
taste of fifty years back, with shining floors, solid mahogany, rich
damask, marble gilding and carving, each handsome in its way. Of
pictures there were abundance, and some few good, but the larger
part were family portraits, no longer anything to anybody but Mrs.

Rushworth.

The view from the windows on the west front at Sotherton ‘looked across a
lawn to the beginning of the avenue immediately beyond tall iron pal-
isades and gates’, as at Stoneleigh Abbey. Then there are all those win-
dows at Sotherton — ‘more rooms than could be supposed to be of any use
than to contribute to the window tax’; on the Abbey’s west wing there are
forty-five.
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