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Abstract

The last works of Jane Austen and Barbara Pym, written while each was knowingly

dying, both continue and transform a discourse of illness and cure traceable through

their canon. Illness figures both literally and metaphorically in their narratives; in

Austen as 'ailures in wholeness and in Pym as failures in love. Alter undergoing the

metaphorically medical treatments of purging and vivifying in Austen and inoculating

in Pym, their 'emale protagonists achieve conditions of health and wholeness by

closure of the narrative. In the dying works, individual metaphorical iIInesses become

a general societal condition of fragmentation: and cure becomes more elusive. The

shared use of a village undergoing profound change reflects each writer's own bodily

transformation as certain death approaches, and the restoration of health to the

village-as-body becomes one of achieving balance or homeostasis. This is effected in

the narrative by the hinted-at curative powers of nature in Sanditon and of restored

faith in A Few Green Leaves. On a theoreticaJ level, both texts reflect their narratives of

dis-ease and cure. Pym's last text remained unpublished before her death and

therefore "m- because not functioning. but second opinions and faith in her reputation

confirmed its public heaJth. Austen's Sanditon as a fragment cmbodies its own

discourse of dis.ease, or failure of wholeness, and requires a curative act on the part

of the reader to restore it to sorne sense of ideal wholeness or health.
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Résumé

Les dernières œuvres de Jane Austen et Barbara Pym, toutes deux écrites pendant

que l'auteure se savait à l'agonie, s'inscrivent dans la continuité et la transformation

d'un discours sur la maJadie et la guérison, décelable dans leurs principes directeurs.

La maladie figure à la fois littéralement et métaphoriquement dans leurs récit. Chez

Austen, à titre de fragmentation de J'entièreté et chez Pym, comme un échec amoreux.

Après des traitements médicaux métaphoriques de purification et de revivification

chez Austen et d'inoculation chez Pym, les personnages pricipaux féminins

recouvrent l'état de santé et d'entièreté en conclusion du récit. Dans les œuvres des

mourants, les maJadies métaphoriques individuelles deviennent un état de société

général de fragmentation, et la guérison devient plus insaisissable. L'évocation

commune d'un village connaissant de profonds changements reftète la propre

transformation physique des deux écrivaines, dont la mort certaine approche, et la

restauration de la santé du village-corps se manifeste comme l'atteinte de l'équilibre,

de l'homéostasie. Cette atteinte est transposée dans le récit par l'allusion aux

pouvoirs curatifs de la nature dans Sanditon et par la foi retrouvée dans A Few Green

Leaves. Sur le plan théorique, les deux textes participent du récit de la maladie et de

la guérison. Non publié avant sa mort, le dernier texte de Pym est cc malade cc

puisqu'il ne cc fonctionne cc pas, mais la foi en la réputation de l'auteure en confirme la

santé publique. Fragmentaire, le Sanditon d'Austen incorpore son propre discours de

maladie, ou de manque d'entièreté, exigeant un acte curatif de la part du lecteur qui

doit le remettre dans un tout idéal, lui redonner la santé.
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Chapter 1

1ntroduction

1 live in a constant endeavour te fence against the infirmities of iII heaJth, and other
evils of life, by mirth; being firmly persuaded that every time a man smiles, - but much
more 50 when he laughs, that it adds samething to this Fragment of Lite.

- Laurence Sterne, 1760

Laurence Steme wrote out this personal prescription of mirth in his dedication to

Tristram Shandy. There is little doubt that he intended it to apply not only to living weil

in this "Fragment of Life,· but also to the state of heaJth of those other -Fragments ot

Lite," his navels. Aptly, the quoted words also define a certain comic view ot lite which

links one chain of the many strands connecting the Englîsh navel trom Sterne to the

present day. This particular chain takes in the greatest mistress of the comic-ironic

novel, Jane Austen, and continues on, with loops and knots through the perhaps more

dour and moralizing nineteenth century, to join up with a twentieth-century writer of

similar comedic gifts, Barbara Pym.

The common link these two writers share with Sterne is the use ot mirth as an

effective defence against the -infirmities of iII health, and other evils of Iife.1I One does

not initially think of either Austen or Pym as primarily coneemed with iIIness per se, but

both writers deal with various types of -illness· in ail of their works. IIIness as the

absence of health and soundness figures IiteraUy and metaphorieaJly in the individuais

and in the small closed societies they both depict And while both authors -treat" or

·cure" this condition in ditfering thematie ways, it is always, stylistically1 with their

characteristie intelligent and ironie humour. In 'act. their last worka, Sanditon and A

Few Green Leaves, respectively, were written while each was knowingly dying, yet

neither -dying- work 'acks Steme's heaJthful mirth.

Prescriptive mirth aside, the conjunction of medicine and literature can be a fruitful
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one. yielding metaphorical resonations of enormous repercussionary potential for the

study of each. The conviction that -medicine protects lite and literature interprets it,

that both are in sorne sense diagnostic and therapeutic" (Roberts, 1) is raison d'etre

enough for exploring their special affinity; but as many writers have discovered,Tolstoy

and Thomas Mann paramount among them, 8 medicine's accounts of the mechanisms

of sickness and the process of health constitute...the ideal naturaJ language for

exploring emotion. personality and social intercourse" (Roberts, 1).

Virginia Woolf concurs in her essay -On Being III: and adds:

Considering how common iIIness is, how tremendous the spiritual change

that it brings, how astonishing, when the lights of health go down, the

undiscovered countries that are then disclosed..., it becomes strange indeed

that illness has not taken its place with love and battle and jealousy among

the prime themes of literature (Woolf, 14).

1plan to demonstrate that iIIness is indeed a ·prime theme- in the works of Jane

Austen and Barbara Pym, but iIIness Iinked aJways in a dialectic with cure. In fact,

critic DA. Miller has called Austen's novels ·stories of recovery" and that, when il)

himself, the cures implicit in them CI ...nursed me as effectively...as Miss Taylor nursed

little Emma, who grew up into -the complete picture of grown up health- • (Miller, 55).

Writer Jilly Cooper alsa remarks on the cheering etfect of Pym's novels: -, pick up her

books with joy. as though 1were meeting an old friend who comforts me, extends my

vision and makes me roar with laughter- (GB. cover).

However, when a writer becomes iII herself-and, most particu1arty, terminally iII--is

this altered state reftected in her narratives? A partial answer is provided by Miller's

continuing words that when iII himself he ·never dreamt at such times of reading

Sanditon. the novel that Jane Austen. unfeignedly ill. died betore completing· The

disturbing and fragmentary Sanditon remaina in too iII a condition itself to be a story of
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recovery. Is this an effect of or a reflection of Austen's own final incurable illness?

Barbara Pym also write a last work while knowingly dying. Does A Few

Green Leaves also reflect the altered state of its dying author? Gian-Paolo Biasin

suggests that this is possible. He notes, albeit in an essay on the language of the

madman in literature, that, IlAt times the symptoms of a disease may become the signs

of a language- (Biasin, 171).

Anether critic and writer who thought deeply about the effect of iIIness and death on

artistic vision is Anatole Broyard. In his dying memoirs, Intoxicated bv My Illness. he

writes of the clarity afferded by terminal iIIness: -'n this phase l'm infatuated by my

cancer. It stinks of revelation- (Broyard, 7). He suggests that ail his previous werks

were merely preparation for this final vision.

1s there a revelatory quality to Austen and Pym's final works? This is one question 1

shall be addressing in this study of two very simil&r female writers who both wrote a

last work while facing certain death. Loosely using the language of medicine, 1shan

trace and interpret signs of an ongoing discourse of iIIness and cure through Austen

and Pym's narratives in arder to attempt, finally, to locate and identify the symptoms of

instability or dis·ease in their -dying" works. 1am suggesting that the altered state of

each dying author is reflected not anly in the very different thematie ·cures" suggestect

in these last works, Sanditon and A Few Green Leaves, but also in the condition ot the

texts themselves; a fragment and a text unpublished before death, which also require

IIcuring."

IUness as metaphor

As mentioned, the iIInesses in both writers' works are both figurative and

metaphorical. Austen's lemale charaeter. sutter periodically frcm various ailments

such as fevers. putrid throats, colds, and differin; manifestations of hyaterical

response; and her novels abound in hypochondriacs, valetudinarians and invalida.
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When the illnesses are figurative they often function as narrative strategies to thicken,

ctarify or further the plot. One thinks of Jane Bennett's fever in Pride and Prejudice

which is the necessary ingredient to further the plot through Elizabeth's protracted visit

to Netherfield. The illness bath clarifies Jane and Bingley's affections and thickens

the relationship between Elizabeth and Darcy with complications. Marianne's

sprained ankle, a form of illness in Sense and Sensibilitv, serves to introduce the

dubious rescuer, Willoughby, to the plot Later, her more serious fever brings the true

lover, Colonel Brandon, to her rescue.

But the metaphorical resonations of these and other iIInesses permit a level of

interpretation beyond the literai and have a function in the narrative beyond strategies

of plot development. Not for the first time in literature, the iIIness becomes a metaphor.

The form an iIIness takes--for example, in the two cases 1have mentioned--indicates a

particular psychologica) condition of the female body or, more precisely, the female

mind. Fevers usually bespeak a state of uncontrollable heightened emotion; slips and

falls a lack of self-control and sureness of purpose.

Needless to say though, the metaphorical iIInesses present in Austen are not

bound by the female body and mind: they reach beyond gender, soma and psyche

into society itself. When closely examined, Austen's depietions of her contemporary

England are far trom the picture of blooming health many readers see. They actually

contain many of the symptoms of the somatie ailments of her charaeters; for example,

fevered aetivity. putrid thinking, valetudinarian laissez-faire economy; and in-valid

diseourses. At leut sorne, and olten many. of these metaphorical symptoms of an ill

society can be found in each of her works; and ·clearing them up· becomes the moral

and political imperative behind or beside the personal narrative--and, until fairty

recently in criticaJ studies of Austen. overshadowed by il

IIIness plays a subtly different raie in Pym than it does in Austen. Because a
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traditionallinear plot is virtually non-existent in Pym, she does not often use iIIness as

Austen does; that is, as a flarrative strategy te further, thicken or clarify il. But iIIness is

abundantly present in similarily linked literai and metaphorical symptoms which speak.

as they do in Austen, to an iIIness beyond the somatie. The linked couplings of

heartache and depression; fatigue and loss of purpose; rashes and existential

discomfort; madness and isolation; anorexia and marginality provide the sustaining

metaphor of iIIness for the psychic condition of the majority of Pym's temale characters.

ln spite of being labelled -excellent women- by the smaU societies in which they live

and work. they are largely discontent, uneasy, disconnected, fragmented or

marginalized. Most are fonely and unfulfilled and seek something to love. And, very

simply put, the characteristic ptot of Pym's novels consists of this search for something

or someone to love in order ta cure the dis-ease. But--unlike Austen, and until Pym's

final work written during her dying months--the quest is usually a futile one; for the

movement of a Pym narrative is circular, returning to its Deint of departure at its

conclusion, where the dis-ease is wryly accepted, uncured, as a fact of lite.

And further, while marriage is the sign of good heaJth by which Austen marks the

successful conclusion of both the cure and the narrative,Pym's narratives of illness do

not usually conclude in this fuhion. Marriages in Pym are as much the source of dis­

ease for the 18male protagonists as they are the sign of restored health (or arguably,

death, as will be discussed) in Austen. And, indeed, men in Pym, far trom being the

physician-figures who otten effect the cure of the ·unsound- temale heroine in Austen,

are usually depictecl as selt-centrecl, peUy, pitiable or pathetic, and in neecl themselves

of being ·cured- by Pym's ·excellent women.· ln fact, one can detect a subversive

antï-male subtext in Pym that is simitar in many ways to Austen's ·regulatecl hatred.-

And like Austen again, the metaphorical illnesses in Pym aJso reach beyond soma,

psyche and gender. Her depictions of England. particularly in her lut two novels, are
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as replete with signs of il! health wnen closely examined as is the "England- of Austen.

Cure as metaphor

Fitting'Y. the cures in Austen and Pym are as metaphorically resonant as are the

iIInesses. The cures they employ within their narratives reflect three of the evolving

methods of medical (and quack) t;"eatment from the eighteenth century to the twentieth:

purging of il! humours; vivitving and strengthening with regimes of doses, diets and

activity; and inoculating to resist infection.

The iII females in Austen's early works are ·purged of iII humours· before

pronounced healthy and fit for marriage. In her later works, they are "vivified and

strengthened" before the closure of marriage. Often a male physician-figure effects

the cure by either purging or vivifying his Upatient" One thinks of Henry Tilney who

clears up Catherine Morland's fevered Gothie ailment in Northanger Abbey, and John

Knightley in Emma who bath strengthens Emma's goOO qualities by endorsement and

purges her of her faulty thinking.

The metaphorieal cure in Pym reflects a medical treatment just as Austen's use of

·purging" and ·vivifying- do. Her female characters are ·inoculated" against the

invasive infection of dis-eue (the disruption caused by the possibility of love and

romance) by brief exposure until the inevitable failure in love has no permanent ill

effects. The metaphorical inoculation renders the circular form of Pym's narratives: at

their conclusion, the female protagonists resume their former lives relatively content

and not permanenUy damaged by the tiny dose of -infection.· Pym's use of inoculation

is similar in many ways to what Marvin Mudrick calls Austen's use of -irony as defence­

(Mudrick, 7). Like irany, inoculation bath exposes and resists.

Yet while the -healthful mirth- of Sterne remains the tone of both Austen and Pym's

warka, one deteets an undertying discourse of cur'e beyond mirth and ironie

inoculating defence. It is one whose implications overftow the narrative as do those of
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the iIInesses. The cures imply an ideaJ condition of health and soundness which

hovers above, beyond, and behind the narrative and to which it yearns. ey closure

that condition, while not always reached, is at least approximated in the sense of

things being resolved, cleared up, healed, or accepted. In both Austen and Pym,

iIIness and cure comprise a dialectic in a narrative that identifies, or desires to identify,

closure with health.

Oeath as Closure

But when death enters, as it does most forcefully. thematically, symbolically-- and

biographically--in both Austen and Pym's dying works, the dialec:tic of iIIness and cure

takes on further relative meaning; orl more appropriately, a complete lack of meaning.

No cure, whether purging, vivifying or inoculating has efficacy in the face of death, that

most ultimate of closures. The ideal condition to which the narrative yeams in the two

writers' final works becomes death itself. Death replaces health as the condition

hovering above. behind and beyond the narrative. Oying weil. not living weil,

becomes the project which Austen and Pym address in their knowingly final works. 1

believe there is evidence in these -dying worka- that they were re-evaluating the cures

which they nad previously implicitty endorsed. for in bath Sanditon and A Few Green

Leaves, a cure of a distinctly non-medical nature for the essentiaJ dis-ease of lite is

explicitlyendorsed by Pym, and hinted-at in Austen.

Like Austen and Pym, the final works of many knowingly dying writers, composers

and artists appear to express, consciously or unconsciously. a different vision from

their previous works; one perhaps concemect more with universals and unity than with

particulars. It is as if ail their prior warka ware merely preparation for the ultimate, final

creation. Anatole Broyard writes of this notion:

A dangerous inness fills you with adrenaline and makes you teel very

smart 1can afford now to draw conclusions. Ail those grand generalizations
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toward which 1have been building for so many years are finaJly taking

shape....1 see everything with a summarizing eye. Nature is a terrifie editor...

(Broyard. 6).

The IIsummarizing eye," the editing propensities of death (nature), and Broyard's

earlier-mentioned revelations of cancer are augmented by Virginia Woolf's musings

on illness and literature. She writes that there is, •...Iet us confess it (and iIIness is the

great confessional). a childish outspokenness in Ulness; things are said, truths blurted

out, which the cautious respectability of health conceals· (Woolf, 17).

A psychological study carried out at the University of British Columbia (Suedfield.

1984) provides scientific evidence that may support the notion that dying works have

a summary and ·childish· (in the sense of ·simplistic·) quality to them. The authors

compared letters written by well-knovm writers in their dying year to those written at

previous stages for their level of difficulty or ·integrative complexity.· It was discovered

that, whether death wu expected gr sudden, the level of integrative complexity of the

letters dropped in the final year of lite. (This study will be discussed further.)

While a lower lever of integrative complexity means less ditficult--or simpler--this

need not be construed in negative terms. A simpler vision may weil be a truer vision.

and may comprise the very revelation of illness ta which Broyard and Woolf reter. And

as Broyard remarks, ail previous works may be preparation for this simpler, summary,

and transcendent vision. 1hope to demonstrate that the diaJectic of iIIness and cure

which 1shaU be tracing through the works of Austen and Pym provides just such a

preparation for bath the vision of their final works and an analysis of them. Each writer

responded to certain death in a different way. The fragmentary condition of Sanditon

may be no accident; it may be a canny. supremely consciously ironie artist's Romantic

expression of her bcdy's own altered stale. On the other hand, Pym responded to

death by bringing her final work to a full and satis1ying closure for the tirst time. This
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may be the artistic reflection of Pym's own altered state which became healed by faith.

Let us look briefly at the dying works of Sanditon and A Few Green Lesves. The

following encapsulation will repeat many of the notions already remarked.

The Dying Works

Sanditon was abandoned as a fragment tour months before Austen died of what is

now believed to have been Addison's disease. and A Few Green Leaves was

comple1ed but not published four months before Pym died of cancer. Both of these

final -Fragment(s] of Life" contain themes of iIIness and cure. And, not surprisingly,

concerns about the effects of time and change, from aging bodies to changing villages,

underlie these themes. Yet what is often surprising is that neither -dying- work is as

grave in tone as the novet immediately preceding it in the generally accepted

chronology of their works; that is, the mature and otten-c8Iled -autumnal" works of

Austen's Persuasion and Pym's Quartet in Autumn. The themes of these two

penultimate works may be said to be the coming ta terms with and the healing of the

effects of aging, loneliness, and isolation. In bath Sanditon and A Few Green Leaves,

written in the shadow of knowingly approaching death, these and other conditions of

the human spirit are presented as metaphorical iIInesses of society with corresponding

metaphorical cures.

Foregrounding the themes of a metaphorieally iII society or human condition are the

many real or imagined somatic iIInesses depicted in both novels. Indeed, these

-dying- worka represent the climax of a discemible trend in Austen and Pym:s bodies

of works, but particularty evident in their later novels, towards inereasingly frequent

references to iIIness. The putrid throats, fevers, colds, variously depicted hysterical

responses, cases of valetudinarianism and elusters of metaphoriC81 illnesses found

throughout Austen reach their peak to become focussed, in Sanditon. on

hypochondria. This iIIness which IACIes an authentic somatic nexus is fittingly
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disembodied ta spread through an entire microcosm as speculation. The vague

female ailments, restlessness, and heartache in Pym, and particularly the cancer.

anorexia, and obsessive-compulsive madness in Quartet in Autumn, culminate in the

anxieties, depression and fragmentation of t\ Few Green Leaves. And both writers

specifically locate their final depiction of these diffused iIInesses in a place which

becomes the central image of the Ulness itselt, a changing village.

