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way. Because he has learned from his Jane Austen to desire the whole and complete,
the ordered and the clean—and because he loves Jane Austen—his argument about
Emmais from the start determined to end in a vision and restoration of the author-
mother-perfect-friend and must take whatever steps will lead to that restoration.

22. Fanny has earlier been more generous in bestowing the signs of her friend-
ship. “[Without loving her, without ever thinking like her, without any sense of
obligation for being sought after now when nobody else was to be had; and deriv-
ing no higher pleasure from her conversation than occasional amusement, and thaz
often at the expense of her judgment,” Fanny “went to her every two or three
days” (208). Untouched by Mary and unmoved by her in the discussion of Miss
Owens, Fanny acts out an indifference acquired for purposes of display; “You know
nothing and you care less, as people say,” Mary notes. “Never did tone express
indifference plainer” (288). But Fanny’s well-spoken indifference (payback, per-
haps, for the companion who had earlier remained “untouched and inattentive”
in the face of “some tender ejaculation of Fanny’s” about human and vegetative
nature [208-9]) is the studied resolution of an irresistible restlessness: Fanny’s
visits to Mary and “the sort of intimacy which took place between them” are the
product of “a kind of fascination” on Fanny’s part (207-8). The hesitations and
reluctances of Austen’s language (a kind of / sort of relation between women)
may name an crotic connection contained and dulled by the interposing figure of
Edmund Bertram. For further discussion of Mary and Fanny, see Misty G. Ander-
son’s “ ‘The Different Sorts of Friendship’: Desire in Mansfield Park,” in Jane
Austen and Disconrses of Feminism, ed. Devoney Looser (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1995), 167-83. Janet Todd allows her discussion of the “strangely threaten-
ing” nature of some friendships in Austen to trouble her notion that “social friend-
ship” (which she finds most clearly exemplified in Austen’s novels) “is a nurturing
tie.” See Women’s Friendship in Literature (New York: Columbia University Press,
1980), 4-5, 246-301.

23. “Homage” in “Talk of the Town,” New Yorker, 5 November 1979, 41-42.
I thank Deidre Lynch for suggesting that I look at this passage, and I thank audi-
ences at the University of Utah and the University of Colorado at Bolder, as well
as participants in D. A. Miller’s graduate seminar at Columbia University, for their
stimulating responses to this essay.
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Sensibility by the Numbers: Austen’s Work
as Regency Popular Fiction

BARBARA M. BENEDICT

Introduction

Charlotte Bronté’s sneer at Jane Austen still resonates. “And what did
1 ind [in Pride and Prejudice]?” she demanded in 1848. “An accurate
daguerrotyped portrait of a commonplace face; a carefully fenced, highly
cultivated garden.” Bronté’s contempt for Austen crystallizes the Roman-
tic opposition to Regency fiction thirty years after the posthumous publi-
cation of Northanger Abbey and Persuasion. Compared to Scott’s “big
boom” and Bronté’s sexual passion, Jane Austen’s works were considered
by Romantic advocates safely “delicate.” These judgments have swayed
generations of critics into maintaining that Austen wrote refined novels
that pleased conservative readers by steering clear of sentimentalism or
rebellion. This pigeonholing of Austen as an author of high literature re-
mains in effect.? Yet Austen wrote love stories at a time when novels that
portrayed female emotion and the struggle of independent heroines
against social convention were the popular rage. Moreover, the Romantic
ideal of authorship as a sign of laudable originality was, in fact, only newly
emerging, and doing so among a literary elite to which Austen did not
belong. Poised between two aesthetics, Austen faced an audience that
Bronté did not acknowledge. How did these original readers encounter
Austen’s work—as “literature”™ or as “fiction”? Since her novels plumb a
popular tradition of love fiction, why did critics categorize her work as
highbrow? What, indeed, is the relationship of this highbrow classification
to Romantic ideals of authorship?

Scholars have noted Austen’s close attention to the eddies of literary
fashion in Northanger Abbey. But all her novels allude to popular texts.
Pride and Prejudice condemns Mr. Collins for refusing to read novels.
Sense and Sensibility and Persuasion mock would-be Romantics’ enthusi-
asm for fashionable literature; Emma refers to Mr. Martin’s reading of
Knox’s Elegant Extracts and plunders John Almon’s New Foundling Hos-
pital for Wit; Mansfield Park and Northanger Abbey both center on the
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thoughtless use of a trendy text, Lovers’ Vowsand The Mysteries of Udolpho,
respectively.? Clearly, Austen was interested in the commercial circulation
of literature.? Indeed, her intertextuality suggests that she conceived of
her novels in the context of current fiction, as a part of popular literature,
and designed her novels to reach the audiences who were reading contem-
porary novels. An examination of the venues for the kinds of books Austen
was writing, their audiences, what the safely sellable formula of novels
seemed to be, and what conditions encouraged the development of this
formula clarifies Austen’s fictional structure and her early reception, while
suggesting why she has been labeled elite. These contexts show that Aus-
ten’s novels, albeit written originally for her family and informed by high,
as well as popular, literature, were constructed and presented to audiences
in the mold of circulating fiction: as the episodic adventures of familiar,
sympathetic heroines, designed for a rapid read.

These audiences were part of the wide readership that Scott, the Ro-
mantic poets, the Brontés, and like-minded artists desired to reach in the
early nineteenth century. Austen’s fiction, however, scarcely encourages
Romantic taste in such readers. In her plots, motifs, and settings, Austen
instead makes the most of the overlap between early novels now consid-
ered “high,” like Richardson’s Si» Charles Grandison, and new, “com-
mon” novels like the anonymous Harriet and Her Cousin, or Prejudice
Removed, doing so just when middle-class Romantic authors were at-
tempting to forge a profitable difference between them. Moreover, her
narrative sophistication and irony suggested a stylistic compatibility be-
tween high literature and popular fiction that challenged—indeed, contra-
dicted—Wordsworth’s argument (outlined in the Preface to Lyrical Bal-
lnds) that a new literary language was required in order to reach the
neglected, common audience. By her thematic and generic formulas, her
style, and her method of publishing outside the contemporary critical co-
terie, Austen contradicted the Romantic claim that fine writing required
extraordinary experience, extraordinary character, and a revolutionary
ideology.® Her work seemed to devalue fiction writing, defining it not as
the demonstration of original genius or innate talent that the Romantics
claimed, but as a craft requiring only basic skill and education. In the
Regency and the early Victorian period, Austen could be seen as hostile
to the Romantics’ attempts to make authorship an elite profession and
so to distinguish themselves from the writers-for-pay employed by such
publishers as the Minerva Press. By categorizing Austen herself as elite,
however, this ambitious, middle-class literary coterie asserted that popular
taste ran not to the familiar but to the sensational, which they provided.
They thereby sought to consolidate a hold on literary production.
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How Regency Readers Encountered Novels

