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Preface

Jane Austen read very extensively in history and belles-lettres,
and her memory was extremely tenacious.! Her invention
sprang largely from books, for in the English classics that were
once women'’s liberal education, Jane Austen found languages to
write with. I here set her books against other books to show how
memory gives origins to art, and without claiming to have
discovered everything, explore how her mind might have worked.

Jane Austen uses ‘allusions’ and ‘influences’ neither by chance
nor merely for embellishment. Northanger Abbey for instance,
far from being the slightest of her novels, dramatises Locke to
display a method and a manifesto. This, the first of her longer
works to be completed in 1803, seems virtually unaffected by
Richardson, whom she had satirised ruthlessly in the juvenilia.
The 1804 publication of his Correspondence may have revived
her respect for a favourite author, because difficult critical cruxes
in Sense and Sensibility disappear if Jane Austen built her book
on Pamela, Clarissa, and Grandison, and if she was prompted by
the Correspondence to revise her novel in the ‘lost years’ 1805-9,
as I shall argue. Sense and Sensibility contains particularly nice
contrasts between some scenes she fully reworked from Richard-
son and Milton, and others she hardly assimilated at all. Pride
and Prejudice demonstrates the dazzling variety of ways in which
she rewrote Grandison, along with glances towards Pamela and
Much Ado about Nothing. Mansfield Park calls upon Grandison
yet again to develop Richardson’s Miltonic hints into the impor-
tant scene in the wilderness. It shows what she can do, essen-
tially, with a change of key. By contrast, A Midsummer Night’s
Dream more thoroughly diffuses all of Emma, as Chaucer’s Wife
of Bath does Persuasion. By this stage the literary-critical impulse
of her Richardson-based books dissolves for the most part into
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X Preface

a method more open, confident, and free. Although her differ-
ences are at least as important as her similarities, books do seem
thus to have provided her beginnings. And if Jane Austen invigor-
ated herself by reading Chaucer, Shakespeare, Locke, Milton,
Pope, Richardson, Fielding, and Coleridge, she only did as they
all did when she made them new and when she made them hers.

Some people will resist the idea. One early critic, Richard
Simpson, wrote ‘If she had no personal help from her contempor-
aries, she cannot be said to have derived much from books’, and
A. Walton Litz decided recently that while ‘her novels are filled
with literary references, many of them are either trivial or
misleading, and conventional source studies ... show how little
vital background is uncovered by an investigation of these
allusions’.? But I am not the first to try and catch her in the act
of greatness?® by guessing where she began. Q.D. Leavis names
the early works as a major source, though R.W. Chapman and
B.C. Southam do not agree; Mary Lascelles argues that she used
conventions similar to Fanny Burney's; Clara Thomson shows
that Maria Edgeworth influenced her in ways that Marilyn Butler
calls ‘anti-jacobin’; Kenneth Moler and Frank Bradbrook uncover
a host of allusions to other books; Henrietta Ten Harmsel sees
her drawing on a diffused network of conventions; Peter L. De
Rose looks to Samuel Johnson; and Juliet McMaster argues for
Shakespeare. Alvin Metcalfe, Jan Fergus, and Gerard Barker
perceive the special importance of Grandison. Alistair
Duckworth places her in the conservative tradition, while
Margaret Kirkham sets her among eighteenth-century feminist
debates.* These critics assume as I do, that to know her reading
is to understand her better.

Susan Gilbert and Sandra Gubar, drawing on Frank Kermode's
and Harold Bloom's Freudian paradigms about the necessary
‘anxiety’ of writers confronted by the burden of the past, sketch
a Jane Austen who resists male-dominated art. Dale Spender
endows her with a matriarchal novelistic inheritance, and Jane
Spencer explores thematic links with female forerunners.® I
myself believe that Jane Austen took what she wanted from
anywhere, not just from women, and not just from fiction either,
and that her memory energised her art in a manner far more
coherent even than ‘intertextuality’. In spite of Freud and his
followers, I detect no trace of anxiety in her, for to paraphrase
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Preface xi

Dryden on Jonson, she ‘invades Authors like a Monarch, and
what would be theft in other Poets, is only victory in her’ (Of
Dramatick Poesie, p.90). Every detail of my argument may not
strike others as forcefully as it did me, but I hope that the
accumulation of detail will. In any case, we flatter ourselves to
think we know more than she did, for if we know even part of
it, we are doing pretty well.

What, as Jane Austen said in echo of Harriet Byron, am I to
do with my gratitude? I am grateful to Pat Briickmann, John
Burrows, Marilyn Butler, Margaret Dalziel, Ian Donaldson,
Margaret Anne Doody, Alistair Duckworth, E.E. Duncan-Jones,
David Erdman, Catherine Fitzgerald, Colin Gibson, David
Gilson, John Hardy, Lenore Harty, David Hoeniger, Park Honan,
Jonathan Lamb, Mary Lascelles, D.C. Measham, the late Ellen
Moers, Michael Neill, Ruth Perry, Clive Probyn, Claude Rawson,
Barry Roth, Juliet Sheen, George Starr, Janet Todd, Howard
Weinbrot, my editor Kevin Taylor, and my copy-editor Andrea
Smith. Anaig Fenby, Lynnsay Francis, Michael Hamel, John
Jackson, Jane Jones, and Mary Sullivan were expert friends, while
John, James, and Lison Harris simply made everything possible.
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