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INTRODUCTION

There are few writers who have had such an impact on literature, culture and the popular imagination as Jane Austen. Although on the surface, she appeared to live a fairly quiet life, as a daughter, beloved sister and cherished aunt, her writings reveal a rich and lively imagination, a remarkable inner world and a deep understanding of human nature. Her grasp of the ways in which we love (and sometimes hurt) one another is part of why her work continues to feel as relevant today as it did centuries ago.

In this book, we will make our way through the year accompanied by some of Austen’s best-loved characters and witty observances. She is best known for her six key novels: Sense and Sensibility (1811), Pride and Prejudice (1813), Mansfield Park (1814), Emma (1816), Northanger Abbey (1817) and Persuasion (1817), although she also wrote the short (and wickedly funny) epistolary novella Lady Susan (1871). (Northanger Abbey, Persuasion and Lady Susan were all published posthumously.) In addition, Austen left behind fragments of two unfinished novels, Sanditon and The Watsons, along with a collection of earlier writings, collectively known as her Juvenilia. We will be enjoying snippets from all of these wonderful works.

Austen was also a prolific letter-writer, regularly exchanging news and opinions with her friends and particularly her much-loved sister, Cassandra. However, following Austen’s death, Cassandra chose to destroy many of these letters, to protect the family’s privacy and perhaps to keep certain comments from Austen out of the public eye. Of the many hundreds of letters Austen must have written, only 161 survive today, and as Austen biographer Claire Tomalin notes: ‘Only twenty-eight letters exist for the five years 1796 to 1801, and none at all for […] 1797, because Cassandra took particular care to destroy personal family material.’ This can sometimes mean, as Tomalin explains, that Austen’s letters appear to be focused wholly on trivial matters. It’s important to remember that anything more significant has been lost, but at the same time we can greatly enjoy the small sketches Austen draws of her day-to-day life – the surviving letters are still littered with wickedly funny remarks and her trademark dry humour.

When considering a writer as skilled and well-loved as Jane Austen, it’s natural to long for more, but despite her tragically early death at the age of forty-one, Austen left us with a wealth of work to enjoy. This year, day by day, immerse yourself in the wonderful world of Jane Austen.
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JANUARY
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With most festivities over, the nights long and the days gloomy, January is the perfect time to channel your inner Lady Bertram – get settled on the ‘sopha’ with Pug and some undemanding needlework, and keep cosy. This is a month for pleasant nights in by the fire, reading books and playing cards. Mr Woodhouse would approve – just be sure to stay well away from any devilish draughts.
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MOVEABLE FEASTS

UNIVERSAL LETTER WRITING WEEK: This epistolary celebration is usually marked in the second full week of January. Austen and her characters are great lovers of letter-writing, and so often the most important of news – from the scandal of Maria Bertram and Henry Crawford to the truth about Mr Darcy and Wickham’s bitter feud – is conveyed in the form of a hastily written missive. Then, of course, there is Lady Susan, the entirety of which is told in the form of letters. Take inspiration from Austen and get scribbling.

BLUE MONDAY: Usually the third Monday of January, Blue Monday is considered one of the most miserable days of the year. The festive season is long past, the weather is grim and cold, the nights are long and summer seems a hundred years away. Try ridding yourself of the January blues by reading about Lizzy Bennet’s summer visit to Pemberton, or imagining a delightful picnic on Box Hill with Emma Woodhouse and her friends.

[image: ]

1 JANUARY

It seems fitting to begin the year with Austen’s most famous and oft-quoted beginning:


It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.

[image: ] Pride and Prejudice
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2 JANUARY

Today is World Introvert Day, so take a moment to celebrate everyone’s favourite introvert, Mr Bennet.


Lydia’s intention of walking to Meryton was not forgotten; every sister except Mary agreed to go with her; and Mr Collins was to attend them, at the request of Mr Bennet, who was most anxious to get rid of him, and have his library to himself; for thither Mr Collins had followed him after breakfast, and there he would continue, nominally engaged with one of the largest folios in the collection, but really talking to Mr Bennet, with little cessation, of his house and garden at Hunsford. Such doings discomposed Mr Bennet exceedingly. In his library he had been always sure of leisure and tranquillity; and though prepared, as he told Elizabeth, to meet with folly and conceit in every other room in the house, he was used to be free from them there.

