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Critical acclaim for Jane Austen

‘Splendid … What Shields does, and does extremely well, is look carefully, with intelligence and imagination, at the core texts: the six finished novels, the three unfinished ones, the letters and the juvenilia … It is a gem of its kind’

Claire Harman, Literary Review

‘Her own reading of her heroine is – like Carol Shields’s novels – steady, sensible and sympathetic’

Hermione Lee, Observer

‘[Shields’s] Passion for her subject is evident, and she makes refreshing observations both on the actual processes of writing and on the complex relationships between authors and their publishers and readers’

Lynda Pratt, Times Literary Supplement

‘Rare among contemporary novelists, she shares Austen’s fascination with the ups and downs of family life and, also like Austen, she knows where to find drama in the humdrum … [an] excellent biography’

Mail on Sunday

‘This is an affectionate, sceptical appraisal of Austen’s life and work … we suspect somehow that she might have approved of such a trim, thoughtful study’

New Statesman

‘An after-dinner lecture, by a fellow-enthusiast, engaged and engaging, and you will find plenty to spark speculative enjoyment’

Sunday Telegraph

‘A charming book’

Sunday Tribune
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CHRONOLOGY OF JANE AUSTEN’S LIFE



	Year
	Age
	Life






	1764
	The Rev. George Austen settles first at Deane and later at Steventon. He has been given one living by his distant cousin, Thomas Knight of Godmersham Park near Canterbury, and the other by his uncle Francis who had paid for his education. He is married to Cassandra Leigh, a distant relative of a duke; her aristocratic cousins are the Leighs of Stone-leigh Abbey, Warwickshire. The Austens’ life is comfortable but not luxurious. George supplements the income of his parish livings by taking pupils



	1765
	Jane’s eldest brother James Austen born. He later became a country clergyman and a modestly talented poet





CHRONOLOGY OF HER TIMES



	Year
	Literary Context
	Historical Events



	1760
	Sterne, Tristram Shandy; i–ii (continues to 1767)
	George II dies; reign of George III; Josiah Wedgwood opens first pottery



	1762
	Rousseau, The Social Contract
	



	1764
	Goldsmith, The Vicar of Wakefield; Walpole, The Castle of Otranto
	Invention of spinning jenny by James Hargreaves



	1765
	
	Stamp Act (taxes on American colonies)








	Year
	Age
	Life



	1766
	
	George Austen born. He was probably mentally defective and was brought up away from the family



	1767
	
	Edward Austen born. He was later adopted by Mr and Mrs Thomas Knight and became a wealthy landowner in Kent



	1771
	
	Henry Austen born



	1773
	
	Cassandra, Jane’s much-loved sister and the recipient of many of her best surviving letters, born



	1774
	
	Francis Austen born. He joined the navy in 1786 and eventually became an admiral



	1775
	
	Jane Austen born on 16 December








	Year
	Literary Context
	Historical Events



	1767
	
	Tea tax on American colonies



	1768
	Gray, Poems; Sterne, A Sentimental Journey. Sterne dies
	



	1769
	
	James Watt invents the steam engine



	1770
	Wordsworth born; Goldsmith, Deserted Village
	



	1771
	Scott born; Gray dies; Smollett, Humphry Clinker
	



	1772
	Coleridge born
	Beginning of crisis of
American secession



	1773
	Goldsmith, She Stoops to Conquer
	



	1774
	Goldsmith dies; Goethe, Sorrows of Young Werther
	



	1776
	Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations
	Declaration of American Independence; Watt begins work on steam engine








	Year
	Age
	Life



	1779
	3
	Charles Austen born. He joined the navy in 1791 and he too eventually became an admiral



	1783
	7
	Cassandra and Jane are sent to study with Mrs Cawley in Oxford. They move to Southampton where they fall dangerously ill and Jane nearly dies



	1785–94
	9–18
	The girls study in Reading for a short time, then return to Steventon. Austen reads widely: Sterne, Fielding, novels of sentiment, her contemporaries Burney and the poet Cowper, and above all Johnson and Richardson. Her surviving juvenilia, which were published long after her death, include Love and Friendship, A History of England, A Collection of Letters, Lady Susan c. 1787–93








