


DEATH IN THE REGENCY PERIOD 

•  In the 19th century, death was a fact of  life. People usually died at home  
not in a hospital.  

•  The average life expectancy in England in the early 1800s was about 40 
years, and the infant mortality rate was around 15%. 

•  There were no funeral parlors or embalming. The body was kept at home, 
encased in a wool shroud, and laid out on a table for mourners to pay 
respects. How long before burial depended on the weather, flowers and 
available ice.  



FUNERALS IN THE REGENCY 
PERIOD 

•  The rich were buried in family tombs or graveyards, or inside church 
catacombs.  

•  The poor would often rent a coffin and often could only afford a common 
grave. 

•  Funeral services were rarely elaborate affairs, unless we are talking about 
royalty.  

•  Women were forbidden to attend due to their “delicate” sensibilities and 
because they were expected to be in seclusion.  



FUNERALS 

•  The “death trade” involved coffin-makers, undertakers and funeral 
furnishers. 

•   Funeral furnishers would arrange to have at least one room in the family’s 
home fully draped with black cloth, usually black baize.   

•  If  the family did not sit vigil, professional watchers would sit with the body 
until the funeral service and burial.  

•  This vigil was to show respect for the deceased, but more importantly it 
was meant to ensure that they were not simply unconscious and therefore, 
might be buried alive.  



FUNERAL PROCESSIONS 

•  During the late eighteenth century,  "featherman" became common in 
funerals. This was a man, usually dressed in black, though in some cases 
wearing a skeleton costume and black ostrich plumes, who was hired to 
lead the funeral procession. Later the horse wore the ostrich plume 



FUNERAL INVITATIONS 

•  Invitations to funerals: richly engraved in wood or copper depicting images 
of  skeletons and graves.  



MOURNING OUTFITTERS 

•  In London on Regent Street alone there were 4 mourning dress houses 

•  These gowns could be very expensive, and often dresses were dyed and 
reused. With mass production, mourning gowns became a “must” in a 
woman’s wardrobe. 



MOURNING STATIONARY 

•   When announcing a death, the announcement came trimmed in black, so 
the receiver would have some warning about the contents of  the letter 

 



MOURNING WREATHS 

•  A hatchment or a mourning wreath would be suspended over the front 
door of  a deceased persons house for 6 to 12 months, after which it was 
moved to inside the parish church.  

 

 



MOURNING CUSTOMS FOR 
WIDOWS 

•   Full mourning for a husband by a widow was the strictest. For a year and a 
day she wore a black dress and mantle of  bombazine, a mixture of  silk and 
wool. The dress had to be almost completely covered with crape.   

•  There were no trimmings allowed at all. No shiny buttons, no buckles on 
her shoes, no jewelry except her wedding ring 

•  After a year and a day she could wear a black silk dress, trimmed with 
crape.  Six months later she could take the crape off. 

•  At year two she could go into half  mourning, allowing gray, lavender, 
mauve, violet or black, gray and white stripes. She could wear half-
mourning jewelry - pearls and amethysts.  



MOURNING DRESS FOR WIDOWS 



MOURNING CUSTOMS FOR 
WIDOWS 

•  During the first year of  mourning, the widow had no social life and it was 
considered bad taste to be seen in public. 

. 

•  Widows were not supposed to dance or to go to the more frivolous and 
silly plays while wearing mourning. 

•  Widows were not supposed to marry until a year had passed (if  she was 
expecting the child of  her former husband, to end any doubt about the 
identity of  child’s father). 



MOURNING CUSTOMS FOR 
WIDOWERS 

•   Mourning for men was much simpler. They wore a black mourning band 
on the sleeve of  their coats, black gloves and black cravats for about 6 
months and could take part in social occasions. 

•  Widowers did not have the same reason for waiting a year to re-marrry, and 
if  they had small children, widowers were expected to remarry soon. 



MOURNING PERIODS 

•  12 months for a husband or wife 

•  6 months for parents or parents in law 

•  3 months for a sister or brother, uncle or aunt 

•  6 weeks for a sister in law or uncle or aunt (no explanation for the 
duplication here so perhaps it had to do with the closeness) 

•  3 weeks - aunt who remarried, first cousin 

•  2 weeks - first cousin 1 week - first and second cousin, and husband or 
stepmother’s sister. 



SO WHAT DOES THIS HAVE TO DO 
WITH JANE OR THE NOVELS? 