During the last decades of the eighteenth century and the first of the
nineteenth, however, literary production in fact often entailed the formu-
laic reproduction not only of content but of form. The venues in which
readers encountered novels like Austen’s promoted the replication of these
formulas: circulating libraries accessed by means of catalogs. These con-
texts worked to shape fiction and to outline the way to read it. The Re-
gency library was a transitional arena permitting a rich interchange be-
tween rival literary ideals. Here, critical hierarchies vanish. Libraries
juxtaposed current and classical, entertaining and technical, profiteering
and pious texts. In catalogs and on shelves, Austen and Burney stand
cheek-by-jowl with “high” and “low” works, genres, and authors; either
readers brought their own preferences or prejudices with them, or proprie-
tors directed their taste. Indeed, since books were arranged by format and
size, as in the catalogs, in large libraries readers relied on assistants to
find, even to choose, their selections (see fig. 1).% This jumble elided the
emerging distinction between literature as a class commodity and as a
popular entertainment. Austen’s novels, like many others, finesse these
distinctions by combining qualities currently successful in circulating
novels—the topic of female education and marriage, attention to social
ritual, sensitivity to female conduct and internal consciousness, an elite
setting—with qualities borrowed from high literature: parody, moral seri-
ousness, topicality. Depending on their “take,” readers could categorize
these works as circulating novels, moral fiction, or both.

Circulating libraries also violated cultural hierarchies. By acquiring pri-
vate libraries, they helped to propel literature into the public arena and
became a means for the public to sample the taste of the elite, yet their
supply of fiction overwhelmed their supply of the poetry, moral philoso-
phy, and drama that formed the traditional basis of literary collections.”
This competition between kinds of literature did not escape public notice.
For example, in a comic petition published in the Bath Chronicle of 25
January 1781, personificd books in a circulating library plead with literary
proprietors to replace novels with “serious literature.”® But The Use of
Cireulating Libraries Considered: With Instructions for Opening and Con-
ducting A Library either upon a large or small Plan (1797) suggests that
of 1,500 books, 1,050 should be novels, and 130 romances, making fic-
tion 80 percent of the holdings. Libraries also advertised for subscribers
in the newspapers and allowed visitors use of their rooms if accompanied
by members or for a fee, thus blurring the boundaries between selective
and general membership.” They allowed class mixing—and the exercise of



Conurzesy oi

1 Messrs. Lackineton Allen & Co., Temple of the Muses, Finsbury Square, as pictured in Ackermann’s Repository of the Arts, no. 4

Fehe Print Collection, Lewis Walpole Library, Yale University.

>

SENSIBILITY BY THE NUMBERS 67

social skills not recommended by traditional literature, like flirting. Austen
portrays this irony in Pride and Prejudice when she shows Lydia Bennet
attending to men rather than books at Clarke’s (30).

Yet circulating library audiences in the Regency could not escape class
consciousiiess.” Libraries’ location, contents, fees, and clientele gave them
a class stamp. Subscriptions were based on income: the more clients paid,
the more books they were permitted to borrow at a time, and the greater
their access to new works."! The huge 1812 Catalogue of N.L. Pannier’s
Foveign and English Circulating Library in London provides a typical de-
lineation of terms: “1st class: 2 guineas per annum, 10 volumes at a time in
town and 15 in the country; 2nd class: 1£. 11s. 6d per annum, 6 volumes at
a time in town and 9 in the country; 3rd class: 1£. 4s. per annum, 4
volumes at a time in town and 6 in the country.”*? Moreover, the catalog
graciously promises that “[a]ny Lady or Gentlemen [sic] to whom it may
not be convenient to take Books Quarterly, &c. may be accommodated
Weekly or Monthly.” By contrast, Harrod’s Circulating Library in rural
Stamford in 1790 featured over a thousand books, the majority novels. Its
twelve-page catalog, which includes Clarissa, Evelina, The Excursion, Cas-
tle of Otranto, Emma ov Child of Sorrow, and Emily Montague, omits all
authorial names, yet devotes a whole page to selling medicines and miscel-
laneous goods such as boot blacking, musical instruments, and drawing
implements."® This library serves as a general store for a regular clientele.
The still less extensive and expensive Carnavon circulating library of Jones
and Parry in 1835 asks only one pound annually.

Location also dictates taste. Whereas Pannier’s served a faceless urban
clientele, the Carnavon library set out to woo familiar customers by pro-
viding “Instructive, Entertaining, and Religious” books, and adding
“New Popular Publications . . . as soon as published, according to the
patronage.”* Whereas Pannijer’s abounds with novels, Jones and Parry’s
twenty-two-page catalog includes Blair’s Sermons, Young’s Night
Thoughts, Hester Chapone’s Letters, Rasselas, works by Dodd, Doddridge,
Franklin, Gregory, and many other religious and philosophical writers,
along with plenty of history and three pages of biography.

In addition to prices, content, and location, the character of the proprie-
tor, as Austen notes both in her letters and in Sanditon, determined the
nature of a library. To entice clients, proprictors published sycophantic

notes to the public in their catalogs. York’s circulating library proprietor
“w. STORRY Cannot suffer the present Opportunity to pass, without briefly
expressing his grateful Acknowledgments for the liberal Support he has
experienced from the Public; and at the same Time assures them that his
utmost Endeavours shall be exerted to render his LIBRARY worthy of their
future Patronage and Support.”’ Fisher’s catalog is dedicated to subscrib-
ers with “sincerest gratitude. . . . He trusts that it will not be improper
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for him to say, that if his Library be, in any degree, worthy of general
approbation, the public is obliged to his annual subscribers, who enable
him to buy so great a variety of new books, on the most important sub-
jects.”'® With such expressions of gratitude, proprietors attempted to kin-
dle a personal relationship with their audiences that would resemble the
bonds between old-fashioned booksellers and elite clients in the previous
century.

Circulating libraries expanded the uses of literacy. As John Bell explains,
different readers subscribe for different reasons:

There are gentlemen who wish to examine the merits of Books before they pur-
chase them, and others whose convenience will not admit them to purchase
many new Books;—The British Musenm and other Libraries on [ sic] public insti-
tutions, may contain every publication, but then the mode of accommodation
to individuals, is on so confined a Plan, as to render it almost useless; and the
application to private collections . . . may put friendship to the test. In order,
therefore, . . . To facilitate the advantages of Literature—To enable every reader
to form a proper judgment of Books before he becomes a purchaser of them . . .
I submited [sic] the following plan. . . .1

Bell recognizes that readers encounter books in different ways, but he
interprets these differences as demonstrations of readers’ unique tastes and
stresses that libraries, like the commissioned booksellers, can cater to indi-
viduals by allowing them to vet texts before borrowing or buying them.
As a service rendered to a mass audience, however, this practice and venue
cncouraged all readers to sample books before purchasing them. Reading
itself could become an act of casual impressionism acted out in a social
milieu, rather than the private act of intellectual commitment that Ro-
mantic theory endorsed.

