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Rewriting Austen

Georgian clothes, serve white soup at parties and make 
literary pilgrimages to Hampshire or Bath.  Think of 
someone with the enthusiasm of a Star Trek fan but 
with more polished manners and fancier, frillier and 
more fragrant clothes.

Regency Christmas
Austen is not just for the Janeites, there is much that 
resonates with all of us this festive season. The action 
of the novels embodies the whole experience of 
Christmas. There are the parties and the anticipation 
of them; the numerous servings of special foods; the 
music and the dancing; the flirtation, the fights and 

Pride and Prejudice 
and Zombies
Luke McBratney looks at why Jane 
Austen remains so popular, to the extent 
that modern reimaginings of her novels are 
published

The Christmas holidays are like every other school 
break, only worse. You start with the best of 
intentions — for reading, revision and essay 

writing — but the dizzy whirl of overindulgence means 
that you end up with only indigestion and a sense of 
regret to show for your efforts. The problem is: how can 
you salve your conscience, while avoiding doing any 
real work? The solution is simple: Jane Austen.

Second only to Shakespeare?
Austen is widely considered the UK’s best-loved 
novelist. Many believe her literary reputation to be 
second only to Shakespeare’s. Her work is not only 
studied in schools and universities, but also commands 
widespread popular appeal. Just think of the success of 
the Austen Project, a series of rewritings of her novels 
by popular novelists. Last year, Joanna Trollope’s Sense 
and Sensibility had the Dashwood sisters do battle with 
drugs, depression and internet trolls. Last month, 
Alexander McCall Smith (writer of The No. 1 Ladies’ 
Detective Agency) published his version of Emma. Early 
next year comes a new Pride and Prejudice, written by 
Curtis Sittenfeld, the bestselling author of Sisterland 
and The Man of My Dreams.

Austen’s work inspires such fervour that its fans 
even have a noun of their own. Janeites dress in 
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Further reading
www.pemberley.com offers annotated versions of 
the novels, family trees, pictures of locations and 
much more.

The website of the Jane Austen Centre in Bath 
offers plenty of information about Regency fashion 
and customs, digitised versions of original Austen 
manuscripts and links to other helpful sites:  
www.janeausten.ac.uk

Two of the best adaptations of Austen novels are 
Sense and Sensibility (2005), directed by Ang Lee 
and starring Emma Thompson, who wrote its Oscar-
winning screenplay, and Pride and Prejudice (2005), 
a BBC mini-series starring Colin Firth as Darcy and 
Jennifer Ehle as Elizabeth. While it follows the novel 
closely, its most famous moment (when Darcy 
emerges dripping from his lake only to bump into 
Elizabeth) is an invention of the film makers. 

Some of the best cinematic reworkings are Bridget 
Jones’s Diary (2001) and Clueless (1995), which 
reimagine Pride and Prejudice and Emma respectively. 
The film of Seth Grahame-Smith’s 2009 romance/
horror hybrid, Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, is 
scheduled for release in 2015.
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the gossip — not to mention the falling out with 
siblings, the gathering of extended families and the 
shame caused by embarrassing parents. 

While Austen brings the enjoyment of reading 
about aspects of life that have stayed the same, she 
also provides elements that are reassuringly different.  
Things moved at a slower pace in Regency England, 
and the complicated customs associated with social life 
have a certain distant charm, as does the art of letter 
writing — something that some say will disappear 
within our lifetime.

Think, for example, of two letters from Pride and 
Prejudice that not only drive the plot but also reveal 
character and offer explorations of different types of 
love:
• Lydia’s brief missive, dashed off in the heat of her 
elopement with the caddish Mr Wickham, reveals — in 
its lack of substance, its simple phrasing and its frequent 
laughter — a character with too much of a sense of fun 
and too little sense to realise the harm she is causing 
herself and her family.
• Darcy’s letter to Elizabeth is weighty, resonating and 
repays rereading.  In Regency times it was improper for a 
man and woman who were not engaged to correspond, 
so when Darcy breaks this rule and protects Elizabeth’s 
reputation by handing it to her, the letter is instantly 
exciting. Thoughtfully written, precise and with well-
developed ideas, it reveals its writer to be a man of 
substance and honour.  While it lacks the contents of a 
traditional love letter, it has some of the effects of one, 
moving Elizabeth to passionate feelings and making 
her re-evaluate her relationships and her sense of her 
own character.  Indeed it is so compelling that it is not 
long before Elizabeth could ‘think only of the letter’ 
and soon she has reread it so much that she ‘was in a 
fair way of knowing it by heart’.

Pre-modern narratives
There is another sort of familiarity that comes from 
the novels, that of genre.  Austen’s world might keep 
us guessing about how the hero and heroine are going 
to get together, but deep down we know they will. 

Gone is the postmodern trickery of shifting narratives, 
inconclusive endings and unknowable motivations. 
Our narrator might occasionally move into a character’s 
consciousness, subtly colouring the narrative with 
their voice, but we always have the pleasure of knowing 
that we are in the hands of someone we can trust.  Like 
familiar Christmas pleasures such as presents, feasting 
and time with family and friends, Jane Austen gives us 
the comforting reassurance that sometimes tradition is 
what we like best.
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