HOW WOULD THE AUSTEN’S 
HAVE PREPARED FOR MOURNING 

•  The question of  what to wear is mentioned several times in Jane’s letters. 
Here, she refers to the death of  her sister in law, Elizabeth Austen Knight, 
who passed away soon after her eleventh confinement: 

I shall send you such of  your mourning as I think most likely to be useful... 
I am to be in bombazine and crape, according to what we are told is 

universal here, and which agrees with Martha’s previous observation. My 
mourning, however, will not impoverish me, for by having my velvet pelisse 
fresh lined and made up, I am sure I shall have no occasion this winter for 

anything new of  that sort.  
Jane Austen to Cassandra 

Oct 15, 1808 





HOW JANE USES DEATH AND 
MOURNING 

•  Jane uses many themes within the novels that incorporate death and 
mourning 

•  Inheritance 

•  Melodrama 

•  To introduce a novel 

•  To move forward plot 



INHERITANCE  



•  Jane uses Inheritance as a way to create conflict between characters and 
also as a way to create distain or sympathy. 

•  She uses this to highlight the business of  death especially in terms of  the 
rights of  men over women 

INHERITANCE 



SENSE AND SENSIBILITY 

• The death of  Mr. Dashwood leaves them with very little, though it is seen as 
more than generous and the loss of  their father is of  little consequence 

" I think I may afford to give them five hundred pounds 
a-piece. As it is, without any addition of  mine, they will 
each have about three thousand pounds on their mother's 
death—a very comfortable fortune for any young woman.“ 

 



PRIDE AND PREJUDICE 

•  Wickham is often singularly focused on the wrongdoing that has resulted 
from Mr. Darcy’s death and what is owed to him 

“Mr. Darcy often acknowledged himself  to be under the greatest 
obligations to my father's active superintendence, and when, 

immediately before my father's death, Mr. Darcy gave him a 
voluntary promise of  providing for me, I am convinced that he felt 
it to be as much a debt of  gratitude to him, as of  his affection to 

myself.” 



PRIDE AND PREJUDICE 

•  Mr. Collins talks greatly about him being the inheritor of  the male line and 
the great favour he is bestowing on the family… rather than his inability to 
secure a wife. 

“But the fact is, that being, as I am, to inherit this estate after the 
death of  your honoured father (who, however, may live many years 

longer), I could not satisfy myself  without resolving to choose a 
wife from among his daughters, that the loss to them might be as 

little as possible, when the melancholy event takes place.”  



• The threat of  Tom’s death and illness and the probable shift of  inheritance to 
Edmund causes Mary Crawford to pursue her intentions more deliberately. 

• The character of  Mrs. Norris is based on lack of  inheritance and her as a 
fixture in the family. 

 

MANSFIELD PARK 



MELODRAMA 



HOW JANE USES DEATH AS 
MELODRAMA 

•  Many of  the same language that we use today in terms of  

  “I would just die” 

 “This will be the death of  me” 

 “I think I may die” 

•  Jane also uses death as a theme in conveying melodrama 

•  Jane flirts with melodrama in a different form in Northanger Abbey which 
is very different than the other novels 



• Marianne’s love and subsequent heart sickness and threatening of  death is 
used expertly to convene melodrama and the sensitivities of  young women 

• The Dashwoods are also perceived by their other family members as being 
melodramatic in having to be so greatly reduced in their means.  

SENSE AND SENSIBILITY 



PRIDE AND PREJUDICE 

•  Mr. Collins “comforts” Mr. Bennet by pointing out that "The death of  
your daughter would have been a blessing in comparison of  this.”  

•  The threat of  Mr. Bennet’s death is being the driving force of  Mrs. Bennet 
in marrying her daughters and is used in the dramatic nature of  Mrs. 
Bennet herself  

 



NORTHANGER ABBEY 

•  Northanger Abbey is based almost wholly on the more gothic novel format that involves 
many themes of  death, murder, ghosts, etc 

“There must be some deeper cause: something was to be done which could be 
done only while the household slept; and the probability that Mrs. Tilney 

yet lived, shut up for causes unknown, and receiving from the pitiless 
hands of  her husband a nightly supply of  coarse food, was the conclusion 
which necessarily followed. Shocking as was the idea, it was at least better 

than a death unfairly hastened, as, in the natural course of  things, she 
must ere long be released.” 

•   
 

 
 



INTRODUCING A NOVEL 



• Jane uses a death that has occurred just before the opening of  the novel as a 
standard introduction 

• Specifically in most novels there is the loss of  a parent and often the parent 
who was seen as more loving or more sensible than the surviving parent 

• When the loss of  parent has not happened the novel is introduced with a 
theme that it focused on what will happen if  a parent does die 

• When there is no loss of  a parent there is the loss of  fortune or wealth due to 
a family members death 

INTRODUCING A NOVEL 



SENSE AND SENSIBILITY 

•  In Sense and Sensibility death is the opening scene of  the novel. 

•  After the death of  their father, the Dashwood sisters and their mother 
move from their home, Norland, to a whole new life far away in 
Devonshire. 

•  The novel is concerned with the loss of  wealth and way of  life. 

•  Once again grief  is placed in the background because of  financial hardship 
and the business of  death. 