Austen's seaside village of Sanditon is being transformed into a health resort. It is

undergoing many of the cataclysmic changes of her own turn-ot-the-eighteenth

century world in the historical age of revolution (and, one notes, her own body in its

final stages of iIIness). Previously firm and solid foundations are shaken and a new

arder is being constructed in an exciting, fevered trenzy of overturning activity. Indeed,

Sanditon's symbolically resonant opening lines thrust the reader immediately into the

action of an overturning carriage on an unmarked road. Pym's own contemporary -age

of anxietyll in 1970s England is mirrored in her unnamed village which is tractured,

unsure of its identity, and losing touch with its traditions.

How this -disease of activityll as Tony Tanner refers to the speculative condition of

Sanditon might have been ·cleared up· by Austen remains itself a matter of

speculation because Sanditon is an unfinished fragment (Tanner, 250). What we do

know is that Austen died four months atter abandoning the work at its tweltth chapter;

and what 1am suggesting is that in this final-Fragment of Lite- she hints at a cure for its

essential instability.

ln the unfinishecl Sanditon. the cure for the -m village- is a hinted-at nostrum of a

different sort from the meclico-symbolie treatments of the prececling works. It is a cure

that presages the historieal response to the age of revolution as much as does the

Ulness of a changing and ·speculated- village. Austen's prescient endorsement in

Sanditon of the via medicatrix natur•. the healing power of nature. will became the
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underlying basis of the following Romantic movement. In A Few Green Leaves. Pym's

explicitly endorsed ·curell of faith-healing, as opposed to science and medicine, also

presciently foreshadows our own present age of spirituality.

While 1am not concerned to focus exclusively on these historico-literary

connections, 1am concerned to demonstrate that a dialectic of iIIness and cure informs

each writer's works and reaches a climax in her dying work. 1 intend to demonstrate

that the dying works of Austen and Pym comprise discourses of dis-ease requiring

cures of stability dispensed by nature and by faith.

The IUness of the Text

These discourses of dis-ease are reflected in the condition of the texts themselves of

the dying works. As an unfinished fragment of a novel, Sanditon materially embodies

its own dis-ease. The text itself is incomplete and unstable. Yet, like any fragment,

Iiterary or otherwise, it ·posits an ideal integrityll (Levinson, 12) that one can liken to the

ideal condition of health. The unfinished text seems to yeam toward or at least imply

some sort of potential completion, in the same way that Austen's narratives move

toward closure. Over the years vanous critical treatments of Sanditon have sought to

restore some degree of -healthll to this text, mimicking the very medico-symbolic

treatments which Austen used herself to ·cure- the iIInesses within her narratives.

Until1925, when Chapman oversaw the first publication of Sanditon, it had been

-purged- trom Austen's canon, remaining both mute and ignored, much as Austen's

own disabled brother George had been ·purgectll from her tamily. Chapman's action

conferred onto the text its tirst sign of public legitimacy. Since then, attempts have

been made to further recuperate the text and -Vivify or strengthen- it as a text worthy of

study in its own right. Some ambitious writers, Austen's grand-niece among them,

have even sought ta·cure- Sanditon literally, by completing the text with their own

versions of its posited ideal integrity. What has not been done, however, is to consider
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the possibility that Sanditon's fragmentary condition may have been intentional.

Although the lack of elosure of Sanditon is believed to be due to an historieal

accident--the death of the author--many intentionaJ poetic fragments, such as Byron's

Don Juan and Wordsworth's The Recluse. were written during the folloYJing Romantic

age of Iiterature. But intentional and unintentional fragments alike seem to be subject

to a particular receptionary treatment whieh attempts to impose a closure of meaning

onto them. The reader desires to heal the broken-offness, the essential dis-ease of the

text, and may attempt to bring to the unfinished piece as much of its potential as can be

constructed trom its posited ideal integrity in order to make it ·work.· The role of the

reader as a physician seeking to make a text whole and heaJthy is one of several

interpretations of the text-reader relationship which 1shaJl make in my concluding

ehapter.

A Few Green Leaves wu not published betore Pym's death. From her journal

entries, we learn that she had revised and readied it for publication, but at the time of

her death, it remained a mute text. It required extemally-imposed interventions and

treatments before achieving textual soundness or health through a public voiee and

legitimacyas a text A seminal interventionary treatment similar to Chapman's

publication of Sanditon atso occurred with Pym's worU. In 1972, she wu named

twiee, by Lord David Cecil and Poet-Laureate Philip Larkin, in a Times Literary

Supplement article as one of the most overlooked writers of the twentieth century. This

physician-like act served to ntCuperate bath Pym's reputation and her previously

unpubli5hed (and deemed unpublishable) worka and it certainly facilitated the speedy

publication of her ctying work.

These medico-symbolic notions of tutual curing, recuperating, and restoration of

health and stability will, with the discussion of treatments of a fragment, comprise the

final chapter of this ltudy of discours.s of dis.._ .
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Methodology

1plan to commence the study YJith a brief chapter outlining my rationale for aJigning

Jane Austen and Barbara Pym. 1shall then proceed to definitions of health, illness

and cure in order to set up the dialectic which informs this study. The fourth chapter

will fairly rapidly apply these definitions ta specifie "cases" in the narratives of both

writers' bodies of works in order to detect the discourses of cure which run through

each writer's body of works. In Chapters 6 and 7, the dying works of Sanditon and A

Few Green Lesves will be dissected in arder to identity their essential instability and

the "cures· which they seem to endorse. In conclusion, 1shall be developing the

dialectic of iIIness and cure in order to discuss, or at least raise sorne questions about,

the condition of dying works and the treatment of iII and dis-eased texts, commencing

with the recuperation of the texts of Austen and Pym's dying works-the fragment and

the unpublished novel.
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Chapter 2

Austen and -Mini Austen-

My ressons for aligning Austen and Pym in this study of discourses of dis-ease are

several. The fact that Austen and Pym are comman links in the chain of comic-ironic

novels has been mentioned, as hss the fact that each wrote a last work while

knowingly dying. Their shared metaphorical use of iIIness and cure to speak about

disembodied dis-esse and ideal conditions of health and death 1have of course

already highlighted as the primary reason for my linking of theïr names. And the rich

opportunity theïr discourses of dis-ease afford us to explore notions of textual

reception is the ideal condition of dialogue to which this study yearns. But the two

writers are quête regularly eompared for many and other ressons. It might be helpful at

this point to briefly review sorne of them.

The similarities of Austen and Pym's style and subject matter are readily apparent.

Most simply put, they bath write eomic tales of the pursuit of love and marriage from a

detached and ironie narratonal stance. Pym is frequently referrecl to as the natural

twentieth-eentury descendant of Jane Austen. Articles such as Frederick Keener's,

"Barbara Pym Herself and Jane Austen· and A.L. Rowse's -Austen Mini?,· as weil as

countfess introductions to Pym's novels make the link between the two writers.

Pym was aware of the comparisons made between herself and Austen, and

·regarded this as mildly blasphemous· (Holt, xv). After a visit to Jane Austenls house

in 1979, Pym wrote in her journal,-1 put my hand down on Jane's desk and bring it up

covered with dust. Oh that some of her genius might rub off on me!- (Holt, 250).

Certainly Pym loolœcl to Austen as inspiration and model. For example, in 1952, she

reminded herself in her journal to -Read some of Jane Austen's lut chapters and find

out how ahe manages ail the loose ends· (Hol!, 188). (Indeed, how they bath manage
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lIali the loose endsft is the subject of this study.)

ln addition. their lives. separated as they were by over one hundred years of

unprecedented world change. bear many remarkable similarities. Both women were

single. sol idly middle-class, apparently staunchty conservative, and both were

practising Church of England members. (This tast tact is not an insignificant detail as

will be shown in the discussion of Pym's faith-healing IIcure• in A Few Green Leaves.)

Neither writer was made financially independent by her writing. Both women

depended upon their immediate families for economic support, although Pym did hold

a long-term. poorly-paid editorship with the International African Institute.

Bath writers experienced a significant period of silence; Jane Austen during her

purportedly unhappy years at Bath where she began but did not complete The

Watsons, and Pym during the years from 1980 to 1977 when her works were

considered unmarketable. Both writers resumed writing after this period of -authorial

iIIness" with a distinct new voice--stronger. more mature. and more closely allied with

the main femate protagonist This new voice is in large part responsibte for the

distinction between their later and earlier works. And. as has been mentioned and will

be demonstrated. the tater worka display a greater emphasis on the illness-cure

dialectic, possibly because each writer had suffered so greatly during her period of

authorial silence yet had emerged whol. and ·cured.·.

Both women died at the height of their writing powers in the care and company of

cherished sisters. In fact, each sister had become the intimate and confidante that a

husband might have been if either writer had married. Neither did, but biographies

intorm us that possible opportunites to do 50 had presentecl themselves.

Biography aside, Austen and Pym's worka share many common characteristics

which make their alignment a fruittul one in a study such as this. At the relatively

uncritical level Which persists in seeing the two writers' England as a cosy and well-
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ordered place, a IoIJaneite" is very often a IIPym fan. 1I These readers find a reassuring

solace in believing in the writers' fictional worlds as sound and accurate. The

converse is also true. Many readers dislike both Austen and Pym and find their

portrayals of English middle class society narrow and stultifying. What of course has

been the subject of increasing critical study is that neither view is sufficient for a clear

understanding of what Austen and Pym were each, in her own way, actually saying

about IIEngland." Upon close examination, as 1have mentioned, the pictures of

blooming health are misleading.

Their writing appears to stir up unseemingty intense feelings of passionate like or

dislike; ·unseemingty· because their writing is so verj restrained itself, and virtuaJly

devoid of passion. There is a critical tradition to this aversion to Austen tirst

promulgated by Chartotte Brante and then D.H. Laurence and Virginia Woolf, who

each, in similar ways, saw Austen's lack of passion as somehow limiting and

devaluing her unique vision. Bronte's ringing Romantic indictment of Austen was

worded this way.

What sees keenly, speaks aptty, moves flexibly, it suits her to study;

But what throbs fast and full, though hick:len, what the blood rushes

through, what is the unseen heart of lite and the sentient target of

death--this Miss Austen ignores (Ouoted in Stonyk, 50).

The limiting and Iimited view of Austen as ·Aunt Jane- might be said to have begun

with the 1870 publication of her nephew's Memoir of his aunl But it has since been

countered olten and successfully, her own Letters providing much evidence contrary to

the respectability and primness which Austen-Leigh wu at Great pains to promutgate.

Critical studies reveal that the world ahe depicts is leas cosy and limited and prim than

it is one she describes in subtly critical terrnl or even asTrilling auggests, with

-regulated hatrecl." And, contrary to Bronte, 1hope to demonstrate that Miss Austen
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does not ignore Ilwhat is the unseen heart of life and the sentient target of death."

Barbara Pym's works are rapidly becoming the subject of increasing scholarly study.

Recuperated trom their pericd of unmarkatability, having been judged old..fashioned

and irrelevant-..or handicapped, like Austen's were for decades, by her gender and

domestic subject--her works now command closer attention for what they say about

the female condition, particularly that of the aging single woman. Increasingly

sophisticatect criticism is now liberating her vision from that of -jolly Barbara-, which

her old friend Robert Liddell, for instance, seems to have vested interest in

maintaining. Several critics, Anne Wyatt-Brown among them, find that a subversive

subtext similar to Austen's strain of regulated hatred, but directed largely against men,

is clearly detectable in Pym.

From a reader-response perspective, both Austen and Pym's works can be re-read

countless times with their comic spirit remaining vitally intact. This is a mark of genius

in comic writing 1 particularly when compared to -Iow· cornedy where the humorous

element of surprise can SO often lose its effect after the ftrst reading. In re-reading

Austen and Pym, the anticipation of a known coming delight, like the -fort/dafl of

Freud's son 1 simply heightens the pleasure. This phenomenon can be attributed to the

tact that both Austen and Pym are practitioners of -high- comedy.

As Henri Bergson states, the -higher- comedy rises, the closer it is to reality:

[I]t is only in its lower aspects, in light comedy and farce1 that comedy is in

striking contrat to reality; the higher it rises, the more it approximates to

life; in fact there are scenes in real lite so closely bordering on high-class

comedy that the stage might adopt them without changing a single word

(Bergson, 477).

Austen and Pym bath depict -scenes in reallite· as the site and source of their ·high­

elus comedy.- We know tram Pym's extensive notes and private journals that she
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regularly re-used snippets of conversation overheard in IIreailite" as the source of

much of her humourous dialogue, and that she gladly recreated many of the amusing

or oddly whimsical scenes she had witnessed. There is less biographieal evidence

that Austen drew her fictional material trom her own life, but there are echoes to be

heard in her works of particular phrases and wry observations in her letters. One

partieular letter te her niece Fanny Knight reveais how aware Austen was of the

fictional possibilities of life:

Your trying to excite your own feelings by a visit ta his rcom amused

me excessively. The dirty Shaving Rag was exquisite! Such a circum­

stance ought to be in print. Much tao good to be lost (Letters, 18 Nov.,

1814)

Even without clear~ut--and, let it be said, ultimately unnecessary-evidence of

situations tram lite being transposed to the page, there is little debate about the fact

that Pym and Austen's fictional worlds are realistically portrayed and that they function

naturally without, for example, authorfaJ tricks, intrusive frame-breaking, or self­

consciousness.

Both writers employa relatively small canvas for their art. Austen's ironieally self­

deprecating statement about her miniature work on a -little piece of ivory" is familiar to

most readers, as is her comment to her niece that -3 or 4 families in a village makes

just the right subject for writing.· The latter comment one takes as sincerely meant

and devoid of irony; and it is sincerely taken. Pym also limits her canvas--to family

members, the parish, the village. or a small closed society such as anthropologists.

clergymen, and academies. Yet in these purposefully small worlds, both writers' main

female characters find ample room and opportunity ta leam about lite. In almast each

of the combined total of sixteen novels. Austen and Pym's female protaganist gains

insight and self-knowledge within that small world by the closure of the narrative. But
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most importantly, the purposefully small worlds narrow the focus to clarity the vision.

Like a biopsy of a single cell of a tissue, Austen and Pym's microcosms reveal ail the

symptoms, iII and healthy, of the larger host body.

Both Austen and Pym write from a detached observer-Iike position, in a mode

stripped of the sentiment and emotion which are the enemies of comedy. In fact,

Persuasion and Quarte! in Autumn, their works exhibiting the most emotion are also

their least comic. The role of the observer in comic writing is a particularly crucial one

which Austen and Pym's narrators share. Richard Duprey writes:

Great comedy is the result ot keen observation of the world. The comic

writer, a sharp and perceptive man who stands on the sidelines and views

the staggering gyrations 01 mankind. records in his detached and facile

manner the errors of humanity. He sees ail the silly, preposterous, utterly

absurd things that his fellow man does. He takes note of the countless

deviations trom the norm in the lives of his colleagues in flesh. Not, in truth,

feeling anything for them but a careful objectivity, he dispassionately

compares them with wh.t they ought to be....observing the violation of a

standard - the shattering of an expected pattern of huma" action (Duprey, 244,

italics mine).

While Virginia Woolf and D.H. Lawrence might concur with Duprey's view !hat great

comedy requires -not... feeling anything,· 1disagree; for bath Austen and Pym show

and evince Great sympathy for their main remale protagonists and, in bath writers'

works, passionate emotions surge just below the tranquil surface of the narrative. But,

notwithstanding that minor cavil 1have with Duprey's description, here, at last, we

arrive at the shared aspects of their warka which bear most directly to this study.

Duprey's notions of -deviations trom the norm.- • violation of a standard,- the

·shattering of an expected pattern- and -what people ought to be- are most centrally
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applicable to the particular comic art of Austen and Pym. They return us to the

dialectic of illness and cure in their works with which this study is concerned.

An ideal condition hovers above the narratives of both wrïters. It is IIwhat people

ought to be" and this ideal condition exerts a contra-gravitational pull on the narratives

which are grounded for much of their duration in what people usually are. What

people ought to be is sound and healthy: what they often are is unsound or -iII." ln

Austen's case, what people ·ought to be" is also the moral underpinning of her work.

ln spite of Austen's assertion to her sister that ·pictures of pertection...make me sick

and wicked," it is toward this ideal condition of sOlJndness that Austen's narratives

consistently yearn..·and closely reach by their closure. With Pym, the ideaJ condition

remains elusive and the contrast between IIwhat people ought to œ" and how they

reallyare results in her characters' concluding wry acceptance of lite with ail its faults.

Finally. Austen and Pym each wrote a last novel-or fragment of a novel.....that

marked a departure in vision trom ail their prececling works; a ·dying" work deeply

informed by the -infirmities of iII health." It is with these works particularly that this

study is concerned; not only in the detection of a discourse of dis-ease within the

narrative and how bath writers seek a cure for the infirmities of life in the face of death

but also, and more theoretically, how this enables us to explore conditions of health

and dis-ease of a text.

The following chapter will provide definitions of iIIness and heaJth which will enable

us to embark on !his study's exploration of what -dying, in other words" might mean.
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Chapter 3

lIThe Infirmities of III Health"and ·Pictures of perfection"

The condition of being iII is essentiaJly an unstable situation. -Disease and iIIness

are, broadly speaking, seen as episodes interrupting health, which is restored when

the iUness is past,· write the authors of a philosophical rnanual for caregivers entitled

Curing and Caring (Downie, 15). If health is regarded as the norm, physieians are

especially coneemed with putting right the aberrations and abnormalities that interrupt

or destabilize it. This is aceomplished with interventions of treatment aimed at

restoring the normal condition of health; that is. returning the ~dy to its condition of

homeostasis or balance.

But what is health? Paradoxically more difficult ta define than iUness, its description

usually consista of negatives; i.e., absence of iIIness, freec:lom tram pain and suffering.

and 50 on. However, "the condition of being sound in body. mind, or spirit," as

Webster's defines health is more positive. But being "sound- brings its own problems

of definition. What do we consider sound? Freedom from unsoundness is too

tautologieal a definition to be helptul. But again, Webster's aids us by its definition of

·sound" as, variously. "freec1om trom flaw, defect or decay;" "free fram error. fallacy or

misapprehension;" and, most succinctly of ail, as ·stable.- These condensed and

distilled definitions of Ulness and health u, respectively. ·a period of instability" and -a

condition of sound"ess and st8bility,· form the dialectic with which 1shall be examining

and assessing the discourses of Austen and Pym and, finally. the texts themselves.

