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 THIS is Jane Austen year. Why? Not enough that our libraries report an annual 30,000 borrowings of 
the six Austen novels, not enough that publishers have regularly commissioned sequels of one or the other 
of them (well, why not? Marghanita Laski once observed that writing about Jane Austen was like picking up 
money in the streets). But this year the BBC must give us TV versions of Pride And Prejudice and Persua-
sion; Emma Thompson is currently working on a screenplay of Sense And Sensibility; Mansfield Park be-
comes a central text for the great and charismatic academic Edward Said; the US film company, Mirimax, is 
producing Emma; and a third edition of the Austen letters has just been published, edited by the Austen 
scholar Deirdre le Faye, and Paul Johnson and Claire Tomalin, amongst many notable others, declare their 
lives thereby enriched. 

 "To sit in idleness over a good fire in a well-proportioned room," observes Austen in a letter to her sister 
Cassandra, "is a luxurious sensation." Yes. Well. Indeed! Chance would be a fine thing, for most of us.  

 But all the current bustle and hub-bub outside that elegant room! And why? One could say, huffing and 
puffing, that we're all caught up in the flight out of the painful reality of now; that the past, with its fixed points 
and moral certainties, is a relief to contemplate. Or else, that the present being so difficult to write about, the 
past offers us better stories, plots and characters. So let's just return to Austen, the original subversive, that 
clear new eye cast over weary old certainties; she is at least out of copyright. 

 Or else one could say, mingily, so far as TV and film is concerned, Jane Austen is safe, uncontroversial 
and cheap. No one's ever going to lose a job over Austen (that saintly reputation guards against all ills). The 
oeuvre is small but profitable, as is the market overseas for Heritage costume drama: the entrenched cos-
tume and make-up departments of the BBC have to be seen by the accountants to be earning their living. 
The sets are inexpensive; you need a few good landscapes and some establishing shots of pleasant and 
familiar country houses - otherwise it's all mostly interiors with lots of talking heads and well-spoken actors, 
of whom we have plenty. 

 When we say "Jane Austen" everyone knows what we're talking about. Austen means class, literature, 
virginity and family viewing. Everyone's heard of her even if they haven't read her. (The one-time chairman of 
the Jane Austen Society once said to me, at a time when I was adapting an earlier Pride And Prejudice for 
the BBC: "Oh, I've never read the books: I leave all that kind of thing to my wife.") Even a cursory familiarity 
wins the nods of commissioning editors everywhere. 

 The clip-clop of horses over cobbles suggests the past, and the past was when jobs were safe, and 
bouquets flowed, not brickbats. And, for heaven's sake, those low-cut dresses, those bare shoulders in the 
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candlelight, the put-up hair, the female form translucent beneath muslin - are not these all wasted on the 
page?  Calling out for TV? 

 Or one could say, with a little more charity, but not much: "Why, we love Jane Austen because she's 
Heritage" - because she's so good, she must be - "Is she not dead and our greatest novelist?" It is interesting 
how Jane Austen has become just that almost overnight: "greatest" was a title reserved for, variously, 
Thackeray, or Fielding (whom Jane Austen thought morally lax), or Eliot, or Dickens or Trollope - or others I 
can no longer recall because they've dipped from sight. 

 Sometimes I suspect they've dipped because the art of skipping has been lost, and all those 
long-winded writers (by today's standards) had to be skipped if you were to get the best of them. Of course, 
that's what the TV and film versions of the classics do for you - they skip, that is to say edit out the boring 
bits, and without you feeling the guilt of it. Austen, to her great credit, doesn't have to be skipped; her writing 
is tight, concise, to the point; in fact, she wrote as a woman does who lives a domestic life and has a head all 
too full of mutton and rhubarb, as she complains in the letters. It can indeed drive a woman to irony, and the 
posthumous epithet of "greatest". Though it didn't do her much good at the time. 

 Mind you, I personally have some trouble concentrating on the middle sections of Mansfield Park, and 
am rather relieved that Fanny the Good and Put-Upon is simply not a suitable role model for our brave new 
world of assertive women; so much so that in the 1990s it is Mansfield Park's fate to become a "text" rather 
than a TV serial. The novel is to be worked upon, to provide employment for academics, not mined for plot, 
character and scene, which is what the contemporary TV, film or stage adapter of any "classic" is obliged to 
do. Once upon a time I absolved my own adapter's guilt (it is a common ailment) by telling myself that in 
"doing" the book scrupulously, religiously, so near to the text that any child could pass its GCSE by viewing 
rather than reading, adaptation was an okay occupation, not a betrayal of the original writer's aspiration. And 
wouldn't the viewer be led to the book anyway? Look how sales of Middlemarch rocketed last year - though 
most people, it is now said, opened the first page, read, and put it promptly down. But times have moved on 
and now I see the matter differently. I no longer regard reading as necessarily superior to viewing.  "View-
ing" has developed its own resource, its own history. 

