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The Paradoxical World of Lady Susan:
Jane Austen’s Novel Which Could Not Be Rewritten
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(Department of English, Nara University of Education)

Abstract

This essay on Jane Austen’s Lady Susan examines why this novel has remained in epistolary
form except its final chapter. Unlike Elinor and Marianne (later Sense and Sensibility) and First
Impressions (later Pride and Prejudice), Austen did not rewrite Lady Susan as a story narrated in
third-person omniscient viewpoint. This choice of narrative form contributed to a vivid presentation of
characters and events in the story. However, we should not forget that letters sent from women stick
fast to a female point of view which rejects interposition of male characters’ conducts and opinions. The
paradoxical world of Lady Susan partly consists of the eponymous heroine’s selfish behaviours. She
waywardly decides to marry her daughter to Sir James Martin neglecting her will, opposes her brother-
in-law’s marrying Catherine Vernon though in vain, and tries to separate Mr. Manwaring from his wife
to live a happy life with him. Lady Susan, in committing these reckless deeds, shows an increasing
resemblance to a female patriarch who tries to preside over the destinies of the people around her. I
would not use the word matriarch, because she conducts herself as an unacknowledged ruler of the
society. Her efforts to make amorous approaches to Mr. De Courcy, when she still keeps being on
intimate terms with Mr. Manwaring, bears testimony to her inclination to regard her lovers as personal
properties. The heroine of an insecure social standing as an unpropertied widow, an inevitable victim of
patriarchy, holds sway over the men around her, taking advantage of her voluptuous grace and brilliant
intelligence. This apparent contradiction that a victim of patriarchy lends a hand in consolidating the
social system makes Lady Susan a unique and ironical story. Austen chose to write only the final part
of the novel in the third person. This narrative strategy, I wish to argue, helps Austen close the novel
without having to lapse into an in-depth description of Lady Susan’s marriage with Sir James, her least
favourite partner. This ending may reflect Austen’s conservative attitude as a novelist, but it also keeps

the heroine’s unwomanly character intact.
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Sir James is gone, Maria highly incensed, and Mrs.
Manwaring insupportably jealous; so jealous in short,
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temper I should not be surprised at her appealing
to her Guardian if she had the liberty of addressing
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I mean to win my Sister-in-law’s heart through her

Children; I know all their names already, and am

going to attach myself with the greatest sensibility

?

to one in particular, a young Frederic, whom I take

on my laps and sigh over for his dear Uncle's sake.
(Letter 5, 213)
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Poor Manwaring!—I need not tell you how much

I miss him—how perpetually he is in my Thoughts.

I found a dismal letter from him on my arrival

here, full of complaints of his wife and sister, and

lamentations on the cruelty of his fate. (Letter 5,

213)
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Her [Lady Susan’s] address to me was so gentle,

frank, and even affectionate, that if I had not known

how much she has always disliked me for marrying

Mr. Vernon, and that we had never met before, 1

should have imagined her an attached friend. (Letter

6, 214)
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I do not mean therefore that Frederica's acquire-

ments should be more than superficial, and I flatter

myself that she will not remain long enough at school
to understand anything thoroughly. I hope to see her
the wife of Sir James within a twelve-month. (Letter

7,216)
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Lady Susan has certainly contrived in the space of

a fortnight to make my Brother like her. In short, I

am persuaded that his continuing here beyond the

time originally fixed for his return, is occasioned as
much by a degree of fascination towards her, as by
the wish of hunting with Mr. Vernon, and of course

I cannot receive that pleasure from the length of his

visit which my brother’'s company would otherwise

give me. I am indeed provoked at the artifice of this

unprincipled Woman. (Letter 8, 217-18)
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It is possible her behaviour may arise only from

Vanity, or the wish of gaining the admiration of a

Man whom she must imagine to be particularly

prejudiced against her; but it is more likely that she

?

should aim at something further. She is poor, and

may naturally seek an alliance which must be ad-

vantageous to herself. You know your own rights,
and that it is out of my power to prevent your in-

heriting the family Estate. (Letter 12, 223)
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From an attachment to her husband which in itself

does honour to both, she cannot forgive the en-

deavours at preventing their union, which have
been attributed to selfishness in Lady Susan. But in
this case, as well as in many others, the World has
most grossly injured that Lady, by supposing the
worst, where the motives of her conduct have been

doubtful. (Letter 14, 226)
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I know that Lady Susan in coming to Churchill
was governed only by the most honourable and
amiable intentions. Her prudence and economy
are exemplary, her regard for Mr. Vernon even
equal to &is deserts, and her wish of obtaining my
sister’s good opinion merits a better return than it
has received. (Letter 14, 227)
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Lady Susan who had been shedding tears before
and showing great agitation at the idea of the
meeting, received her with perfect self-command,
and without betraying the least tenderness of spirit.
She hardly spoke to her, and on Frederica’s bursting
into tears as soon as we were seated, took her out of
the room and did not return for some time; when she
did, her eyes looked very red, and she was as much
agitated as before. We saw no more of her daughter.
(Letter 17, 231-32)
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I am more angry with her than ever since I have
seen her daughter. The poor girl looks so unhappy
that my heart aches for her. Lady Susan is surely too
severe, because Frederica does not seem to have the
sort of temper to make severity necessary. She looks
perfectly timid, dejected, and penitent.