Libraries also could be seen as turning authors into suppliers of cheap
commodities, and raising booksellers from mediators to managers of liter-
ary culture. To the Reverend Edward Mangin, formulaic fiction that pan-
ders to the lower and middle classes degrades literature, converting it into
merchandise. He blames circulating fiction for freeing the writer to feed
the audience’s fantasics, and thus promoting an idle greed for pleasure.
This commercialization alarms Mangin because, by removing literarure
from the purview of critics, it seems to leave one of the most influential
arenas of cultural production to be regulated by market forces alone. This
decentering of cultural creation was, in fact, already over a hundred years
old, but in the light of the new Romantic ideal of the spiritual indepen-
dence of authorship, circulating fiction, simultaneously old-fashioned and
newfangled, embodied cultural corruption.’? Novels were a site not only
of public morality but also of commercial and cultural competition.
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In attacking circulating libraries® violation of both traditional and
emerging, clite literary values, Mangin inadvertently outlines what readers
expected when they took out a novel. Circulating libraries marketed nov-
elty—but novelty of a particular, predictable sort. As John Bell explains,
libraries traditionally specialized in permanent rather than cphemeral
printed materials since “[pJamphlets in general, have been excluded from
the Catalogues of Circulating Libraries, with very great propricty, as they
are generally of the Mushroom kind, and seldom enjoy a less precarious
existence” (preface). In the Regency, however, librarics increasingly fea-
tured topical items. At the same time, inflation, and, in particular, the
gouging price of 31s. 6d. charged for Scott’s three-decker novels, eroded
the power of traditional booksellers to purvey fiction and so increased the
importance of libraries for readers.?’ In this context, the circulating library
became the first arena openly to value the experience of literary novelty
over proprictorship. Its customers borrowed rather than bought; the plea-
sure it afforded was thus unapologetically ephemeral.

At the same time, this novelty was itself formulaic, and the libraries’
catalogs underscored this. Organizing readers’ responses to circulating
library fiction in highly significant ways, these catalogs show which famil-
iar features of novels were valued by their contemporaries. They were
themselves formulaic books that both retained their value and required
constant updating. In 1817, when the Reverend E. W. Grinfield, MA,,
minster of Laura Chapel in Bath attempts “the diffusion of Religious and
Useful Knowledge amongst the Labouring Orders, by the means of cheap
Circulating Libraries,” he suggests that “[t]he first step towards the pro-
motion of such an Institution is the Publication of & General Catalogue.”?
The London-based Earle, whose shilling catalog was published by John
Nichols, stresses the importance of the catalog as an object of expenditure
and a guide:

The present Catalogue is printed different from any in London, it being the
Practice of most Libraries to make their Catalogues appear as large as possible,
for which Purpose, they particularize, and some even give short Accounts of the
Books; whereas the one now offered exhibits at one View 90 different Books,
except where there is a Collection, containing sundry Things. He trusts his Plan
will be approved, as his Aim is to give Subscribers as little Trouble as possible—
and it will be found as extensive as any in England. (Overleaf)

As Earle’s boast demonstrates, each detail of a catalog conveys essential
information to readers, although expensive ones prefer descriptive preci-
sion whereas economical ones value quantity. All catalogs, however, re-
mind readers of the bargain circulating libraries provide. Most number
cach selection in vertical columns, listing the unitalicized title, the number
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of volumes, and the reference numeral, often printing at the mmm.i.mrﬁ the
price of each work for those who might wish to buy it. This detail informs
readers of the work’s estimated value, serving discreetly to underscore the
advantage of borrowing rather than buying the Uoo_m..mw:no these values
usually rest merely on the size of a book, they remain fairly constant: Mac-
kenzie’s short but trendy Man of Feeling, for example, as a single volume
almost universally commands 2s. 6d., while three-volume novels cost up-
wards of 9s. Totting up the cost of all the books a Hnmaﬁ. might peruse in
a year certainly evidences the value of a library mz_‘uwnzmcos. .

Unlike the auction catalogs that were printed for elite collections, Hr.a
catalogs for circulating libraries ignore publication dates and o.mo: omit
authors’ names. A sequence of sale catalogs printed in the early :5080:.5
century suggests that this is a significant difference not merely of practice
but of policy, and moreover a difference that mnrog.nrn struggle Uo?ﬁn.b
the Regency reader’s appetite for literature’s replication »:n._ the Romantic
idealization of original authorship. In 1801, Turner @cvrmroa, a nmn.m_om
for his library and bookshop using the conventional method of Qummwmnw
tion by format and alphabet, mixing genres and pricing U.oowm by their
length and popularity. If within the catalog novels were »2:@:8& to spe-
cific authors, they sometimes cost more: item #271 Castle of Athlin and
Dunbayne, attributed to “Mrs. Radcliffe,” is valued at 3s. oa..w.w._mo her
accredited The Italian at three volumes costs 15s.; and her Sicilian Ro-
manceis 7s. for two volumes.?2 Turner follows these principles in his 1814
sale catalog. In 1817, however, his catalog of books mc.ﬂ sale Eacan.m a
penultimate section invitingly entitled “Novels,” e/&:a in 1819 he cites
several previously overlooked novelists for the first time by name and in-
cludes the dates of their editions, including as item #2597 “Mackenzie’s
Man of Eecling, #. bds. 25.6d. 1815.7% Interestingly, the brand-new Q.:-
tion of Mackenzie’s novel with original boards commands the same price
as an old, undated one, presumably in far worse condition. This suggests
that novels, no matter how popular, did not accumulate value as classics
in exactly the same way that famous editions of poetry m:.a philosophy
did. Clearly, the value of this novel lay for most readers in its role as the
literary epitome of sentiment. .