 The days when I attempted to lift Pride And Prejudice almost manually from the page, as Windows will 
lift an icon, and place it on the screen, adding and subtracting scarcely a word - just dealing the text out 
amongst those five useful sisters to declaim - are over. These days my own version, written 15 years ago, 
seems to me wordy and stilted. Let Andrew Davies have a go - as indeed he has: let him shove me off the 
video shelves. TV was never meant to last anyway; that flickering, changing energy in the corner of the 
room: forever transitory. 

 The days of Betty Willingale, who supervised the BBC Classic Serial Department in its heyday, the 

seventies, are also over.  Now it's co-production time. The US producers are with us, thank God, and their 
money and their stars and their desire for an attentive audience and a clear plot line. My sympathies are with 
them.  Adaptation is plagiarism: why be ashamed? These plots, these characters, these scenes have stood 
the test of time; we can be secure in them. 

 You can dress them nicely, film them rigorously, get the faux-historical perspective accurate and some 
good PR out of the heritage aspect; borrow the title and pretend it's the book, and why not? (By 
faux-historical I mean the prop people's perverse habit, if a story is set in 1920, of getting everything in sight 
1920 - forgetting that the maid will probably be wearing her mother's hat and the male lead be sitting in his 
grandfather's chair: providing a faux accuracy of background which is no longer required of the text.) 

 If you want to read the book, say I, read the book! If you want to see a good show, see it. And if it re-
minds you vaguely of the book, or vice versa, that's a bonus but it's hardly any longer the point.  And it's 
perverse and meaningless to make invidious comparisons. If you can't stand the pain don't turn on the telly. 

 Jane Austen has edged up on us as Heritage so gently and steadily we hardly noticed her arrival: now 
she's well and truly established in the televisual theme park. Reckoned as a minor novelist at the time of her 
death - in 1817 - she has crept up the list ever since. She made pounds 860 (on my reckoning) from her 
work during her lifetime and has made fortunes for others ever since. Though that is ever the fate of writers, 
who, like criminals, sit at the apex of an inverted triangle of other people's occupations, maintaining on their 
creative shoulders the weight of all those others who make a good living from their single, desperate, unto-
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ward activities, their works of art or of criminality: from editors and policemen, to ministers of culture and the 
Home Secretary, and many a business and commentator in between. 

 AUSTEN also had a mixed reception while she lived. Walter Scott much admired her, though Charlotte 
Bronte dismissed her as passionless. The Prince Regent sent for her new novels but she was accused, even 
then, of cosiness, of narrowness of vision.  A critic, writing in 1818, while admitting that Austen displayed a 
degree of excellence that has not often been surpassed, complained that she lacked imagination. "As soon 
as she leaves the shore of her experience," he wrote, "she falls at once to the level of more ordinary novel-
ists." (That's something often said about lady novelists - "all right, so long as they don't try making anything 
up." Invention is still seen as the prerogative of male writers, leaving delicate description to the female.) 

 But Austen was well served thereafter by her family. Sister Cassandra burned all letters that showed 
Jane in anything other than a soothing and domestic light - though occasionally she misses something and 
allows a scrap of witty malice to show through. "The house," we find Jane observing to Cassandra, for ex-
ample, "seemed to have all the comforts of little children, dirt and litter." 

 A monograph, written by her nephew in 1871, in the fashion of the day, established Austen in the eyes 
of the world as a saintly virgin, contented with her lot. The fact that she, her mother and Cassandra (what 
kind of family calls a daughter Cassandra, anyway? It's not as if they weren't scholars, the lot of them) were 
left penniless after their father's death (pace Mrs Bennet in Pride And Prejudice - what will we do with these 
girls if they don't marry?) and had to subsist on charity from a sister-in-law, in a small house outside the 
gates of the big house where the brother lived gets overlooked. 

 It has been well restored since, thoroughly sanctified and is now fit to be photographed by tourists. But 
when the Austen women lived there it was divided in two and the other half was a public house.  Everything 
Mrs Bennet feared. 

 At the turn of the century Rudyard Kipling underwrote the myth of Austen the Literary Virgin by writing 
an epithet for her tomb in Winchester Cathedral. (She died, poor thing, of Addison's disease.) 

 Jane lies in Winchester 

 Blessed be her shade. 

 Praise be the Lord for making her 

 And for all she made. 

 And while the stones of Winchester and Milsom Street remain 

 Glory, love and honour unto 

 England's Jane. 

