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About the Book

Jane Austen’s witty, perceptive and romantic novels have delighted readers for two hundred years. With clear sight, common sense and good judgment, she observed the hits and near-misses of her heroes and heroines in love. Relationships certainly haven’t got any easier since then and Lauren Henderson believes that we might just have lost touch with the fundamental rules.

JANE AUSTEN’S GUIDE TO ROMANCE rights that wrong and brings Austen’s Regency wisdom into the twenty-first century. This is the only relationship guide based on stories that really have stood the test of time. It’s a fun, insightful book, full of concrete advice and wise strategies that illustrate how honesty, self-awareness and forthrightness do win the right man in the end and weed out the losers, playboys and toxic flirts.

Henderson deftly summarizes all the love stories in the books and introduces all the characters, so that newcomers and devotees alike can delight in this fun, fresh and audacious how-to guide.


About the Author

Lauren Henderson was raised in London and studied English Literature at Cambridge University, where she wrote her dissertation on courtship rituals in Jane Austen. She is the author of numerous novels. She currently lives in New York.


 

‘Invaluable advice on how to land your own dashing Mr Darcy’ You magazine

‘Another bestseller for thirty-somethings’ Observer

‘A huge bestseller, clearly rekindling a nation’s fantasies of capturing the heart, and nipples, of Colin Firth’ Independent

‘If you need a dating manual, this is it’ Sunday Age, Melbourne

‘Packed with wit, advice and personality quizzes, this is both an original guide to the modern dating scene and an entertaining companion to the great novels themselves’ Sainsbury’s Magazine

‘[Jane Austen’s Guide to Romance] picks the juiciest bits from the Austen archives and presents them as a how to and a how not to, cut-out-and-keep guide to finding your soulmate’ Daily Mirror

‘A bitch-slap to Fein and Schneider’s The Rules, albeit one delivered with a Janeite gloved hand’ The Times

‘I strongly advise singletons of whatever gender to read it’ Independent on Sunday

‘Who needs The Rules when you can find your own Mr Darcy using these wise and witty tips from Jane Austen novels’ Grazia


For my darling Greg, who brings out the Elizabeth Bennet
rather than the Mary Crawford in me . . .


INTRODUCTION

DATING NOWADAYS CAN BE like walking through a minefield, and every single person I know is confused about how to navigate it. Partly this is because we now have a much wider range of ways to meet people, and communicate with them once we do: fifteen years ago, text messages, mobile phones, instant messaging, online dating and caller ID simply didn’t exist. However, it’s not just the new technology that’s made our dating lives more complicated. I also blame America.

I’ve lived in New York for five years now, and believe me, American dating is much, much more complicated than the European version. It’s so ritualised that an entire industry of dating books flourishes over here, books that give advice as bizarre as keeping an egg timer next to your phone so you don’t talk to a man for too long, or treating men and women as if they came from completely different planets. Americans make distinctions between people who are ‘dating’ or ‘seeing each other’, a subtle difference that I have never fully comprehended. Many of the women are stuck in a 1950s mindset that requires the men to pay for everything, always, and as a result, many of the men are bitter, angry and feel exploited. Also, American culture is so pervasive that, along with good ideas like singles websites and speed-dating, it is also exporting its own confusion about how to handle the process of getting closer once you’ve met someone that you like (ever seen a woman pay on a date, or even split the bill, on Friends or Sex and the City? Nope, didn’t think so).

Thank God, then, for that most British of authors, Jane Austen, who, when I really needed her, provided a vital antidote to the culture of game-playing in which I found myself. That’s what Jane Austen’s Guide To Romance is for – to bring us back to the first principles: common sense and good judgement. No wonder Jane Austen is still one of the most-read, and best-loved, authors in the world – let alone one of the most adapted for television and film. Her rules are as relevant today as they always were. More than ever, we need a good injection of common sense, and Jane Austen is exactly the person who will give it to us.

This truth really hit me when I found myself single in New York. I moved here with an American boyfriend already in place, but when we broke up I felt utterly bewildered by the strange dating rules that women – and men – seemed to feel the need to follow. Of course, New York, in all its over-populated delirium of speed and competition, where bars, restaurants and brands of ‘deconstructed’ jeans are the height of fashion for a nanosecond and dead as a doornail the next, will always be the American city where attitudes and behaviours are much more highly concentrated than the rest of the country. Thus I found myself plunged into a maelstrom of crazed, though well-meaning, advice on how to withhold my interest in someone to maximum effect – what the Yanks called ‘powerplays’. ‘Don’t call men back for at least three days! Five is ideal!’ yodelled a male friend, when I started dating again. ‘Don’t call them back at all – that way they have to keep calling you, and are insecure about whether you like them,’ suggested a female one. ‘You have to KEEP the POWER!’ said the male friend very loudly. ‘It’s all about KEEPING THE POWER!’

