THE LONG “AFTERLIFE” OF JANE AUSTEN
When Jane Austen died in 1817 she could scarcely have conceived the enormous global popularity that her novels would continue to enjoy nearly two hundred years later. Not only have Austen’s works been the subject of intense study by generations of literary scholars, they have also been adapted for film, television, and theatre, while greatly influencing entire genres of entertainment focused around courtship and romance. In 1999, when the American television channel A&E ranked the 100 most influential people of the millennium, Austen placed 63rd—ahead of Pablo Picasso, Benjamin Franklin, and Pope Gregory VII.

In her own lifetime, Austen did enjoy some success, receiving admiring reviews; selling out multiple editions of her novels, which were quickly translated into French and German; and winning fans among England’s cultural elite, including the Prince Regent (later King George IV), who asked Austen to dedicate Emma  to him. Yet, these accomplishments notwithstanding, the audience for long-form fiction was still quite small by later standards. Editions of Austen’s early novels numbered around 750 copies (a large quantity for the time), while Emma ’s first edition was around 2,000 copies—a strong sign of Austen’s steadily growing popularity among contemporary tastemakers.

Austen’s novels were reprinted throughout the 19th century, but they were not as widely read, nor as acclaimed, as those of the most famous English writers of this era, such as Charles Dickens. It was not until quite late in the century, around 1880, that Austen’s work began to inspire the kind of ardent devotion that it continues to elicit today. The critic Leslie Stephen described the increasing interest in Austen as “Austenolatry.” At the same time, apart from this growing popular appeal, scholars began to re-evaluate Austen’s novels, frequently praising Austen’s satirical commentary on English society and its rigidly hierarchical class system. Some later critics, beginning in the early 20th century, would even argue that these aspects of Austen’s work were indeed sufficient to consider her a “subversive” writer.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the Atlantic, some Anglophile readers appreciated Austen’s work, but others recoiled from what they perceived as Austen’s inherent, thoroughly mannered Englishness. Mark Twain was one such detractor, contending that the celebration and canonization of Austen’s work was antithetical to the development of a distinct canon of American literature (including, of course, Twain’s own writings). Describing the mini-canon of books compiled aboard his ship, Twain famously quipped, “Jane Austen’s books ... are absent from this library. Just that one omission alone would make a fairly good library out of a library that hadn’t a book in it.”

Despite Twain’s objections, the “Janeite” movement was eventually at least as robust in America as in Austen’s home country. Indeed, in the 20th century, Austen’s novels, and works inspired by them, would, arguably, play as prominent a role in U.S. popular culture as Twain’s own quintessentially American oeuvre. While the rapidly improving rate of literacy contributed to Austen’s broadening audience in the 19th century, many more encountered her work in the 20th century through the new media of film and television.

Pride and Prejudice  was the most frequently adapted of Austen’s novels. It was first put to film in 1938, but another treatment two years later achieved greater success. This version—produced by the Hollywood studio MGM—starred Greer Garson as Elizabeth and Laurence Olivier as Mr. Darcy. Subsequent adaptations for film or television appeared in 1952, 1957, 1958, 1961, 1967 and 1980. Across these decades, Emma, Sense and Sensibility and, to a lesser

extent, Austen’s other novels each received multiple iterations on film.

Since the mid-1990s, Austen’s work has enjoyed a fresh cultural resurgence, expanding to a seemingly unprecedented level of ubiquity and worldwide appeal. In 1995, the BBC aired an immensely popular mini-series version of Pride and Prejudice , with Jennifer Ehle as Elizabeth and Colin Firth as what many now consider the definitive Darcy. That same year, an Oscar-winning adaptation of Sense and Sensibility, directed by Ang Lee and starring Emma Thompson, Kate Winslet, and Hugh Grant, arrived in movie theatres, around the same time as Clueless , a modern update of Emma set in Beverly Hills,

California. A year later, more traditional adaptations of Emma  appeared on screen and television, with Gwyneth Paltrow and Kate Beckinsale, respectively, cast as Austen’s eponymous protagonist. 
This resurgence of Austen-inspired works—both traditional and decidedly non-traditional—has not slowed at all in the opening decades of the 21st century. In 2001, a screen adaptation of Helen Fielding’s best-selling Bridget Jones’s Diary  (a comic novel loosely based on Pride and Prejudice ) proved to be a major box-office success, leading in turn to a sequel, a Broadway musical adaptation, and numerous British romantic comedies deriving more or less from Bridget Jones’s Austen-like formula. In a (comparatively) more traditional vein, a 2005 film version of Pride and Prejudice  not only eschewed the modernity of Clueless  and Bridget Jones’s Diary , but set the story of Elizabeth and Darcy slightly earlier than Austen’s novel, in the late 18th century—a decision owing in part to director Joe Wright’s dislike of the “empire” gowns characteristic of the early 19th century. In 2007, Anne Hathaway starred in Becoming Jane, a speculative, fictionalized biopic centered on Austen’s brief romance with Thomas Lefroy. In addition to these varied treatments of Austen’s life and work, the feverish modern cult of Jane Austen was itself the subject of a novel and eventual film titled Austenland , set at a vacation resort that aims to recreate the period and romantic atmosphere of Austen’s novels.

While Austen knew some success before her death, she certainly could not have envisioned anything like Austenland. Nor could she have predicted that one of her novels, Pride and Prejudice, would eventually be voted the UK’s second-“best-loved” book, as it was in a 2005 poll conducted by the BBC. To be sure, the “Austenolatry” first identified as such in the 19th century has reached surprising new heights in the 21st century.
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