This practice of dating editions and thus advertising them as no:nn.cv_m
objects continues in Turner’s sale catalogs for 1823 and 1827. The circu-
lating library catalogs’ practice of omitting dates suggests that novelty was
so desirable to library proprietors that they preferred not to devalue their
stock by admitting damning information that might make a book seem
outdated. It also implies, however, that readers were unlikely to care about
which edition of a novel they were ordering.* Catalogs thus reveal the
difference between the elite custom of collecting books as objects and the
new reading classes’ practice of collecting the experience of reading them.
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Significantly, the volumes of a work are numbered individually, but since
the listed prices serve for the entire work, any volumes subsequent to the
first are not priced. This reveals that whereas for book collectors with vast
houses like Austen’s Mr. Darcy, who “cannot comprehend the neglect of
a family library” (Pride and Prejudice, 38), a book’s value lies in its en-
tirety, for circulating library readers, mobile, space-short, or penny-
pinched, each volume should be worth borrowing on its own merits.?

Packaging, like circulating library catalogs, also presented novels as in-
terchangeable rather than unique. Despite their books’ touted novelty and
transience, the physical arrangement and presentation imposed by libraries
gave their volumes a uniformity comparable to that of the books lining the
shelves of gentlemen’s libraries, where selections were bound in matching
covers. Although printers, binders, booksellers, and proprictors altered the
presentation of all books during the period from the eighteenth century
to the end of the Regency, novels underwent a particularly significant
makeover. Printed in octavo or duodecimo, small and portable, they were
jacketed in marble, sky-blue, or rose-colored paper that advertised both
their function as articles designed for feminized leisurc and their similar-
ity. Designed to appeal to the consumer’s eye, this packaging imposes an
external regularity on the novels constituting the fictional “library” and
suggests a parallel internal uniformity of form and quality. Readers are
encouraged to expect familiar contents.

Familiar titles reinforce this uniformity and provide readers with the
clearest clue to these contents. The subtitular hint “A Novel” rarely ap-
pears in catalogs, so titles alone must serve to signal their genre or sub-
genre. Bell’s catalog categorizes books by format (novels never appear in
the large formats), and then genre, but whereas volumes in sections like
“History and Antiquities,” “Divinity,” and “Voyages and Travels” are
listed by author, the volumes in “Romances, Novels, and other Books of
Entertainment” appear only by title. Although Storry’s catalog lists its
stock alphabetically under the author’s name within format divisions, tales
and novels as usual appear under their titles—including item #1047 First
Impressions; ov, the Portyait (4 vols., £1) and item #1663 Musgrove (Eliza)
(2 vols., 6s.) (28, 42). Despitc omitting the titles of its three hundred
plays as “too tedious to mention,” Harrod’s lists all its novels by their
titles. More scrupulous catalogs distinguish plays from novels by using
parenthetical notes like “sent[imental] comfedy]” and “tragedy.” Since
many early catalogs mix all kinds of works—biography, travels, memoirs,
novels, beauties (compendia of choice passages from the work of a particu-
lar author), poetry, biography, medicine, drama, periodicals, travels, dic-
tionarics, and pictorial works—readers were expected to infer the genre
of a work from its title. This lack of categorical differentiation separates
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circulating library catalogs from auction catalogs that categorize literature
by genre; the former equate all kinds of rcading as equally satisfying.

The similarity of novels’ titles further underscores the similarity of their
contents. These titles fall into a few, loose categories. Many are names that
typecast protagonists, particularly women. While no Austen novel finds
its way into Pannier’s catalog, something entitled Susan appears at 2 vols.
for 12s., and under “E” the evidently popular Eliza Musgrove, 2 vols., 4s.
(#4549, 89; #590, 26). As Austen well knew, women’s names, especially
fashionable and familiar ones, seemed to survive endless repetition.’® In
Northanger Abbey, the narrator regularly plays with the associations of
nomenclature, asserting Mr. Morland’s respectability “though his name
was Richard,” explaining Tilney’s forgiveness of Catherine as a sign of
the sensibility of “a Henry,” and tracing Tilney’s ability to manufacture a
Radcliffean fantasy to his intimate knowledge of “Julias and Louisas” (13,
94,107). Ebers’s 1816 catalog, for example, cites eight novels whose main
title is Julin, and two more Juliana (117). Four Emmas, not even includ-
ing Austen’s or another published by Lane, appear here. These familiar
names function for readers as a code for types of moralized sensibility.

The repetition of the titles within such lists also supplies readers with a
context they could draw on to evaluate new novels. The publication of
First Impressions may have prevented Austen from using that title, but the
concept was already banal. In 1799, Earle’s catalog lists as item #1687
“Love at first sight, by Gunning,” five volumes for 17s. 6d.; as item #1687
“Love at first sight, or miss Caroline Hamilton,” three volumes for 9s.; and
as item #1689 “Love at first sight, or the gay in a flutter” for 3s. (39). This
titular repetition suggests that originality was not an important criterion
for publishers or readers. Ebers’s library in 1809 lists, as item #11509,
“First Impressions, or Sketches from Avt and Nature, animate and inani-
mate, by J.P. Malcolm, Esq.” at 16s., as well as #11070, “Pride of Ances-
try,” four volumes for £1.7 In 1816, Ebers includes as item #5066 Sense
and Sensibility, 3 volumes for 18s., and as item #4905 “—— and Preju-
dice, by a Lady, 3 vols. 18s.” (169, 164). The latter appears bencath Pride
of Ancestry at 4 vols. for £1 1s.?® While such juxtapositions often, if not
always, hint at topical echoes, titles only outline subgenre; they do not
convey tone. Although readers relied primarily on the main title, since
novels often lost their subtitles in catalogs, long repetitive titles added
style, as well as emphasis. Many use these secondary clauses further to
characterize their protagonists, for example, #5292 Adultress (the), As-
pasia, or the Dangers of vanity, and Alphonsine, or Maternal Affection (5—
6). A few titles describe a lurid incident: #169 Atrocity of @ Convent, 3
vols., 15s. (4), or #95 Annals of Suicide, or History of Self Murder 3s. 6d.
(3). The utter absence in the catalog of any clue signaling satire, sentimen-
talism, tragedy, or comedy suggests that for Regency readers, tone may
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have been less important than plot and unimportant compared to charac-
ter, particularly the character of a female heroine.

The titles of Austen’s first two published novels announce the novels’
allegiance to one particular subgenre: romances about the education of
heroines. In titling these books, Austen employs terms that were highly
familiar to her audience and would immediately signal the central plots of
her novels: “sense,” “sensibility,” “pride,” and “prejudice.” Indeed, she
prunes away the subtitle that has become so typical of circulating fiction,
and so prompts or licenses her publisher Thomas Edwards to exploit the
densely packed terms by printing them repeatedly in the text. The first
editions of both Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice repeat the
title on each volume’s opening page. Semse and Sensibility (London:
Printed for the Author, . . . and published by T. Egerton, Whitchall, 1811)
prints the title as a running head in each of its three volumes. Pride and
Prejudice (London: T. Egerton, Military Library, Whitehall, 1813) not
only prints the title “PRIDE AND PREJUDICE” on its half title page between
double rules but includes a full title page that solicits the audience for
Austen’s previous novel: “PRIDE AND PREJUDICE: A Novel. In Three Vol-
umes. By the AUTHOR OF ‘SENSE AND SENSIBILITY.” ” This both advertises
the previous novel and reiterates its thematic category. Sense and Sensibility
is a fictional exploration of sentimentalism; circulating readers remember
this each time they open one of'its volumes.

