JANE AUSTEN  (1775 - 1817) - English novelist.
Originally written between 1798 and 1799, but not published until 1818, Northanger Abbey is considered Jane Austen's first significant work of fiction, and is her only work to be widely studied as part of the Gothic literary tradition. The novel is in part a burlesque of the Gothic and sentimental fiction that was popular in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries particularly of Ann Radcliffe's novels, such as The Mysteries of Udolpho. In addition to its parodic elements, Northanger Abbey also follows the maturation of Catherine Morland, a naive eighteen-year-old, ignorant of the workings of English society and prone to self-deception. Influenced by her reading of novels rife with the overblown qualities of horror fiction, Catherine concocts a skewed version of reality by infusing real people, things, and events with terrible significance. However, Catherine's impressions, though clouded by Gothic
 sentiment, often hint at an insightful, if unconscious, judgment of character that cuts through the social pretensions of those around her. In this respect Austen's novel carries on an ironic discourse which makes it not only a satire, but also a sophisticated novel of social education.
CRITICAL RECEPTION
Critics have generally regarded Northanger Abbey to be of lesser literary quality than Austen's other mature works. Some scholars have observed occasional lapses in her narrative technique of a sort that do not appear in later novels. By far the greatest debate surrounding Northanger Abbey, however, is the question of its aesthetic unity. Critics have traditionally seen the work as part novel of society, part satire of popular Gothic fiction, and therefore not a coherent whole. Detractors, focusing on the work as a parody, have found its plot weak, its characters unimaginative and superficial, and its comedy anticlimactic due to its reliance on an outmoded style of fiction. Others, while conceding the lack of an easily discernible organizing principle, argue that the work is unified on the thematic level as not merely a satire of popular fiction, but also an ironic presentation of a self-deceived imagination that is quixotically wrong about reality but right about human morality. In addition, critics have considered Northanger Abbey a transitional work, one that moves away from the burlesque mode of juvenilia and toward the stylistic control of such masterpieces as Mansfield Park and Emma.
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"GOTHIC EXTRAVAGANCE" IN NORTHANGER ABBEY
The meaning of Catherine's adventures, including her Gothic aberrations at Northanger, is indissolubly a part of the formal structure of the novel. Without the dual form in which pairs of opposites are dramatically illustrated, especially the contrast between reason and imagination, the growth of wisdom and experience in Catherine Morland would be not only incomplete but also formally chaotic and therefore aesthetically meaningless. In the penultimate chapter, where the contrast between romance and common life is repeated from Chapter ii (Vol. I), Jane Austen achieves a resolution of the antithes is between Gothic romance and the reality of everyday life in the achievement of her own novel: Gothic extravagance does have a place in literature if it serves an aesthetic rather than an empirical function. She seems to banish romantic material from the novel in the comic finality of Catherine's humiliation, but ironically allows it a legitimate existence by the formal success with which she has employed the Gothic episode.
SOURCE: Glock, Waldo S. "Catherine Morland's Gothic Delusions: A Defense of Northanger Abbey." Rocky Mountain Review of Language and Literature, no. 32 (1978): 33-46.
Games and Play in Jane Austen's Literary Structures
By David Selwyn
Northanger Abbey is a novel-length engagement with a whole literary genre, and thus in effect a sustained exercise in criticism. Catherine Morland is not only a heroine, she is a "heroine"; that is to say, she is designed not just as the central character of Jane Austen's novel but as the self-referential focus of a "novel" of her own construction. Obviously, her "construction" is actually her author's, but since the whole point of the novel is to show the danger of confusing fiction with reality, in the presentation of two fictions--Jane Austen's "real" one and Catherine's "false" one--the literary illusions that have to be overcome in the heroine are themselves the means by which this result is achieved: an unconscious literary game-playing on Catherine's part is exposed by a very deliberate and effective game-playing on Jane Austen's. The activity of reading is brought into the foreground in the first part of the novel by Catherine and Isabella's eager discussions of those "very shocking" publications "in three duodecimo volumes, two hundred and seventy-six pages in each, with a frontispiece to the first, of two tombstones and a lantern" mocked by Mr. Tilney ( NA  112-13). In many of these the heroine finds herself at the mercy of all kinds of thrills and terrors in just such an "ancient edifice" ( NA  141) as Catherine is invited to visit in the second part. Thus the "novel"-like structure of the novel arises from the heroine's willingness to assume the role of "heroine." In terms of the action this gives rise to much amusing satire, and as long as Catherine's Gothic fictions are confined to the picturesque superficialities of thunderstorms, footsteps or low moans in corridors, and the finding of washing bills in japanned cabinets, no very great harm can be done. The danger comes when by misreading the character of real people she applies her literary judgment wrongly. Thus when the false and mercenary Isabella tells her that "had [she] the command of millions, were [she] mistress of the whole world," Catherine's brother would be "[her] only choice," this "charming sentiment" gives Catherine "a most pleasing remembrance of all the heroines of her acquaintance" ( NA  119). If General Tilney represents a real-life embodiment of a Gothic villain, he poses no actual threat to her since his deplorable behavior is independent of her over-active literary imagination. Isabella, however, reminds her of a "heroine"; and until she has learnt to distinguish heroines from more down to earth kinds of people, she will be in danger of being misled by her inadequate judgment into forming unsuitable and possibly damaging friendships. A more serious error of this kind is Marianne Dashwood's initial reflection on Willoughby that "His person and air were equal to what her fancy had ever drawn for the hero of a favorite story" ( SS  43).