 That was the Jane so loved and read and thought about by those exiled by Empire: the ladies of the 
Raj, colonial officers in the Hebrides, engineers in the outback. She brought the Bath of yesteryear, the soft 
green fields, the drifting rain, the village street to mind again. Who in mountain, jungle or desert would not be 
rapt at once by that wonderful first sentence of Emma. "Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever and rich, with 
a comfortable home and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best blessings of existence, and 
has lived nearly 21 years in the world with very little to distress her." Ah, settle in, settle down, let the sun 
bake, the typhoon roar - but Empire's over. 

 Kipling couldn't have called her Miss Austen, or Jane Austen because of the problem of scanning, but 
the "Jane" reduces her to cream teas, village gardening, the cosy sentiments of the Heritage shop, BBC -TV 
serials of a Sunday evening and those whose idea of a Sunday afternoon literary occupation is counting the 
number of times the word "button" turns up in Persuasion. 

 That said, I am being unkind here. I have friends who read Jane Austen and re -read her; finding desert 
enough and jungle in their ordinary English lives, and why should one grudge tranquillity and escape to any-
one? I just sometimes feel, as did Charlotte Bronte, that Austen's work is a carefully fenced, highly cultivated 
garden, and I hanker for the wilderness. 
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 I wish the current adapters well. Andrew Davies is reported to have written a "sexy" Pride And Preju-
dice, though I suspect this is mostly PR. Mr Darcy naked in the bath, I believe, and the editors will surely be 
prudent. Existing Jane Austen fans don't read her novels for the sex. On the contrary, they actively prefer to 
dwell in a mythical past with sex out of sight and mind: and the just-about-possible new fans are going to 
have trouble with the improbable rich-man-marries-poor-girl plot.  (In real life, I have always thought Darcy 
would have set Elizabeth up in a St John's Wood villa, and preferred Lydia anyway.) It might get some new 
male viewers, what with the bosoms and all. But mostly Austen is a woman's read and a woman's viewing. 

 I hope that Roger Michell, of Buddha Of Suburbia fame, now directing Persuasion, manages to control 
his costume departments so that they agree to what he wants: an occasional second-hand dress that looks 
lived in and some wind-dishevelled hair that doesn't look sprayed untidy; and that the viewers don't complain 
if he does succeed. Viewers get annoyed if actresses don't look both beautiful and groomed. (I know "ac-
tress" is not correct terminology, but tell that to the viewers.) 

 I HOPE Emma Thompson gets on okay with Sense And Sensibility. It will be a hard nut to crack on film, 
unless she changes the end and has Marion marry John and love triumph over sense - in which case the 
Janeites will be furious. 

 As for Doug McGrath, co-writer of Bullets On Broadway, who is turning Emma into a film for Mirimax, 
who loves the book but who rashly said that 80 per cent of the dialogue was already written - I hope he has 
had second thoughts about the latter.  The problem with Austen dialogue is that it wanders all over the place 
and seldom moves the story along, as dialogue in the movies is meant to do. 

 The dialogue is the worst part of any Austen novel: it's the bits between the inverted commas that count. 
It is saying this kind of thing in public which gets one into trouble. (The Hampstead Hill Bookshop wouldn't 
stock my novels for years because I once said that in a radio broadcast. I tell you, the Janeites are danger-
ous.) 

 Doug McGrath will find another problem, endemic to all the Austen novels apart from Pride And Preju-
dice (and to a lesser extent Northanger Abbey: though viewers can hardly be expected to cotton on to the 
implicit double-take; namely, that it's Austen's send-up of the traditional Gothic romance). That though there's 
a splendid first act - the "what-if" opening; and a satisfactory, if pat, ending, there's never much of a middle 
there, just a lot of "and then . . ." "and then . . ." "an d then . . ." Plot in film is meant to contain the meaning, 
and Austen too often harks back to a yet earlier time when plot was just something you borrowed or plagia-
rised, so you didn't have to bother about it, but just got on with whatever it was you wanted to say. 

 But good luck to everyone and may our screens be forever full of the past, while the writers of the pre-
sent take a breather, wait for the dust of political and cultural revolution to settle, and for our commissioning 
editors and their controlling committees to make up their new management minds. 

 The BBC's film adaptation of Persuasion will be shown in the Screen Two slot at 10pm on Easter Sun-
day. 

 Films of the books 

 Pride And Prejudice (MGM, 1940): 

 Olivier perfectly cast as Darcy, Greer Garson less so as Elizabeth; co-writer Aldous Huxley won plaudits 
for sparkling script. 

 Persuasion (ITV, 1969): Ann Firbank as Anne, but only rated "diligent" by Halliwell despite a Julian 
Mitchell script. 

