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Jane Austen's earliest novel Narthanger Abbey was
published in 1818 after her death. Itisboth awitty and
sympathetic burlesgue of the popular |ate eighteenth
century Gothicgenre. InterestinGothic elementsof the
novel has however often obscured the other important
targets of Austen's satire - 'The Sentimental novel'.
When Miss Austen was very young she amused her-
self withwriting burlesque, "ridiculing theimprobable
eventsand exaggerated sentimentswhich had met with
sundry silly romances."1

By 1874, when The Mysteries of Udolpho
captured the reading public, Jane Austen had at least
four years of authorship behind her. "Having cleared
away the lachrymose debris, and in the process grown
aware and confident of her literacy powers,"2 she may
havefelt that simple parody, even of so promosing and
freshatarget asGothicnovel, wastoorestrictivefor her
now; that striking out in the novels of her own, which
wouldtreatthefamiliar verifiable, renewableworld, was
amore stimulating prospect for thetime being at | east.
Meanwhile, however the Gothic enthusiasm had
mounted toafury. Thetemptationto dismantlebecome
too strong for the ironist and Northanger Abbey was
the result.

Northanger Abbey isby far themost ‘bookish’
of all of Jane Austen'snovels. It insistson pointing up,
andtreating comically theincongruitiesbetweenlitera-
ture and life; and the tendencies of the novelist to
imitate each other rather than imitating the realities of
life. In this sense, Northanger Abbey is a novel about
writing novels; it can be termed as an 'anti-novel'.

It has no doubt been said that Austen began
this story of an antiheroic hero and heroine in pure-
spirit of parody. Asaminor work of art, itisacriticism
of both art and life. Both the elementsareintegrated so
that lifecriticizesliterature.

Heretheburlesqueisof theobviouskind what
was practised by Fielding and Dickens; all theworld of
fictionisitsvictim; novel of the'sentimental’ and of the
‘horror-school'. Therearetwo themes, which determine
the novel's structure and Catherine Morland, the hero-
ine, is central to both. Catherine hasfirst to learn how
tofacethedifficultiesof life. Thetwothemesareclearly
denounced. Chapter | begins "No one who had ever

seen Catherine Morland in her infancy would have
supposed her born to be an heroine"3. And when
Catherine become free from her romantic fancies the
secondthemeisannounced : " Theanxietiesof common
life began soon to succeed to the alarms of romance”4

Northanger Abbey is a good point of depar-
ture because of boldness with which it flauntsits bur-
lesque intention. The pattern of its burlesque element
however isby no meanssimple. Thoughitisnot subtly
interwoven with the rest of thefabric, it is elaborately
and ingeniously contrived.

In Northanger Abbey , for the mature and
most conscious artist the problem of parody has be-
come more complex. The problem isto write simulta-
neously aGothicnovel andarealisticnovel,andtogain
and keep the reader's acceptance of the latter while
proving that former isfalse and absurd. Instead of re-
producing the Gothic types of character and situation,
she presents their anti-types in the actual world, and
organizestheseinto adomestic narrativethat parallels
or intersects, and at all pointsisintended to invalidate
the Gothic narrativetowhichit diligently corresponds.

There is not much to tell about the story of
Catherine; the anti-heroine of the novel is notoriously
led astray by addiction to fiction, by her indulgencein
Gothic romances. Under their influence she becomes
temporarily blind to the real world of fact. The novel
describeshow under aproper guidanceof Henry Tilney,
the hero or can be said an anti-hero, she ultimately
sheds her romantic blindersand comesto seethingsas
they are.

Austen starts by debunking the gothic con-
ventions. Her ridicule of Gothic conventions is more
immediately followed by her attempt to produce with
them the very curiosity, tension, suspense and appre-
hensionthey aimat, whichHenry Tilney hasjust mocked
and Catherine has just repudiated.

