
   

Publishing 
Northanger Abbey 

Jane Austen and the Writing Profession 

by 

Margie Burns 
University of Maryland, Baltimore County 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Series in Literary Studies 



   

 

 

 
 
 
 
Copyright © 2021 Vernon Press, an imprint of Vernon Art and Science Inc, on behalf of the 
author. 
 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or 
transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or 
otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright holder and Vernon Art and Science Inc. 
 
www.vernonpress.com 

In the Americas:  
Vernon Press 
1000 N West Street, Suite 1200,  
Wilmington, Delaware 19801  
United States  

In the rest of the world: 
Vernon Press 
C/Sancti Espiritu 17, 
Malaga, 29006 
Spain 

 
Series in Literary Studies 

Library of Congress Control Number: 2020947144 

ISBN: 978-1-64889-131-1 

 
Product and company names mentioned in this work are the trademarks of their respective 
owners. While every care has been taken in preparing this work, neither the authors nor Vernon 
Art and Science Inc. may be held responsible for any loss or damage caused or alleged to be 
caused directly or indirectly by the information contained in it.  
 
Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been inadvertently 
overlooked the publisher will be pleased to include any necessary credits in any subsequent 
reprint or edition. 
 
Cover design by Vernon Press. 
 
Cover photo by the author: “The empty field where Steventon rectory used to stand. As seen, the 
house Jane Austen grew up in was not preserved.” 



   

This book is dedicated to 

Susan Allen Ford, 

editor premier 

 





 

Table of Contents 

List of Illustrations vii 

Preface ix 

Introduction xi 

Chapter 1 Advertising Susan:  Why Wasn’t Jane Austen  
Published Earlier? 1 

Chapter 2 The “Nine-hundredth Abridger” 31 

Chapter 3 Choosing her First Publisher 51 

Chapter 4 1807: A Different Bath Novel 79 

Chapter 5 1809: A Different Susan 97 

Chapter 6 Northanger Abbey Revisited: Mansfield Park 135 

Chapter 7 The Unity of Northanger Abbey 161 

Chapter 8 Revising Susan, Catherine, and Northanger  
Abbey for Publication 197 

Chapter 9 Sir Walter Scott and Jane Austen: Who  
Influenced Whom? 227 

Appendix: Newspaper Advertisements 233 

Bibliography 237 

Index 249 





 

List of Illustrations 

Figure 1.1.  

The first print advertisement for Jane Austen, 1803 (Susan). 7 

Figure 1.2.  

Crosby’s next book-list advertisement for Susan. 9 

Figure 1.3.  

Crosby begins selling novels praised by Austen. 26 

Figure 1.4.  

Crosby begins selling novels praised by Austen. 27 

Figure 1.5.  

UC Library copy of JA biography. 30 

Figure 3.1.  

Crosby ads for book on Leigh-Perrot shoplifting trial, 1800. 61 

Figure 3.2.  

Crosby ads for book on Leigh-Perrot shoplifting trial, 1800. 62 

Figure 4.1.  

Blagdon reviews of Winter at Bath and Winter in Bath, 1807. 92 

Figure 5.1.  

Belfast Monthly Magazine listing for the other Susan, 1809. 107 

Figure 5.2.  

Magazine ad for the other Susan, March 1809. 114 

Figure 5.3.  

Magazine ad for the other Susan, March 1809. 115 

Figure 5.4.  

Magazine ad for the other Susan, March 1809. 116 

Figure 5.5.  

Lavallee title page, 1790. 119 

Figure 5.6.  

Lavallee character name Honorina. 120 

Figure 5.7.  

Review of the other Susan as house servant. 122 



viii   List of Illustrations  

Figure 6.1.  

John Murray ads, NA as “romance” and P as “novel,” 1817. 191 

Figure 6.2.  

John Murray ads, NA as “romance” and P as “novel,” 1818. 192 

Figure 6.3.  

John Murray ads, NA as “romance” and P as “novel,” 1818. 193 

Figure 7.1.  

Tomkins poems, Crosby title page. 198 

Figure 7.2.  

Elegant Extracts, Crosby title page. 201 

Figure 7.3.  

“Beggar’s Petition” in Elegant Extracts. 205 

Figure 7.4.  

