
Jane Austin extracts on the Picturesque 

"Beauty with Utility"  1

JANE AUSTEN  

Jane Austen (1775-1817) often mocks the absurdities of  the vogue for the Picturesque, 
sometimes associating it with the cult of  “sensibility". She had well developed views on 
the contemporary fashions in landscape gardening as well as on the Picturesque, and 
these views were connected with her broader moral outlook. see A. M. Duckworth, The 
Improvement of  the Estate (1971). In the passage from Sense and Sensibility, Edward Ferrars's 
preference for a fine landscape — “because it unites beauty with utility" — is close to 
Jane Austen's own tastes.  

*** 

[from Sense and Sensibility, Ch. 18]  

Edward returned to them with fresh admiration of  the surrounding country; in his walk 
to the village, he had seen many parts of  the valley to advantage; and the village itself, 
in a much higher situation than the cottage, afforded a general view of  the whole, which 
had exceedingly pleased him. This was a subject which ensured Marianne's attention, 
and she was beginning to describe her own admiration of  these scenes, and to question 
him more minutely on the objects that had particularly struck him, when Edward 
interrupted her by saying, "You must not inquire too far, Marianne-remember I have no 
knowledge in the picturesque, and I shall offend you by my ignorance and want of  taste 
if  we come to particulars. I shall call hills steep, which ought to be bold; surfaces strange 
and uncouth, which ought to be irregular and rugged; and distant objects out of  Sight, 
which ought only to be indistinct through the soft medium of  a hazy atmosphere. You 
must be satisfied with such admiration as I can honestly give. I call it a very fine 
country-the hills are steep, the woods seem full of  fine timber, and the valley looks 
comfortable and snug-with rich meadows and several neat farm houses scattered here 
and there. It exactly answers my idea of  a fine country, because it unites beauty with 
utility-and I dare say it is a picturesque one too, because you admire it; I can easily 
believe it to be full of  rocks and promontories, grey moss and brush wood, but these are 
all lost on me. I know nothing of  the picturesque.".  
	 "I am afraid it is but too true," said Marianne; "but why should you boast of  it?"  
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	 "I suspect," said Elinor, "that to avoid one kind of  affectation, Edward here falls 
into another. Because he believes many people pretend to more admiration of  the 
beauties of  nature than they really feel, and is disgusted with such pretensions, he affects 
greater indifference and less discrimination in viewing them himself  than he possesses. 
He is fastidious and will have an affectation of  his own."  
	 "It is very true," said Marianne, “that admiration of  landscape scenery is become 
a mere jargon. Every body pretends to feel and tries to describe with the taste and 
elegance of  him who first defined what picturesque beauty was. I detest jargon of  every 
kind, and sometimes I have kept my feelings to myself, because I could find no language 
to describe them in but what was worn and hackneyed out of  all sense and meaning."  
	 "I am convinced," said Edward, "that you really feel all the delight in a fine 
prospect which you profess to feel. But, in return, your sister must allow me to feel no 
more than I profess. I like a fine prospect, but not on picturesque principles. I do not like 
crooked, twisted, blasted trees. I admire them much more if they are tall, straight and 
flourishing. I do not like ruined, tattered cottages. I am not fond of  nettles, or thistles, or 
heath blossoms. I have more pleasure in a snug farm-house than a watchtower-and a 
troop of  tidy, happy villagers please me better than the finest banditti in the world."  

[from Northhanger Abbey, Ch. 14]  

The Tilneys [ ... ] were viewing the country with the eyes of  persons accustomed to 
drawing, and decided on its capability of  being formed into pictures, with all the 
eagerness of  real taste. Here Catherine was quite lost. She knew nothing of  drawing —
nothing of  taste:— and she listened to them with an attention which brought her little 
profit, for they talked in phrases which conveyed scarcely any idea to her. The lime which 
she could understand however appeared to contradict the very few notions she had 
entertained on the matter before. It seemed as if  a good view were no longer to be taken 
from the top of  an high hill, and that a clear blue sky was no longer a proof  of  a fine 
day. She was heartily ashamed of  her ignorance. A misplaced shame. Where people 
wish to attach, they should always be ignorant. To come with a well informed mind is to 
come with an inability of  administering to the vanity of  others, which a sensible person 
would always wish to avoid. A woman especially, if  she have the misfortune of  knowing 
any thing, should conceal it as well as she can.  
	 The advantages of  natural folly in a beautiful girl have been already set forth by 
the capital pen of  a sister author; — and to her treatment of  the subject I will only add 
in justice to men, that though to the larger and more trifling part of  the sex, imbecility 
in females is a great enhancement of  their personal charms, there is a portion of  them 
too reasonable and too well informed themselves to desire any thing more in woman 
than ignorance. But Catherine did not know her own advantages — did not know that a 
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good-looking girl, with an affectionate heart and a very ignorant mind, cannot fail of  
attracting a clever young man, unless circumstances are particularly untoward. In the 
present instance, she confessed and lamented her want of  knowledge; declared that she 
would give any thing in the world to be able to draw; and a lecture on the picturesque 
immediately followed, in which his instructions were so clear that she soon began to see 
beauty in every thing admired by him, and her attention was so earnest, that he became 
perfectly satisfied of  her having a great deal of  natural taste. He talked of  fore-grounds, 
distances, and second distances — side-screens and perspectives  lights and shades; —
and Catherine was so hopeful a scholar, that when they gained the top of  Beechen Cliff, 
she voluntarily rejected the whole city of  Bath, as unworthy to make part of  a 
landscape. Delighted with her progress, and fearful of  wearying her with too much 
wisdom at once, Henry suffered the subject to decline, and by an easy transition from a 
piece of  rocky fragment and the withered oak which he had placed near its summit, to 
oaks in general, to forests, the inclosure of  them, waste lands, crown lands and 
government, he shortly found himself  arrived at politics; and from politics, it was an 
easy step to silence.  
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