The particularly odd thing about this advice was that my male friend wasn’t actually following it – he had met a girl, fallen head over heels for her, spent every minute he could with her, and asked her to move in three months later. (They’re now happily married.) How did his girlfriend handle their fast-moving love affair? She treated him the way she’d like to be treated. She called him back when he rang, sounded happy to hear from him when he called her, and let herself get close to him relatively quickly, because she was getting the green light from him about his feelings for her and the kind of man he was. And yet, despite his not following his own advice in his successful relationship, this advice was so hard-wired into his brain that he was actually telling me to treat men like adversaries. He even lent me a book called Intimate Terrorism, all about the terrible games people in love can play with each other, ardently suggesting that I read it.

I’m not the kind of person who likes to play games, keep men insecure and scared, or think of them as another species from women. Yes, men are different from us in many ways, whether it’s because of biology or social conditioning. Yes, they like the chase. And yet we need to remember that they’re not the enemy. They have wants and dreams and insecurities, and a need to be in love and happy that are just as strong as ours.

After several bad experiences in the New York dating scene, I decided to take a break and spend the time working out for my own benefit how I wanted to deal with the situation. So I did what I often do in a crisis: I turned to Jane Austen, whose books I’ve been reading since I was twelve years old. I’ve always loved her wit, her cleverness, her wisdom – and the occasional bitchy asides that remind us that she is all too human. Though I studied English Literature at Cambridge, and actually wrote my second-year dissertation on Courtship Rituals in Jane Austen, I was fairly immature then – much too young, by modern standards, to have the faintest ability to understand the usefulness of the lessons in her books, what she has to teach us about finding the right mate. Or maybe, to be honest, I just wasn’t ready to put those lessons into practice. I spent my twenties living abroad, dating a lot of unsuitable – but great fun – young men, and building my career as a novelist. However, in my thirties, wanting a more mature and successful relationship, I came back to her books – and I realised that besides being wonderful stories in themselves, they are also manuals for everyone who wants to learn about finding someone to spend the rest of your life with, someone with whom you share values and similar qualities, someone trustworthy and true.

Of course, times were very different when Austen was writing. Ideally, you were supposed to be married by your mid-twenties at the very latest, and once you’d accepted someone, that was it – you were stuck with them for the rest of your lives. Divorce was practically never an option, because, if you did leave your husband, the scandal was so great that you could never enter society again – and remarriage after divorce was out of the question. One can see why choosing so carefully was of paramount importance. No travelling the world, having holiday romances, or snogging strangers in taxis, for Jane Austen’s heroines like Elizabeth Bennet or Emma Woodhouse. Now, in the freedom that comes with being able to stay ‘younger’ longer, we’ve lost track of some of the most important things – knowing how to assess the people we meet as prospective life partners; taking a step back and looking at their characters and our own; working out whether we will truly be compatible in the long run. The ever-growing divorce rate indicates all too clearly our failure to consider our relationships properly before we embark upon them.

Naturally, times have changed tremendously since the early nineteenth century. And yet the rules for successful dating laid down in Jane Austen’s six near-perfect novels apply just as much to us in the twenty-first century as to the much more constricted society about which she was writing. It’s almost miraculous how universal her clear-sighted perspective is.

The twenty-first-century experience of sex and romance is the polar opposite to Jane Austen’s; women can now take for granted freedoms that in her time would have banished even the mention of our names from polite society. However, with our new liberty, we’ve forgotten the sensible aspects of her world, the seriousness with which she took compatibility and mutuality. I know I’ve thrown myself into a lot of relationships that I never would have done if I’d taken the time to apply the Austen Rules. When I wasn’t looking for a serious partner, that was fine, but when you are, it’s a very different matter.

Just as I was finishing writing this book, I met an amazing guy in New York and started dating him. I did my best to follow the Jane Austen Rules, which of course were running through my head the entire time, and things went wonderfully at first – until I let myself be swayed against my own feelings by the advice of my friends (completely ignoring Rule Four – Have Faith In Your Own Instincts). He and I had had a wonderful third date on a Friday, and we were so swept away by our growing attraction for each other that, though we had already planned to see each other the next Tuesday, we decided to meet up on the Sunday instead – we didn’t want to wait for four days till we saw each other again. He kissed me good night, I staggered upstairs to my apartment in a haze of bliss and went to sleep. The next morning I rang some friends to tell them how brilliantly the date had gone. The English ones said: ‘Great! Wonderful! Have a lovely time on Sunday!’

And the Americans? Every single one told me I had made a mistake in pushing forward the time I was seeing him again. They said I would seem too keen. They said a man likes anticipation. They said I was giving him power by letting him know that my emotions could sway me into seeing him too frequently. What did I do? Panicked. As an English girl abroad, I thought the Americans, on their home turf, must be right. He was an American man, after all, and we’d only had a few dates – maybe I didn’t know him well enough, maybe they were reading the situation better than I was.