She is very pretty, tho not so handsome as her
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Mother, nor at all like her. Her complexion is delicate,
but neither so fair, nor so blooming as Lady Susan’s,
—and she has quite the Vernon cast of countenance,
the oval face and mild dark eyes, and there is
peculiar sweetness in her look when she speaks
either to her Uncle or me, for as we behave kindly
to her, we have of course engaged her gratitude. Her
Mother has insinuated that her temper is intractable,
but I never saw a face less indicative of any evil
disposition than her’s; and from what I now can see
of the behaviour of each to the other, the invariable
severity of Lady Susan, and the silent dejection of
Frederica, I am led to believe as heretofore that the
former has no real love for her daughter and has
never done her justice, or treated her affectionately.
(Letter 17, 232)
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I cannot help fancying that she is growing partial
to my brother. I so very often see her eyes fixed on
his face with a remarkable expression of pensive ad-
miration! He is certainly very handsome—and yet
more—there is an openness in his manner that must

be highly prepossessing, and I am sure she feels it

H

?

so. (Letter 18, 234)
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I am very miserable about Sir James Martin, and
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have no other way in the world of helping myself
but by writing to you, for I am forbidden even
speaking to my Uncle and Aunt on the subject; and
this being the case, I am afraid my applying to you
will appear no better than equivocation, and as if I
attended only to the letter and not the spirit of Mam-
ma’'s commands, but if yox do not take my part, and
persuade her to break it off, I shall be half-distracted,
for I cannot bear him. No human Being but you
could have any chance of prevailing with her. - 1
always disliked him [Sir James Martin] from the first,
it is not a sudden fancy, I assure you, Sir, I always
thought him silly and impertinent and disagreeable,
and now he is grown worse than ever. I would
rather work for my bread than marry him. (Letter
21, 240)
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‘Frederica, said I, ‘'you ought to have told me all
your distresses. You would have found in me a friend
always ready to assist you. Do you think that your

Uncle and I should not have espoused your cause as

warmly as my Brother? (Letter 24, 247)
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T find,” he continued, his confusion increasing as he

spoke, ‘that I have been acting with my usual fool-

ish impetuosity. I have entirely misunderstood La-
dy Susan, and was on the point of leaving the house
under a false impression of her conduct. There
has been some very great mistake—we have been

all mistaken I fancy. Frederica does not know her

Mother—Lady Susan means nothing but her Good—
but Frederica will not make a friend of her. Lady
Susan therefore does not always know what will
make her daughter happy. (Letter 24, 247)
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I have now only to say further, that as I am con-

vinced of Frederica's having a reasonable dislike to

Sir James, I shall instantly inform him that he must

give up all hope of her. (Letter 24, 250)
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I believe I owe it to my Character, to complete the
match between my daughter and Sir James, after
having so long intended it. Let me know your opin-
ion on this point. Flexibility of Mind, a Disposition
easily biassed by others, is an attribute which you
know I am not very desirous of obtaining; nor has

Frederica any claim to the indulgence of her whims,

at the expense of her Mother's inclination. Her idle

Love for Reginald, too; it is surely my duty to dis-

courage such romantic nonsense. All things consid-

ered therefore, it seems encumbent on me to take
her to town, and marry her immediately to Sir

James. (Letter 25, 253-54)
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‘Frederica never does justice to herself; her manners
are shy and childish. She is besides afraid of me; she
scarcely loves me. During her poor Father’s life she
was a spoilt child; the severity which it has since been
necessary for me to shew, has alienated her affection;
neither has she any of that Brilliancy of Intellect,
that Genius or Vigour of Mind which will force itself
forward. (Letter 24, 248)
INERIUL, LT - A= U BRoMM 2T 5
ANpE LT, MOBEIZL72oTnD I EIFHATIEZR
WTHAHI Do TLTIVAN [HRrEINT] 12k
20%, HSIEENTWRWwn)s, XPAERer L6 T
HDHIEPHRESIND, [FNLR (Rofraiks), FADs
REREE LS eholzm L] LI, LTFg - A
MBROMRZE LT, BWOHFIRE L HBlzo/zZ b2l
PLTWb, ZLTC, L7 A - A—FOBMETHLED
W TR & S ied b WIIEREEN 2/ ] %,
TLTFI)NIRLTCI ol BELL, LT A A—
Yoo L) BN EZmE, BHOmED LAY
DHMRRN ZRHF O E RB T3 LVTHA ),
B, LTV APEBUIL o THERAD 2\, GloihA
BROBICRZ -2 L1E, BHIBETLIENTED
ThH»9o