 

 



• The novel opens with the famous line “it is a truth universally 
acknowledged”, however the reason for marriage and the focus of  the novel is 
the eventual demise of  Mr. Bennet and what will happen to his wife and 
daughters on that occasion. 

• There is the threat of  eventual loss of  wealth and that the family must make 
haste in lessening the impact of  this. 

PRIDE AND PREJUDICE 



•  While there is no death that opens this novel there is the implication that 
Fanny’s poverty is a fate worse than death.  

•  The Crawford’s are also without parental guidance and this is seem as some 
of  the debasement of  their moral character. 

•  Mrs. Bertram is sickly and therefore not a parental influence, however Mrs. 
Norris because she is widowed and living in the house functions as a more 
matronly figure. 

MANSFIELD PARK 



•  The novel opens with 

“Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, rich, with comfortable home and 
happy disposition …. Her mother had died too long ago for her to have 

more than an indistinct remember of  her caresses and her affection fell to 
an excellent woman as governess.” 

 

•  The marriage of  her governess is seen like a loss of  a mother to Emma 
who did not know her mother. 

EMMA 



• The death of  Lady Elliot is mentioned on the second page and she is 
described as an excellent woman , sensible and amiable. 

• Anne is mentioned as taking after her late mother and that the family 
was greatly reduced in means after her death through the foolishness and 
pride of  the rest of  the family. 

• Without the guidance of  her mother after her death she is persuaded by 
Lady Russell, that the match to Captain Wentworth is not a worthy 
match, which is the driving force of  the novel 

PERSUASION 



•  The novel opens with speaking about Catherine’s parents and it is 
mentioned that it is shocking that Catherine’s mother does not die in 
childbirth. 

•  Catherine is described as not being all that bright but the novel quickly 
introduces excitement and mystery with the Tilney’s and the death of  their 
mother 

 

•  In Chapter three the Tilney’s are met at the ball and it is known that they 
have no mother, that they own an estate and that their father is a mystery 

NORTHANGER ABBEY 



DEATH OR THREAT OF DEATH 
TO MOVE PLOT FORWARD   



HOW JANE USES DEATH TO MOVE 
FORWARD PLOT 

•  Most of  the novels include at least one death that changes the course of  
the plot for at least one of  the main characters. 

•  Illness leading to potential death is also a way to move plot forward. 



SENSE AND SENSIBILITY 

• After Willoughby’s rejection of  Marianne she sinks into a deep depression 
and as a result becomes deathly ill due to her long melancholy walk in the rain.   

 

“Her heart was really grieved. The rapid decay, the early death of  
a girl so young, so lovely as Marianne, must have struck a less 

interested person with concern” 



PRIDE AND PREJUDICE  

• Jane makes the trip to Netherfield at the insistence of  her mother and then 
falls ill shortly after arriving.   

Well, if  Jane does die, it will be a comfort to know she was in 
pursuit of  Mr. Bingley.  

 



MANSFIELD PARK 

•  The turning point in Edmund and Fanny declaring their love to one 
another is after the recovery of  Tom and the knowledge that Mary wished 
for his brother's death for her own benefit.  

•  The less obvious plot in Mansfield Park is the story of  Fanny’s family and 
the death and misfortune that is found there.   

“As she now sat looking at Betsey, she could not but think particularly of  another sister, 
who had died a few years afterwards. There had been something remarkably amiable 

about her. Fanny in those early days had preferred her to Susan; and when the news of  
her death had at last reached Mansfield, had for a short time been quite afflicted.” 

•   
 



EMMA 

•  The subplot that shifts the novel is the death of  Mrs. Churchill and the 
subsequent romance of  Jane Fairfax and Frank Churchill.   

“An express arrived at Randall’s to announce the death of  Mrs. Churchill! Though her 
nephew had had no particular reason to hasten back on her account, she had not lived 

above six-and-thirty hours after his return. A sudden seizure of  a different nature from 
any thing foreboded by her general state, had carried her off  after a short struggle. The 

great Mrs. Churchill was no more.” 



PERSUASION 

•  Captain Benwick is in mourning profoundly for the death of  his wife and 
Anne’s conversations with him about life and love are what helps her to 
articulate her own struggles and intentions. 

•  The accident in Lyme is also the point where Anne is once again asked to 
be the one to take change.  While she interprets Captain Wentworth as now 
being in love with Louisa, it is really his confidence in her and his 
recognition of  Louisa’s carelessness that could have led to her death. 



NORTHANGER ABBEY 

•  The entire turning point of  the novel is surrounded by the mythology of  
Mr’s Tilney’s death and the illusion of  the gothic novel is broken 

"My mother's illness," he continued, "the seizure which ended in 
her death, was sudden. 

He loved her, I am persuaded, as well as it was possible for him 
to—His value of  her was sincere; and, if  not permanently, he 

was truly afflicted by her death." 



THANK YOU!! 
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