It should be noted, however. that these definitions are more metaphorical than they

are reflective of an historical social reality. 1n Georgian England, health was not

understood in these terms; that is. as -a normative concept implying a universal stale
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of being for ail humans" (Rousseau, 26). Health was still defined negatively, as:

...the opposite of a wide repertoire of diseases, maladies, and conditions,

and most poignantly, as the event that occurred to prevent one from

working. Work was then the truest crucible of health. Like pain and

suffering, work was itself the broad nonn of lite (Rousseau, 28).

But if one converges these two senses of a normative condition, one metaphorical

and, possibly, revisionist and the other realistic and, possibly, more historically true,

then health and work become neatly--and as will be shown, fruitfully-aJigned as the

ideal condition of wellness. This convergence of health and work is integral to my

discussion of iIIness and cure.

To continue in the metaphoricallanguage engendered by the medicine Iliterature

atfinity, the literary critic as "consulting physician" detects symptoms of health and, ail

too often, symptoms of inness in a narrative or discourse and, as diagnostician,

attributes them to causes. These -healths- and ·innesses- might consist of such things

as characterization (convincing. unconvineing); plot (well-developed, poorly

developed); theme (clear, tangled); a sustaining vision (presence or lack thereof);

language (rich or paor; imaginative, pedestrian) and so on; but they might also consist

of theoretical and formai concerna to do with semiotics, structure, the alife" of a text and

the -death- of its author, and so forth. But diagnosis and attribution is where the entie's

work ceases; his or her role is not to ·cure- the \YOrk except in the suggestions of

treatments that might have taken place or by identifying treatments that were not

sueeessfui. 1shaJi be suggesting in my concluding chapter thet it is the reader's role to

·cure.-

The economy of iIIness within a narrative discourse is a closed system: the cure ot a

narrative ehther occurs or does not occur within the narrative itself. It cannot be

superimposed after its closure; that is afler it ha ended. or -died-. If a narrative
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remains lIi1! and uncured" at its conclusion, it might be defined as a certain type of

discourse..• fragmentary, open-ended, modern or postmodern, for example. lts very

lIi11ness" --its state of lIun-curedness" might be its point.

But if the iIIness of a narrative discourse is an ep~sode within the work--perhaps the

focus of the narrative in the sense of a period of instability-..and the normal condition of

health has been restored at its conclusion (that is, the period of instability has been

resolved) 1 we can cali this type of narrative discourse several things-for example,

comic, having narrative closure, or traditiona!.

Both Austen and Pym wrote comic traditionsl novels, with Austen's displaying a

greater sense of closure achieved by the conclusion of the narrative. They both

consider health and iUness in terms of ·soundness·. The lIerrors, fallacies and

misapprehensions" within the narrative which cause the episodes interrupting health

are corrected or ·cured- by various mesns. And with closure cornes the restoration of

"health ll and ·soundness-, which might and does mean several things in their works

besides the resolution of plot: for example, the soundness of the individual; the health

of society and its institutions, and, by extension, the vigor of the state; the correctness

of a proper marriage; the health and stability of language, and 50 on. These notions of

metaphorical health shaH unfold as we work though the case histories and the

discussion of narrative health will evolve ta one of discourses of cure.

The stale of health and the health of the state in Jane Austen

It is not surprising that Austen's worka contain a Great number of references, direct

and indirect, to ailments and iIInesses, for in the late eighteenth century health wu a

tenuous state at the best of times and valued as a precious commodity if one were

blessed with it. In this pre-antibiotic ers. bacterial infections could and olten did lead to

death. Smallpox and typhoid t'ever were the most common diseases during most of

the eighteenth century, with tuberculosis gaining the upper hand in the second half.
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Indeed, 50 rampant were epidemics, so virulent and insidious, and 50 ever-present in

threat, that it may be said by sorne that it is surprising that iIIness does not figure even

more prominently in Austen. However, this is the same sort of argument protfered by

those who state with dismay, and erroneously, that Austen was blithely unaware of the

turbulent history, polities and revolutions that were occurring around her -3 or 4

country villages.- To the careful and perspicacious reader, diseaseJdis-ease is as

omnipresent in Austen as are contemporary polities.

Much of the cause of disease and its spread can be placed squarely in the domestic

front. SociaJ historian Christopher Hibbert writes:

The problems of disease in eighteenth-century England were greatly

exaeerbated by the dreadful housing conditions in whieh most people

Iived, by primitive systems of drainage and by inadequate or eontaminated

water supply....Nor were the houses of the rich much healthier than those of

the poor; they were more spacious and less overcrowded to be sure, but

their sanitary defects were quite as obnoxious....While houses remained

so unwholesome it couId not be a matter of surprise that typhoid and other

mysterious fevers, lthose strange and fatal feavers' as Samuel Pepys had

called them, raged trom time to time aU over the country (Hibbert, 438).

The concepts of the ·unwholeaome house- and -strange and fatal feavers· are most

helptul in developing the dialectic ot iIIness and cure. They also function. as will be

shown. as signa of the easentiaJ dis-ease in and of the dying warka of both Austen and

Pym, pointing us ta • conclusion that these worka are more profound in nature than the

return to the lighter and more sparkling -healthful· narratives of their eartier worka

which has been the dismayed opinion of many eritics.

The Unwholesome Houp

The trope of the house has been employed often and in varying ways in Austen
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criticism. The house as an architectural construction of ideofogy has been used by

some crities to further the idea of Austen as an essentially eonservative writer,

coneerned with maintaining the staus quo and upholding the traditionsl patriarchal

institutions of Regency England (for example, Marilyn Butler); white others detect in

her depictions of houses undergoing change such as renovation and new ownership.

or houses as subject of the -improvement of the estate- movement--in ail its aesthetic,

economic and poUticaf permutations--evidence to further the argument that Austen

was essentially a Iiberal thinker (for example, Alistair Duckworth). The house as a

metaphor for confinement and containment serves the same ideological ends in Mary

Poovey's study of the ·proper lady· and propriety. The house as the site of domesticity,

marriage and family and the ultimate destination of Austen's heroines has been used

by others to explain what they see as her limited feminist vision; !hat the gaining of

husband and home is as befitting and desirable a goal and an end to a woman's life

as it is ta a narrative plot ln a similar fashion, the larger, more substantial and far

·rieher" house gainect by Austen's femaJe protagonists through an advantageous

marriage match at the conclusion of her novels, indicates to other enties Austen's

essentially market-dnven economieally-based view of personal pelities. The house as

a metaphor for attitudes inculcated through literature indicstes to sorne enties Austenls

slyand ironie role as an observer of both literary fashion and historieal determinism.

The houses of the sea-..the navy and the ship-in whieh it would appear Anne Elliot will

be living at the conclusion of Persuasion. indicate ta sorne critics Austen's place in the

canon as a precursor of Romanticism. And what is seen as a pre-Freudian depiction

of houses and rooms as sites of feeling leads others to proclaim Austen's place as

bath a Romantic writer and the author of the tirst psychological novels.

ln bald understatement, then. it can be said that the -hou..- is a potent metaphor in

bath Austen's warka and in Austen criticism. Without partïcularly refuting or supporting



•

•

26

any one of these interpretations, because each has added immeasurably to our

understanding of Austen, but by drawing on and being nourished by their richness, 1

wish to present the trope of the house in Austen's works as the site and the source of

health or of iIIness, both in narrative theme and in discourse.

Iflness takes its form in ways that are often culture-bound and change dramatically

trom epoch to epoch (Gross, 189). Gloria Sybil Gross writes:

The parameters of iIIness are now said to include any number of factors in

community lite, including power relations, bourgeois consumerism, self­

expression, sexual prejudice, moral-punitive bias and so forth. Moreover,

at least since Freud, clinicians have endeavoured to explain the aetiology

of iIIness, when appropriate, no less in terms of psychogenesis than

physiology and general pathology. Freud himself sharpened the focus on

the 'motive' of certain iIInesses, which he found to be deeply rooted in

circumstance. Thus he introduced the formai concept of 'secondary gain',

or the idea that peculiar brands of symptoms, generally levelled at someone

or something, are intended to procure advantages like special attention or

service, benefits owing to unfair disablement, release from intolerable

responsibility, and the like (Gross, 189).

These broader parameters of illness and particularly its secondary gains shall inform

the following fairly cursory discussions of the iIInesses contained within Austen and

Pym's ·unwholesome houses,- May 1suggest that this necessary traeing through

their worka in order to arrive at an analysis of their dying worka be exeusecl by

Broyard's suggestion that ail warks are preparation for an artist's final work.
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Chapter 4

IIIness and Cure in Jane Austen: Purging and Improving

Austen's earlier group of works-..Northanger Abbev. Pride and Prejudice and Sense

and Sensibility--is subtly different tram those ot her later grouping-Mansfield P~

Emma and Persuasion. WhiJe similar in style. subjeet matter, and theme. they differ in

tone. The "light and bright and sparkJing" of the eartier \VOrks becomes more shaded

with variation and darkness in the later works. 1shall attribute their essential

differences to the relative health or iIIness ot the houses depicted within. and then

proceed to a discussion of Sanditon and its houses to show how the ·unwholesome

house· is both symbol and source ot the IIstrange and fatal feavers· which lead to and

comprise a discourse of dis-esse.

The houses of Northanger Abbey. Pride and Prejudice, and Sense and Sensibility

are generally presentecl as stable and ·wholesome" in the ideological sense of their

being reflections of a patriarchical, strictty ordered society to which Austen appears to

be paying obeisance and to which her heroines aspire...and to which sorne must

adapt as will be shown. Vet within them can be found a set of relateel illnesses, alliecl

through a particular and shared psycho-pathology. The "illnesses· of the females

within these male houses may be decribed as iIInesses whose secondary gain is

escape.

Two lines trom Cowper, one of Austen's favourite poets. evoke the sense of

containment an eighteenth century woman might experience: ePrison'd in a parlour

snug and smalll Uke wasps upon a southem wall," and Gloria Sybil Gross caUs the

attempts to escape thi. condition. -1Iights into illness· (Gross. 188)

Northenq.r Abbey

Catherine Mortand in Northanaer Abbey is the youngest of Austen's femme
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protagonists, the most naive and, apart from Harriet Smith in Emma the most

impressionable. The opening paragraphs provide the signs whereby we can detect

the form her particular IIfiight into iIIness· will take. It is not into somatie realms but into

the world of a fevered imagination determined to see its owner beeome a "Heroine" in

spite of her natural "healthy· drawbacks. Her parents are presented as sensible and

ordinary; her mother ·of useful plain sense, with a goOO temper, and what is more

remarkable, with a good constitution- ; her father an ordinary clergman, "without being

neglected, or poor, and a very respectable man, though his name was Richard" (NA,

367). (The last referenee has puzzled many readers, but may be an ironie reference to

Richard III with whom the Reverend Mr. Morland shares no secrets, vices, or cruel

streaks.)

ln fact, as Gorman states, ·The ear1y emphasis on the health and ordinariness of the

Morland household contrasts with Catherine's penchant for believing in the gothie and

the melodramatic and stands in bold relief to Catherine's later misguidect assumptions

about the Tilney family, assumptions leamed from the cult of sentiment- (Gorman, 46).

But, nourished by gothic literary conventions, partieularty contemporary author Anne

Radcliffe's, Catherine is determinecl to bend Iife to refleet art

The nerrator ironieaUy refers to Catherine's course of training as a gothie heroine as

improvement •So far her improvement wu sutficient, and in many other points she

came on exceedingly weil-~ 369). But the ironie prognosis comically masks the

reality of the condition. Catherine's program of self-treatment becomes an illness. It

represents a period of instability and unsoundness--unstable signifiers, and unsound

conclusions based on -error, ftaw and misapprehension 8 -locatec:I in the

·unwholesome houses- of Northanger Abbey and, by extension, Gothie literature.

Catherine cames to see Northanger Abbey as an ordinary renovated houae only

alter her fevered Gothie literature-fecl imagination is treated by Henry Tilney's
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bemused intervention, IoIclear" (healthy) male vision, and instruction in the proper IInice"

use of language. She then fits in weil into the Tilney world, purged of her fevered

vision which actually and ironically saw more of the reality and horror of General

Tilney's -house" than she is "permitted" to retain. As Anita G. Gorman writes in her

study of themes and images of iIIness and health in Austen's works 1:

Normal though Catherine's family is, and preposterous though her

suspicions of General Tilney may be, this earty work evokes the ambiguous

truth that evil does exist in the world, that the tears on 'Nhich we focus

obscure legitimate tears. General Tilney is, after ail, a tyrant, and were

John Thorpe somewhat more venaJ, Catherine's unchaperoned

carriage excursion with him could be, for an eighteenth century virgin,

calamitous (Gorman, 46).

This ambiguity feeds the underlying irony of the societally-imposed, yet essentially

unhealthy, cure that becomes the dominant overtay in Austen's last work. Sanditon.

Pride and Prejudice

The ·illnesses· of character of Elizabeth Bennet--her flïghts into pride and prejudice­

have been unhealthily nourished in her entailecl house by her bigoted father and

hysterical mother. The Bennet household is an ·unwholesome house- indeed--one

which might be described as dysfunctional today. Elizabeth's iIInesses are purged

through submission to a greater male power and its more stable symbol, Darcy and

Pemberly. Mary Poovey writes, -Elizabeth's vanity is humblecl. Her lliveliness' persists

of course. but it is purified of its defensiveness and ita egotism (Poovey. 201. italics

mine). The purifying serves the same end as purging.

ln the same work, the secondary gains of nlnesa are evidenced in Mrs Bennett's

hysb!rical recourse to -nerves· which enable her to receive a sort of displaced
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stages various and sundry hysterical fits. but then falls seriously iII....Nearly

dying guarantees her place in the high holy feminine pantheon" (Gross, 195).

ln the end, ironically, Marianne's iIIness does imbue her with an aura of romance.

The Later Works

The houses, and the illnesses contained thereint are of a subtly different sort in

Austen's later mature works of Mansfield Park. Emma and Persuasion. (In one of

those nice conjunctions of art and lite, these novels are themselves frequently referred

to by the narne of a house, Chawton.)

The iIInesses of the Chawton novels are of an lIeseape" psyehogenesis signifying

"flights of iIIness" fram the metaphorical IIhouses· or sites of containment which are

themselves changing and perhaps less stable than in the earlier works. 50, too, are

the aetual houses as symbols of the received order changing. These iIInesses are

treated not by purging, as are those of the early novels, but by vivifying; and,

significantly, this reflects a change in the methods of medical treatment during the

eighteenth century. Roy Porter writes in his history of quack medicine from the

seventeenth century to the mid..nineteenth century:

The allure of the typicallate-5tuart quack medicine wu that it would not

merely vanquish disease, but by taking away ail sordid humours...

restore the metabolism to its pristine, natural efficiency....Such claims to

restore the entire system to health continuecl to orientate the rhetoric of

quack mec:licine throughout the eighteenth century. But a certain change

in terminology and the accompanying image of disease can be seen.

Mirroring shifts in regular mec:licine itselt, Georgian quackery eame to

construe the roots of general indisposition as Iying not so exclusively in

a scorbutic costitution or in the explanatory frameNOrk of the humours,

but rather in the nervous sensibility, deterrnined by the nervous system.
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Thus it increasingly appeared that remedy lay less in the traditional

hydraulics of purging and flushing, but instead in operations such as

strengthening, vivitying, renewing tensility, and energising (Porter, 140).

Metapnorical parallels with the concurrent ·improvement of the estate" movement

begun by the Enclosure Act are easily drawn--which movement, of course, has more to

do with Ilstrengthening, vivtying, renewing tensility, and energising· England's agrarian

economy, and less with what many people tend to tocus on, landscape gardening. The

new treatment of iltness is one of improvement. Strict regimes of diet and activity

were, Iike the Enclosure Act, intended to strengthen the body. The symptoms are

embodied (enclosed), with the whole enhanced (improved) rather than diminished

through the purging or removal of unwanted elements. In Sanditon, we shall see the

notion of lIimprovement· gone crashingly wild and causing iIIness of the very thing it

purports to cure.

ln the Chawton novels, the reader, like an astute clinician, can discem unseen,

unheard iIIness--the solit&ry, unvoieed misery of the three heroines, Fanny Priee,

Emma Woodnouse and Anne Elliott. Austen herselt was "unvoiced· during her

sajourn at Bath which preceded the writing of the Chawton novels. The reasons for this

authorial silence are unclear for she wu further ·unvoicecl· by her sister Cassandra's

destruction of ner letters. We do know, though, !hat the time at Bath was marked by

great instability: dislocation, death, bankruptcy, and disruption. There are hints that it

was also marked by an unhappy love affair and a flirtation with Evangelicism. This

period of -interrupted health,· painful as it must have been for Austen, resulted in a

new voiee emerging trom the silence: stronger, firmer, more mature, and one which

wu ta "arrate stories of lonelinesa, unhappiness, and marginaJity.

Emma Woodhouse's episode of intense misery alter the Box Hill scene in Emma is

brie'. to be sure, but it is pivotai; while Fanny and Anne's silent misery in Mansfield
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Park and Persuasion respectively, is virtually constant from the opening scenes until it

is relieved at the closure of the narrative. There is indeed an unheard cry at the heart

of these novels, as has been remarked by several critics. And it appears that the cries

are caused by injuries to the mind or the heart, chambers of iIIness fittingly invisible to

the eye but permitting reverberating echoes of almost audible pain. The following

brief encapsulations, like those in the discussion of the iIInesses of the earlier works,

also place these -flights of illness" in the context of a changing -house." Ali of these

escapes through iIIness provide discourses of iIIness that are cured in various ways,

but primarily as has been mentioned by vivifying and -improving the estate" sa that

flight is no longer psychologically necessary. And in almost ail cases a physician

figure--an improver-ettects the cure. (Anne Elliot is the exception; her -illness· and

cure will be addressed below.)

Mansfield Park

ln Mansfield Par~ Fanny Priee is displaced atvarious times and sutrers the

emotional consequences. On a Iiterallevel, she is wrenched tram her family and

removed to a new home at an earlyage. She understandably experiences periods of

intense and solitary misery and Il •••the despondence that sunk her little heart wu

severe" (MP, 12). The narrator explains the nature of Fanny's iIIness:

The grandeur of the house astonished, but could not console her.

The rooms were too large for her to move in with eue; whatever she

touched she expectecl ta injure, and she crept about in constant terror

of something or other; otten retreating towards her own chamber to

cry; and the littte girl who wu spoken of in the drawing room when she

left it at night, as seeming so desirably sensible of her pecutiar good

fortune, ended every day's sorrows by sobbing herselt to sleep (MP. 12).