[image: ] Pride and Prejudice
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3 JANUARY

Many of us feel the need to tighten the purse strings in January, so perhaps we can relate to the musings of the mercenary Fanny Dashwood on whether her husband really ought to honour his father’s last request and provide assistance to his widow and daughters.


‘A hundred a year would make them all perfectly comfortable.’

His wife hesitated a little, however, in giving consent to this plan.

‘To be sure,’ said she, ‘it is better than parting with fifteen hundred pounds at once. But then if Mrs Dashwood should live fifteen years, we shall be completely taken in.’

‘Fifteen years! My dear Fanny, her life cannot be worth half that purchase.’

‘Certainly not; but if you observe, people always live forever when there is any annuity to be paid them.’

[image: ] Sense and Sensibility
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4 JANUARY


Lady Bertram did not at all like to have her husband leave her; but she was not disturbed by any alarm for his safety, being one of those persons who think nothing can be dangerous or difficult, or fatiguing to any body but themselves.

[image: ] Mansfield Park
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5 JANUARY – TWELFTH NIGHT

During the Regency era, Twelfth Night (celebrated on either 5 or 6 January) was traditionally the end of the seasonal festivities, and was often marked with a final grand ball. As none of the many balls described in Austen’s novels takes place on Twelfth Night, however, we will have to content ourselves with Darcy making what seems to be a pun based on a quote from Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night instead:


‘I have been used to consider poetry the food of love.’

[image: ] Mr Darcy, Pride and Prejudice
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6 JANUARY


[Fanny was practising] her steps about the drawing-room as long as she could be safe from the notice of her Aunt Norris, who was entirely taken up at first in fresh arranging and injuring the noble fire which the butler had prepared.

[image: ] Mansfield Park
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7 JANUARY

In Sense and Sensibility, it is the first week of January when the Dashwood sisters set off to London, much to the delight of their acquaintances:


Mrs Jennings received the information with a great deal of joy, and many assurances of kindness and care; nor was it a matter of pleasure merely to her. Sir John was delighted; for to a man, whose prevailing anxiety was the dread of being alone, the acquisition of two, to the number of inhabitants in London, was something. Even Lady Middleton took the trouble of being delighted, which as putting herself rather out of her way.

[image: ] Sense and Sensibility
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8 JANUARY

Although not many of Austen’s letters have survived, we are lucky enough to have not one but three missives from her sent on this day: two to her sister, Cassandra, and one playful note to her niece, Cassy.


You express so little anxiety about my being murdered under Ash Copse by Mrs Hulbert’s manservant that I have a great mind not to tell you whether I was or not.

[image: ] Letter to Cassandra Austen, 8 January 1799

Mrs John Lyford is so much pleased with the state of widowhood as to be going to put in for being a widow again;—she is to marry a Mr Fendall, a banker in Gloucester, a man of good fortune but considerably older than herself.

[image: ] Letter to Cassandra Austen, 8 January 1801

Ym raed Yssac,

I hsiw uoy a yppah wen raey. Ruoy xis snisuoc emac ereh yadretsey, dna dah hcae a eceip fo ekac.—Siht si elttil Yssac’s yadhtrib, dna ehs si eerht sraey dlo […]

Ruoy Etanoitceffa Tnua

Enaj Netsua.

[image: ] Letter to Cassandra Esten Austen, 8 January 1817
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9 JANUARY

Given that so many of Austen’s letters were destroyed (see here), the surviving epistle she wrote to her sister on this day in 1796 is particularly fascinating, revealing as it does her flirtation with an ‘Irish friend’, Tom Lefroy. In fact, Austen biographer Claire Tomalin has noted that this letter ‘can have only survived by mistake’.


You scold me so much in the nice long letter which I have this moment received from you, that I am almost afraid to tell you how my Irish friend and I behaved. Imagine to yourself everything most profligate and shocking in the way of dancing and sitting down together. I can expose myself, however, only once more, because he leaves the country soon after next Friday, on which day we are to have a dance at Ashe after all. He is a very gentlemanlike, good-looking, pleasant young man, I assure you […] He has but one fault, which time will, I trust, entirely remove – it is that his morning coat is a great deal too light.

[image: ] Letter to Cassandra Austen, 9 January 1796
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10 JANUARY


But from fifteen to sixteen, [Catherine] was in training for a heroine; she read all such works as heroines must read to supply their memories with those quotations which are so serviceable and so soothing in the vicissitudes of their eventful lives.

