Chapter IV

THE EPISTOLARY FORM

Bayond tho narrative csrriod on by the impersonal narretor and

Wy the oharaoters, lies narrative thet comes in the form of letterse
The letter has long been oonsj.dered by many novelists and eritios as
a meens of “halking on paper".1 Part of $he intontion of having letters
in a novel is to provide the illusion of ar dntimate (though one-sided)
ohaty a prolonged ocorrecpondcnce may rescible a protracted dialoguce
Jane Austen onoc wrote toMor.glsicr Cassondras

I have now atlaimed thc frve art of lotterwriting

which we are alwaye Bold, is to cxpress on paper

exactly what oge world soy b0 the gome person by

word of mouth.
And this is oxectly whot she hrs done; almost every letter that appears
in her novels in o substitubc for conversation. The truc—to-life
quality of Mary lusgrovefs leittor results from her translation of
others' talk into ‘her Own idiomg for cxamplc, che writes:

eodliras Musgrove protesis solemnly that she knew

nothing of the matter. We are all very well

pleased, howoveriofor though itiis not equal %o

hor marrying Captain Heatworthy it is infinitely

better| then  Charles’ Hoyteri and Mre Musgrove has
writtenihis consent, and Captain Benwick is
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oxpooted tomday. Mrge Horville says her husbond
foels a good deal on hig poor sisterts accounty
but, however, Louiss is a great favourite with
bothe Indecd Mrs, Harville and I quitec agrec
that we love her the bottor for having nursed
hor, Charles wondeors what Captain Wonlbworth
will gay; buf if you rcmember, I never thought
him attached o Louistess

{(Perguasion, chapter XVIII, page 176)

Mre Colline! letlors, like his talk, arc composed of olichds and writion

in pompous and pedantic style:

The disagreement subsisting botween yourself
ad ny late honcured father alweys gove me much
wnoasiness, and gifice’ I havae had the misfortune
to lose him, I have frecquently wished %$o hsal
the breachj but for some *time I was kept back
by my own doubde, foaring lest it might secom
digrespectfuls to hig memory for me %o be on
good terms with any one with whom it had
always pleascd him 0 be ot verlanccses

(Pride end Prejudice, ohapier XIII, poge 46)

Moreovery cvery letter is dlsfino¥ive; caoch bears the idiosynorasies
of its writer; the lettcrs wrifien by the mele oharcoders of the novels
afford good cxamplose ~Frank Churchill's letter is fill of olaborate

complimentes

"If Fmade myself dntelligible yestorday,othis
letter will be expected; but expected or noty L
know i%,will Be read with ocandour end indulgenoce.
= You arc all goodness, and I boliove there will
bo need.of.oven all.your goodncss-to-allow for
gomg parts Of my past oconducte =~ But I have been
forgiven Ty one 'who had s$11l more 1o rcsonte
Yy oourcge rises while I writce It is very
difficult for the prosperous to be mmbles I
have already met with such success in two
applications for pardoness

(Emme,y chapter V, page 342)
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Hre Daroy's lettor is expressed in formal and firm languege!

Bo not alarmed, madam, on receiving this lotter,
by the avprehension of its ocontaining any
repetition of those sentiments, or renowal of
those offers whioch were last night so disgusting
to yous I write without any iniontion of paining -
you, or hmbling mysclf, by dwelling on wishes
which, for the happiness of both, cannot be too
goon forgotteny amd the effort which the formation
and the perusal of this’lotfcr must ococasion,
should have been sparcd, b8d not ny character:
required it to be wrilten and reads You must,
thercforey pardon the frecdom widh which I
demend your attentions your feclings, I know,
will bestow it wmwillingly, but I demand 1% of
your justiocs
(Pride, and Preiuddccs shaptor XXXV, page 146)
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Lotters play = very lmpordant part in Jane dustents novelse In
Pride and Prejudice aloncy 'bvrenw-;one letters are quoted or given in
fully and twenW'le%ers mentioned or implicds Apart from
occasional letters from one Gharacicr fo amother, there arc several
cases of regular oorrcspondence; botwcon Jene end ¥liznbeth, between ‘
the sisters and Mres Gardiner, between Elizabeth and Charlotie Collins,
between Jone end Caroline Bingley, and botweon the Coli:‘ms end Lucas
familics. Soveral of thesc loilcrs reveal m mmmber of facts of firet
importancea 3