Fanny's escape tram the cold and exclusionary house she finds herself in ..--man's
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field"--is ta her attic room, small, white, and unwarmed by a tire, or to the staircase. a

midway point between the public rooms downstairs and her inner world of the attic. It

is here, on the staircase. where Edmund Bertram functions as the intermediary "curer"

who will eventually lead her into the drawing rooms of man's field.

Later, Fanny experiences a different sort of iIIness, caused by another sort of

displacement, that ot sexual feeling. Her resttess sleep broken by periocls of intense

heat and fever after being confronted by Edmund Bertram and Maria Crawford's

mutual and overtty sexual attraction is a somewhat conventional literary depiction--and

an historically accurate depiction in the history of female hysteria--of an iIIness of

escape trom repressed sexuality The Freudian aspects of Fanny's ·illness~ and her

places of retreat and escape Iead one to see Mansfield Park as a masterpiece of pre­

psychologieal literature.

Later again in the novel, the noise and confusion of the Priee household in

Portsmouth, another unstable or ·unwholesome" house, make Fanny ·sÎck" in a similar

way to the effects of her initial displacement to Mansfield Park. After a particularly

noisy and fractious first morning in the Portsmouth household, this is how the narrator

deseribes Fanny's reaction:

Fanny was almost stunned. The smallnesa of the house, and thinness

of the walls, brought everything 50 close to her, that, added to the

fatigue of her joumey, and ail her recent agitation, she hardly knew

how to bear il...The solitary candie wu held between (her 'ather] and

the paper, without any reterence to her possible convenience; but she

had nothing to do, and wu glad ta have the light screened from her

aching head, as she sat in bewilderecl, broken, sorrowful contemp­

lation lMP, 290).

The striking similarities between these reactions and those Fanny had upon



•

•

35

entering the house of Mansfield Park--absence of light or warmth and rooms too big or

too small--emphasize the essential indisposition Fanny is experieneing. The resultant

"agitation" underscores these IIperiods of instability" which comprise Fanny's partieular

form of iIIness proeeeding trom an ·unwholesome house.·

Fanny Priee's position-or rather in-disposition--from early ehildhood on, has

always been improved by Edmund Betram's interventions and their relationship

beeomes one of transferenee or, at least, of patient-doctor dependency.

Indeed,·patient- and ·silent- are the overwhelming descriptors of Fanny's personality

and characteristic situational responses. Her underlying strength of right moral

conviction is further strengthened and vivified by Edmund's eventual vaJidation, whieh

is why a marriage to Henry Crawford, sc potentially close through the sheer wearing

away rather than the strengthening of her resolve, would have been a moraJ disaster:

her patience and silence would have been simply talked through.

ln fact, Henry saw Fanny as the physician..figure, which is, ironically, further

testament to Henry's modernity, which is itself another unwholesome element to be

purged from the house of Mansfield Park at this stage of Austen 's writing. And, in

further non-authorial irony, it is the three other negatively-depicted characters (Sir

Bertram, Lady Bertram and Mary Crawford) who regard Fanny as the healer or

physician-figure. Austen is ta retum to this concept of modemity and the female

healer, but her. pays obeisance to receivecl (male) authority in the form of Edmund

Bertram, as Ihe has already done with Henry Tilney and Frank Knightley.

Emma

Emma Woodhouse is presented from the opening lines as a young woman

seemingly posselsing ail the atbibutes of health:

Emma Woodhouse, handsome, cl.ver, and rich, with a comfortable

home and happy disposition, seemed to unite some of the best



•

•

36

blessings of existence; and had lived nearly twenty-one years in the

wortd with verj little to distress or vex her.

50 trequent are references to Emma's blooming health and well-being that any

reader attuned to Austen's ironie pitch will recognize that an iIIness of sorts must soon

befall the heroine. A few paragraphs later comes the truth of Emma's condition, so

bloomingly healthy on the surface:

The real evils indeed of Emma's situation were the power of

having rather too much her own waYt and a disposition to think

rather too weil of herself... (Emma 1).

Emma's inordinate degree of self-love bodes ill in an Austen world where balance

equates with health. And the -flaws, fallacies and misapprehensions" that have

already been offered as a definition 0' unsoundness--or lack of health-..are indeed the

symptoms of Emma's iIIness. Emma's vision, refracted as it is through egc)ism,

becomes as distorted as Catherine Morland's in Northanger Abbey, and with equally

disastrous results. Like Catherine, Emma mis-reads signs, sees proo's where there

are none, and then inscribes an unsuitable text which she prcceeds to -read.-

Seen trom the perspective of iIIness and cure, these two novels are actually more

alike than any other two Austen works. Bath contain parailei narratives; one vaJid, the

other invalid and caused by distorted vision. Recognizing the symptoms, identifying

the cause, and then clearing it up propels the narrative like an unfolding mystery

novel. And bath novela employa physician-figure who intervenes by -treating and

curing- the temale protagoniat

Knightley is the physician-tigure who effects the cure of Emma, using both treatments

of cure we have been discusaing. He bath encourages the puraina of the unaound

through his intetvention alter the Box Hill incident and the clearing up of the fallacies ot

the in-valid narrative, and he strengthens through his authoritarian
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endorsement the delightfully many. already healthy characteristics of Emma.

Besides Emma's faulty vision, her intense period of sick misery and selt-Ioathing

atter the Box Hill episode may be seen as another iIIness of sorts. It is a brief but

pivotai period of instability in the continuum of her life. During this emotional crisis and

prompted by Knightley, she finally faces her egoism squarely and gains the measure

of self-knowledge required ta -cure- her. From this point on to the closure of the

narrative. her faulty vision is stripped. Iike a cloudy cataract, of its distorting influences,

and clear and healthy sight is gained. That it is a vision which coincides with Mr

Knightley's should not greatly trouble the feminist reader. as does Henry Tilney's

paternalistic intervention with Catherine Morland. for we have come to trust Knightley

and his sound liberal democratic judgments in a way thatwe sometimes do not quite

trust Henry Tilney. for ail his charm. This perhaps marks the greatest difference

between the two novels; a more mature Austen has created a more mature. sound and

trustworthy physician-figure ta effect the cure. Knightley will, in tact, be the last of the

physician..figures.

One last word about 'aulty vision. Sometimes a refraction reveals truths. Like

Catherine's vision. which was, ironically. partly correcte-for General Tilney is a monster

of sorts and emotional danger and harm did lie in the Abbey-Emma's distorted vision

also ironically sees some truths. She sometimes gets the correct message trom the

misread signs. Alter ail, Jane Fairfax is a deceiver. the pianoforte is a gift frem a secret

lover. Frank Churchill is ftiMing with Emma. And the truth about Miss Bates-alter ail,

she il a bore-must simply just not be said aloud because good manners, human

kindness and empathetic understanding preclude il One hopes that Knightley's cure

does not eradieate ail of Emma's intuition.

Persuasion

Anne Elliot of Persuasion represents a ditrerent sort of illness trom ail other Austen
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heroines, except perhaps Elinor Dashwood. She is older than the preceding female

protagonists; lonely, demeaned and marginalized by her own family; and silentty

suffering from regret of a love lost through the intervention (persuasion) of a taise

physician 1 Lady Russell. Anne has determined to seek her own counsel now, be the

physician of her own soul, and heal herselt. This is a marked departure from the

previous examples of the need for male intervention or treatment to effect cure of the

ailing female. In addition, Austen's conventionaJ use of marriage as the reward or

prize for the cured YJOman seems for much of the course of this novet to be in doubt.

Persuasion is often cited as marking the commencement of a departure in style for

Austen. As a mature pre-Romantic vision, a more serious autumnal work, it holds out

promise to many critics of a new type of writing...if only Sanditon had not happened. l,

toc, see this novel as a departure, and for perhaps slightly different ressons, but more

importantly as a departure that is indeed continued into the twelve chapters that we

have of Sanditon.

Employing my dialectic of illness and cure, 1see Persuasion as a celebration of the

individual and self-determinism; of the validation of the slightly aider, single woman

(up to a hitherto unreached point in Austen's narratives...and more 50 if only marriage

had not happened!); and of the shift of the nexys of illness trom the domestic site

(where the burden of guilt and responsibility for her iIIness is continually thrust back on

the 'rail female shoulder-·-if only you had not done that, thought that, said that, telt that,

etcetera,· say the men, -you 'NOuld be tine-) to that of society, \vhere guilt or

responsibility for unsoundness and instability is diffused, generally shared, not

gender-specifie, and its ,"ects equally 'ell These notions pave the way to Sanditon

and ta sorne degree are also ifs concerns. crystallizecl by Austen in its discourse of the

."ects of a general lOCietai hypochondria.

Louisa Musgrave's 'ail tram the Cobb at Lyme represents another iIIness of ftighl
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Her fall into romance leads to an iIIness which enables her for a time to escape trom

the unromantic marriage prospects to which she is assigned. And significantly, a fall

also has the additional Freudian interpretation of an orgasm. Pre-Freud ian, but

equally perceptively, Austen-the-narrator is ironically and slyly allusive to the

pschogenesis and effects of this -flight into iIIness-: sLouisa's limbs had escaped.

There was no injury but to the head- te. 627).

Valetudinarianism and Hypochondria

The invalid narrative of Emma just mentioned signais an underlying theme of

valetudinarianism which is to apotheosize in Sanditon. Invalids, valetudinarians,

hypochondriacs and neurotics abound in Austen's works; to wit, Mrs Bennett, Mr

Woodhouse, Isabella Woodhouse, Mrs Churchill, Mrs Bertram, Mary Musgrove, and to

a certain degree Miss Bates and Mr Collins. They repreSent iIInesses which yield the

secondary gains of both escape and attention. but illnesses which do not progress or

regress, and are not cured.

Each depiction of an invalid or hypochondriac represents a still small point of stasis

in the ongoing linear narrative movement. These characters do not change or grow,

nor do they become more ill or more heaJthy. They are neither improved nor vivitied-­

and only Mrs Churchill, through her timely death, is literally purged. They remain static

yet not stable; they are stagnant, stuttering, or stammering. They are signs of instabilty

itself; of in-validity. And they provide the link we require in order to understand the dis­

ease of Sanditon.

Hypochondria is defined as -the extreme depression of mind or spirits often centr8CI

on imaginary physical ailments· (Webster). The hypochondriac has been the subject

of much meclical, psychologieaJ and psychoanalytical research: volumes and lifetimes

have been devotecl to its ltudy. 1shall perforee be limiting my discussion of

hypochondria far less to ita psychogenesis then to its effects, and with no attempt to
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convey a scientific understanding of it as a neurotic condition. Rather, 1shall and must

assume a shared and intuitive general understanding of the hypochondriacal

condition in order to continue myanalysis of the ilinesS/cure dialectic at work in these

discourses of cure.

That being said, the following description of the essential circularity of neurosis, in

which category 1am placing the hypochondria and vaJetudinarianism of Austen, is

helptul in the development of my argument.

Although in many ways superficiel, the symptoms of the neurotic are

the most obvious aspects of his problems. The phobias, inhibitions,

avaoidances, compulsions, rationalizations, and psychosomatic

symptoms cannot be integrated into the texture of sensible social

relations The symptoms do not solve the basic conflict in which the

neurotic person is plunged, but they mitigate il. They are responses

which tend to reduce the conflict, and in part they succeed. When a

successtul symptom occurs it is reinforced because it reduces neurotic

misery. The symptom is thus learned as a habit. One very common

function of symptoms is to keep the neurotic person ~ay from those

stimuli which would activate and intensiry his neurotic conftict (Dollard

and Miller. 387).

The inability to integrate into sensible social relations and the avoidance of stimuli

typify the neurotics in Austen: they are the signs or symptoms of the condition with

which 1am concemed. Each invalid character keeps himself or herself away, for

whatever psychogenetic reasons, from the action and conftict going on around them.

Their particular -flight of iIInesa· is into a nest wherein they couch themselves; a nest of

imaginary ailments, -nerves,· complicatecl diets-or, u W8 shall see, garbled

language-from which they can survey but not partaIœ in activity of any sort apart from



•

•

41

the ongoing coddling and eating of nursery foods which both serve to keep them in a

metaphorical nursery state, or talking endlessly without reaching a point.

The hypochondriacs and valetudinarians depicted in Austen can be divided into two

types: physical and verbal. The effect of a hypochondriacal condition is lack of

movement or action, and the phsically hypochondriacal character neither takes an

active role in the action of the Iife around him or her, nor changes himself. He or she

remains the same, displaying the same symptoms or characteristics throughout the

narrative. One thinks of Mr. Woodhouse who cannot bear change of any sort, even the

marriage and removal of half a mile of ·poor Miss Taylor.· She will always remain

IlMiss Taylor- ta Mr Woodhouse beeause change is not admitted. Emma's gravest

concern about her impending marnage te Mr. Knightley is how te avoid dis..

commoding her father. The solution is to ship Mr. Knightley into theWoodhouse house,

a place where he is already a semi-permanent fixture. It is also a rather intriguing use

of the trope of the house, reveaJing as it does the power of the hypochondriac to affect

contexl

Mr Woodhouse's regime of nursery foods, ·sott-boiled eggs" and -a nice dish of

gruel," nourish his dysfunction. His symptoms are strengthened by the regime. an

ironie overturning of the vivifying treatment. Indeed. there is much about hypochondria

that is ironie; tor example. despite Mr Woodhouse's trailty, helplessness and fears. he

nevertheless successfully maintains his position of control and power in the family and

community. While ironie. this is also an example of the secondary gain of a neurotic

iIIness. One aspect of the masked power of a hypochondriac ha just been pointed

out in the solution to where Emma shaillive alter maniage-in her fatherls hOUle. But

because her '8ther and his condition dominate. Emma is &Iso not permitted the

freedom to indulge herself even briefly in melancholy thoughts; as the following wards

of the narrator attest:
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Emma could...wish for impossible things, till her father awoke, and made

it necessary to be cheerful. His spirits required support He was a

nervous man, easily depressed; fond of every body that he was used ta,

and hating ta part with them; hating change of every kind (E,3).

Proving the adage that the apple does not fall far from the tree, Isabella

(Woodhouse) Knightley is as obsessed with change--even draughts constitute

change-as her father, and has constructed around her a ·wood house- of false

security. Yet she, too, dictates the movements of her family fram city ta country to

watering place.

Mrs Churchill in the same novel exerts a similar but far less subtle measure of control

over the lives of her family as does Mr Woodhouse. Her sudden alarming declines

which threaten imminent death are aimed to prevent any sort of peripheral activity to

occur, namely Frank Churchill's independence.

ln strikingly similar ways, Mrs Bennett of Pride and Prejudice and Mary Elliot of

Persuasion both seek refuge in crises of nerves. During these crises, they can

abclicate ail responsibilty for decision-making of any meaningful sort Mary Elliot

remains a powerless child rather than wife and mother. Even Lydia Bennett"s

incessant coughing (incipient tuberculosis?) takes second place to her mother's

nerves rather than receiving a mother's concemed attention.

Lady Bertram in Mansfield Park represents a further extreme of valetudinarianism.

She has utterty surrenderect to il. seldom arising trom her couch and depending on her

husband and Fanny Priee to inform her on even how ta think or teel. The only time we

see Lady Bertram rouie herself is upon the sight of Tom's iIInesa; a case of one iIIness

briefly superseding another yet at the seme time reinforcing the hypochondriac's basic

belief in the danger of living.

The ·verbal- hypochondriacs use language in a way "at is circular, unending, full of
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stutters and pauses. Miss Sates of Emma provides a prime example of verbal

hypochondriasis. Shenever gets to her point; she cïrcles it, alludes to it, nears it, but

seldom arrives. Her language is circular and continuai, yet in spite of its ceaseless

motion it is a static language. In Pride and Prejudice, Mr Collins's unending verbosity

effeetively reduces his ability to partake in any ·sensible social relations."

Together, then, the physicaJ and verbal hypochondriacs comprise a discourse of

stasis. What are the implications of this and what is its relationship to the discourse of

cure that runs through the works thus far discussed? As defined in Chapter 3, health is

an ideal condition where soundness and work converge. The ·cured· female

protagonists have regainecl soundness in theïr thinking, vision, attitudes and

behaviours; and they are fit for their ·work" as wives. It is doubly ironie that Austen

should say that ·pictures of perlection...make me sick and wicked," for while the greater

part of her narratives do indeed depict, and provide great delight in doing so,

characters and situations that are unsound and not working weil (that is, far tram

perleet), she has, by closure of the narrative, actually enacted cures that approximate

that ideal condition of health in her female protagonists and their societies. The

episodes of instability which make up the iIIness within the narrative have been

cleared up.

Yet there are those still small points of stasis that remain, represented by the

hypochondriacs who are not eured: those points in the narrative where things aren't

sound and where !hings don't work weil. These are not cleared up, they remain to

disturb, and they provide us with a hint of what Austen wu to say about England,

about health and iIInesa, about soundness and worl<, and about stability and

instability in Sanditon. her dying work largely about hypochondria.

Interestingly, a closely relatecl term to stuis--homeostuis-is the desired state of

balance to which a body returns after a period of instabilty or iIInesa when nature takes
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its course. Time and an organism's own self...healing propensities comprise the

treatment, or non-treatrnent, of the via medicatrix naturae. The word IIreturn· is key

here: it does not signify a purged state where the body is lessened. Neither does it

signify an improved 5tate, or a strengthened one effected by the self or another as we

have seen in the examples of Ulness and cure just diseussed. Returning to balance

does not evince any 1I0ngoing-ness· of the body.

How supremely ironie, then, that Austen depiets the on-goingness of speculation,

development--improvement-.. in Sanditon through the filter of hypochondria, that most

statie of iIInesses. Whether or not the seaside town would have returned to its former

state by the conclusion of the novel is a question whose answer we shall never know,

but given the dynamics of iIIness and cure that we have been analysing. it would be, in

my opinion, the most befitting of conclusions.

Let us now briefly trace our way through Barbara Pym's works in a simitar way as we

have done with Austen's, before finally examining Sanditon and A Few Green Leaves

for their symptoms of dis-ease.
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Chapter 5

Inoculation and resistance to invasion in Barbara Pym's worlds

Barbara Pym's body of works, like Jane Austen's, divides neatly into two groups; the

early and the later. Between them also lies an aphasic gap. The silencing of Pym's

authorial voice in what was to be mid-career was the result of publishers' opinions that

her works were unmarketable. They were deemed too old-fashionecl for the swinging

post-war audience. Fittingly, it was two contemporary writers' opinions, and not those

of publishers, which brought about the recuperation of herworks and her writing

career.

As mentioned in the Introduction, both Poet Laureate Philip Larken and noted critic

Lord David Cecil independently named Pym in a 1977 Times Literarv Supplement

article as one of the most uncter-rated writers of the twentieth century. She was the

only writer so-named twice. As a consequence, interest in her early works revived.