Henry's mockery of gothic conventionstakes
theformof avery memorable, sustained parodyinwhich
heimaginesseveral Gothic adventuresfor Catherineat
the Abbey. Parody has many functions, the first of
which is sheer comedy. Austen takes the opportunity
torevel in clichesof Gothic fiction, not ssimply it stock
situations and stock props, but also its stock descrip-
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tive phrases. Though Henry conflates these brilliantly
and assembles the hackneyed adjectives of Gothic
description. The'dimplylighted' hall , the'expiringembers
of afire, the 'ancient house-keeper', 'gloomy passages
and 'gloomy chamber' too lofty and extensive. These
cliches are relentlessly pursued throughout his narra-
tion.

John Thorpe, Isabellas oafish brother, does
not recommend the novels of Mrs. Radcliffeto us, be-
cause hefinds some 'fun and nature' in them (Whichis
exactly what they lack). However it islsabellaThorpe
herself whofirst explicitly introducestheGothictheme.
The Mysteries of Udolpho is the first novel Isabella
Thorpe brings Catherine to read and she promises her
also. Theltalian and seven other Gothic Romancesthat
shenames. Catherineismoving steadily toward Gothic
world. Marvin Mudrick has made the point that it " de-
mandstoo abrupt atransition from Catherinethe matter
affact ingenue to Catherine the self-appointed gothic
heroine."5

Catherine'sfirst brief adventure; the ' mysteri-
ous chest', reinforces and extends for her and for the
reader theeffectsof Henry'sparody. Catherinetakesthe
posture of a Gothic heroine and examines the object.
The comic anti-climax follows : she discoversjust the
counterpane. Thereader islulled oncemorewithfairly
simple parody.

The second adventure, of the 'mysterious
manuscript' follows hard upon the first but is treated
more seriously. This section is highly complex, for
within it Austen modul ates between close imitation of
Gothic conventions and several methods of distancing
the reader from them. Ultimately, the 'precious manu-
script' isturned out to be just ‘washing bills. After her
foolishdiscovery Catherinefeels'humbledtothedust's,
but she doesn't easily aside her folly. Shedoesn't learn
any proper lessonfromher folly. Shestill continuesher
foolish adventure.

REFERENCE

The final Gothic adventure in Northanger
Abbey is more lengthy and most discussed. It is
Catherine'sreading of General Tilney asaRadciliffean
villain. Catherine's most serious mistake isto imagine
that General Tilney has been responsible for the death
of hiswife. Henry gently rebukesher. Itisthe climax of
the novel: "Dear Miss Morland, consider the dreadful
nature of the suspicious you have entertained. What
you have been judging from? Remember the country
and ageinwhichwelive. Remember that weare Chris-
tians. Consult your own understanding, your own sense
of probable, your own observations of what is passing
aroundyou"7 . Henry'swordsprompt Tearsof Shame'8
to Catherine. Now Catherinecomestorealizethatit has
been all avoluntary, self-created delusion'. 9

Indeed, what Catherinecomestorealizegives
authority to the particular provenance of JaneAusten's
Characteristic insights. "Charming as were al Mrs.
Radcliffe'sworks, and charming evenasweretheworks
of al herimitators, it wasnot inthem perhapsthat human
nature, at leastinthemidland countriesof England, was
to belooked for".10

So Catherine'seducation or self-actualisation
is a process which highlights the need to deck the
violenceof gothicimagination. Catherineislearningto
seeclearly: Thevisionsof romancewereover. Catherine
was compl etely awakened. Henry's address, short asit
had been, had more thoroughly opened her eyesto the
extravagance of her late fancies than all their several
disappointments had done.

Thusit may be seen that Catherine's percep-
tion of the excess of fictional representations of life
leadsto processof therecovery of trueself inwhich she
isaided by Henry Tilney - a process which highlights
theneedto check theviolenceof theGothicimagination
inorder todo away withtheforcesinhibitingtheexplor-
atory self which alone can ensure self-actualization.
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