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Henry Austen’s “Memoir of Miss Austen”

DAVID GILSON

Swindon, England

The “Biographical Notice of the Author” which Jane Austen’s
brother Henry published with the first edition of Northanger Abbey
and Persuasion (issued late in December 1817, dated 1818) was the
first attempt to provide basic details of the novelist’s life; as such, it
has a unique importance. Henry’s text was reprinted in the first
American edition of Northanger Abbey (Philadelphia, 1833) and,
with omissions, in other early American editions; it is invariably
referred to in later biographical studies, and has been, in the twen-
tieth century, widely and continuously available, more especially
through its reprinting in the Oxford edition of Jane Austen’s works.

But much less attention has been paid to the “Memoir of Miss
Austen” which Henry Austen provided to accompany the edition of
Sense and Sensibility published by Richard Bentley, No. 23 in his
“Standard Novels” series, dated 1833. Frederick Martin Link in his
unpublished 1958 doctoral dissertation, “The Reputation of Jane
Austen in the Twentieth Century,” even implies, p. 155, that the 1833
text is a reprint of the 1818 “Biographical Notice,” while Brian
Southam in his Jane Austen: the Critical Heritage, 1968, reprints the
“Biographical Notice,” describing it, p. 16, as “the only source of
information for her life and writing career until the Memoir of 1870”
and dismisses the 1833 text as “a slightly altered version” of the
“Biographical Notice.” Yet Henry Auster: himself, in a letter to
Richard Bentley of 4 October 1832, describes his new text as
intended to supersede that already published” (i.e. the “Biographical
Notice”). More attention should surely be paid to this later piece,
which is largely a rewriting of the 1818 text with omissions, alter-
ations and additions.

But the 1833 text has been, until now, less readily available. It was
reprinted by Bentley with the subsequent separate printings of Sense
and Sensibility in the “Standard Novels” series at least until 1854,
and in collected editions from the same plates until 1869; but later
editions of the novels published by Bentley from 1870 onwards were
reset and do not contain the “Memoir of Miss Austen” (presumably it
was thought to have been rendered superfluous by the publication in
1870 of James Edward Austen-Leigh’s Memoir of Jane Austen).
Richard Bentley sold the stereotype plates of his edition of Jane
Austen’s novels, and these were reprinted, still with Henry Austen’s
“Memoir” (and the now inappropriate references to the “Standard
Novels” series) in 1870 and later by Chapman and Hall in their
“Select Library of Fiction” series, and again in 1881 and later by
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Ward, Lock and Co. (or Ward, Lock & Bowden). I have found no
reprinting of the 1833 text later than the 1880s, so its reappearance
here should render a useful service to Jane Austen studies.

MEMOIR

MISS AUSTEN

JANE AUSTEN was born on the 16th of December, 1775, at Steventon,
in the county of Hants. Her father was rector of that parish upwards of
forty years. There he resided in the conscientious and unassisted
discharge of his ministerial duties until he was turned of seventy years.
Then he retired with his wife, our authoress, and her sister, to Bath, for
the remainder of his life, a period of about four years. Being not only a
profound scholar, but possessing a most exquisite taste in every species
of literature, it is not wonderful that his daughter Jane should, at a very
early age, have become sensible to the charms of style, and enthusiastic
in the cultivation of her own language. On the death of her father, she
removed, with her mother and sister, for a short time, to Southamp-
ton: and finally, in 1809, to the pleasant village of Chawton in the same
county. From this place she sent her novels into the world. Some of
them had been the gradual performances of her previous life; for
though in composition she was equally rapid and correct, yet an
invincible distrust of her own judgment induced her to withhold her
works from the public, till time and many perusals had satisfied her
that the charm of recent composition was dissolved. The natural
constitution, the regular habits, the quiet and happy occupations of
our authoress, seemed to promise a long succession of amusement to
the public, and a gradual increase of reputation to herself. But the
symptoms of a decay, deep and incurable, began to show themselves in
the commencement of 1816. Her decline was at first deceitfully slow;
but in the month of May, 1817, it was found advisable that she should
be removed to Winchester for the benefit of constant medical aid,
which none, even then, dared to hope would be permanently benefi-
cial. She supported, during two months, all the varying pain, irksome-
ness, and tedium, attendant on decaying nature, with more than
resignation—with a truly elastic cheerfulness. She retained her facul-
ties, her memory, her fancy, her temper, and her affections, warm,