These were not only re-issued, but competing publishers actively vied for the

opportunity to publish her new works. Pym responded to her recuperation with

gratitude and renewed energy .

The tirst group of Pym works includes Sorne Tame Gazelle. Excellent Women. Jane

and Prudence, Leu !han Anaels. AGlass of Blessinas. No Fond Retum of Love and

An Unsuitable Attachment The latter work aetually faJls into the aphasie perioct and

has been fingerec:l as the cause of Pym', authorial -illness·-her unmarketability. It is

an uncomfortable work in many ways precisely because it does not quite work.

Nevertheless 1see it as the important transitional work between Pym's youthful, yet

paradoxically somewhat dated vision of her first six works, and her later more mature

and more modem one. The later group is comprised of The Sweet pove Died, Quartet

in Autumn, and A Few Green Leaves. (A collection of short novets and staries trom
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Pym's early period was published posthumously, as was the previously rejected An

Academic Question. These 1shall not be specifically discussing except in the general

terms of recuperation of the text in the final chapter.)

ln the foregoing discussion of Austen, the trope of the containing house revealed the

various Iflights of iIIness· with which characters seek escape or attention. They range

trom fevers and faulty vision to vaJetudinarianism and hypochondria But as has been

noted, -lIIness takes its form in ways that are often culture-bound and change

dramatically from epoch to epoch" (Gross, 189). The forms of iIIness found in Pym's

works are as dramatically different from those found in Austen as the mid-twentieth

century was trom the late eighteenth and earty nineteenth.

The house and its layers of meaning as the site of various forms of metaphorical

iIIness enlarges in Pym ta become society itself; and the iIInesses are leu flights away

from ·containmenr than they are retreats into il This is reflected in the characteristic

movement of a Pym narrative. Typically, it proceeds in a circular fashion, absorbing

the period of instability, the iIIness, and closing over again. In contrast, the movement

of Austen's narratives is horizontally linear with the period of instabilty cleared up or

·cured." Both of these movements or forms change in the dying works: A Few Green

Leaves displays an Austen-like linear narrative and Sanditon, because unfinished,

has no narrative closure.

Before looking at Austen and Pym's -dying worka,· a brief survey of the iIInesses to

be found in Pym's canon follows. It will be similar to the one made of Austen's works;

that is, less an in-depth anatysis than a diagnostic examination to detect patterns of

iIIness and cure.

The iIInesses in Pym are less somatic than they are psychologicaJ, and do not take

their 10rm as metaphoricaJ -lIights· tram containment, but rather as -returns home.· As

society and the world of post~"arEngland underwent change sc rapidly, the stability,
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security and containment of the house that was being rebelled against in Austen

becomes, in Pym, a refuge. Consequently, there is a pervasive melancholic air of

homesickness in Pym which underlies the sparkle and wit and laugh-aloud comedy.

Of course, as Eric Bentley explains, comedy is a way of trying to cope with despair,

mental suffering, guilt and anxiety ( Bentley, 286) and Pym had a ·,i18long habit of

converting unpleasant memories into funny stories, thus warding off distress· (Wyatt­

Brown, 22). But without analysing Pym's comic art which has been ably done by

Mason Cooley (1990), let us fecus on the -illnesses· undemeath it and how they are

caused and treated.

Pym writes largely about single, aging women-marginalized by gender, lack of

marital status and, by the end of her canon. their advancec:l age. Interestingly, her first

published novel, Sorne Tame Gazelle. although written in her earty twenties, depicted

two elderly sisters living together. Pym has readily agreed that the two sisters are

projections of herself and her sister into the future. and, as things turned out, they are a

prescient portrayal; her final years were spent living with her sister. Her few married

female protagonists are either subsidiary to the plot or are trapped in generally dull,

unfulfilling marriages. such as lanthe Broome in A Glass of Blessings. It may be said

that most of Pym's women are the Fanny Priees, the Anne Elliotts. and the Elinor

Dashwoods fast-forwarded to the twentieth century and ·unrewarded- by marnage.

Sorne are even the Miss Bateses taken seriously. For Pym, in contrast to Austen,

rejects the traditional convention of the marriage plot--that il. the one that ends in a

successful marriage of mutuel love-to focus on the lives of the ordinary -excellent

women" who tum back, with an almost audible sigh of relie'. at the conclusion of her

novels not to a marriage but tD their briefty disrupted solitary. comtorting, familiar. daily

existence. It is as if Anne Elliot of Persuasion were to tum back ta her life with a gentle

sad sigh of remembrance of how things might have been.
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Those female protagonists who do marry at the conclusion of a Pym novel do so

more with resignation than gleeful anticipation. Her works are about the search for

love, to be sure, but not necessarily the conventional love of marriage, for her men are

almost without exception neither the prizes nor the physician figures of Austen. And

although finding something to love, anything to love, as a cure for loneliness is the

theme of the early works of Pym, love itself is a sort of iIIness, whose vicissitudes and

inevitable tailures must also be resisted or protected against. As the narrator of An

Unsuitable Attachment says, ·Ianthe lets love sweep over her like a kind of iIIness; and

no good can come of it· (AUA, 96)

1n each of the Fym novels, this pattern of infection and resistance can be detected.

The smaU closed world or society in which the female protagonist resides is invaded or

infec.;ted by the destabilizing influence of possible love. These brief disruptions or

speriods of instability" constitute the metaphorical iIInesses in Pym. While Pym does

not identity closure with attainment of health, she does provide provide a metaphorical

cure of inoculation against the inevitable tailure ot love. Brief exposure to the

disruptive infection renders her protagonists resistent to its permanent ill effects. At the

closure of the narrative, they resume their briefly disrupted lives, wryly accepting the

small scar left by the inoculation. The following brief summary will attempt te trace the

pattern of infection and resistance in Pym's works.

The Early Works

ln Sorne Tame Gazelle. the infection is representecl by the intruding males who

claim the attention of each of the sisters and disrupt their quiet daily round with

jeslousyand possible separation. However, atter a brief exposure to and daJliance

with romantic possibilities, the infection is succesafully repelled. One sister retums to

the ongoing cycle of endless,uniforrnly alike, and hannless curates u replaceable

objects of love and the other to her hopeleu but familier devotion to unattainable,
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long-married Archbishop Hoceleve. The period of instability when jealousy and

uncertainty briefly reigned is eovered over with a type of inoeulating emotional sear

tissue and the sisters-- and the narrative-return to the state of health, or contented

soundness, depicted at the beginning.

Again in Excellent Wornen, the invasion of disturbing romance is repelled. Mildred

Lathbury is briefly seduced by the notion of romance personified by the dashing Rocky

Napier who invades her quiet ordered world. But through the inoculation of exposure

ta romance, she resists its further temptations--or, more accurately, recognizes its

unsuitability for her. She returns contentet1ly to her raie as an -excellent warnan,· the

helpful, self-effacing and staunch parish worker, and the acceptance of a job indexing

the work of, and the very remote possibility of marnage ta, the dull Everard Bone.

lt may be thought that Pym's characteristic irony lies il, the conclusion that being an

excellent woman and having romance preclude each other. But while the reader may

rebet against this notion, Pym appears ta endorse il Her celebration of the unromantie

is a mark of Pym's modernity as a writer. In various fonns it continues through ail her

novels until her dying work.

ln Jane and Prudence, the infection of yet another small wortd compnsed of two

sisters is represented this time byan invading female. When Prudence cedes victory

ta the invasion of this stronger female rival into the community. she is inoculated

against future illnesses of jealousy and competition for love and marriage. And since

men are interchangeable cyphers in her pursuit of love, Prudence contentedly returns,

Iike the two sisters in Pym's first work, to the private thriIl of the chase itself. The one

possibly more exciting prospect is buried under scar tissue and forgotten.

ln Less Than Angels. Pym's challenge to the importance of marriage reverses itself

and for the first time, the predominant male figure, anthropologist Alaric Lydgate, is

portrayed sympatheticaJly. and marriage as de.irable. However, the -illness· in this
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novel becomes centred in the female protagonist rather than in the form of an

unwanted invasion or infection of the community or disruption of the ongoing dailness

or routine. According to Janice Rossen, this is Pym's first story that ·f1aunts the

convention of the happy ending in arder ta write about pain or, literally, realily." Aging,

isolation, failure and death make their first appearance here and will continue on

through the rest of Pym's works ta culminate in her critically acclaimed Quartet in

Autumn and, in ditferent ways, in her dying work.

A Glass of Blessings shows ennui entering, invading and infecting and threatening

to disturb the former tranquility of Wilmet Forsythe's life. Repeating the pattern of the

previous works, this -illness· or brier period of instability is successfully absorbed to

render her immune to future infections. Wilmet's inoculation takes the form of a futile,

and possibly selr-sabotaged, attempt to have an affair (she selects a homosexual as

the object of her attention) and results in her acceptance of her dull but sate marriage.

She can then return to the contentment she had previously derivecl from observation of

others' lives--or safe attractive men in church--the point at which the novel

commences. The contented observer, brietty disrupted, is a typical character in Pym's

novels.

The last novel of the earlier group, No Fond Aetum of Love. enlarges the pattern of

infection and inoculation trom the individual, briefly disturbed or am- woman ta the

larger context of society. Here the infection which is successfully fought off by Dulcie

Mainwaring is the societal notion that teilure in love equates to failure in lite. The

notion of fsilure will inform the later group of novels to e remarkable degree and

constitutes their particular discourse of iIInesa.

But in ail of these .arly works a similar sparkle shines, as if Pym the writer still

believed personally that there wu some hope in finding something to love herself, if

not someon. to love her. We know from biography and her joumals that her own life



•

•

51

informed her works to a remarkable degree, and tracing the correlation is made

possible by her extensive note-taking and comments on her writing. In short, she wu

repeatedly disappointed in love but still believed it was possible, and this belief is

evident in her early works.

The Latar Works

Pym the mature writer emerges, Iike Austen, after a period of authorial silence. In

Pym's case it was a not self-imposed silence, but seventeen years when she had no

audience ta hear her. Dreadful, painful and gnawing as the experience WH, ta which

we have her private journal's hurt words as testament--aJbeit masked in her typical

bracing goOO humour--she became a finer writer for il Caroline Heilbrum has recently

argued that:

...creative people need a moratorium in order ta became the special

kind of writer they have the capacity ta be. A female moratorium, in

particular, represents -an unconscious decision to place one's lite

outside the bounds of society's restraints and ready-made narratives·

(quoteeS in Wyatt-Brown, 38).

Pym indeed turns tram the ready-made narrative of the love story 1marriage plot,

which, however subverted, reversecl or questioned, still informs her early warks, to

write her next two worka about a subject few pens have described-the aging single

woman. As Anne Elliott, in Persuasion. remarks to Harville in that most important

speech overheard by Wentworth, -Men have had every advantage of us in telling their

own story...the pen ha been in their hands" Œ!. 718). Pym has her pen firmly in hand

as she writes about women remarkably like her and at a similar stage in their lives.

One is tantalized to think whether Jane Austen wouId have done the same thing as

she aged. It is society·s view of old, single women; it is ageism; it is the shocking

attitude of dispensabilty of the reliet; it is the notion of 'ailure that comprise the
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discourse of iIIness in these later works.

Pym respectfully portrays the aider lonely woman. She is not the buttoon, stock

figure, or foil of much Iiterature. She is not even the lavable grandmother or the trusted

aunt. No stereotype invades Pym's work except one; the -excellent woman.- The

aging single women are realistically and centrally depicted, neither peripheral nor

maternai figures, but as women who still think and teel, about sex, for one thing, but

also about death, and their observations are taken seriously by their author. And with

Pym, the single aging woman comes into her own in a way that demands the reader

also take her seriously. Isolation, loneliness, and questions of mortality invade and

infect these works and provide a discourse on the empathetic. The unheard cry at the

heart of these novels is as equally pained as that in Austen's Chawton novels.

ln The Sweet Dove Died, we are witness to Elinora Eyre's desperation to maintain

control over what she sees as a last go-round at clasping the gold ring of love. Elinor

is not particularly likeable, which is a departure in Pym for a central female character. It

is a measure of Pym's adroitness as a writer that we nevertheless empathize with

Elinor's situation. At the same time, we condemn her for sefecting, like so many of

Pym's wornen. the wrong ·something to love: James is &Jso a homosexuaJ and is

finally torn trom Elinora's clutches by Ned. the hard..hearted American scholar. James

had already been seduced by the young Phoebe, who Elinor. believes is her only

rival. Ultimately. Elinora retums to her pertectly-appointed house, her beautiful obiets

and the attentions of the appropriately-professioned antique collector, Geoffrey. She

resumes the lite she had betare she met the indolent yet attractive James. But here,

unlike Pym's eartier warka where recovery wu assured. we teel that ther. is no

protective scar tissue ta cover up the wound. Elinor's aging ski" is too easily bruised

ta recover completely. We sense the pain continuing beyond the lut page of the book.

The pain cames on into the page. of Quartet in Autumn. the work generally
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regarded as Pym's masterpiece. It differs in structure from ail her earlier works, having

four main characters. two male and two female, whose staries are told concurrently. It

also differs because death enters the work, its entrance insidious and prolonged. Any

Pym characters of her earlier works who die. do sa discreetty and off-stage. such as

missionary Peter in Jane and Prudence. And perhaps not surprisingly, an element of

humour is even derived from the reports of the death. But in Quartet in Autumn. death

is centre-stage and distinctly non-humorous. It coincides with the retirement of the two

female characters, Marcia and Letty, from their vaguely described filing and sorting

work in an unnamed government office.

Retirement and death are conclusions to work and life. The ability to work has been

cited in Chapter 2 as an historical definition of health. Certainly, once this ability is

removed, Marcia falls îII. In another example of how -illness takes its form in ways that

are often culture-bound" (Gross, 189), Marcia begins her descent into a madness of

sorts that apes work. She compulsively sorts the tins on her shelves into pleasing

order, she folds and files her plastic bags, she stores empty washecl milk bottles in her

garden shed. Alter her death, her co-workers are suitably impressed by her parodie

work. ·So beautifully arranged and classifiecl,· admires Letty (QA, 215). And about the

bottles, ·So spotlessly clean·, remarks Edwin, ta which Letty replies, -She must have

had some plan in mind. keeping themall in the shed, 50 beautifully washed and

arranged· (.QA, 214). Similarily. Marcia's new nightdresses and underwear are found

in a drawer, ready for the day when she shan face her beloved surgeon, Mr Strong, in

the hospital.

Cancer and insanity are described by Susan Sontag as the twentieth-century

diseases which have talœn on the metaphorical atbibutes formerty reservecl for

tuberc:ulosis·-invasion and escape (Sontag, 38). These notions have been discusted

in terms of Jane Austen's illnesses of escape and Barbara Pym's iIInesses of invasion.
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Today, eating disorders are rapidly becoming another metaphorical disease of

transcendence. These three iIInesses converge in Quartet, the most powerful work to

have come from Pym's pen.

Although Marcia is generally regarded as the most important figure in the novel,

believe tnat more attention should be paid ta Letty, the survivor. Sne too hu been

forced to retire. but does not fall iII as Marcia does. Sne maintains a steady optimistic

outlook on Iife in spite of her diminished existence in single-room lodgings with Iittle

company. Togetner, the two women seem ta be dark and Iight portrayals of Pym

herself.

At the time of writing Quartet Pym herself nad just retired trom her long career at the

International African Institute and was also thinking more about her own health.

Having had a mastectomy atter writing The Sweet Dove Diecl. she had just suffered a

smaU stroke and then had her parathyroid gland removed befere beginning Quartet

Thougnts on iIIness and retirement sutfuse thia novel which she owns is ·darker· than

her others. Her own words about these themes, and the reference to her period of

authorial silence or lIi11ness,· wriiten ta her old friend Bob Smith, are revealing and

lead us ta her last ·dying· work, A Few Green Leaves:

1have nad quite a lot of letters from various people. including several tram

people who say they have always Iikecl my novels and thought 1was dead!

A very niee letter trom Jock in Athens [Robert UddelQ, who thinks Quartet

very fine, eve" if ldarker'than my others.

Hilary and 1went to see Beatrice Wyatt, former Secretary of the EAI...but

she had obviously forgotten my connection with it. .. Really one teels that poor

Marcia wu the best off, seeing Mr Strong smile at her in her last moments.

Luckily one doesn't brooc:l too much about one', declining years, being

blessec:l with an optimistic temperament, and realising that there is



•

•

55

nothing you can do about it. Also 1have faith that 1would be sustained..-I

felt that very much when 1was in hospital and couldnlt read or write

properly.

Oh dear, 1hadn't mesnt to write ail this....! should never dare to write

about rea/ly old people, only those in their sixties, and my next is

('hopetully') going to be about village life in the 1970s. 1had already

started it when this excitement of publication and endless letter-writing

came upon me. But now it seems to be changing course (1977, VPE, 307).

What was changing course, as weill was her own state of health. It is almost

unbearably poignant to be aware now that, at the time of writing this and unbeknownst

to Pym, her cancer had returned. This final iIIness was to change the direction and

style of her last work in ways already hinted al

ln this letter one can see how Pymls personaJ experienees become or reflect her

narrative themes, a correlation aJready remarked upon. The question of the

dispensability of the older women, in this case of being forgotten after retirement; the

discourse of decline, and the mention of faith and the value of a sustaining optimistic

temperament, are ail worked through in Quartet irt the person of Letty. These

elements will surface again in A Few Green Leaves.

Marcia, the mad, dying, negJected woman, seems ta represent sorne sort of alter-ego

to Pym and one can sense an unconscious identification in the way that Mercia-the­

charaeter intrudes into Pym', own words in this letter. The reference to the smile

Marcia received in her clying moments trom her surgeon, Mr Strang, also moves Pym's

narratives away trom the search for ·something to love- to the faith that she mentions

and that will become central to her dying work. It is not tao far a stretch to "" that ·Mr

Strong- will become Gad in her lut work. and not the unatt8inable perfect man Pym

and her eharacters have thus far been seeking.
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Chapter 6

The dying work of Sanditon

Austen and Pym wrote their last works during the penultimate months of their fatal

ilfnesses. As previously mentioned, Sanditon was abandoned as a fragmentary work

shortly belore Addison's disease claimed the lite of Austen. The date of March 15 is

inscribed after the last section of the manuscript, and Austen died on July 18. 1817. ~

Few Green Leaves was completed but not quite readied for submÎssion to publishers

before Pym submitted to cancer's invasion. In late October she writes to Philip Larkin,

''l've finished my country novel except for a few finishing touches...• (VPE, 333)and she

died in mid-January 1980. The fact that both these works were being written while

their authors were dying must surely have a demonstrable effect on them.

Determining the nature ot that effect is the focus of this chapter.