So I rang the poor guy and told him that I was busy on Sunday after all. We rescheduled, and saw each other on Tuesday for lunch rather than dinner – he said he had plans for that evening. We e-mailed each other for the next few days, but by the weekend I was sobbing into my pillow, a nervous wreck. We hadn’t fixed a date to meet again, and I was getting the feeling that he was going off me – and I liked him so much, I’d thought he could be the One.

It was time for Jane Austen. I threw aside everything my American friends were telling me (‘It’s great that you haven’t gotten together yet! It makes you seem busy and in demand! It’ll make him jealous and he will pursue you!’), because their advice simply wasn’t working. Instead of chasing me, he was pulling away. I followed Rule One – If You Like Someone, Make It Clear That You Do – instead. We finally arranged a time to meet, and I suggested he come round to mine for a drink – the first time he’d been in my apartment. When he did, I kissed the hell out of him as soon as he came through the door. He was over the moon. He confided that, because of my cancelling our date on Sunday night, he had thought I didn’t like him romantically, that I only wanted to be friends. That was why he had said he was busy for dinner on the Tuesday, and why we hadn’t managed to set a date for a whole week: he was scared of getting hurt by me. We fell into each other’s arms, we’ve been ecstatic ever since, and never, ever again have I listened to a word of romantic advice from those American friends, much as I love them.

The American way, in its most extreme version, is to over-think things, to deal with the people we’re attracted to in a highly complicated way that can often ruin a budding relationship. The women keeping egg timers by the phone and refusing to ring back men they genuinely like have lost touch with their own instincts, and behave instead in a way that’s counter-intuitive – treating a man mean to keep him keen, rather than being frank, open and caring. It took a nineteenth-century British author to teach me to strip away the American dating rules, and instead treat a man as I would myself like to be treated.

Jane Austen teaches us the fundamental lessons: how to be honest with ourselves, and to work out what we truly want, not what our conditioning or Hollywood fantasies may make us think we need; how to avoid playing games; how to assess someone new and work out whether they are right for us; how to have confidence in ourselves and nurture our own sense of self-worth; how to deal with our partner’s bad behaviour (because even the nicest person will behave badly sometimes), and how to avoid the triggers that cause us to behave badly ourselves. Having learned from Austen’s fictional examples of what and what not to do, you will feel, as I do, a sense of self-reliance and balance, rather than a constant sense of insecurity that comes from wondering all the time whether you’re doing the right thing in a relationship.

Jane Austen is the best relationship guide I can imagine: her advice certainly worked for me! I do hope you have fun with this book, and fun putting its advice into practice. Remember, falling in love should be easy. If things are consistently difficult, if wires are getting crossed, if you feel that a man is playing games with you, then you’re in the wrong relationship – and Jane Austen’s Guide to Romance will help you find the right one.


ABOUT THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK – AND HOW TO USE IT

IN JANE AUSTEN’S GUIDE TO ROMANCE, I have distilled ten principles that Jane Austen lays out in her novels and given examples of how they work with her characters – what they get right, what they get wrong, and how, sometimes, they learn from their mistakes. After each example from Austen, there are modern-day examples: first a ‘What Not to Do’, of people who didn’t follow that rule, and then a ‘What to Do Instead’, showing people who managed to put the rule into practice. There are three examples from Jane Austen in each chapter, giving a wide range of ways that the rule can operate successfully, so that you will be able to see throughout the course of the chapter how the rule can apply to your own behaviour, and how to learn from it.

At the end of each chapter is a summary of the most important points about that principle. After that, I have added extra tips of my own. Naturally, Jane Austen didn’t cover issues relating to the extra freedom that twenty-first-century women have – we have so many ways to communicate in the modern world, and so much more independence. In her society, it was very clear what you should and shouldn’t do – no clandestine correspondence with your lover, for instance. When Marianne writes pleading letters to Willoughby, it’s made clear that unless they are secretly engaged, it’s a big no-no – and even then, they shouldn’t be secretly engaged in the first place! But nowadays the possibilities we have make things much more confusing, and the rules are much less clear. So I have given tips that bring Jane Austen’s expertise directly into the modern world, as an extra point of reference and help.

I have also written two quizzes, one that you can take to find out which of six archetypal Jane Austen characters you most closely resemble, and one to find out which male character represents the man you’re interested in. Following the quizzes is a compatibility chart, which will help you work out whether you have any chance of having a successful relationship with your love interest. Having worked out which character you are, just follow along till that name intersects with the name of the character you like, and see from the symbol whether you are compatible or not.

Do note that many possible matches have a symbol saying that you will be able to have a successful relationship only under certain circumstances, and this is explained in the notes following the quizzes. If you are a Mary Crawford who can manage not to be too bitchy or game-playing . . . if you are a Lydia who’s decided to try to curb her naughty ways and settle down . . . if the man you like is a Frank Churchill who is treating you like the One and not making you feel insecure . . . then you can go for it. But you have to assess your own strengths and weaknesses and take a good honest look at yourself for any good relationship to work – and Jane Austen’s Guide to Romance will help this process along!
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