LTS« A=HFUWR - =2 R OE L7
DL, HOORXEMNM A HRT L2720 THo72 &
72, VTR BENPLT A4 - A= UITIZHE RIS
LY ZFozoREIEE L WRENILIG» SRIZETE
HL72OTHA, T LT, BROZLLHSH, LT 1 -
A—HPFLIMOFEEH T2 RO L 2 L1E, HOORLE
WSS E T MR CTH D L EZT-DTH D,

L REOHMEEO K o—%k c FRLEDRE

|Tl/7'/r A—=Hr] OREGHIZT Y N Th b,
e f rED L4 OB AW bR T L,
UL s, WhIdEHRO N - 71— 1 5KANE
V= VRADEHORY NI, KED2MTOIR
Tbb, MHEEFNN—27 T X, BHEEF¥—FVORE
HICE T > TWnh, INH 2HBOFEMIZ, &5 M/
NOBRFE OB EZHITLNFIC o Tnb, Y7 — /¥

?

FANZTE, BOTa Y FUEHRTwns 2 s, =A
MHEBOETHESN TV D,

NGO REERILY 3 v Y RAD L T4 - A—=F 22
mft%%% BW s, #E#HIIT Y PO F

— N ) (Edward Street) Thb, F- =T 1K
@95777%A®E%%%%?6ﬁ,%xif%wk
EXFN Y TRADMFTH o720 ¥ F ) Y TRAE
ROITEIALEHRZ, By FETHOPIFTEZD
Thbo ROYT) v ZIRITURRHNS, LT a4 - A—
P LOEEEELLOIZ, Y FUZRTWS, <
FI Y TRADBBRADY 2 v VRIZED 2012, T
F7— i) 23N bDIBKDOZ L THEH, KAFR
BLTA - A= EDOFGIoTwa5 L ek Y
YU VRILED L, IS, FOHBMEIIKF - -1
R bLZOTH L. 2TV T 1 - A—F it 5

T, B amcdh b, L4 - A—=F gk - h—
VAREDEAEMFE L T ROENE, YVar oy
KBEED, F- 71—y 1 RiEwnFnlrrsq - A—Fr &
WIS T HDOTITE 8o Tz, FHOWRET TS, Bk
FHlZENTLE o0 Varyy ryRIER - =31 Ko
ISR L, P =Y aRIEL T - AW Ok
ENUN moé YFN YT RAEBRET S, Vs
VIYRANTELZEE, LTy rREHEIC
WHEDHELESEERINA L, LT - A=W UIEE
‘LT THo 72,

%o 3 Nof#Ex, ~F ) vV REOHIEE N - 71—
THARELTA - AW OBRREE b 725 F, WiE
&, Pa vy RADPLTA - A= LT E 38
T, BAMNONL2TTH 5, BB 1EFEM34H 5 FHf

AT, K=Y s RELTA - A=HrOGH
Lo THIERNIZENE, R A=Y A RIELT (- A—
Yo OFERLEE LR, SEIEIADI0EDD
YL LRV,

L RAERE L LT 1 - A= v OREEITEME

D TIIBIETH Do LT A + A=F DT vIt— -
=7 (Upper Seymour Street) T a ¥V »
FNFENFED 72 HEHINNLZ ) B b

Mainwaring is more devoted to me than ever; and

were he at liberty, I doubt if I could resist even

Matrimony offered by him. This Event, if his wife

live with you, it may be in your power to hasten.

The violence of her feelings, which must wear her

out, may be easily kept in irritation. I rely on your

friendship for this. I am now satisfied that I never
could have brought myself to marry Reginald; and
am equally determined that Frederica never shall.

To-morrow I shall fetch her from Churchill, and let

Maria Mainwaring tremble for the consequence.



[Vvrg - A=) oF)JE LR 107

Frederica shall be Sir James's wife before she quits
my house. She may whimper, and the Vernons may
storm; I regard them not. (Letter 39, 267)
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My surprize is the greater because on Wednesday,

the very day of his [Reginald’s] coming to Parklands,

we had a most unexpected and unwelcome visit
from Lady Susan, looking all cheerfulness and good-
humour, and seeming more as if she were to marry
him when she got to Town than as if parted from

him for ever. (Letter 41, 268)
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