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In this major study, leading Austen scholar John Wiltshire offers new
interpretations of Jane Austen’s six novels, Sense and Sensibility (1811),
Pride and Prejudice (1813),Mansfield Park (1814), Emma (1816), North-
anger Abbey and Persuasion (1818). Much recent criticism of Austen
has concentrated on the social, historical and intellectual context of
her work, but Wiltshire turns attention back to Austen’s prose
techniques. Arguing that each of Austen’s works has its own distinct
focus and underlying agenda, he shows how Austen’s interest in
psychology, and especially her treatment of attention and the various
forms of memory, helped shape her narratives. Through a series of
compelling close readings of key passages in each novel, Wiltshire
underscores Austen’s unique ability to penetrate the hidden inner
motives and impulses of her characters, and reveals some of the
secrets of her narrative art.
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Preface

Austen studies for the last few decades have often been concerned with Jane
Austen’s place in history. A book called The Hidden Jane Austen might well
belong to this genre, since exploring the historical circumstances and written
sources to which Austen’s work may refer can certainly throw light on
previously missed or misunderstood aspects of her novels. No one writing
seriously now about Austen can ignore this historicist approach or its very
fruitful results, but on the whole this volume belongs to another genre.
It seeks – as far as possible – to read Jane Austen as our contemporary, and
so to offer new readings of the novels to some extent inspired by twenty-
first-century preoccupations, while keeping closely attentive to her texts.
The topic of attention in fact is central to this book in two ways. I’m

going to suggest that it is a key issue for Austen readers because in all of
her published novels the heroine’s attention or inattention is coupled with
and sometimes played against our own engagement. Memory, which is
dependent on attention in the first place, is just as important a feature.
This book seeks to explore how attention and memory are dramatised, but
at the same time to illuminate the reading experience of attention, and
often to distinguish between reading and re-reading, as well as practising
careful attention itself. The heroines are treated as psychological realities
because I believe that imagining characters as actual beings is the primary,
natural act of reading the realist novel, and that re-reading is a poor thing if
this is lost sight of.
I take my orientation in each chapter from within the space of each

novel, rather than co-opting each into an overmastering argument. The
word ‘hidden’ in this book thus has a wide range of meanings. It appears in
all of these chapters, but it does not always point to the same aspect of the
texts, for to explore the inner workings of each novel is to recognise, equally,
that each one has its own unique atmosphere and agenda. Nevertheless, in
all of them I hope to show how astonishing is Austen’s penetration of the
hidden inner motives and impulses of her imagined characters.
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This book does not enter one realm that its title might seem to promise.
The Hidden Jane Austen has nothing to reveal about Jane Austen’s personal
life. I have, however, been constantly reminded of the phrase – extraordinary
in itself – that Austen’s family included on her tombstone in Winchester
Cathedral: among the familiar pieties is a line in praise of ‘the extraordinary
endowments of her mind’.

All references to Jane Austen’s novels are to the Cambridge Edition of
the Works of Jane Austen, 2005–8, and take the form: abbreviated title
(where this is not clear from the context) in italics, volume number in
roman, followed by a colon, chapter number, and page number in this
edition. Thus (P&P ii: 14, 235). Most references take the form (i: 2, 21).
Deirdre Le Faye’s edition of Jane Austen’s Letters (Oxford University Press,
1995) is cited as Letters.

x Preface
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