Misquotation of MM in Elegant Extracts. 207 

Figure 7.5.  

“Blush unseen,” misquoted in Cowper/Hayley. 212 

Figure 7.6.  

Harsh review of Blagdon’s Morland bio 1. 222 

Figure 7.7.  

Harsh review of Blagdon’s Morland bio 2. 223 

 



 

Preface 

Research for this book began in 2017, when I discovered some early publisher’s 

advertisements for Jane Austen’s earliest novel. Finding some advertisements 

led to others. The previous two hundred years had turned up two of publisher 

Benjamin Crosby’s advertisements for Northanger Abbey, then titled Susan; I 

have found eight more. As Jane Austen said in her preface, the work was not 

only sold but advertised—but then did not appear.  

Part of the pleasure in Austen’s novels is their subtle complexity. One can re-

read them with love, recall many parts clearly, and still take years to notice 

unexpected elements. Small things or big, they stay hidden until finally, 

unpredictably, and for no conscious reason popping out from behind the 

novel's other interests. Austen's 'Advertisement' to Northanger Abbey turns out 

to have been a good hiding place for a blind spot. Like probably most readers, 

I re-read her baffled statement for years without thinking about it very much. 

Finally, in 2017, it hit me differently—something along the lines of 'Why would 

a publisher buy a novel and then just sit on it?' Thinking about the puzzle 

abstractly does not solve it. The question is not why he would but why he did, 

and to answer requires facts, not just reason. Hence the research in Publishing 

Northanger Abbey, which I enjoyed as literary scavenger hunt, but which ended 

up enlarging my appreciation of Jane Austen, the person, and Austen, the 

writer. 





 

Introduction 

Before Jane Austen succeeded in breaking into print with Sense and Sensibility in 

1811, her major work was a novel titled Susan. The phase in her life was a calendar 

period, but it was not just an interval or a last experiment in juvenilia. It centered 

around what should have been her debut. After Austen turned 25 in December 

1800, she spent almost nine years living with Susan, the novel that ultimately 

became Northanger Abbey—finishing and revising it, trying to get it published, 

succeeding as she thought, and then coping with disappointment when it did not 

come out. Ironically, Susan went unpublished not because it didn’t sell but 

because it did—to someone who then decided not to bring it out. This period is 

generally known as the ‘unpublished years’, but for Austen, they were not so much 

the unpublished years as the Susan years. Obscure as the title may seem now, 

from 1803 through 1809, her writing life revolved around it—her big project 

during the period, the finished manuscript of a novel, sold and in the hands of 

publisher Benjamin Crosby. Following the sale, she reconnoitered her publisher 

of choice; kept up her fiction writing by starting The Watsons; kept in touch with 

current books and periodicals; and ultimately turned to other projects—happily, 

Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice—and to a different publisher.  

Although the years between 1800 and 1809 turn out to be surprisingly rich in 

information, there is no firsthand explanation for why Crosby did not publish 

Susan. Researchers have theorized since the nineteenth century, but the theories 

remain incomplete and sometimes contradictory. From this perspective, the 

unpublished years turn into a string of literary-historical mysteries, not on the 

scale of who killed the princes in the tower, maybe, but consequential for 

Austen's publishing history and writing process. Why did Crosby buy the 

manuscript, and why did he snap it up so quickly? Why did he immediately 

advertise Susan? After buying and advertising it, why didn't he bring it out in the 

next publishing cycle? How did Austen choose Benjamin Crosby in the first place? 

When he did not bring out the novel, why did she wait six years to write him about 

it? Why did she write Crosby when she eventually did, on April 5, 1809?  

A major objective in writing about Jane Austen's early publishing disappointment 

is to recognize her strength and perseverance—somewhat undersold by a popular 

emphasis on Regency style and comic endings, appealing and significant as those 

are. Another objective is to shed further light on her writing process, which was, of 

course, affected by the publishing history. Another is to inform readers further 

about the publishing world around her. Contrary to assumptions, many works by 

women were produced and marketed in a rather hot Regency and Romantic 

literary marketplace, and Austen was not somehow out of line in trying and trying 

hard to get published in her early years. That the attempts failed is a historical fact, 
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but the question of why they failed involves some analysis not just of her writing 

but of the writing profession she was trying to enter. Failure may be an orphan, but 

it still came from somewhere.  