	Year
	Literary Context
	Historical Events



	1778
	Rousseau dies; Voltaire dies; Burney, Evelina
	Beginning of Maritime War with France



	1779
	
	Invention of spinning mule by Samuel Crompton



	1780
	Johnson, Lives of the Poets
	Anti-Catholic Gordon riots



	1781
	Rousseau, The Confessions
	



	1782
	Burney, Cecilia
	



	1783
	Blake, Poetical Sketches; Crabbe, The Village
	End of War of American Independence; Pitt the Younger becomes prime minister



	1784
	
	Johnson dies



	1785
	
	Invention of power loom by Edmund Cartwright



	1786
	Beckford, Vathek
	



	1788
	
	Byron born



	1788–92
	
	Trial of Warren Hastings; temporary insanity of George III in 1788–9, first Regency crisis



	1789
	Blake, Songs of Innocence
	French Revolution begins with fall of Bastille








	Year
	Age
	Life








	Year
	Literary Context
	Historical Events



	1790
	Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France; Mary Wollstonecraft, Vindication of the Rights of Men; Repton summarizes principles of natural landscape gardening
	



	1791
	Boswell, Life of Johnson; Paine, The Rights of Man, Part I
	Birmingham riots



	1792
	Mary Wollstonecraft, Vindication of the Rights of Woman; Shelley born
	Beginning of state violence in France; September massacres



	1793
	Godwin, Political Justice; Paine, The Age of Reason
	Execution of Louis XVI and beginning of Reign of Terror under Jacobin leader, Robespierre; Pitt declares war on France



	1794
	Blake, Songs of Experience; Godwin, Caleb Williams; Radcliffe, Mysteries of Udolpho
	Took, Holcroft and Thelwall tried for treason and acquitted; end of the Terror and fall of Robespierre



	1795
	Keats born; Boswell dies; Goethe, Wilhelm Meister; Lewis, Ambrosio, or the Monk
	Seditious Meetings and Treasonable Practices Act (designed to prevent revolutionary agitation in Britain); Prince of Wales marries Caroline of Brunswick despite earlier secret marriage to the Catholic Maria Fitzherbert – the couple were quickly estranged








	Year
	Age
	Life



	1795–8
	19–22
	Writes Elinor and Marianne (1795) and First Impressions (first version of Pride and Prejudice) (1796–7) and then revises Elinor and Marianne into Sense and Sensibility (1797–8)



	1797
	21
	George Austen offers First Impressions to Cadell. It is turned down without a reading



	1798
	22
	Austen writes Susan, the first version of Northanger Abbey



	1801
	25
	George Austen retires from the Steventon living. The family moves to Bath








	Year
	Literary Context
	Historical Events



	1796
	Bage, Hermsprong; Burney, Camilla
	Bonaparte invades Italy; threats of French invasion of England; England treating for peace



	1797
	Raddiffe, The Italian; Mary Wollstonecraft dies soon after giving birth to Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin (later Shelley)
	Spithead and Nore mutinies



	1798
	Malthus, Principles of Population; Mary Wollstonecraft, Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman; Wordsworth and Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads; Inchbald, Lovers’ Vows
	Bonaparte in Egypt; Irish Rebellion



	1799
	
	Bonaparte becomes First Consul; suppression of Corresponding Society in England



	1800
	Edgeworth, Castle Rackrent; Wordsworth, Preface to Lyrical Ballads; Cowper dies
	



	1801
	
	Fall of Pitt and temporary peace with France








	Year
	Age
	Life



	1802
	26
	In December Jane receives, accepts, then rejects a proposal of marriage from Harris Bigg-Wither



	1803
	27
	Susan is revised and sold to the publisher Crosby for £10



	1804
	28
	Begins The Watsons (left unfinished, published 1871 in Memoir)



	1805
	29
	Rev. George Austen dies



	1806
	30
	Mrs Austen, Cassandra and Jane move to Southampton



	1809
	33
	Mrs Austen, Cassandra and Jane move to Chawton, Hampshire. Crosby returns the manuscript of Susan unpublished



	1810
	34
	Again revises Sense and Sensibility and this time has it accepted for publication at her own expense by T. Egerton of Whitehall



	1811
	35
	30 October Sense and Sensibility published. It will in time make £140. Begins Mansfield Park