[image: ] Northanger Abbey
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11 JANUARY


My dear sister,

I congratulate you and Mr Vernon on being about to receive into your family, the most accomplished coquette in England.

[image: ] Reginald De Courcy writing to Mrs Vernon, Lady Susan
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12 JANUARY


It may be possible to do without dancing entirely. Instances have been known of young people passing many, many months successively, without being at any ball of any description, and no material injury accrue either to body or mind;—but when a beginning is made—when the felicities of rapid motion have once been, though slightly, felt—it must be a very heavy set that does not ask for more.

[image: ] Emma
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13 JANUARY


Vanity was the beginning and end of Sir Walter Elliot’s character; vanity of person and of situation. He had been remarkably handsome in his youth; and, at fifty-four, was still a very fine man. Few women could think more of their appearance than he did; nor could the valet of any new made lord be more delighted with the place he held in society.

[image: ] Persuasion
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14 JANUARY

In this letter to her sister, Austen again alludes to the dashing Tom Lefroy (see here) as she talks about the ball she is to attend the following night:


I look forward with great impatience to it, as I rather expect to receive an offer from my friend in the course of the evening. I shall refuse him, however, unless he promises to give away his white Coat.

[image: ] Letter to Cassandra Austen, 14 January 1796
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15 JANUARY


‘I am not the woman to help anybody blindfold. I always take care to know what I am about and who I have to deal with before I stir a finger. I do not think I was ever over-reached in my life. And that is a good deal for a woman to say who has been married twice.’

[image: ] Lady Denham, Sanditon
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16 JANUARY


The stupidity with which [Mr Collins] was favoured by nature, must guard his courtship from any charm that could make a woman wish for its continuance; and Miss Lucas, who accepted him solely from the pure and disinterested desire of an establishment, cared not how soon that establishment were gained.

[image: ] Pride and Prejudice
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17 JANUARY


Emma’s very good opinion of Frank Churchill was a little shaken the following day, by hearing that he was gone off to London, merely to have his hair cut. A sudden freak seemed to have seized him at breakfast, and he had sent for a chaise and set off, intending to return to dinner, but with no more important view that appeared than having his hair cut. There was certainly no harm in his travelling sixteen miles twice over on such an errand; but there was an air of foppery and nonsense in it which she could not approve.

[image: ] Emma
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18 JANUARY

Mrs Bennet’s shrewd reaction to Jane receiving an invitation to dinner at Netherfield reveals just how cunning a schemer she really is.


‘Can I have the carriage?’ said Jane.

‘No, my dear, you had better go on horseback, because it seems likely to rain; and then you must stay all night.’

[image: ] Pride and Prejudice
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19 JANUARY


‘Mr Palmer will be so happy to see you,’ said [Mrs Palmer]; ‘what do you think he said when he heard of your coming with Mama? I forget what it was now, but it was something so droll!’

[image: ] Sense and Sensibility



(See tomorrow’s entry for an example of just how droll a conversationist Mr Palmer can be.)
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20 JANUARY


‘I thought you were both in Devonshire,’ said [Mr Palmer].

‘Did you?’ replied Elinor.

‘When do you go back again?’

‘I do not know.’ And thus ended their discourse.

[image: ] Sense and Sensibility
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21 JANUARY

According to a memorandum kept by Austen’s sister, Cassandra, her work on Emma began on this day in 1814 – and what a beginning it is.


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.

[image: ] Emma
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22 JANUARY


I received your note, dear Alicia, just before I left town, and rejoice to be assured that Mr Johnson suspected nothing of your engagement the evening before; it is undoubtedly better to deceive him entirely; since he will be stubborn, he must be tricked.

[image: ] Lady Susan writing to Mrs Johnson, Lady Susan
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23 JANUARY


[Edmund could not] refrain from often saying to himself, in Mr Rushworth’s company, ‘If this man had not twelve thousand a year, he would be a very stupid fellow.’

[image: ] Mansfield Park
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24 JANUARY

For all the grand, sweeping romantic storylines, one of the reasons Austen’s work is so beloved is the razor-sharp accuracy of the smaller moments within each scene – tiny interactions between characters, impeccably and wryly observed. In a letter to her sister, written on this day in 1813, we get a sense of how eagle-eyed a dinner guest Miss Austen might have been.