Lottors omn bo o uscful plot-devices; thoy mry be used o specd
or to repori sotion, and o discloge infoma’cion.4 A Jotten of this

kind is tHe ono reveéived b lire. Deshwood in the fourth chapter of

LM W b B H el B AR AW BT B e

[ ¥ v parer)

3.3' oneph Hiesenfarth, The Frrond of Porm (FFow York, 1967}, p» 424

41'{1'1.(1&, Pae 55



Senge, and Bonsibility, TFrom it, we 1§a.m thet she is offered 2 ocottage
in Devonghire, and she vromptly sends her acceptanac, after showing
hor reply to her two daughtors. Or during Fanny Price's stey ot
Portemouth, the 4ime when the heroine is isolated from the other
prdncipal charscders, nows comes from Jaﬁru:s direotionss ?rom Maxy
Crawford in London, and from Edmmd in Northamptonshire, to keep

Fanny in closo contaot with events in ofher parts of the worlde

Or when Tlimaboth is with the Gerdinors! She leamns about Lydiats
elopement from a letler she vescives from Janc,

At oertein points, Jeho Austen deliberately avoids dialogue and
makes use of letters to providc informetion insteads Yhore one might
Lave expacied a long dialézue befwoen Darcy and Flizobeth to explain
the mettors which have prgfudiced hor against himy such o conversation
1o deliberately put asife Wy #he dovice of & lstter. His letbor gives
hor time to refleot upon hen paat behaviour, Aftcr her slow digostion

of i%, comes Rlizabethls awnlrening.

"How despieably hrve I actod!™ she oricdy =
"I, who have prided myself on my disoermmofit] e
Iy who have valued myself on my abiliticsi who T
heve often disdaincd the generous dandour of
my sister, and gratified my vanity, in uscless
or blameable distrusti - How hunilicting is -
this disoovery! Yoty howpjust-ahumilintion lom
Had I been in love, I oould not have beén more
wrotohedly blind. = But vanity, not love, has
been my follye — Fleoged with the prefercace
of oncy.and offendad. by, the nesledt of the
othaer, on the very beginning of our asquintanoey
I have gourted propossession and ignoronoe, and
driven reason awgyy whore cither werc conocarneds
111 this momont I neover knew mysclf "

(Pride ond Projudice, chaptor XMXVI, page 154~155)



The importance of the letier lics in the various rcoctions it evokus
Lrom Elizabgth. Tlizebeth begine reading it with o strong prejudice
agoinst overything he mizht seye Then ag she reads it for the scoond
end third timc, onc or two thinzs begin $0 etrike hor ns boing trues
Onoe she hrs brought horself o accept onc sbatoment &8s being true,
then she rcalizes that she must ultimatcly nccopt overy fact as truc
or reject them alle - This lettor is obvicusly omsential $o the plot,
Por it decpens tho frustration occesioned #¢ Blizabeth by her sense
of Daroy's suncrior social s‘i:?nding.5 Though in the past Elizaboth
hes 2always been well awergeof the vulgority of her mother and of her
younger sisters, it musibe dhe first time sihe hes hecrd an oubsider
comment on it franklys =g '“she fell @oprossed beyond amrthing she had
evor knomm hofore®s (Pride abd Prejudics, chantor XXXVI, page 155) .
The impression remains with here ot o dey went by without a solitary
walle, in which she might Ind@lze-dn all ¥he delight of unplcasant ro-
collecvionSess In hor own past behaviour, there wos a constent sourco
of vexation and regrety and in the unheppy defects ofyher family &
subjoet of yot hoavier ehagrine They were hopoless Of remedy®™ (Pridg
and Prejudice, chapter XVI, piso 152)e The roadery ‘like Elizaboth,
needs time to fako in all this informatiomsend, hed it been given in
dialogue, the intorview would kove roquired most improbable selie
control in lir. Darcy.