The importance of titles for quickly sending signals to readers was obvi-
ous to publishers.” The celebrated and successful William Lane of Lane’s
Circulating Library fused tout and tale in his humorous advertisement A
Tale Addvessed to the Novel Readers of the Present Times. A joking intertex-
tual squib, serving simultaneously as advertisement and parody, this story
opens:

Inascquestered and romantic part of an interior county resided ELLEN, COUNT-
ESS OF CASTLE HOWELL; a lady who united an excellent mind to an elegant
person. She was reared, and had recejved instructions for her conduct through
life from the protectress of ANNA, or the WELCH HEIRESS: And though she had
a few JUVENILE INDISCRETIONS, yet her guardian angel, hovering around her,
prevented her sharing the fate of the innocent AGNES DE COURCY.®

Suggesting how women’s names and experiences were the topics of novels,
Lane explains that “[hler companions were PAULINE, A VICTIM OF THE
HEART, and MADELINE, of the HOUSE OF MONTGOMERY. Her attendants
1.UCY, with the twins ELLEN AND JULIA, having been reared in the CASTLE
OF WOLFENBACH, were, from some ERRORS OF EDUCATION, not the
WOMEN THEY SHOULD BE” (3). The seven-page tale concludes by solicit-
ing readers to visit Lane’s Press: “The readers who are anxious to inquire
carlier [than the year’s probation Minerva demands] into the fates, and
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attendant circumstances, may be fully gratified by application to her Tem-
ple,—where, for the Entertainment, all these MYSTERIES” may be pur-
chased (7). On the back page is the list of “JUST PUBLISHED” novels, in-
cluding all twenty-six of those mentioned in the tale, and a list of twelve
more “IN PRESS.” The titles clearly told readers what subgenre of novel—
Gothic or sentimental—they were.

The Contextual Influence on Austen’s Fiction

This principle of listing books by title alone began to change, however,
when Romantic notions of authorship infiltrated libraries. The Reading
circulating library established by George Lovejoy in 1832 explains metic-
ulously that “[i]n the second part, from page 183 to 360, Works of Fiction
are arranged separately in alphabetical order, under the name of the
Author, and again under the #itle of the Book.”®! In this library, all of
Austen’s novels appear listed alphabetically under “Austen, Jane,” with
Northanger Abbey and Persuasion appearing under “N” (191). In this
scholarly system of cataloging, Austen’s novels are lifted from the tradi-
tional context of circulating fiction and appear as highbrow literature, the
product not of a formula but of an individual sensibility. This represents
them as Romantic products, texts for elite readers vetted by experienced
critics.

As Lane’s advertisement shows, however, for Regency writers and read-
ers, circulating novels established their own literary context not through
plaudits in critical reviews but through intertextuality. With a tonal flexi-
bility difficult for modern audiences to grasp, these novels yoke self-con-
sciousness and sentimentality. At the start of Constantia; or, the Distvessed
Friend, for example, Charles Easeby remarks to Sir Thomas Trevor, “If
Fortune should ever throw us into a Train of Adventures (which you know
had like to be the Case at our Departure from France) there could not
possibly be found two Heroes better adapted to be the subject of a modern
Novel. As it is, if I had Olzver Goldsmith’s Chinese Habit . . . T should de-
scribe . .. [an] Allegory. . . .”* Novels depended on readers’ knowledge
of other novels, as Austen recognizes when she refers to Burney and Rad-
cliffe in Northanger Abbey, her novel most explicitly addressed to the circu-
lating library public, and when she sprinkles references to texts or hero-
ines’ names in vogue throughout her novels. In Persuasion, for example,
a Louisa Musgrove, whose prototypical name resonates with fictional sen-
sibility, charmingly injured (mainly in the head) by a fall, wins the heart-
broken and poetic Captain Benwick. In contrast, the materially injured
and bedridden Mrs. Smith exhibits fortitude, although Sir Walter Elliot

scoffs, “a mere Mrs. Smith, an every day Mrs. Smith, of all pecople and of
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all names in the world, to be chosen,” blithely overlooking his favorite
Mrs. Clay’s transparent name (158). Such a blend of metafictional satire
and sentimental morality was not uncommon.

Moreover, novels themselves incorporated criticism of novels. Female
Senstbility; o, the History of Emma Pomfvet, published by Lane, opens
much as Novthanger Abbey does, by denying its own sentimental premise:
“To the Reader: Whoever expects to find, in the following sheets, warm
descriptions of Romantic adventures; improbable events . . . pompous
acounts of bleeding heroes, and of sceptered tyrants, will be disappointed.
This is an artless tale, told in an artless strain. The story is wrote only to
the heart; and is plain, simple, and unaffected.” Using two passages also
quoted in Northanger Abbey—Thomson’s “Delightful task! . . . To teach
the young idea how to shoot,” and “A maid in love . . . Sitting like pa-
tience on a monument, Smiling at grief”—the author argues that the
events in this novel are “natural and familiar, and such as occur every day,”
and should thus inspire Aristotelian pity, not merely “respect.”®® These
texts show that self-conscious theoretical realism used to sanction senti-
mentalism informs circulating fiction and informs the reader of how to
read it.

Just as readers were accustomed to intertextual references and assertions
of literary method, so they evidently welcomed direct addresses by the
narrator. In Female Friendship, the narrator remarks encouragingly, “From
what has been said, the readers will naturally expect two marriages;—nor
will they be disappointed.”® Austen uses the same ploy at the end of Mans-
field Park when she “purposely abstain[s] from dates” to allow her readers
to imagine the marriage that completes the novel’s action (470). In North-
anger Abbey, she leaves to the reader the exact chronicle of Henry Tilney’s
explanation of his father’s perfidy to Catherine (247). Dependent on the
reader’s knowledge of fictional formulas, this technique places novels
firmly within the circulating novel tradition, simultaneously flattering the
reader, justifying the writer’s structure, and demonstrating their bond.
Again, the narrator of Female Friendship explains, “Having thus dispos’d
of my principal personages, I must (after the example of my betters) like-
wise give some small account of the other characters mentioned in this
trifling work” (2:261). In Mansfield Park, Austen uses the same formula
to finish off the novel: “Let other pens dwell on guilt and misery. I quit
such odious subjects as soon as I can, impatient to restore every body . . .
to tolerable comfort, and to have done with all the rest” (461). Such out-
lines of the rules of novelistic structure direct authors how to fulfill the
readers’ expectations, and readers how to read the fictions.