Various metaphorical iIInesses of society are reflected in the themes and narratives

of these works. It is as if Austen and Pym saw the England around them filtered

through the lens of theÎr own personal iIInesses, and found it as rapidly changing and

unstable as their own bodies. Yet although they were beyond cure personally, they

both endorse (or at least, imply. in Austen's case) a method of healing for the iIIs of

society that they depiet.

The elements of instability in the worlds of these ·dying - works are remarkably

similar. They mimic yet .nlarge the individual iIInesses which we have traced thus far

in bath author'. previous worka. They are bath the -ftights of iIIness· for the secondary

gains of escape or attention in Austen and the existential illn.sses of loneliness and

ageing in Pym. The common use by bath authors of a traditional rural village

undergoing rapid change provides bath setting and metaphor for the iIIs of society and

brings the aforementioned illnesses ta an apotheosis. We find the elamenta of escape
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and attention collected under the rubric of hypochondria in Sanditon. and we see the

elements 1ailments of isolation and aging evolve into depression and death in A Few

Green Leaves.

The pattern of cures traced in the previous works of both authors are also present to

sorne degree in the dying works; that is, ·purging" and ·vivifying" or strengthening,in

Austen, and -resistance- through lIinnoculation· in Pym. And these treatments enlarge

in scope, as do the individual iIInesses. to apply to the village-as-society. But,

ironically, these cures tack the etficacy they have for individuals when they are applied

to society-as-the-patient. Further, when these cures are taken to an extreme, they

actually produce the illnesses they are purported to cure. The cures that Austen and

Pym, explicitly or implicitly. endorse in their dying works are pre- or exra-medical, and

represent a retum to more traditional, non-scientiftc methods of treatment the via

medicatrix naturae and faith healing. Let us tum to a discussion of Sanditon first

Sanditon: Improvement gon8 mad

When Sanditon opens, the reader is immediately witness to a carriage overturning in

a country lane. It is worthwhile quoting the entire tirst sentence of the novel because

within it are many of the clues, signs or symptoms trom which we can begin to

diagnose the particular discourse of iIIness in Sanditon:

A gendeman and lady travelling trom Tonbridge towards that part of the

Sussex coast which lies between Hastings and Eastbourne, being induced

by business to quit the high road, and attempt a very rough lane, VIere

overturnecl in toiling up its long ascent hait rock. hait sand (LS.W. S. 158).

This abrupt entry into action marks a departure from Austen's usuel, leisurely

beginnings. It also sounds much liIœ a beginning to any one of Thomas Hardy's

novels where unnamed trevellers are depicted by a bird's-eye-positioned narr.tor u
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traversing a route betvleen specifically named locations. As we know, Hardy's novels

continued from their first lines to emphasize the enduringness and strength of the

landscape over the transience and powerlessness of the ant-like figures scurrying

over il. Although Sanditon does not share the pessimism and fatalism of the Hardy

world, it does, for the first and last time in Austen's body of works, display the

celebration of place that will become Hardy's signature. As H. Abigail Bok writes,

IIWhat does stand out in Sanditon is a deeper sense of 'place' and a new awareness

of social dislocation that prefigures the Victorian novel- (Bok. 341) And, as 1 hope to

demonstrate, this also implies that a deeper sense of ·place- will be the cure for this

dislocation.

Complementing the specifie locations yet generic people present in this opening

sentence, there are other signs of departure trom Austen's usual style and depictions

of orderly lite. The verb forms found in the sentence; ·travelling,· -lies,· ·induced,­

-quit,· • attempt,· - overturned,- and • toiling, - are predominantty negative in tone, or at

least suggestive of failure. They hint already at the ·unsoundness· which permeates

Sanditon-the-village and Sanditon-the-novet. And just as Admirai and Mrs Crott's

joint driving style in Persuasion-she steadyon the reins. he a little bit heecUess..·is -no

bad representation of the general guidance of theïr affairs-, SO, too. is this quitting of

the high road and overtuming on the rough country lane, hait rock, hait sand, no bad

representation of the -business" of Sanditon.

The -business- of Sanditon which ha induced the gentleman and lady to -quit the

high road,- is speculation in general and. specifically here. the pursuit of a surgeon to

complement the health spa they are in the process of developing. Mr and Mrs Parker­

we leam their names only at the bottom of the fourth page-are wild to discover the

advertised surgeon of Willingden. That they they have made a mistake in the location

of the surgeon through their 'aully reading of an advertisement is pointed out to them
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by the sensible, placid (-healthy") Mr Heywood who, significantly, rescues them after

the accident: lit you \Vere to show me ail the newspapers in the kingdom, you would

not persuade me of there being a surgeon in Willingden," he says with -8 good

humoured smile" ~157). This short passage is indicative of several themes that will

begin ta be developed in the twelve chapters that we have of Sanditon: for example, a

plenitude of mistakes in identity, the new Ibusiness" of health and curing, and the

unstable language of advertising.

ln tact mistakes begin directly after the carriage overturns, when the still nameless

Mr Parker discovers that he has a sprained ankle. It is a mistake that employs once

again the trope of the house. He points to a cottage in the distance and says:

'There, 1faney lies my cure'-pointing to the neat-looking end of a cottage,

which was seen romantically situated among woOd on a high eminence at

some little distanee--'Does not that promise to be the very place?'

Herein lies the essential irony of the entire story; or, at least, to the extent that we

have of it. The mistaken beliet that the cottage contains the surgeon needed for the

business of the spa is ironicaUy counterpointect to an undertying healthy sub-text

which hints that the neat-looking cottage in the romantic distance actuaJly does hold

the cure to the iIIs of the speculative village, Sanditon. This pattern ot two parallel

narratives, one mistaken and -unhealthy,· the other a hidden and healthy subtext may

be said to be hinted at in the description of the terrain-hait rock. half sand--half solid,

hait shifting. It is similar in pattern to the parailei narratives in Emma: Emma's faully

narrative and Knightley's true one. In Emma we see the curing of the unhealthy

narrative, but in Sanditon. W8 can only surmise that this will accur. But the symboi of

the cottage in the distance provides the clue or sign we require.

Although seen taultily, &gain, u ·romantic· by Parker, the cottage aetuaJly is, as Mr

Heywood says, ·u indifferent a double tenement as any in the parish, and...my
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shepherd lives at one end, and three old women at the other" (~ 157). And trom this

we can surmise that the "cure" which Parker mistakenly believes is in the cottage in the

persan of an advertising surgeon may actually have been intended by Austen to be

the traditionaJ, rooted life of the rural inhabitants. That is certainly the direction in

which the untinished Sanditon seems to be leading. In this brief scene, the new, the

shitting, the speculative, the commercial, and the unstable begin to be counterpointed

to the old, the solid. the reliable, the agrarian, and the stable. Not only does it continue

through the few short chapters we have, it also continues the dialectic of illness and

health we have seen traced through Austen's previous works.

There are many cases of -doubling- in Sanditon: for example, the two husbands of

Lady Denham; the two homes of the Parkers; the two purported sets of potential

clients. Even the town of Sanditon was -a second wife' to Mr. Parker. The confusion

and -errors, fallacies and misapprehensions· that arise trom these confused and

blurrec:l identities are extended into the realms of language and vision. These, too, are

unstable and -iII."

The language of the verbal hypochondriacs thet wu discussed in Chapter 2­

circular, pointless, and repetitive--becomes in Sanditon the language of speculation,

commerce and advertising. Words have double rneanings and are couchecl in

economic terms or in short -sound-bytes.- Mr. Parkers discourses are transcribed in

short phrases interspersed with dashes. They are exelamatory, like advertising. And

like advertising, his words are intended ta persuade, encourage, and propel those

who hear !hem into action.

Austen parodies her own predilection for the -nice- and proper in language in

North.naer Abbey and again in Sanditon for similar reasons. Improperty-used

language has ill effects and should be cured. Henry Tilney cleared up the Gothic tever

of Catherine Mortand's language, but who is to serve this physician role in Sanditon?
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If Sanditon is a natural progression in Austen's writing trom Persuasion. then it

would seem trom our tracing of the evolving methods of healing present in Austen's

body of works that Persuasion's stress on the individual as a self..healer might receive

at least equal stress if not more in Sanditon. And if Sanditon is a return to Austen's

very early style, as many enties claim, then cure should derive trom some authority

figure and take the torm of purging-as it does in Northanger Abbey, for example.

Does it seem likely that the ill effects of speculation on the village of Sanditon can be

purged? And, if SOI who would etreet it? ln the twelve chapters we have, no one

character clearly emerges as an authority- or physician- figure. Could it possibly be

Charlotte Heywood who is invited to Sanditon as the guest of the Parkers -to bathe

and be better if she could- ~ 164)1

Charlotte is, admittedly, the daughter of the rooted plain..speaking farmer, Mr

Heywood, who sees the ·romantic- cottage for what it really is. We certainly see ail the

goings-on at Sanditon through Charlotte's eyes. She minces no words herself and

her views of the valetudinarian Arthur Parker are rooted in clesr sight and common

sense. She says, in indirect discourse through a closely identified narrator, after

watching Arthur partake of much toast with lashings of butter:

Certainly Arthur Parker's enjoyments in invalidism 'Nere very different

trom his sisters'-by no means so spiritualizect. A good deaf of earthly

dross hung about him. Charlotte could not but suspect him of adopting

that line of lite, principally for the indulgence of an indolent temper--and

to be determined on having no disorders but sueh as callect for warm rooms

and good nourishment (.§. 203).

Charlotte's clear-sightecl and healthy impression of the speculative nature of Arthur's

-illness" one hopes might have been extended in the unwritten chapters to the entire

project of the health spa. But we are not to know. Chartotte is not yet developed
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enough for the reader to judge whether she will see the project as based on shifting

sand and unlikely to endure, let aJone whether she can control a central healing role.

She is, up to the point we are forced to leave her, merely an observer on the margin of

the activity-and what an activity it is.

Tony Tanner has written a chapter on Sanditon titled, -The Disease of Activity:

'Sanditon.'· (Interestingly, he apostrophisizes the title of the work rather than italicizes

it, signifying a particular view of text-as-fragment that will be discussed in the

concluding chapter.) He describes the activity of speculative development of Sanditon

as, among other things, "speculaI"" doubling (Tanner, 257).

The double vision of Sanditon is primarily embodied in the speculating consortium's

distorted views. They see one vision--commerce and profit and futurity-superimposed

on the other vision of a placid, traditional seaside village. Everything and everybody in

Sanditon is seen by this group through the same double lens: real villagers are seen

as props for the show; the sea as an exploitable resource; friends as clients or

agents; cliff-top views as assets; iIIness as a commodity. There are even two

Sanditons, the real village at the bottom of the hill and the new constructed village at

the top. In the following short passage, in which the narrator describes Chartotte

Heywood and Mr Parker's tour, can be found several of these specular images:

They were now approaching the church and the real village of Sanditon.

which stood at the foot of the hill they were afterwards to ascend...and

whose height ended in an open down where the new buildings might

socn be lookect for....The village contained litUe more than cottages, but

the spirit of the day had been caugh~ as Mr Parker observed with delight

to Chartotte, and two or three of the best of them 'Nere smartenect up with

a white curtain and 'Loc:Igings to lef-, and, farther on, in the little green

court of an old farm hOUle, two females in etegant white 'Nere actually ta be
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seen with their books and camp stools - and in turning the corner of the

baker's shop, the sound of a harp might be heard through the upper

casement (.§, 172).

The iIIs of the village derive from the speculation. Ali that is solid, reliable, traditional

and truly valuable is debased, distorted, or discarded. Eartier in Charlotte's tour, she

had asked, -And whose very snug-looking place is this'?· upon catching sight of-a

moderate-sized house, weil fenced and planted, and rich in gardent orchard and

meadows which are the best embellishments of such a dwelling- (.§., 169). This is

Parker's former house, traded up for -8 rather better situation," his new house on the

windy hill. Parker says -You will not think 1made a bad exchange, when you reach

Trafalgar House-which by the bye, 1almost wish 1had not named Trafalgar - for

Waterloo is more the thing naW'~169). Again the trope of the house is used ta site

this particular illnels of speculation, exchange and shifting fads. And the wish ta re­

name it points up how unstable are the signifiers and the signified in this speculated

world. New meanings can be, and are, imposed at randam will on newty-constructed

symbols.

ln an ironically poignant moment, Parker's own wife thinks wistfully of her old home

in its sheltered valley as she is swept along past it by Mr Parker in his pursuit of the

new. She values its security. salidity and stability. In tact. Parker's discarded snug

home, the un-·smartened- houses of the real village, and the shepherd's cottage on

the hill pravide a clue to the possible cure ot the unstable Sanditon. This Sandy-town

is built on the merits of a beach, the marketable and exploitable commodity in this

business of health. It need not be emphasized that these foundations are unstable.

The business of spas and watering holes wu to reach its zenith in the nineteenth

century, but seaide towns had begun to be exploited as places of cure at leut a

century before and were certainly weil known to Austen. She hac:l spent leveral,
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purportedly unhappy, years herself at a well-known and popular, albeit beachless,

place of cure, Bath. The city of Bath and other seaside resorts of cure figure frequently

in her novels, but never in a positive light as the sites of renewal and health-giving

powers their promoters claim them to be. Catherine Morland spends a confusedly

disturbing time in Bath in Narthanger Abbey; Isabella Woodhouse Knightley in Emma

ceaselessly plans trips to seaside spas ta cure her imaginary ailments; and Anne

Elliot in Persuasion finds the noise and tumult of Bath disagreeably affirming her own

self-confusion. Several minor characters whom Austen shades with nuances of

narratarial disapproval hail trom Bath or places similar to it. The gauche and

overbearing Mrs Elton of Emma is the former Miss Hawkins of Bath and Bristol (Bristol

had aspirations at the time to be a well-attended spa); Lydia Bennet of Pride and

Prejudice elopes with the duplicitous Wickham to Bath;' and the modem destructive

brother-sister duo, Henry and Mary Crawford of Mansfield p~ spend many riotous

times in popular watering-holes.

Interestingly. ThomasHardy, ta whom 1have aJready alluded in terms of the opening

lines of Sanditon. was also to use a watering hole--his ·Sandbournee-as an image of

dislocation rather than cure in Tess. SOI given this brief review of Austen's portrayaJs

of the predominantly negative influences of Bath and similar places, what does her

use in her dying work of a newty-developed health resort within a traditional seaside

village say about cure?

As mentionecl, the counterpointing of the traditional and rooted with the shifting

instability of the new provides the clue, 1believe, in interpreting to what ideaJ condition

of health Sanditon's dialectic of iIIness and cure might be leading. We do not sense

that Austen is necessarily opposed to ail that is new, for there is often a sense of

approving excitement to be caught in her tone, and indeed Mr Parker is not depicted

as a despicable character. There are many aspects of hi. personality that are
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positively portrayed; he is kindly and caring, and often boyîshly attractive in his

enthusiasm. It is the abject of his enthusiasm of which Austen seems ta disapprove:

the business of wholesale exchange of the old for the new; the new at ail costs, and

the concomitant expendability of the old.

The business of curing, Austen seems poised ta say, does not exist in commerce and

construction and feverish activity. The real business of curing is hinted at in the

opening pages as being contained within the shepherd's simple cottage, in the solid

rock foundations of the reaJ village, and in the ·sparkling- sea; and in fruitful activity,

not in frousting by the fireside: in healthful walks, not mad careerings which overturn

carriages. In other 'NOrds, a return to the balance of health --to soundness and 'NOrk-­

is required te cure the ·disease of activity- (Tanner) and the ·strange and fatal fevers·

of improvement gone mad and overturnecl.

Homeostasis is the term used to describe a bodys retum te its prior, normal state of

balance betore episodes of iIIness or instability. As diseussed in the secxond

chapter's focus on the eighteenth century cures which Austen metaphoricaJly employs

in the cures of her female protagonists, a body purged is a body lessened and

diminished (for something is removed), and a body vivified is a body strengthened and

augmented (something is added). Neither cure retums the body to its former state; it is

either diminished or augmented. The only cure that aetually restores homeostasis to

the body is the heaJing power of nature--the via medicatrix naturae. The body heals

itself, by itsel'. with no eX1emai interventions or ageney apart trom time. Let us explore

the notion that Austen's dying work might have conetuded in the restoration of balance

to the speculated world through the healing poVl8r of nature.

Ironically, of course. it is the healing power of nature that is exploitect and

eommereialized in the town of Sanditon. u it wu in ail the seaide spa and health

resorts of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Austen's parody of the nature cure
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should not mislead us. Like her parody of Gothie literature which does not erase her

passionate defense of the novel in Northanger Abbey, her parody of the nature cure in

Sanditon should not negate or erase what 1tee1sure would have been an equally

passionate defense of nature.

We know from biography and letters that Austen herself much preferred the country

to the city. Her novels are ail set in rural or semi-rural locations, with many of the

-disturbing- actions taking place in larger towns and cities and the resolutions

occurring back in the country again. A variation of this pattern accurs in Mansfield

Park. but it is a variation that prefigures Sanditon. Mr Rushworth's country seat,

Sotherton, is being "improved," yet the most disturbing of actions accurs there, in the

park by the ha-ha. This reinforces Austen's characteristic disapproval of the false, the

merely decorative, and the over-designecl and constructecl.

ln the twelve short chapters we have of Sanditon, the healthy sub-narrative of the

saUd, the stable, and the traditional represented by the ·real- village and its ways

seems poised ta assert itself and overcome the dominant, overlaid narrative of shifting

signifiers, doubled visions. and modem fads and activities represented by the

speculated health resort of the new or ·unreal· Sanditon. The ideal condition of health

to which this narrative yearns appears to be balance. And what aehieves baJanee or

homeostasis but the healing power of nature?

Sanditon's ironie depiction of a health resort that actually causes dis-ease leads one

to consider how the metaphorical cures of the previous worka are reftected. They. too,

are present in ironie form. The imposition of modern speculation upon the village has

purged it of its traditional healthy working economy and causecl a fundamentallaek of

balance; and the vivitying of the village by the same modem speculation ha actuaJly

caused it to become unstable. Can one conclude th.t in Austen's dying work she

might have been unconseiously re-evaluating the cures she had previouslyendorsed
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as the way to health? For. as mentioned, in the face of imminent certain death no

purging or vivifying is of value. When health becomes elusive but death certain, this

knowledge alters the dialectic of iIIness and cure. The ideal condition of health cannet

be achieved but perhaps balance cano If one can come to terms with and balance ail

aspects of onels life, the positive with the negative1 one can attain a sense of closure

that ensures dying weil. In the discourse of dis-ease which most surely Sanditon is, 1

suggest that the restoration of balance to the speculated village and the disease of

activity which marks the speculators would have provided the closure that is missing.

