


characters didn’t date as we understand dating. (You can find more about
how young people got to know each other in Chapter 6.) Writers also attach
the Austen name to cookbooks, tea books, decorating books — anything 
writers and publishers can relate to Jane Austen. That’s because she’s hot
stuff today.

Identifying the Lady Writer
The current blog that “Austen’s everywhere” would undoubtedly shock Austen
because during her most productive writing years (1809–1816), even her 
readers didn’t know her name. Her first published novel, Sense and Sensibility
(1811), appeared with the title page reading “By A Lady.” And her second 
published novel was no help because Pride and Prejudice was published with
the byline “By The Author Of Sense and Sensibility.” You can guess how the
bylines of her other novels read: “By The Author Of. . . .”

Do you see a pattern here? Being a lady meant more than being a courteous
woman. A lady was a member of a social class called the gentry. This class
owned land and was genteel. While some female (and note, I didn’t write the
word “lady” just now) novelists had their names in their bylines, they usually
explained that they wrote because of financial distress — an ailing husband
or wastrel husband with a brood of young children to support, and so forth.
But a lady didn’t write for money; she wrote for personal fulfillment — though
Jane Austen enjoyed making the money, too! At the same time, the cryptic
byline preserved her anonymity, which Austen desired. The byline identifying
the author as a “Lady” also told the contemporary reader what to expect: a
polite, well-mannered book with ladies and gentlemen as characters. And
Austen didn’t disappoint.

While Austen’s identity as an author was leaking here and there, it was only
after Austen’s death at age 41 that the public finally discovered, through 
obituary notices, that Jane Austen was the “Lady” who wrote Pride and
Prejudice, Emma, and so on. Her literary executor brother Henry prefaced a
“Biographical Notice of the Author” with her name and the titles of her four
previously published novels listed in the first paragraph to a two-volume set
of her first and final completed novels, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion,
which were published together in January 1818. Finally her reading public
knew her name.
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Keeping a Personal Record
Just because Austen published anonymously didn’t mean she didn’t care
about her books. On the contrary, she wrote letters that served as her 
personal thoughts about her works. In her letters she specifically called Sense
and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice her children. She kept lists of friends’
and family members’ comments about Mansfield Park and Emma. She happily
reported in letters to family members when a novel was going into a second
edition or when someone praised one of her books. Austen also wrote to her
naval brother Frank, who was at sea, to proudly report earning a total of £250
from her writing, £140 of that from Sense and Sensibility, which had sold out
its first edition, plus getting the copyright to it back (Letter, July 3–6, 1813).
(For info on Austen’s writing and publishing, head to Chapter 3.)

But Jane Austen wasn’t a publicity seeker. In another letter to Frank written
the following October, she told him that the “Secret” of her novel-writing was
spreading. What’s worse, their talkative brother Henry, hearing Pride and
Prejudice praised while in Scotland, blabbed in a moment of fraternal affection
that his sister was the author. “I am trying to harden myself,” she writes to
Frank. Saying this, she means she’s trying to strengthen herself intellectually
and emotionally to endure any publicity that follows.

Getting Reviewed
Austen found herself reviewed by not only the critics of her time, but also her
family, friends, and future readers.

Checking out the comments from 
the critics of her day
During her productive, publishing years, Austen preferred life in her native
county of Hampshire, surrounded by a loving family and dear friends of both
genders. But her books were starting to get noticed by the critics.

� In February of 1812, The Critical Review printed an unsigned Sense and
Sensibility review, which praised the book for showing well-drawn, natural
characters in realistic events and presenting instructive morality.
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