 Pride And Prejudice (BBC, 1980): Adapted by Fay Weldon, not then an obvious Janeite (though she 
went on to write Letters To Alice On First Reading Jane Austen) with Elizabeth Garvie a girlish Elizabeth and 
David Rintoul a decent Darcy. 

 Sense And Sensibility (BBC, 1980): Like Weldon's P&P, a response to renewed post-feminist interest in 
Austen, but a missed opportunity: little has been heard since of the two female leads. 

 Mansfield Park (BBC, 1986): Memorable mostly for the Fanny Price of Sylvestra Le Touzel (later Neil 
Pearson's lover in Between The Lines), with Bernard Hepton and Anna Massey as her snooty kinsfolk. 
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 Northanger Abbey (BBC, 1987): Katharine Schlesinger as Catherine, Peter Firth as Henry Tilney, in a 
so-so script by Maggie Wadey who went on to rework The Buccaneers. 

 Persuasion (BBC, Easter Sunday): Radical break with cossy drama tradition, directed by Roger Michell 
(The Buddha of Suburbia) in a style influenced by Bergman and The Piano. Nick Dear adapts - but objects to 
an added kiss scene - and Amanda Root and Ciaran Hinds play the leads. 

 Pride And Prejudice (BBC, autumn 1995): Also expected to shake up received costume classic style, 
with adapter Andrew Davies (Middlemarch) importing flesh via undressing and bathroom scenes. Jennifer 
Ehle, the minx in The Camomile Lawn, plays Elizabeth. 

 Sense And Sensibility (Columbia; filming this month): Pet project of Emma Thompson, who in true 
Branagh family tradition adapts and plays sensible Elinor, alongside Kate Winslet of Heavenly Creatures. A 
feminist version? You bet. Ang Lee (Eat Drink Man Woman) directs, suggesting the influence of a recent 
book on Jane Austen And Food. 

 Emma (Miramax; filming in summer): To be scripted and directed by Douglas McGrath, co-writer of 
Woody Allen's Bullets On Broadway. Gwyneth Paltrow, seemingly a name to conjure with, takes the title role, 
with (somewhat insultingly) "UK support cast to be found". Shooting in Ireland, like Emma T's film. 

 Jane observed 

 "SHE said - how well I recollect it! - that she knew writing stories was a great amusement, and she 
thought a harmless one - tho' many people, she was aware, thought otherwise . . ." 

 Caroline Austen, niece of Jane, writing 50 years after her death 

 "(HER) subjects are not often elegant, and certainly never grand, but they are finished up to nature, and 
with a precision which delights the reader." 

 Walter Scott (1815) 

 "SHAKESPEARE has had neither equal nor second. But among the writers who have approached 
nearest to the manner of the great master, we have no hesitation in placing Jane Austen, a woman of whom 
England is justly proud." 

 T B Macaulay (1843) 

 "ANYTHING like warmth or enthusiasm; anything energetic, poignant, heartfelt, is utterly out of place in 
commending her works: all such demonstration the authoress would have met with a well-bred sneer, would 
have calmly scorned as outre and extravagant. The Passions are perfectly unknown to her; she rejects even 
a speaking acquaintance with that stormy Sisterhood . . . her business is not so much with the human heart 
as with the human eyes, mouth and feet." 

 Charlotte Bronte (1848) 

 "FIRST and foremost let Jane Austen be named the greatest artist that has ever written, using the term 
to signify the most perfect mastery over the means to her end . . . Her circle may be restricted, but it is com-
plete. Her world is a perfect orb, and vital. Life, as it presents itself to an English gentlewoman peacefully yet 
actively engaged in her quiet village, is mirrored in her works with a purity and fidelity that must endow them 
with interest for all time." 

 G H Lewes (1852) 

 "OH, Jane, you sorceress." 

 Edith Wharton (1934), after evening of readings from Sense and Sensibility 

 "SAPPHO and Jane Austen are examples of two great women who combine exquisite detail with a su-
preme sense of artistic proportion." 

 Virginia Woolf (1920) 

 "(JANE Austen has an) inclination to take a long time over what is of minor importance and a short time 
over what is major." 
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 Kingsley Amis (1957) 

 "AUSTEN'S fictional representation of loyalties divided between the dominant direct patriarchal values 
of her community and the unconventional, even subversive values and expressions that circulated privately 
among women." 

 Deborah Kaplan, from Jane Austen Among Women (1993) 

 "IT IS a bit over the top. Jane was before all of that and it was not really a concern for her. We sympa-
thise with the feminists, but not with the crankier element who try and make out that Jane was the first femi-
nist." 

 Jean Bowden, committee member of the Jane Austen Society on Kaplan's book 
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