More importent thon these, informotory ledters are tie kind used

to raveal ohoracter ond relotionships between the charscteors. An
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oxomple ie the lobtor which Imoy Stcols shows to Zlinor, thereby dlse
cloging Lucy's engegoment to Bdward Ferrers as well as revealing her
charncter ond motives. Anothor communication of this kind is Mr,
Collins?® lotter to the Bennets in which he reminds them that the cstote
is oniadiled %o him ond amnounces his approaching visit.e In it Mr.
Colling writes that he wishosz to0 assure Mr. Bennet of his readiness
10 make his wife and daughters all posgible amends for his fubure.
posgeesion of the estates This phrasc Teceives various regponses
from the members of the Bennet family, each of whom responds fo it in
a way that illustrated higror her cwm charzoters The tolerant Jane
Bermet cannot sce how hesCanymale amendsy however, “the wish is
certainly to his credit’s’ (Pride anmd Prcjudice, chapler XIIT, page
47), Elizaboih immediately secs through Hims

"He must be an ©ddity, I think," she séys

I cannot meke him oubet ~ There is somcthing

very pompous in his plilc. e« And what can he

mean by apologizing for being next in the entail?

- e cannot suppose ho would help 4f, if ocould.

= Can he be,o scngible men, sir?H

(Pride and Frejudice, chapter XIII, page 47)

- ke

Mre Bennet hos “groat Nopes of finding him quite the roverse”, o
remadks:  Wihere i 4 mixture) of (servilityiaidngclf--imporiance

in his lettor, which promiscs wolls I om impationt o sec him®
(Pride snd, Brejudice, chaptor-XILEL, pazepdT)  taxy, the Miterary™
sister, sees iz letder as not defective “in peint of composiftion“s
Catherine end lydia are not intercsted in anyone who does not wear
a scarlet conts Mrse Bennet; however, "was preporing to sec him

with a degrec of composure, which cgtonished her husbend and denghters®
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(Pride ond Projudice, chapter XIII, page 47). And this is becausc she
correotly reads hig “amends® to mean that MHr, Collins wishes to marry
one of her daugh'ters.é

And more importent still is the usc of letters as a mcans of
giving en insight into the letterwriterts mind, characicr and motives.
In chapter thirtcen of Pride and Prejudice, the letter with which Mre
Collins intpoduces himself to the Benneb family is +typically pompous
and pedantic in its sddiction to cliché, and_jo impressive but emphy
phrases like Wbownty and benmeficcnce," ‘‘promote and cstablish", This
lotter of introduction preparce one fio dislike him oven before he
arrives. And later, having hoard of Lydia®c clopemant, Mw. Colling
writcs = delighted loticr to ﬁr; Bennet in which he cxprosscs how
zlad he ig that he has nobt marrvied infe the family and adviecs Mre
Bennet 4o throw off Lydia. A8 a wholo, hig Jetters reveal him as a
conacited, nedentic perscn.

ILydis Bennetts lebter writien afier hor elopement allows us
to sce her folly and irrcsponsibility. PCh, hougkfbless, thoughtless
Iydiatl Uhat a lotbter-ds—thisy to be writien ot such a moment!™
commonts Rlizabeth (Pridc and Prejudice, chopter XIVII, page 215).

c. e M-S ey

And any sympadhy the reader mey hove had for ILydia evaperates after
reading her letter. '

Nary Crawford is intelligent, so her abuse of langusge must be
regarded as wilfules She uscs vulgor torms in spite of recognizing

them 28 suche For cxamplo, she writes to Fanny Price that MNrse. Rushworth
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will feel "to use a vulgor phrose - that she hes got hor pennyworth
for hor penny” (Mansficld Park, chaptor XL, page 397); and in onother
letter $o Fonny where she states hor opinion mnd Peeling townrds
Tom Bortrom's sicknosst

If ho is to dic, there will be two poor young men

less in the world; and with » forrless face and

bold voice would I gay to any one, thot wealth

and congequence could f211 into fic hands more

doscrving of thom,

(Mensfield Pexky Chaptor XLV, pege 423)

RS 28

Her lottors are desoribed as'being writiton with “some degrec of
clegence®™, but tho offending canressions, 1like the joking on serious
mattors, sugsest a certoin hardness in dhe userts characior.