The unpublished years in Austen's life have often been treated as a period in 

which the author was taken up with family affairs, and she did indeed have 

serious family matters to deal with—relationships and household, family 

moves and travel, and the death of her father, which threw the women of the 

family into near-poverty. But Austen also spent the period writing and engaged 

in the business of marketing her work—deeply, intently engaged. That she 

already considered herself a member of the writing profession is evident from 

her letters and her works—especially Northanger Abbey, her youthful 

statement on writing novels. The details of her business dealings involve the 

publisher who bought Susan and then sat on it.   

The subject here is Jane Austen’s early difficulty in getting Northanger Abbey 

published. The years from 1800 to 1809—between the sight-unseen rejection of 

Pride and Prejudice (as “First Impressions”) in the 1790s and Sense and 

Sensibility in 1811—have been obscured in research focused more on Austen's 

private life than on her profession as a writer, largely because—unhappily—

they were the years when she could not get published. Yet she had her 

manuscript accepted almost instantly. Furthermore, Crosby was much more 

committed to the novel than has traditionally been recognized. Previous 

research on Northanger Abbey has not turned up the extent of his commitment. 

He may have bought the novel for a mere ten pounds, but evidence now reveals 

that he advertised it in at least ten places from spring through summer 1803—

first in two of his own books, then in at least eight newspapers. Crosby then 

decided not to publish the novel, even as the firm published less distinguished 

or more superficial works, other novels by less-than-famous female authors, 

and other novels with gothic-sounding titles. To try to investigate the 

subsequent change of heart, one must acknowledge it as a definitive change.  

Eventually, Austen realized that her early novel, which she re-titled Catherine, 

was not going to be published. Part of the aftermath was Mansfield Park, a 

much darker work that revisits the main elements of Northanger Abbey much 

more grimly. In this view, Mansfield Park was partly Austen's do-over; moving 

past early disappointment, Austen did not reject her own early work but went 

on to re-engage with it. Understandably negative, Mansfield Park has always 

bothered critics, although it was so admired by the household of the Prince 

Regent that Austen was requested to dedicate her next novel to him.  

Austen meanwhile suffered her novel’s going unpublished, and after waiting six 

years to try to nudge Crosby into moving forward, moved forward herself. The 

swift upswing and the long decline formed her first decade as a professional 

writer. Literary research has sometimes taken for granted the perseverance which 
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enabled Jane Austen to surmount neglect and disappointment. But Austen was 

not born a global icon. The unpublished years have been treated as unimportant, 

but in hindsight, it is almost miraculous that she survived them professionally. To 

examine them sheds light on her later writing life.   

The focus is one innovation in this book. No single study goes into equal 

depth on the publication history of Susan/Catherine/Northanger Abbey, which 

Austen tried persistently to get published—re-titling the novel at least once, 

revising it at least twice, and at the end of her life agreeing to have it come out 

posthumously. One of the Emma Woodhouse-like mysteries of literary 

scholarship is why even Austen scholars and fans have sometimes treated 

Northanger Abbey as unimportant. To Austen herself, it remained important 

from the time she began it to the end of her life. 

A related emphasis is the use of contemporaneous primary sources. One 

surprise has been how much the struggles of Jane Austen’s unpublished years 

are documented in print sources, if sometimes indirectly. While I gratefully use 

excellent secondary works, my research on Northanger Abbey began with 

primary material including material not previously or closely read in 

connection with Austen. In my view, Austen’s choice of publisher was partly 

influenced by seemingly unrelated issues including the trial of her aunt, Jane 

Leigh Perrot, and the Austen family's opposition to the slave trade. 

Another surprise has been the extent to which earlier historical errors have 

influenced research and scholarship on Austen, especially on Northanger 

Abbey, even recently. Robert William Chapman, who edited the novels, said that 

the “previous history” of Northanger Abbey was “obscure.”1 In a succinct 

paragraph, however, Chapman went on to detail the sale to Benjamin Crosby, 

to quote part of Austen’s own Advertisement (preface) for the novel, and to 

footnote Crosby’s listing for Susan—enough material to suggest that the history 

behind Northanger Abbey may have been not so much obscure as dismissed.  