Other rules concern the presentation of character. Like her fellow writ-
ers, Austen herself uses the formula of an opening informational chapter
situating her families and heroines in their social context. Female Friend-
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shup: ov the Innocent Suffever starts, for example, by describing the hero:
“Sir Henry Summers was a man by nature formed sensible, open, and
compassionate to the distresses of his fellow creatures, which he never
looked on without pitying, nor was pity all he bestowed. . . . Yet notwith-
standing he was thus endowed with every virtue that can truly mozd.mrn
amiable, generous, honest man; he had, in common with all human w:ﬁv
his particularities . . .” (1:5). Austen parodies this sentimental formula in
her juvenilia. Jack & Alice: A Novel begins with the pronouncement
“Mzr. Johnson was once upon a time about 53; in a twelvemonth after-
wards he was 54 .. .” (Minor Works, 12). Imitating circulating fiction’s
practice of generic advertisement by the subtitle “A Novel,” this squib
runs through its main characters in a series of terse sentences: “Mr & Mrs
Jones were both rather tall & very passionate, but were in other respects,
good tempered, well behaved People. . . . Miss Simpson was Enwm:,._m i
her person, in her Manners & in her Disposition; an unbounded mB_B:o.:
was her only fault. Her second sister Sukey was Envious, Spitefull & Mali-
cious. Her person was short, fat & disagreable [sic]. Cecilia (the youngest)
was perfectly handsome but too affected to be pleasing” (12-13). As Aus-
ten’s mockery makes clear, this schematic characterization wQGEUE,Rm the
plot to come and relieves the reader from having to evaluate ambiguous
characters.

In her mature work, Austen deliberately aims at a surprising plot and at
complexity of characterization. Nonetheless, her novels open with this
formula, albeit tonally modulated by her reading in high literature. Emma,
for example, starts by defining the heroine’s virtues, clarifying her situa-
tion, and hinting at the flaw that will provide the drama:

Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home
and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best blessings of existence;
and had lived nearly twenty-one years in the world with very little to distress or
vex her.

She was the youngest of the two daughters of a most affectionate, indulgent
father, and had, in consequence of her sister’s marriage, been mistress of his
house from a very early period. (5)

Sense and Sensibility begins by defining the Dashwoods’ situation; a similar
pattern appears in Mansfield Park, Novthanger Abbey, and Nu&q&&&.as. Only
Pride and Prejudice opens, after an ironic generality, in medias res and
delays the narrative revelation of character. In general, Austen adheres to
the formula of defining her characters by their social circumstances, and
physical and moral traits.

Unlike the eighteenth-century practice of reading for detachable
“beauties,” the reading elicited by circulating fiction increasingly concen-
trates on plot and character development. In Ann Radcliffe’s transitional
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novels, the two techniques often conflict, as her long, pictorial passages
halt the plot and sometimes interfere with the characterization, but later
works tend to jettison description in favor of incident.?® This feature in-
forms the circulating novel’s structure. Incidents propel plot. Since librar-
ies lent books by the volume rather than the work, multivolume formats
proved most profitable, but readers were more likely to peruse multiple
volumes if they were waiting for the resolution of a drama. Although sin-
gle-, double-, and quadruple-volume works exist, by the early decades of
the nineteenth century, the three-decker dominated, partly perhaps be-
cause of the notoriety that Scott’s novels gained for this format from 1814
through the 1820s. The borrowing terms of libraries reflect and reinforce
this formula, often lending customers volumes in multiples of three. Be-
cause circulating fiction was lent out this way, the structural device evolved
of ending each volume, like an episode in a televised serial, with a “hook.”

Earlier epistolary fictions, written, unlike Richardson’s Pameln, from a
retrospective viewpoint, contain no real urgency, since the reader knows
from the first sentence the heroine’s fate. Mrs. W. Burke’s two-volume
Elliott: o7, Vicissitudes of Early Life, for example, contains climaxes, but the
volumes are almost interchangeable—this is also true of Frances Brooke’s
Julin. Mandeville* The cpistolary travelogue The Portrait, like Brooke’s
Emily Montague, interlards sentimental descriptions of the love affair of
Miss Maria Bellmont and the brother of her epistolary friend Miss Harriot
Marchmont with accounts of journeying through Russia.” These and sim-
ilar novelistic devices offer readers select, sentimental beauties—pictorial
descriptions or linguistic virtuosities to be lingeringly memorized—that
do not culminate in a denouement. Since they proceed rhythmically and
episodically, rather than progressively, they evoke and depend on a lej-
surely, impressionistic kind of reading.

This, however, was increasingly not the kind of reading that circulating
novel clients enjoyed, charged as they were by the day. Moreover, novelists
writing to appeal to such readers needed to provide a cumulative interest.
Rather than supplying beauties to be lingeringly memorized, they de-
signed obsolesence: plots to mesmerize audiences through three volumes
and then to release them. Austen employs some the techniques of the
carlier fiction while developing new strategies more suited to the new ways
ofreading. Rather than providing pictorial descriptions or linguistic virtu-
osity, she creates dramatic scenes. They abound in Sense and Sensibility: the
moment when Willoughby rescues Marianne; when Elinor and Marianne
discover that the gentleman approaching over the hills is Edward, not
Willoughby; when Marianne confronts Willoughby at the London ball;
and when Willoughby arrives at the stroke of midnight just as Marianne
begins to recover in her sickbed above stairs. In her later works, Austen
adapts this technique to the new formula of longer chapter, volume, and
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work lengths, indicating again her sensitivity to contemporary changes in
taste. Moreover, her method of free indirect style, which relinquishes the
narrative to the heroine, increases the drama and strengthens the identifi-
cation with the heroine that readers coveted. These devices lead readers
from one volume to the next.