Another cxample of Bsing leotdcrs as & means of rovealing the
lotter-writorts character ig the leticr $hat Isabolla Thorpe writes to
Catherine Horland rosssoriing ler love for James after onding her
engagement to him,

evel am quite uncasy about your desr brothcr,

not having heard from him since hc went o
Oxford; and am fersrful of some misuvnderstanding.
Your kind offices will sot allopight: ~ he is the
only man I pver didlor pould) 1ovey nnid| I tmist
you will comvince him of if. The spring fashions
arc partly down; and thoe hats the most frightful

you oo imagincess

(Toxthanger, Abbay, chapter XXVII, pago 216)

Tho incomsistonciocs, and falschood of Isabolla appear clearly in black
and white, in the form of contradictions, and Juxtaposition of ideas.

She states that she is "uncesy™ about James; yet she is the one who



censos his misery, The juxtoposition of hoexr roassertion of love for
James with hor romerks on the spring fashions shows that Isabolla puts
both on the scme level, and. thoreforc she ocannot be quitc sorious
about Cathorine's brother. Such 2 ghallow pretension cannot cven

imposc upon the imnoeont Cathorine, The lotter lays bare Isabellats

hypoarisy.
On the other hand, Robext lartin®s Igeter reveals the good

sense ond warm attachment of ihe writer, On roading it, Bmma, though
prejudiced, cannot help aeeecpting the fact thet 1% is much begyond her

expeotatbions

There werc not mercly no grammatical crrors, but
as & composition iF would not have disgraced a
gontlemeny tho'lansuage, fthough plain, was strong
and wmaffocted,; and ihe ‘gentiments it conveyed
vory much to the cwodit of the writer, It was
short, bul cxprossed #ood scise, waxm abtachment,
liborality, propriciys cven delicacy of focling...

(Bmmg,, chapter VIL, poge 53)

And after she finishes reading it, she forms this opinion of hims:

seelo doubt he is a sensibleo man, and I suppose
megy have a naturalubalent for ~ifhinks strongly
and cléarly = and when he takes a'pen in'hand,
his thoughts naturally find pronor words. It

is so with some men. Yes, I understond tho sort
of mind. Vigorous, decided, with scmtiments to
8 certain Tointj not cbarsd, | (A boticr uritton
letior, Harriot, (retuming dit,) thanr I had
oxpectoda™

(8mma, ohapter VII, page 53)
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Most important of all, howevar; is +he use of letbors as centers
of drametio sitm‘hionsj Tho merce cight of a lotter mey be ocharged
with dramatic and emotional Feroei just as Luor Stecle wounds Elinor
by showing her tho letier she hos reoecived from Edwexrd ~ “you know
his hond, I dere say, a charming one it is" (Scnse and Sensibility,
chapter XXII, page 155), so Harianne is bitberly dlsappointed o see
#iho hondwriting of hor mother; never til) #hea wnmwelcomo.™ (Sense and
Sengibility, chopter XAVII, page 186)s But the most memorable example
ig the secene in which Elimor Ffinds lMarisnne "almost ohoked with grief®
{(Sepsc, and Sonsibility, ehopler JHIX, page 195), olubohing a letber in
hor hand with three otlicps geatiered around here The couse of this
omotional orisis is the reccipt of = eold and formal note from
Willoughty,

One moy conclude then/thad letlers writleon, rcceived, or awaited
play an important part in the development of the sotion. BSuch letters
ooqur in meny episodes in the novels of Jane Austcie
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