Northanger Abbey  is the story of a young lady's entrance into the world, and as such follows the pattern of many eighteenth-century novels (the phrase is actually given by Fanny Burney as the subtitle to  Evelina ). In making use of a visit to Bath for her initiation into society and to an old house (with comfortable modern additions) for a test of her firmness and strength of character, Jane Austen is engaging with several kinds of literary tradition, not just the Gothic novel, to which discussion of it is usually limited. The quality of ordinariness that is constantly stressed in Catherine Morland, who is in reality about as unsuited to be a "heroine" as any girl could be, offers an amusing contrast with the extreme feelings found in the central characters of novels of sensibility; equally, unlike them, she suffers little serious or lasting injury. Like a Richardson heroine, Catherine encounters both a hero and an anti-hero, but since there is a skein of lightness over the whole work that ensures she is never in any real danger, John Thorpe is guilty of nothing more than a little reckless driving, and the worst that the hero has to rescue her from are the excesses of her own literary self-delusions. (Even in a comedy the heroine can be put at risk; a comparison with the very real danger Evelina finds herself in from the group of young men on her visit to Vauxhall Gardens is instructive.) Henry Tilney's lecture at Beechen Cliff on the picturesque brings in another popular literary form. In his genial rallying of Catherine on language, or his more serious admonition of her at Northanger on the wrongness of her suspicions about his father, there is surely more than a hint of eighteenth-century conduct literature. Furthermore, though it could hardly be said to be in the picaresque tradition of  Moll Flanders  or  Tom Jones,  the novel does provide adventures for its heroine as she explores from place to place, first in Bath, then putatively to Clifton and Blaise and finally in the Abbey itself:
Of Jane Austen's six novels,  Northanger Abbey  is the only one in which the heroine is shown leading a life entirely of leisure. Uprooted from her home for most of the book, Catherine has no domestic obligations, and no social ties except for those she makes in the course of her journey. But that journey and the various walks, rides, and visits incorporated in it offer the means by which she can be taught the lessons vital to her before she is ready to make the marriage that is the hoped for culmination of the career of any "heroine." The dances and assemblies in Bath afford opportunities for social encounters (and in particular of course the chance to meet the hero), and the lessons she learns from these are on the whole concerned with etiquette and good manners. In the confusion and anxiety arising from walks and drives she undertakes from Bath, she achieves a more subtle understanding of the complexities of managing social situations as she attempts to balance her obligations to the Tilneys with the demands of the Thorpes. And finally, at the Abbey, her perceptions are deepened as she is made to face three important discoveries: the falseness of Gothic sensibility as against practical common sense; the falseness of casually made friends (particularly when such friendships are based on nothing more solid than a shared taste for sensational literature); and the realization that it is not the horror of ghostly nuns and locked rooms that she must beware of but the unkindness of such mercenary behavior as she meets with at the hands of the General and that her brother receives from Isabella. Catherine's visit to the Abbey is the high point of her aspiration, her self-delusion, and her disappointment; and it is only when the visit is over and she is back at home that fulfillment comes in the proposal from Henry Tilney. Thus the structure of the novel, reflecting as it does the development of its heroine's progress away from the illusions of fiction towards the reality of self-knowledge, both determines and is determined by the journeys she makes; and the journey itself becomes a metaphor for her experience and growth even as it expresses the course of the reader in following her on it. None of the other novels can be said to embody a journey in this way, though in a sense  Pride and Prejudice  charts Elizabeth's greater journey from Longbourn to Pemberley. In  Persuasion,  in which visits are made, ostensibly for pleasure, to Lyme and Bath, the scheme of the book seems to be to offer Anne, deprived of her rightful parental home, not so much a range of locations in which to amuse herself as a series of alternative kinds of home--Mary's neuroses at Uppercross, Captain Harville's tight, cozy little lodgings in Lyme, "imprisonment" in the lofty grandeur of the house her father has taken in Camden-place--from which she eventually chooses the least settled, the impermanence of her situation as a "Sailor's wife" symbolized by the description of her as "the Mistress of a very pretty Landaulet" ( P  271). Yet visits to places outside the general location of the novels are often used as dramatic turning points in the action. Elizabeth Bennet sees Mr. Darcy in quite a different light after her visit to Pemberley, since the boundaries crossed at Sotherton denote an irreparable transgression of moral boundaries from which the protagonists never recover. And even before the beginning of  Emma,  events have taken place at Weymouth which are to have far-reaching consequences in Highbury. In all these cases the particular location (even when, as in the last example, it is merely reported) isolates a part of the action for the reader and gives it significance.
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