Austen’s overarching structure resembles Walter Scott’s: a cumulative
action segmented into a three-tiered novel, with patches of description
and dramatic dialogue, and a climax at the end of each volume. The first
volume of Sense and Sensibility concludes with the scene in which Elinor
learns definitively of Lucy’s engagement to Edward, when she views Lucy’s
miniature portrait of him and recognizes his hair ring. The final sen-
tence—“After sitting with them a few minutes, the Miss Steeles returned
to the Park, and Elinor was then at liberty to think and be wretched”—
promises readers emotional descriptions as well as complications of plot
in the next volume (135). Volume 2 repeats and intensifies this dynamic
by recording (ironically) in its final paragraph Lucy’s triumph: “Sir John
.. . brought home such accounts of the favour [the Miss Steeles] were in,
as must be universally striking. Mrs. Dashwood had never been so much
pleased with any young women in her life, as she was with them; had given
each of them a necdle book, made by some emigrant; called Lucy by her
christian name; and did not know whether she should ever be able to part
with them” (254). In Mansfield Park, Austen combines this technique
with metafictionality by concluding the first volume when Julia, erupting
into a scene that itself depicts a dramatic rehearsal, “with a face all aghast,
exlaimed, ‘My father is come! He is in the hall at this moment® ” (172).
With acute irony, Austen not only imitates the dramatic structure of Lop-
ers’ Vows by concluding a volume with an abrupt pronouncement of disas-
ter; she also imitates its plot. Just as the play turns on the shocking return
of the missing protagonists, so the novel announces the sudden return of
the absent patriarch. Austen’s readers go to the next volume to learn what
will happen, not merely to enjoy more dialogue and character.

How Novels Were Read

Dramatic techniques complemented libraries’ lending policies. Since nov-
elty was a library’s bread-and-butter, especially in London and fashionable
watering places like Bath, proprietors urged patrons to read quickly. Turn-
er’s insisted that, “New novels must not be kept longer than a week, and
new plays and pamphlets not longer than two days.”®® Pannier entreats
readers in italics, “ It is requested that the Book lent may be veturned immedi-
ately it is vead.” Readers competed for new publications. When he tries to
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borrow Vensenshon, or Love’s Mazes, a romance hot off the press, Mangin
himself notes that “the proprietor of a circulating library assured me, at
the time of lending it, that he gave me the preference over fifteen expec-
tants.”” The more customers paid, the sooner they got to borrow fresh
books.

Rapid reading entailed rough treatment. N. L. Pannier’s Circulating
Library catalog for 1812 warns grimly on its opening page, “N.B. Ladies
and Gentlemen Subscribers are respectfully informed, that if any Book is
written in, torn, or otherwise damaged, while in their possession, the same
to be made good.” Ebers in 1816 inscribed a new rule: “If a Book be
written in, torn, or damaged, whilst in the Possession of a Subscriber, that
Book, or the Set (if Part of one) to be paid for. The very great injury caused
by persons writing theiv remarks, and otherwise wilfully damayging, even the
most valuable works, has determined the proprictor to intvoduce this rule”
(original italics; rule 5). Other proprietors complain of notes in the mar-
gins and of torn leaves. Even Mangin, fantasizing about the fate of his
text, describes the history of a circulating library volume as physically bat-
tering: “It will . .. be turned over, thrown down, taken up again, cut
open, read, and returned to the shop with the usual and flattering marks
of having seen service; viz. a leaf or two torn out, scratches of pins, scoring
of thumb-nails, and divers marginal illustrations, executed by means of a
crow-quill, or a black-lead pencil.”* Clearly, readers did not regard these
books as valuable possessions worthy of care. Nonetheless, they did com-
ment on the books themselves, suggesting that novels were read as part
of a play or as a conversation between anonymous readers. They had an
active life in readers’ minds.

Although most of Austen’s early readers indeed remained both anony-
mous and silent, the author did record some opinions about Mansfield
Parkand Emma that show the ways in which readers compared her novels
with others in the popular genre. Most focus on particular characters:
“ ‘We certainly do not think as a whole, [ Mansfield Park is] equal to P. &
P—but it has many & great beauties,” ” observes Francis William Austen,
but rather than citing passages or scenes, he proceeds to specify his “fa-
vourite” personalities (Minor Works, 431). While Austen may well have
prompted these remarks, they indicate contemporary standards of judg-
ment echoed in the library catalogs and novels’ titles that register the
Romantic emphasis on character. Three kinds of responses dominate the
record: emotional reaction, such as liking or hating; moral responses like
admiration; and aesthetic evaluations of technique, signaled by words such
as “pleasing,” “enjoyable,” and “natural.” While neither exclusive nor
contradictory, these differences in terminology do signal different criteria
of value and distinguish distinct groups of readers. Since Austen’s family
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tend to be well-educated and sophisticated readers, they often employ aes-
thetic terms. “My Eldest Brother—a warm admirer of it in general.—De-
lighted with the Portsmouth Scene” (432). “Mrs. James Austen, very
much pleased. Enjoyed Mrs. Norris particularly, & the scene at Ports-
mouth. Thought Henry Crawford’s going off with Mrs. Rushworth, very
natural” (432). “Cassandra—thought it quite as clever, tho’ not so bril-
liant, as P. & P.—Fond of Fanny.—Delighted much in Mr. Rushworth’s
stupidity” (432). Such aesthetic evaluations depend on the reader’s own
experience, for one class’s realism is another’s romance. Responses from
Lady Gordon and Mrs. Pole, written after Emma had been published with
its dedication to the Prince Regent, stress Austen’s technique, differentiat-
ing her from other novelists by emphasizing the authenticity of her elitism:
“In most novels you are amused for the time with a set of Ideal People
whom you never think of afterwards or whom you the least expect to meet
in common life, whereas in Miss A s works, & especially in M P. you
actually /ve with them, you fancy yourself one of the family” (435). Lady
Gordon contrasts romantic fantasy with novelistic precision. Mrs. Pole
more openly compares Austen to circulating library novelists:

There is a particular satisfaction in reading all Miss A—s works—they are so
evidently written by a Gentlewoman—most Novellists fail & betray themselves
in attempting to describe familiar scenes in high Life, some little vulgarism
escapes & shews that they are not experimentally acquainted with what they
describe, but here it is quite different. Everything is natural, & the situations &
incidents are told in a manner which clearly evinces the Writer to belong to the
Society whose Manners she so ably delineates. (435)

These readers indicate that one trademark of the popular novel was a heady
setting in high society.*! Such a setting might feed the social fantasies of
common readers, but evidently it offended inhabitants of this society
themselves. Austen herself satirizes this feature in her burlesque “Plan ofa
Novel,” which concludes by insisting that “[t]hroughout the whole work,
Heroine to be in the most elegant Society & living in high style. The name
of the work noz to be Emma—Dbut of the same sortas S & S. and P & P.”
(Minor Works, 430). She jokes that this planned novel’s elite signature is
to be reinforced by an abstract title, one that privileges the play of con-
cepts and not the experience of the heroine. Here, Austen herself records
the contemporary hostility between classes over control of the literary
arena.

