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Reading Group Guide

Why did the author choose to write the story in the first person, as Jane Austen’s
memoirs? Do you think the novel would have been as effective if written in the third
person narrative? Did you find yourself connecting with Jane Austen because it was
written from her perspective?

Consider the scene in the parlor in chapter two, and the exchange between Jane and
Mrs. Austen which follows. How many key characters and plot elements are set up
in that short space of time? How do the dialog and action serve to introduce each
character? How do these two scenes set the tone of the novel, and lay a foundation
for the rest of the story?

Which character archetypes do we see in The Lost Memoirs that are reflections of the
archetypes in Jane Austen’s novels?

When Jane meets Mr. Ashford, she feels she has written nothing new of value in
nearly ten years, and has vowed to lay down her pen forever. Discuss the ways in
which Mr. Ashford is influential in rekindling Jane’s interest in writing, and how the
ups and downs of Jane’s relationship with him are interwoven into the plot of her
revised version of Sense and Sensibility.

Why do you think Jane falls in love with Mr. Ashford? Name the qualities that make
Mr. Ashford the ideal counterpart for Jane Austen, and worthy of her admiration and
passion. Is his influence and encouragement the only reason she returns to writing?
Or do you think he is merely the spark that ignites an already smoldering flame?

Compare and contrast the three offers of marriage Jane receives over the course of
the book, and the men making the offers. Do you agree or disagree with Jane’s
decisions in each case? Discuss her reasons for initially accepting Harris Bigg-
Wither, and then refusing him. How different would her life have been if she had
married him? Do you think she would have ever written again? Was she selfish for
having refused a life of comfort for her mother and sister in a time when there were
not many options open to women?

Money, and the abundance or lack of it, was a prevailing theme in Jane Austen’s
work. In her unfinished novel, The Watsons, her heroine says: “Poverty is a great
evil, but to a woman of education and feeling it ought not, it cannot be the greatest. I
would rather be a teacher at a school (and I can think of nothing worse) than marry
aman I did not like.” Do you think this statement reveals Jane Austen’s personal



feelings? How is this theme expessed in The Lost Memoirs? Discuss the irony in
Jane’s final decision, where she refuses to marry a man she loves deeply, knowing
that he will suffer the same fate that she has herself renounced.

8) Discuss other ways in which money affects the characters in The Lost Memoirs. How
and why did the death of Mr. Austen change the financial status of Jane and her
mother and sister? Mrs. Austen considered themselves poor with only £500 a year,
yet they kept three servants. How does that reflect on the gentry class of that time?
How do you think the very poor of the time lived? Discuss why servants were
considered such a necessity in that era before modern conveniences, and what
functions they were required to perform.

9) Jane decides to publish her novel anonymously partly because of her society’s
attitude towards the novel. Do you agree or disagree with her choice? How does
their view of the novel compare to contemporary attitudes regarding popular
entertainment, such as playing video games or watching television?

10) Discuss the pros and cons of primogeniture, which left all the land to the eldest son,
and entail, which prevented the heir from dividing up the estate or selling any part
of it. How did this enable the great landed families in 19t century England to
maintain their wealth, status and power through the generations? In what way is
Mr. Ashford an example of the sacrifices that were required along the way? Do you
think the sacrifices were worth it?

11) Discuss the romantic moments in The Lost Memoirs. How does the author create
and sustain sexual tension between the hero and heroine? How do the plot
elements keep the story moving forward at a rapid pace?

12) Cassandra, shortly before she died, went through Jane’s letters, burning most of
them and cutting out portions of others, before sharing them with her family. These
were personal letters in which Jane gave free vent to her feelings and observations
of other people. Why do you think Cassandra did this? What do you think
Cassandra might have been trying to hide?

13) Were you surprised when you learned Mr. Ashford’s secret? Discuss what might
have happened if he’d been honest with Jane from the start. What does Jane’s
returning all of his letters unopened say about her? Do you consider it justifiable, or
a character flaw?

14) Consider the introduction of Isabella Churchill. How does the author establish her
character traits and personality? How does Jane feel about Isabella, both before and
after she learns the truth about her? In what ways does the Isabella storyline
enhance the plot of The Lost Memoirs?

15) While reading The Lost Memoirs, did you learn anything new or surprising about
Jane Austen’s life, and/or the customs or social conventions during Jane Austen’s
era?



16) Jane's younger brother Edward was adopted at age sixteen by Mr. Thomas Knight
[, from whom he inherited a fortune and three large estates. How do you feel about
Mr. and Mrs. Austen’s decision to allow their son’s adoption? How did Edward’s
status as a wealthy landowner affect Jane’s life, and contribute to her emergence as
a novelist?

17) What was your perception of Jane Austen and her work before you read The Lost
Memoirs? Do you feel the same or differently after reading the novel?

18) What are some of your favorite moments in the book?

19) How did your experience reading The Lost Memoirs compare to Jane Austen novels
you have read? In what ways was it similar or different? If you are not familiar with
Jane Austen’s work, did The Lost Memoirs inspire you to read her novels? Why or
why not?