	Year
	Literary Context
	Historical Events



	1802
	Scott, Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border; Cobbett begins his Political Register
	



	1803
	
	Renewed declaration of war against France



	1804
	
	Bonaparte becomes Emperor Napoleon



	1805
	Scott, Lay of the Last Minstrel
	Napoleon becomes King of Italy; Battle of Trafalgar, victory for Nelson



	1806
	
	Britain abolishes the slave trade



	1807
	Crabbe, Poems; Wordsworth, Poems in Two Volumes
	The French invade Spain and Portugal



	1808
	Scott, Marmion
	Napoleon crowned King of Spain; Britain’s Iberian campaign against Napoleon under Duke of Wellington



	1809
	Byron, English Bards and Scotch Reviewers; Coleridge, The Friend; More, Coelebs in Search of a Wife
	Napoleon captures Vienna



	1810
	Scott, Lady of the Lake; Wordsworth, Guide to the Lakes
	Napoleon annexes Holland; George III recognized as insane



	1811
	Shelley, On the Necessity of Atheism
	Prince of Wales made Regent; first great Luddite attacks on power looms and shearing-frames








	Year
	Age
	Life



	1812
	36
	The revised form of Pride and Prejudice is finished and sold for £110. Edward Austen changes his name to Knight



	1813
	37
	Pride and Prejudice published. Finishes Mansfield Park. Second edition of Sense and Sensibility



	1814
	38
	Mansfield Park published by Egerton and sold out in six months. At work on Emma



	1815
	39
	Emma finished by the end of March, published in December. Persuasion begun in August



	1816
	40
	Walter Scott praises Jane Austen’s work in the March issue of the prestigious Quarterly Review. Persuasion finished in July



	1817
	41
	Begins Sanditon. Dies 18 July and is buried in Winchester Cathedral








	Year
	Literary Context
	Historical Events



	1812
	Browning born; Dickens born; Byron, Childe Harold, i–ii
	War of 1812 with USA (–1814); Napoleon invades Russia; assassination of prime minister, Perceval; Tory government under Lord Liverpool formed



	1813
	Byron, The Giaour; Coleridge, Remorse; Shelley, Queen Mab
	Wellington completes French removal from Spain



	1814
	Burney, The Wanderer; Scott, Waverley; Shelley, Refutation of Deism; Wordsworth, The Excursion
	Trial of Leigh and John Hunt for seditious libel ends in conviction; Napoleon abdicates; restoration of Bourbons; Congress of Vienna; Peace of Ghent



	1815
	Scott, Guy Mannering; Wordsworth, Poems of 1815
	Napoleon escapes from Elba, the ‘100 days’ ending in Battle of Waterloo, exile to St Helena; restoration of Louis XVIII in France



	1816
	Byron, Childe Harold, iii; Coleridge, Christabel, Kubla Khan; Peacock, Headlong Hall; Scott, The Antiquary, Old Mortality; Shelley, Alastor and other Poems
	Byron leaves England; postwar economic depression; Spa Fields riot



	1817
	Byron, Manfred; Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, Sibylline Leaves; Hazlitt, Characters of Shakespeare’s Plays; Keats, Poems
	Habeas Corpus suspended; Seditious Meetings Bill








	Year
	Age
	Life



	1818
	
	Persuasion and Northanger Abbey published posthumously








	Year
	Literary Context
	Historical Events



	1818
	Byron, Childe Harold, iv; Hazlitt, Lectures on the English Poets; Peacock, Nightmare Abbey; Scott, Rob Roy, Heart of Midlothian; Mary Shelley, Frankenstein; Shelley, The Revolt of Islam
	



	1819
	George Eliot born: Byron, Don Juan, i–ii (–1824); Shelly, The Mask of Anarchy; Wordsworth, Peter Bell, The Wagoner
	Peterloo massacre; the Six Acts impose restrictions on press freedom and on meetings



	1820
	Clare, Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery; Keats, Lamia, Isabella, The Eve of St Agnes and Other Poems; Lamb, Essays of Elia; Maturin, Melmoth the Wanderer; Scott, Ivanhoe, The Monastery, The Abbot; Shelley, Prometheus Unbound
	George III dies; accession of George IV
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