I could see nothing very promising between Mr P and Miss P T.—She placed herself on one side of him at first, but Miss Benn obliged her to move up higher;—& she had an empty plate, & even asked him to give her some Mutton without being attended to for some time.—There might be some Design in this, to be sure, on his side;—he might think an empty Stomach the most favourable for Love.

[image: ] Letter to Cassandra Austen, 24 January 1813
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25 JANUARY

On Burns Night (perhaps while enjoying your haggis, neeps and tatties), consider Charlotte Heywood’s musings on his work during a rather confusing interaction with the pompous Sir Edward:


‘[…] But Burns is always on fire. His soul was the altar in which lovely woman sat enshrined, his spirit truly breathed the immortal incense which is her due.’

‘I have read several of Burns’s poems with great delight,’ said Charlotte as soon as she had time to speak. ‘But I am not poetic enough to separate a man’s poetry entirely from his character; and poor Burns’s known irregularities greatly interrupt my enjoyment of his lines. I have difficulty in depending on the truth of his feelings as a lover. I have not faith in the sincerity of the affections of a man of his description. He felt and he wrote and he forgot.’

‘Oh! no, no,’ exclaimed Sir Edward in an ecstasy. ‘He was all ardour and truth. His genius and his susceptibilities might lead him into some aberrations but who is perfect? […] Nor can any woman be the fair judge of what a man may be propelled to say, write or do by the sovereign impulses of illimitable ardour.’

This was very fine, but if Charlotte understood it at all, not very moral […] [and] she gravely answered, ‘I really know nothing of the matter. This is a charming day. The wind, I fancy, must be southerly.’

‘Happy, happy wind, to engage Miss Heywood’s thoughts!’

She began to think him downright silly.

[image: ] Sanditon
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26 JANUARY


‘The person, be it gentleman or lady, who has not pleasure in a good novel, must be intolerably stupid.’

[image: ] Henry Tilney, Northanger Abbey
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27 JANUARY


Sir John’s confidence in his own judgement rose with this animated praise, and he set off directly for the cottage to tell the Miss Dashwoods of the Miss Steeles’ arrival, and to assure them of their being the sweetest girls in the world. From such commendation as this, however, there was not much to be learned; Elinor well knew that the sweetest girls in the world were to be met with in every part of England, under every possible variation of form, face, temper and understanding.

[image: ] Sense and Sensibility
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28 JANUARY

Pride and Prejudice was published on this day in 1813, unleashing everyone’s favourite dashing but silent hero into the world.


Mr Darcy soon drew the attention of the room by his fine, tall person, handsome features, noble mien; and the report which was in general circulation within five minutes after his entrance, of his having ten thousand a year […] He was looked at with great admiration for about half the evening, till his manners gave a disgust which turned the tide of his popularity; for he was discovered to be proud, to be above his company, and above being pleased; and not all his large estate in Derbyshire could then save him from having a most forbidding, disagreeable countenance […] He was the proudest, most disagreeable man in the world, and every body hoped that he would never come there again.

[image: ] Pride and Prejudice
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29 JANUARY

In a letter to her sister written on this day in 1813, Austen shares her delight at receiving her first copy of Pride and Prejudice, which was published anonymously. Despite her eagerness to maintain the mystery of its authorship, she could not resist reading it aloud to an unsuspecting dinner guest:


I want to tell you that I have got my own darling Child from London;—on Wednesday I received one Copy, sent down by Falknor […] Miss Benn dined with us on the very day of the Books coming, & and in the even we set fairly at it & read half the 1st vol. to her – prefacing that having intelligence from Henry that such a work wd soon appear we had desired him to send it whenever it came out – & I believe it passed with her unsuspected—She was amused, poor soul!

[image: ] Letter to Cassandra Austen, 29 January 1813
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30 JANUARY


[Frederick Wentworth] had not forgiven Anne Elliot. She had used him ill; deserted and disappointed him; and worse, she had shewn a feebleness of character in doing so, which his own decided, confident temper could not endure. She had given him up to oblige others. It had been the effect of over-persuasion. It had been weakness and timidity.

[image: ] Persuasion
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31 JANUARY


An engaged woman is always more agreeable than a disengaged. She is satisfied with herself. Her cares are over, and she may exert all her powers of pleasing without suspicion. All is safe with a lady engaged; no harm can be done.

[image: ] Mansfield Park
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