This difference between conceptual and characterological nomenclature
distinguishes Austen’s elite audience, including most of her family, from
the audience for circulating fiction. Similarly, aesthetic criteria evaluating
technique were not the most general standards of evaluation. Austen’s

SENSIBILITY BY THE NUMBERS 81

middle-class acquaintance generally employ moral and emotional terms of
criticism, focusing on the novel’s piety and characters. “Mr. & Mrs.
Cooke—very much pleased with [ Mansfield Park]—particularly with the
Manner in which the Clergy are treated.—Mr. Cooke called it ‘the most
sensible Novel he had ever read.’—Mrs. Cooke wished for a good Ma-
tronly Character” (433). Amidst the general moral applause, however,
some readers indicated that the three criteria of aesthetic, moral, and emo-
tional pleasure came into conflict: “Miss Sharpe—*I think [ Mansfield
Park] excellent—& of it’s good sense & moral Tendency there can be no
doubt.—Your Characters are drawn to the Life—so very, very natural &
just—but as you beg me to be perfectly honest, I must confess I prefer P &
P”” (434). Alethea Bigg shares Miss Sharpe’s opinion: “I have read
M P. & heard it very much talked of, very much praised, I like it myself &
think it very good indeed, but as I never say what I do not think, I will
add that although it is superior in a great many points in my opinion to
the other two Works, I think it has not the Spirit of P & P, except perhaps
the Price family at Portsmouth, & they are delightful in their way” (434).
These responses register the division between the elite criteria of realism
and morality and the primary lure of the novel as a genre of romantic
fantasy. This division mirrors the social and conceptual divisions that seg-
regated literature from circulating novels.

Central to these evaluations was comparison. Within Austen’s circle,
her books were compared to one another: “Miss Lloyd preferred [ Mans-
Jfield Park] altogether to either of the others” (432); “Mrs. Augusta Bram-
stone—owned that she thought S & S.—and P. & P. downright nonsense,
but expected to like M P. better, & having finished the 1st vol.—flattered
herself she had got through the worst” (433); “Mrs. Carrick—All who
think deeply & feel much will give the Preference to Mansfield Park”
(434). Elite readers differentiated her novels from common circulating
fiction primarily because they knew the author: after noting Austen’s evi-
dent experience of high life, Mrs. Pole records the sophisticated specula-
tion about the author, turning Austen’s novel into a kind of roman i clef
(435). Within the catalogs of circulating libraries, however, comparison
worked to reinforce the charms of each composition, rather than to elevate
one at the expense of another.*2 Novels trained readers in reading novels,
through their intertextuality or their repetitions of tropes that with in-
creasing efficiency induced the desired, sentimental responses. The charac-
teristics of female heroines accumulated in the mind of the reader to form
an idcal heroine, a composite Emma—the character parodied in Austen’s
“Plan of a Novel.” This comparative, heroine-centered evaluation reflects
the ways novels were presented: as exegeses of female virtue.
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Conclusion

Austen structures her fiction according to circulating novels’ formulas and
strategies. In libraries and their catalogs, these novels become part of a
public literary collection featuring tales of love in elite settings, a happy
ending in the form of a marriage, and the fulfillment of readerly expecta-
tions. In her plots, characterization, organization, and narrative strategies
of intertextuality, tonal fluidity, and self-consciousness, Austen under-
scores her obedience to them. Libraries’ practice of lending works by the
volume required readers to read quickly. It also encouraged Austen to ar-
range for her plots to move rapidly to a climax at the end of each volume,
while continuing to provide dramatic beauties for her readers to remember
after they had returned the book. As Regency libraries simultaneously en-
forced and transgressed class distinctions through their rules for visitors,
advertising, and fee schedules, Austen also gears her novels both to her
upper-class audience and to the novel-reading public. Likewise, as these
libraries profited from readers’ identification with a central character, usu-
ally a heroine, so Austen wove her fictions around the ambiguities of such
an identification with flawed protagonists. Readers approached Austen’s
novels expecting to read quickly through all their volumes, closing the last
with a sense of identificatory triumph with a familiar character, not with
an extraordinary Romantic hero.

Although, as a member of a book-loving family, Austen doubtless
wished her readers to buy her books, they were as well adapted to the
circulating as to the private library, for she wrote in a practical spirit as a
sometime author, rather than as an ideologue. The conventions she bor-
rowed from circulating novels, including intertextuality, tonal ambigu-
ities, and the negotiation of moralism and fantasy, framed her works as
both fiction and literaturc—depending on the reader’s own context. To
the professional writers forging an authorial identity of unique genius, this
very adaptability made Austen an exemplar of a privileged mode of casual
authorship. Austen’s very lack of ideological rigor allowed her to become
known as the author of high literature. Ironically, for Romantic critics
and many of their successors, her very marketing strategies for popularity
marginalized her as elite.
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Austen’s Earliest Readers and
the Rise of the Janeites

WILLIAM GALPERIN

THE INITIAL RESPONSE to Jane Austen’s fiction is perhaps best understood
in the context of debates about the novel and its functions that antedate
the publication of Austen’s writings by nearly half a century, and in the
course of which realistic practice, chiefly as a regulatory apparatus,
emerged as an aesthetic desideratum for fiction, especially women’s fic-
tion. The debate was nicely, if lopsidedly, framed by Frances Burney in the
preface to her first and most successful novel Evelina (1778), where, in the
course of defending the novel as a respectable and worthy genre, Burney
simultaneously concurred with the genre’s severest critics in proposing to
rescue the novel from its current depravity. Although asserting that the
novel’s reputation cannot be reckoned independently of the legitimating
efforts of Fielding, Smollett, Richardson, Rousseau, and Johnson, Burney
insists at the same time that both the fate of the novel and its much-needed
recuperation rest with novelists like herself: novelists writing chiefly for
women, whose responsibility it was to retrieve the genre from “the fantas-
tic regions of Romance.”" In place of the “Marvellous,” which has had a
deleterious effect on young women who, in reading novels, arc imbued
with foolish expectations that may likely lead to “injury,” Burney urges
both novelists and novels to seck “aid from sober Probability” (8). Burney,
for her part, has already sought this aid, so that in the pages that follow,
the contagion to which the novel has become tantamount has been
stanched for the moment by characters “drawn . . . from nature” and by
the novelist’s depiction of “manners of the times” (7). For unlike “his-
tory” per se, which was commonly regarded as a genre devoted to accounts
of the extraordinary in life, it will be the function of Evelina’s “history”
(a term used somewhat cheekily by Burney) to approximate and inculcate
truth rather than fantasy. .

Burney may have been among the first female writers to urge the claim
of probability as a representational desideratum. But she was scarcely the
last. Writing just seven years later in 1785, Clara Reeve took the bolder
tack of describing and privileging the novel as a genre distinct from ro-