James Edward Austen-Leigh’s earlier memoir of his aunt Jane suggests how 

history could have come to be disregarded. When Susan failed to be published, 

Austen-Leigh wrote of his aunt that “I do not think that she was herself much 

mortified by the want of early success.”2 Although Austen had been writing 

since her childhood—and had presented herself, in parodies, as an author even 

then—her nephew concluded that “She wrote for her own amusement.” 

Understandably reluctant to accept that she had suffered, he likewise 

downplayed the material cost of early failure.  

                                                 

1 Robert William Chapman, “Introductory Note,” Northanger Abbey (Oxford: OUP, 1969), xi. 

2 James Edward Austen-Leigh, Memoir of Jane Austen (London: Bentley, 1871), 130.  
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Money, though acceptable, was not necessary for the moderate 

expenses of her quiet home. Above all, she was blessed with a cheerful 

contented disposition, and an humble mind; and so lowly did she 

esteem her own claims, that when she received 150l. from the sale of 

‘Sense and Sensibility,’ she considered it a prodigious recompense for 

that which had cost her nothing. 

More accurately, Austen-Leigh went on to acknowledge that Austen knew the 

quality of her work and often evaluated that of other writers, as in her letters.  

However well-intended, a representation of Jane Austen as indifferent to the 

success of her works will block understanding of her publishing history, her 

writing process, and her novels—especially of Northanger Abbey, the one she had 

the most difficulty getting published. Setting aside any psychological question 

about how much of this response was projection—it wasn’t Austen who was 

indifferent—this book approaches Austen from a different perspective. Some of 

the largest errors in traditional criticism were a previous notion of Austen as 

unconcerned about publication, success, and income from her writing; previous 

assumptions—with more kernel of truth—that her unpublished years were too 

taken up by family matters to allow her to write; and previous dismissal of 

Northanger Abbey as lightweight, negligible, or dated. A better understanding in 

all three areas has developed in recent years; the aim of this study is to contribute 

further in each, in appreciation of Jane Austen’s debut novel. 



 

Chapter 1  

Advertising Susan:  

Why Wasn’t Jane Austen Published Earlier? 

In April 1803, Jane Austen submitted a novel to the active, energetic publishing 

firm of Benjamin Crosby in London. She was 27 years old. The manuscript was 

titled Susan, ultimately to come out as Northanger Abbey. As with the novels 

that became Sense and Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice, the author had 

written the first drafts of Susan in the 1790s and had returned to revise it several 

years later. Remarkably, she chose to rewrite Susan first—before Pride and 

Prejudice, one of the most popular novels ever to be produced in English. If all 

had gone well, Susan would have been her debut novel. Among other things, it 

was her statement on writing novels, and in 1803, it would have been quite the 

calling card. Austen had no way to know that her fizzy, audacious, gothic-

spoofing takedown of superficial learning and stale writing would take almost 

15 years to arrive in print.  

The good news in April 1803 was that Crosby’s firm snapped up the anonymous 

novel immediately. Not for Jane Austen, it would seem, the stereotypical situation 

of the beginner novelist, accumulating piles of rejection letters behind her as the 

ranks of unapproached publishers thinned ahead. Austen was suddenly in the 

position of having sold an early literary effort within days—possibly within hours—

after her brother’s business agent conveyed it to the publisher. The firm must also 

have paid promptly; there is no record of how Jane received the 10-pound windfall, 

but her family recollected the sale, with no history of grievance over payment. A 

relative later mistakenly but understandably recalled the price as 20 pounds.  

Proof of sale comes from more than just family tradition. Moving quickly, 

Benjamin Crosby soon began to advertise Susan, first in a book that he sent to 

press within weeks, possibly within days. He then continued advertising it 

through the summer. The title appeared in the back-page lists of two books 

published by Crosby and then in several weekly newspapers, in conspicuous 

ads placed by Crosby. Clearly the publisher meant to publish Susan in 1803; he 

not only invested 10 pounds in it, he advertised it in at least half a dozen places.  

But in an unexpected turn of events, that was Austen’s last bit of publishing 

good news for almost eight years. Crosby now owned the novel, but he did not 

bring it out. Several months went by, first while he listed Susan as “in the press” 

in books and newspapers, then while he continued to advertise the books in 

which he had listed Susan. Years went by, and Crosby continued to publish 
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