Let us turn to Barbara Pym and the cure for the discourse of dis-ease which

comprises her dying work, A Few Green Leaves.
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Chapter 7

Faith-healing and Other Last Resorts in Barbara Pym

If the business of curing is the subject of Sanditon. then the business of dying is the

subject of Pym's last work, A Few Green Leaves. And where the health resort is the

symbol of the cure-economy, with iIIness its currency for the misled, mistaken and

myopie speculators of Sanditon, the mausoleum is the symbol of the business of

dying, and science its currency for the equally misled and mistaken set of characters in

Pym's unnamed village. And, finally, where the traditionaJ healing power of nature for

the iUs ot society is hinted at in Sanditon, another equally traditional cure--faith

healing--is explicitly endorsed in A Few Green Leaves.

ln a remarkably similar fashion to Austen, Pym also uses a village undergoing rapid

and disturbing change as both the site of her discourse of dis-ease and the primary

"character" of the work The generic people of Sanditon's opening lines is mirrored in

Pym's leaving her village unnamect; the implicit intention, perhaps, of both dying

authors being that the reader regard these works as allegories or parables of sorts. It

is conventional yet tempting to assume that a dying writer sees weil and sees clearty;

but what surely must be is that a dying writer does not take her last work lightly. Each

dying word, one believes, must have been selected carefully in a last process of

selection, and by -Ioading ewry rift with ore,- as Pym describes the process of

revision.

The signs and symptoms of dis-ease in Pym'. village are clearly visible in the

opening passage, as they are in Sanditon. A group of villagers has gathered to take

part in an annual ceremony dating from the seventeenth century-the right to walk

through the woods of the local squire's estate in arder to collect faggots for their

fireplaces. Immec:liatelya sense of dissonance is tell The local squire ha been
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replaced by a new, unknown, absentee owner; the need to collect firewood has long

been superseded by central heating and electric tires; and the villagers on the walk

are not the traditional villagers but the relative newcomers. In other words, the

ceremony is adhered to but the context has changecl. Indeed, as in Sanditon, there

are actually two villages, but here it is presented with an ironie twentieth-century twist.

The -real" village of original cottages is lived in by relocated urbanites and the modern

outlying housing estates of bungalows by the descendents of the original villagers.

And the two ways of Iife, the modern and the traditional, are similarly inverted by their

proponents. Like Sanditon. a sort of speculation has also caused this fundamental

shift in the arder of things, and it, too, is a speculation of improvement

Improvement in A Few Green Leaves takes its form in figurative and metaphorical

versions of health and cure as it does in Sanditon. And the implieit question of the

relative efficacy of the competing cures also underlies this novel. Here it is science

and religion that are counterpointed, most particularly by their contrasting approaches

to death. For death enters this novel as it never does in Austen--centre-stage. But tirst

let us examine the -illnesses" of the village and how they are improved.

IIIness takes severa1forms in A Few Green Leaves. but ail are manifestations of a

similar -condition." The opening passage indicates some of the changes that have

come to the village itself, which could be said now to be suffering trom a lack of -heart."

The character most closely allied with the narrator, Emma HO\Nick, is an anthropologist

trained to observe and detail conditions and changes in society. She remains on the

margin--detachecl, objective-taking mental notes on the condition of the village and its

inhabitants. IronicaJly, she also lacks -hean,· for she is lonely and searching for

·something to love,· like sa rnany of Pym's observer-Jike -excellent women.·

One could almolt say, with tongue planted firmly in cheek, that this novel is about

the problems of central heating (a phrase actually used by Pym several times in the
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novel), for the other iIInesses of individual characters ail seem to reflect a similar

metaphoricallack of heart. The rector, Tom Dagnall, is questioning the vitality of his

faith; his sister, Daphne, is depressed with her lonely Iife in the cold rectory (Iacking

central heating) and longs for companionship and the warmth of Greece; the ·young"

doctor, Martin Shrubsole, lacks heart or compassion; and his mother-in-Iaw, Avice, is

disheartened by Martin's obsession with her ·symptoms· of ageing which she ha fully

accepted as inevitable and not very troublesome. The former govemess of the

squire's family, Miss Vereker, has been dislocated and deprived of her former role as

the IIheart- of the family; the restaurant critic, Adam Prince, has lost his taste for food

and lite; the young florist, Terry Skate, abandons his work tending the mausoleum

because he has lost his faith; and, as the novel ends, a young woman with a broken

heart tram an unsatisfactory love artair has been offered Emma's cottage in which to

recover. That she cannot take up the offer, because Emma decides to stay in the

village, abandon her IIscientiftc" work. write a novel, and commence a love affair with

Tom--in other wards because there is no place for a broken heart in the village­

comprises much of the impetus behind the plot.

The cures are as varied as the manifestations of the iIInesses of the heart, but they

aUgn themselves between science and religion. The twentieth-century faith in science

as holding the key to cure represents yet another stage in the evolution of healing

approaches 1have been tracing in this paper. In Pym's previous works, we have seen

how Ulness is depictecl in lerms of warfare; that is, as an invuion for which tactics of

resistance are necessary. Pym's charactera resist the ill etfects of the invasion largely

through the defenses of inoculation, by arming themselves trom the ettects of the

invasion or isotating themselves and thus avoiding the invasion.

Susan Sontag describes, in mneas as Metaphor. how cancer is metaphorically

perceivect in terrns of warfare such as invasion, resistance. fighting. battle, and
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attacks. Pym had cancer of the breast and a mastectomy in 1971. and eight years later

succumbed to its second lethal invasion. It is surely not tao much to believe that this

metaphorical way of comprehending cancer, reinforced by current societal and

medieallanguage while speaking about cancer, should have unconsciously

permeated her works? 1think not. And when she was dying tram her second battle

with cancer and feeling lite ebb from her, is it again too much to think that her

unnamed village invaded by cancerous changes which threaten its traditionallife

could be the cancer-invaded body faeing death? If one accepts this premise, then one

is led to view Pym's discourse on cure in A Few Green Leaves in a different Iight. That

is, not as a healing method which will rid the body of its illness and return it to stability.

for it is too late for that, but as one that will embrace the body and its iIIness--accept the

totality of the invaded body--and provide comtort.

The healing and comtorting ot a totality of good and bad, an integrated health and

iIIness, is not the work of the metaphorically medical or quack approaches we have

traced thus far in either Pym or Austen's previous works. But each of their dying works

seems to propound a more traditionsl, extra-medicaJ, approach. 1have suggested that

the purging and vivifying methods of cure in Austen's body of works might weil have

become in Sanditon the via medicatrix naturae which -heals· and balances. Likewise,

but more suredly in A Few Green Leaves. another traditional extra- or pre-medieal

approach is endorsed-faith-healing. How does Pym negotiate the shift tram medicine

to religion in this dying work?

Tom Dagnall, the rector, faces a virtually empty church each Sunday morning. His

raie as comforter, advisor and spiritual guide in the village has been supplanted by the

doctor whose surgery is &lWays full and, worse, ha an impatient queue waiting

outside. Nobody waits impatienUy outside the village church. The patients leave,

comforted by the prescription held in their hands, while the rector ha nothing tangible
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to offer those few he does comfort. Medicine as a science is concerned with tacts and

answers; religion has no final answers. The common element between them though is

1aith: with science, faith that the answers are the right ones; with religion, faith that the

questions are the right ones.

The traditionaJ villagers, aided by the welfare state of 19705 England, have

improved the quality of their lives, not only with comfortabfe bungalows, central

heating and ail the IImod. cons,· but with national health. It is they who flock to the

doctors' surgeries and leave the vestry empty. But when death cornes, it is to the

chureh they tum. And in the -business of dying,· is ta the church that the doctors

themselves turn, for death is a condition they have no answers for.

1have already referred ta the iIInesses in A Few Green Leaves as metaphorical

conditions of the heart. And white dissatistaction, discontent, and uneasiness are

symptoms of the anxiety and depression evidenced in the variously -m- characters, the

same condition of dis-ease permeates the unnamed village as speculation does in

Sanditon. Seen by the light of this trope of the heart, the iIIness of the village reffects

an essential disorder at the centre of things. The traditional centre or heart of an

English village had always been the church and A Few Green Leaves uses its

unnamed village as a microcosm and its dis-ease as a parable to reflect upon the

health of the church. Certainly Barbara Pym was well-grounded in the history of the

Church of England and eminently capable of this project which renders her dying work

more profoundly reflective than it is usually given credit for.

The Church of England underwent astounding systemic changes as a result of the

Oxford Movement, which -may be said to have begun when, in 1833, John Keble

preachecl a femous sermon upon -National Apostasy" (Scott, 49). The three major

results of this movement are ritual, modemism and Christian socialism. Ritual as the

Romanizing tendency of Anglo-catholicism; moclemism as the taking into aceaunt of
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scientific evidence contrary to the biblical account of creation; and Christian socialsim

as the taking on by the church of social work and reform are ail reflected in various

ways in A Few Green Leaves. In a neatly mapped-out fashion, each of these elements

of the Church is represented by a different character and tested for efficacy in the face

of various crises and, finally, death. They are eventually synthesized in the character

of the village rector, Tom Dagnall, and the reaffirmation of his own wavering faith.

If the Church community is metaphorically representeet by the unnamed village.

then modernism and Christian socialism are embodied by the -new" doctor, the

anthropologis~ and the social worker who each ·compete- with the rector to cure the

HIs of the community. Such internally competing forces have been testing the strength

of the Church and its fundamental source of energy, faith, since the Oxford Movement

But the traditional role and tunction of the Church and its clergy were also 'aeing

external challenges of a contemporary nature. 1n the tirst few pages of A Few Green

Leaves. these internai and external challenges are ail introduced, figuratively and

metaphorically, and comprise the period of instability or metaphorical iIIness of the

church which Pym explores.

As mentioned, the novel opens with a contemporary re-playing of a village tradition

dating to the sixteenth century and observed by the anthropologist ·On the Sunday

after Easter--Low Sunday, Emma believeel it was called-the villagers were permitted

to walk in the park and woods surrounding the rnanor- (AFGL,7). Originally intended

for the collection of faggots, the tradition continues in spite of the laek of a resident

squire and, in an era of central heating, no need for the villagers ta bum wood. In fact,

as already noted, it is not the ·real- villagers who mOlt avidly adhere to the custom; it is

the new villagers, the relocated urbanites. The underlying theme of the persistence of

tradition in spite of a changing context is where thil dying work commences and where

Austen's Sanditon, 1believe, wu heading.



•

•

74

Tom Dagnall's role as the country parson is another tradition undergoing a

contextual re-definition; and whether or not this tradition will also survive its period of

instability or metaphorical iIIness is the question the novel attempts to answer. If the

missing squire and the era of central heating metaphorically parallel the absence of

God in an increasingly secular society and the turning of belief in God to faith in

science and the state, then the vicar's role is indeed one that deserves to be

questioned. Dagnall's predecessors in his role in the microcosmic village would have

been quite sure of their multifarious role in the community, but he is in doubt about his.

And quite rightly so, for the Church is receiving stiff competition. As mentioned, Tom's

church is almost empty while the doctors' surgery has a queue. His parish visits must

be timed judiciously 50 as not to compete with popu lar television shows. The needy

and poor of the village are looked atter by !~e weltare state, not the parish. The social

worker has supplanted the vicar's counselling function. The anthropologist is keeping

the records of village life thet the vicar traditionally has done. What is there left for Tom

to do? He wonders himself, and with his obsessive historicaJ research and related

quest for the site of the deserted medieval village. he looks to the past for the answer.

However, it is not the past that contains the key to the cure of Tom's-and the

Church's--dis-ease. It is when death enters the novel and the community that the

Church's true and enduring function becomes clear. The mausoleum in the

churchyard is a central motif in A Few Green Leaves which functions in a similar way

to the houses in Sanditon. Unvisitect. abandoned. and overrun by weeds, this place of

death is neglected in the contemporary lite of the village. It is briefly, and rather

flamboyantly, cared for by a sentimental young florist who saon abandons his task due

to a crisis of religious doubt Sentiment cannot adequately deal with death, Pym

appears to say. Neither can science which pita ail its strengths into resisting death.

Fittingly yet ironically, the new young doctor. a gerontologist. assiduously avoids the
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mausoleum and counsels his elderly mother-in-Iaw not to linger in the damp

churchyard helping the viesr with his historiesl research. Atter ·frankly· advising an

elderly patient that IIher days are numbered,· he recoils from her next question when

she had

...come back at him by asking if he believed in life after death. For a

moment he had been stunned into silencet indignant at such a

question. Then of course he realized that he couldn't be expected

to answer things like that-it was the rector's business. The tact that death

came to ail of us seemed irrelevant at this moment. It was a relief

when she slipped quietly out of the room...(AFGL, 188)

However, the older doctor--he who is far more interested in obstetrics than

geriatries--comes across the vicar occasionally in the mausoleum. And it is here,

between the obstetrician and the vicar, that the symbolic handing over of function of

tending to birth and to death occurs. When the death of an eccentrie minor character

occurs, it is the church and not science or medicine which best copes. The old doctor

gratefully hands over the case to Tom, and he willingly receives it, as evidenced in the

tollowing passage:

With Miss Lickerish's death, Tom felt that he came into his own....It

was now obvious that there were sorne situations that only the clergy

could manage properly. The doctors had done their part and it wu now

over to Tom tAFGL 203).

Pym implies that it is through the Church and a living faith that death can be best

understood and accepted. And Tom's own living faith is renewed after the affirmation

of his function.

The dialectic of iIIness and cure which courses through Pym's works and is playee:t

out in metaphorical terms of wartare and resistance becomes in her dying work a
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discourse of dis-ease requiring a cure of a distinctly different sort than the "inoculationIl

that had proved effective against invasive unsettling infections. There is no cure for

death, but one can die weil. And in this final wor~ written while Pym was knowingly

dying, she proclaims that to die weil requires the healing quality of faith, not science or

medicine. Pym appears to have found the answer herse" to the question of "how to

tie up ail the loose ends,· for which she had previously looked ta Austen.

It is interesting ta note how similar in narrative form and closure A Few Green Leaves

is to Austen's pre·Sanditon works. Unlike the majority of Pym's works, the closure of

this narrative contains the promise of pending marriage bet\Wen the rector and the

observer, anthropologist Emma Howick. In a neat tying up of -Ioose ends,· this final

work also marries art and religion for Emma decides to abandon her scientific studies

for novel·writing. Tom Dagnall suggests to Emma that she speak to his historical

society about her work:

...youIve been in the village sorne time now and must have made notes on

certain aspects of our lite here, come ta your own conclusions. You could

relate your talk to things that happened in the past..or even speculate on

the future··what might happen in the years ta come.

Emma responds in a way that brings this work to a closure thet none of Pym's prior

works do. The narrative continues its linear and horizontal course rather than circling

back ta ils beginnings with dis-ease absorbed or successfully resisted. Emma

responds to the rector:

-Vesi 1might do that,· Emma agreed, but without reveaJing which

aspect she proposed to deal with. She remembered that her mother

had said something about wanting to let the cottage to a fonner

student, who wu writing a novel and recovering from an unhappy

love affair. But this wu not going to happen, for Emma wu going to
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stay in the village herselt. She could write a novel and even, as she

was beginning to realize, embark on a love affair which need not

necessarily be an unhappy one.

Even though the final sentence is couched in guarded language (-could,·

"beginning,- ·even embark-) and replete with double-negatives, it expresses a positive

life-affirming hopetulness which suggests that yet another cure for dis-ease has taken

effect; that 'ailure in love is not a necessary condition ot life.

ln this final work of Pym's, the metaphorical cure of faith-healing dominates, but one

also inters that both love and art are otfered up as faith's products. It is perhaps not

surprising that such concepts are present in a dying work. When a writer ha clear

intimations of her mortality, perhaps the vision broadens, as Brayard asserts it does, to

encompass concepts which are universal and enduring. The curative powers of taith,

love, art, and in Sanditon. nature are such concepts. They share a nobility and

simplicity that lift the discourse up and ~ay from its dis-ease. They serve ta ground

the particular-the fevered, shitting, fragmented, petty and human concerns at a

distance that might weil be required in the process of dying weil. As a postcript to

these discussions of Sanditon and A Few Green Leaves, 1wish to address the notion

of the presence of simpllcity in dying \NOrks.

·'ntimations of Mortality-_

ln 1984, two psychologists tram the University of British Columbia, Peter Suedfield

and Luz E. Piedrahita. publishecl a startling ltudy in the JournaJ of Personality and

Social Psychology, titlec:l-Intimations of Mortality: Integratïve Simplification as a

Precursor of Death.- It wu followed in 1993 by another article in the same journal, by

Peter Suedfeld and Susan Btuck. titlect ·Changes in Integrative Complexity

Accompanying Significant Ufe Events: Historieal Evidence.- (Both articles are

::ppended to this paper.)
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The 1984 article tested the hypothesis that a "terminal drop" in cognitive functioning

occurs a few years before death. The methodology of the study consisted of

examining the correspondence of eighteen subjects, twelve men and six women from

the 18th to the 20th century who 1 (a) were deœased; (b) were considered eminent to

the point of having had several biographies written about them; and (c) during the last

ten years of their life had produced extensive correspondence that was avaiJable in

published form" (Suedfeld 1984, 849). The letters were scored for integrative

complexity, la variable which is related to the degree of integration and differentiation

in information processing.· ln layman's language, the letters were examined and

measured for theïr level of -difficulty.· The subjects were divided into two groups

according to cause of death; the ·Sudden Death" group who died accidentally. as the

result of an illness ot no longer than a month's duration, or from a discrete event such

as a heart attack; and ail others were assigned to the "Prolonged Death" category.

Although neither Jane Austen nor Barbara Pym were among the subjects, other writers

were Lewis Carroll. O.H. Lawrence, Aldous Huxley, Franx Kafka, Gustave Falubert,

Robert Browning, Marcel Proust. Mary Russell Mitford, Gertrude BeU, and Mary

Wollstonecraft Shelly. Austen and Pym would have been placecl in the Prolonged

Death category.

Interestingly, and most surprisingly ta the conductors of the study, the conclusions

they reached were the same tor bath groups. The level of integrative complexity

measured in the let'ters of bath groups dropped significantly in their last year of lite

when compared to the level measured in their previous works. Whether death is the

result of a sudden accident 2[ the natural result of a prolonged iUness, complexity of

thought and style in final works dropped to a lever markedly lower than that measured

in letters written durin; the ninth yesr before deeth where the highest point of

measured integrative complexity wu found. The Prolonged Oeath group showed a
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graduai decline in integrative complexity trom the ninth year preceding death, while

the Sudden Death group made a sudden drop trom another peak in complexity in the

year preceding death. Untortunately, only ten years of letters were studied, so that

comparisons between very early and pre-death writing were not made.

This fascinating study might appear at tirst to have little bearing on literary criticism.

For instance, the authors tantaJizingly ask, ·Could one use a reliable change in

complexity to predict death as such changes have been used to predict the outbreak of

armed conflict?" (Suedfeld, 852) However, 1think this study can shed sorne useful

light on how we receive and evaluate last works, for as the authors also write, -The

surprisingly low mean scores of our eminent subjects may imply that complexity is

affected by context-the intention ot the author. the audience, and 50 forth-a question

that can be answered by comparing public writings witli private correspondence.·

When we consider, as 1have done, how a prevailing disourse changes trom

previous works to become something quite different in their knowingly dying works, 1

am certainly discussing context·-biographieal and historieal, and have been drawing

many conclusions about possible authorial intentions. And while 1have not compared

Austen and Pym's letters with their works in this stu~YI apart trom brief references, 1

and others have come to some conclusions about their dying work.s that seem to

reinforce Suedfeld et aI's study findings.

As 1have mentioned, many enties eite bath Sanditon and A Few Green Leaves as

marking retums to the ·lighter and brighter- style and thought of Austen and Pym's

earliest worka. That neither dying work continues the promise of writerly development

held out by the penultimate worka of Persuuion and A Quartet in Autumn is

debatable. Austen quite clearly. ta me, seems to be embarking on a new style, but

Pym's final work does show a backing-otf trom or rejection of the more modemistic

style ot Quartet But 1hope that 1have demonstrated that Austen and Pym 'M!re both
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saying something nat only remarkably similar, but also remarkably similarly simple in

their last works. The project of both final works; that is, their metaphorical responses to

instability and death and their endorsement of nature and faith as providing healing

stability, may weil be less integratively complex than the issues they previously

taclded. However, as a conclusion to this postscript, one cannot deny that

overwhelming truths often overwhelm by virtue of their simplicity. Matthew Arnold

wrote in his last words of On Translating Homer:

Nothing has raised more questioning among my critics than these words­

noble, the grand style...1think it will be found that the grand style arises in

poetry, when a noble nature, poetically gitted, treats with simplicity or

with severity a serious subject.

Whether or not Austen and Pym had noble natures, they were both poetically gifted­

and in their last works they bath -treatect- that most serious of subjects. death, with

Arnold's simplicity and severity, tempered always by Sterne-like mirth; and both last

works contain cures of a noble and simple nature.

Let us turn now to hC7N a text, in particular the unpublished and untinished texts of

Sanditon and A Few Green Leaves. may also undergo a treatment of cure.
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Chapter 8

The Recuperated Text

The language of medicine has allowed us to trace a discourse of illness and cure

through the works of Jane Austen and Barbara Pym which culminates in their final

works. The following discussion shall use the same metaphors of iIIness, health. and

cure to explore the notion of the recuperation of texts. The lIaltered states!! of a dying

body and dying work can also pertain to the text.

The -life" of a text, as an organism or body set free from its author through

publication and public distribution. is as interesting. productive and provocative an

area of study as its corollary. Roland Barthe's notion of -1he death ot the author."

Barthes seeks to eradicate our Iinking of a work with an author's narne and the

consequent man-and-his-work criticism by asserting that a work becomes a text when

it is freed from -the father's signature" (Barthes. 80). Throughout this study 1have been

discussing Austen and Pym's works and, most surelYl have been conducting woman­

and-her-work criticism. Let us now shift our view trom that position of author-privileged

and biographically-intonned criticism of warks to a regard of the text freed from its

author's signature.

The -life- of a published text often undergoes periods of instability or what we are

terming -Ulness-: for instancel it may bel at times, unpopular, unstudied, or unbought.

But an unread text is also an -m- text because it is not functioning or working as it

wu intended. The primary reason for a text to be unread is because it is not

published and. therefore. not circulatina. And. turther. works deemed by publishers to

be unworthy of publication are olten said -not to work.- Since the ability to perform

work is, as we recall. Rousseau's definition of health, the unread..because­

unpublished text is most surely an iII text
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How, or even can, such an iII text be cured or recuperated? is the first of several

questions about the condition of the text 1shall pose. Indeed, this chapter of my paper

may present more questions than it does answers, suggesting that the recuperation of

a text..-its healing and curing--is an area of study worthy of further exploration. While

Austen's fragment, Sanditon, presents the more interesting and complex case of

textual recuperation, 1shall attempt an answer to this tirst question by using Pym's

unpublished works as an example.

As has already been noted, Pym's An Unsuitable Attachment was rejected for

publication in 1963 because her long-time publisher, Cape, felt that the novel did not

work (unconvincing characterization and plot, too old-fashioned, etc) but, more

importantly, it was rejected because it would not work; that is, have the ability to make

money. As Pym writes to Philip Larkin:

Of course it may be that this novel is much worse than my others,

though they didn't say so, giving their reason for rejecting it as their

fear that with the present cost of book production, etc. etc. they

doubted whether they could sell enough copies to make a profit

(VPE.216).

And how aptly named is this nove1, An Unsuitable Attachment , that was not at this

time deemed to be a validated and confirmed part of a body of works. However, it is

now considered to be an eminently ·suitable attachment- to Pym's body of works in

spite of its generally acknowtedged flaws. How wu it recuperated as a text?

The recovery of such an ·m· text is olten occasioned by a second opinion. A second

look at Pym's body (of works) by the primary physician (the publisher) wu occasioned

by the opinions of two specialists (Larken and Cecil). Il is remarkable how overtooked

signa of health can suddenly be detected in wnat wu considered a moribund, if not

already dead, body when second, more exalted, opinions are given. Cape'a
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prognosis was reversed after the TLS article. As we know, not only were Pym's new

works immediately published after Larkin and Cecil's diagnosis, but ail her previous

works were re-issued. Later, even the a~knowledged ....to-be-dead text of An Unsuitable

Attachmentwas revived in a miracle of publishers' -CPR·; fOf, aptly, this novel is at the

heart of her body (of worka) in terms of production dates, and also fUnctioned as the

heart that stopped her writing for fourteen years when it was itself stopped. Its revival

was followed by the publication of even more Pym matenal; her letters, dianes and

journals which comprise A Very Private Eyeand several unrevised texts such as

Crampton Hodnet and Civil to Strangers.

The reading public also plays a role in the health of a text. Even when written off by

publishers or critics as works, existing texts can continue to circulate and remain

IIhealthy· in the sense of 'Working." Recall this line from Pym's letter to Philip Larkin,

quoted in Chapter 3 and written when Pym's works were considered unpublishable: -,

have had quite a lot of letters from various people who say they have aJways liked my

novels and thought 1was dead."

However, a fragment represents a very different and more challenging case of

textual iIIness than that of unpublishecl works. Ernest Fontana ha called fragments

"diseasecl texts" in his paper on Rossetti's The Bride's Prelude, writing that -as a

fragment it is a morbid deviation tram an implied normalcy," which definition of illness 1

have also usec:l in this ltudy. Fontana suggesta that -Rossetti's inability and/or

unwillingness ta complete The Bride'a Prelude and his growing distaste for it indicate

that we should regard it a true fragment" (Fontana. 5), which also suggesta that

Austen's -inability- to complete Sanditon may also indicete that we regard it as a true

fragment rather than an historical accident It is "50 conceivable, as will be discussed

below, that Austen intended Sanditon to be a fragment Certainly its fragmentary

condition affected ita health in terms of publication.
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Sanditon was not published until 1925, over one hundred years after Austen's

death, although Austen's nephew did include parts of the text in his biography. Its very

condition of incompleteness is at the root of its century-Iong languishing unseen and

unheard. Like a "defective" child,--indeed, Iike Austen's own brother, George-it was

banished from the family of her works. Its fragmented condition precluded its whole­

hearted inctusion in her body of works: it did not have the compensatory factors of

youth as did Austen's Juvenilia and itwas an uncomfortable work. Much of the cause

for the discomfort is its condition; but another reason is its quite alarmingly different

style.

Critics were at a loss to explain Sanditon's apparent reversion to an earlier style,

belying the promise of writerty development held out by the incipiently Romantic

Persuasion. As Laurence Lemer writes:

We cannot be certain that [persuasion) marked a permanent change of

direction: there is, alter ail, Sanditon, which tollowed, and there are parts

of Persuasion itself.. .which are plain Jane. Even if the change had come

and Jane Austen had lived to write more novels like it, her new view

might have been more pleasant, more attrac~vely open, and paid for

with the 105S of her genius (Lemer, 172).

On the other hand, several critics, R. W. Chapman and Lord David Cecil among

them, have noted Austen's celebration of place in Sanditon and the presence of a

·Romantic· chiaroscuro as a marked departure in style. A. Walton Utz and E.M. Forster

both remarkon its -atmosphere unique in Jane Austen's fiction (Litz, 188). These

critical responses have served to recuperate Sanditon and restore it as a ·healthy·

appendage ta Austen's body of warks. But this is still a woman-and-her-work type of

criticism and recuperation.

What is more meaningful perhaps when discussing fragments is how the reader
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attempts to recuperate or IIcure" them as texts. 1mentioned earlier that the public has

Iittle influence in the private damain of publishing and its role in curing texts, but

slightly more in the public domain of textual circulation and papular health. But the

individual reader plays the mast central of roles in the recuperation of texts in that most

intimate and private of domains, the relationship between text and reader.

The concept of the text constructing the reader represented a paradigm shift in

literary criticism, and continues to do so with mighty and still...evolving repercussions

on how we view the reader-text relation and the act of reading. But let us examine the

former concept, the one that was overtumed to produœ such mighty repercussions:

the reader constructs the text

There remains little or no debate, notwithstanding the logocentrie and text-stands­

alone viewpoints, that we bring to a reading of a text our own set of meanings which

filter the text and change it over the years to reflect or conform to selected ideologies.

To parody Foucault, no text is free trom the reader's signature. If this were not 50,

literary critieism would be a craft ot the past. SOI with author-privilege gone and

reader-privilege firmly in place, what is actually happening in the aet of reading and in

the relationship between text and reader?

1suggest that the reader has an unconscious desire to ·cure- any text; whether that

may mean to come to terms with it (to comprehend and understand it); to heal or

reduce any dissonance (that it may cause in the reader or display itself in its own

narrative instability); or to reach a sense of closure together with the text in an intimate

dialogic partnership. Therefore the relationship between text and reader can be seen

as one of mutual and simultaneous construction.

Given this assertion of a mutually-eonstructing reading act. what occur. when a work

is incomplete, the text a fragment? 1su;gest that both the teXl and the reacter attempt

to ·cure- the other in this instance of textual iIInesa. The reader's desire to bring
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closure te an incomplete text is everwhelming, virtually impossible to humanly resist

and the text's yearning to be enclosed is equal in intensity. And even though a

fragment may be either intentional or unintentional according to its history of

production it appears, oddly enough, that we bring ta a reading of either sort of

fragment similar ·curing" tendencies. And both intentional and accidentai fragments

appear to have the same effect and constructing tendencies on the reader.

Marjorie Levinson has written a major study on Romantic fragment poems. She

writes that an intentional fragment ·posits an ideal integrity", and its irresolution is both

a doctrinal and formai concern (Levinson, 12). But an unintentional fragment also

posits its ideal integrity. Uke a vestigiallimb, it embodies in its unfinished state ifs own

potential for completion. We know from experience of other complete Iimbs what a

vestigiallimb--a bud of an arm or a fingerless hand-could be in both form and

function. Unlike an amputated leg, for example, which has a history, the vestigiallimb

or unintentional fragment has only futurity or potential. Its missing-ness, if you will, is

like a silence, but a silence that speaks volumes in a scripted dialogue. And like this

sort of silence, the vesitigiallimbiunintentionaJ fragment often funetions effectively. It

can do things, manipulate things, and it can communieate. It is as if it draws back into

itself some of the ideal integrity it is lacking.

But, conversely, the fragment can also become more itself, swelling with its own

need to function as it is. Friedrich Schlegel writes, -A fragment, like a miniature work of

art, has to be entirely isolatecl from the surrounding world and be complete in itself like

a porcupine· (quoted in Rajan, 148). Like a porcupine, a fragment can be viewecl as

resisting invasion, and exhibiting neither opening nor need for the pouring back into it

of its own ideal integrity. How we receive a literary fragment reftects both states or

responses.

We can ·complete- the fragment by drawing back into it seme of its positect ideaJ
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integrity. But here it is a mast private affair sinee the ideal integrity it posits is seen

though our eyes only. Each reader takes part in a private aet of completion in this

case. Or we can attempt to comprehend how the fragment-in-itselt works; that is, as it

is.

ln the former case, 1suggest that we are involvecl in a pracess of ·curingll the text

We employ an interventionary treatrnent similar to the vivitying of the eighteenth

century which 1have traced through Austenls works. This 1have likened, as may be

recalled, to the improvement movement and the Enclosure Act. These responses seek

to enclose and strengthen and improve an unstable, tragmentary ·iII- text so that it will

"workll in and of itself.

ln the latter case, the reader is standing by observing how the fragment heals itself.

The via mecticatrix naturae permits the unstable text to achieve its own state of

balance through its own integrity.

ln the preceding discussion of discourses of dis-ease and cure in Sanditon, 1have

been involved in a treatmentof this incomplete work which attempts to draw on the

posited ideal integrity which hovers above, beyond. and behind the text 1have

posited certain conclusions which 1believe 1glimpse or have intimations of. This

response mimics the way 1described Austen's own positing of ideal conditions of

health toward which her narrratives yeam. And dare 1say that like Austen l, too, have

been involved in a treatment of cure for the essentiel dis-eue 1experience when in a

dialogic relationship with an unstable because incomplete text.

Somehow 1have been unable to resist my own readerly-privileged desire to cure.

have found it impossible to regard Sanditon as Schlegel suggests; that is, as

complete-in-itself and capable of tunctioning 'Nell. Unable to stand by and observe

how the via mediçatrix n.tur. might heal this fragment1 1have intervened or,

conversely. 1have not resisted what 1perceive as its need to be completeel. This text
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has as surely constructed me and this paper as 1have constructed it.

But it also quite clearty possible that Austen intended Sanditon ta be a fragment.

Her genius and impending death may have combined to create a final work whieh is

indeed both the ·formal and doctrinal affair- Levinson calls intentional Romantic

fragments. For one thing, the last date Austen inscribed in the manuscript is after the

last passage written, suggesting a finality and ·signing-otf," but more convincingly,

further development of the Romantic elements promisecl in Persuasion can be found in

Sanditon, and its very fragmentary condition, Iike the ruin and the torso, is a classieally

Romantic artistie form. If Sanditon is an intentional fragment. then the reader's desire

to cure it is even stronger than if it were simply an abandoned, unfinished work.

Balachandra Rajan writes of these notions in his study of the form of the unfinished:

The torso like the ruin implies a whole, leaving the completion of that whole

ta the viewer's imagination, but regulating that completion by the character

of the nucleus. In announcing itself stylistically as a fragment..the torso

seeks resumption of its membership in an entity which is not necessarily lost

as with the ruin, but which can be witheld 50 that the viewer can participate

in the restor.tive effort Bath the torse and the ruin invite completion. Their

aesthetic appeal depends upon a consequential meditation aroused

by the relationship between the whole and the part. This can be true even

with a poem, such as Ozymandias. which treats the surviving trace not

as vestigial, but as the reality outlining the orginal pretence.

Unlike the torso and the ruin, the unfinishecl should not invite

completion (Rajan, 2, italics mine).

While 1disagree in part with the latter assertion because of the reac::ler's desire to

cure any text. 1do agree that the simply unfinished work is not the formai affair

requiring the same restorative effort as an intentional fragment Raian's words are a
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suitable conclusion to this chapter, wherein 1have focussed on only two types of dis­

eased texts--the unpublished and the fragmentary. Each provides a quite different

example of material iIIness or llperiods of instability- in the textual condition, but both

cases have permitted us to explore the notion of how the reader and text are involved

in a recuperative act. The question of whether Sanditon was an intentional or

unintentional fragment serves to further iltuminate the discussion of discourses of dis­

ease and cure in dying works.
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Chapter 9

Conclusion

This study of dying works has progressed from definitions of illness and health to the

tracing of a discourse of iIIness and cure in the narratives of Jane Austen and Barbara

Pym. This has permitted us to analyze the metaphorical treatments of ·purging, fi

"vivitying," and -inoculatingll employed by Austen and Pym to restore their IIm- female

protagonists to an approximation of the ideal condition of health by closure of the

narrative. In their dying works of Sanditon and A Few Green Leaves, however,

individual iIInesses are suffused into a general societaJ condition of fragmentation,

speculation and anxiety. The writers' shared use of a village undergoing profound

change to site this societal dis·ease suggests an identification of the village with the

dying body. In the face of certain death, no medical treatment is effective: however,

while cure is elusive, heaJing is not. In these dying works, Austen provides hints that

nature, the via medicatrix naturae, will heaJ the troubled village of Sanditon, providing

balance between the new and speculative and the traditional and rooted; and Pym

quite clear!y expresses the curative powers of faith for the iUs of the residents and for

the state of health of the church.

Critic Anatole Broyard, while himself dying, asserts that a dying writer sees clearly

and conclusively and that his or her final work may be a culmination of the themes of

the preceding worka which seNe as mere preparation for the final vision. Indeed, this

study's own long progression through Austen and Pym's worka is itself merely

preparation for an analysis of their final warka.

ln this study 1hope 1have demonstratecl that the discourse of iIIness and cure tound

in Austen and Pym does indeed culminate in a suggestion 01 a simple and noble cure

for dis-ease. Evidence for the presence of this sort of simplicity in dying works is
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provided in the psychological study conducted by Peter Suedfeld et al at the University

of British Columbia, where lower levels of integrative complexity were discovered in

the letters of prominent writers in their final year of life, whether death was expected or

sudden.

The discourse of iIIness and cure moved to a theoreticallevel in the final chapter's

discussion of the recuperation of texts. Unpublished texts require a particular form of

treatment in arder to render them healthy and Pym's unpublished works were used as

an example. The medical metaphor of a second diagnostic opinion and the role of the

reading public in keeping a text circulating even while pronounced dead were

discussed.

It was then suggested that the reader-text relationship is always one of curing, but

particularly 50 when the text is a fragment. An unintentional fragment, such as

Sanditon. represents a different sort of textual iIIness trom an unpublished text Its

condition of incompletion affects its function as a working, healthy appendage to a

body of works. Varying critical and reader responses to Sanditon reflect the essential

dis-ease embodied and caused by the unfinished.

Ernest Fontana has caJleci intentional fragments ·diseased texts,lI and theïr positing

of an ideal integrity suggests that the reader is involved in a curative effort to restore it.

A final suggestion wu made that Sanditon may be an intentional romantic fragment,

like the torse or the ruin, which requires a cure, or what Balachandra Rajan calls lia

restorative effort,· that the merely unfinished does not.
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