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Mansfield Park Comes to Life: Teaching and Staging Elizabeth Inchbald’s Lovers’
Vows in an Austen Course

Abstract

This essay discusses how | incorporated readers theatre into a senior seminar on Jane Austen and her
contemporaries. The article recounts how my students read Elizabeth Inchbald’'s 1798 drama, Lovers’
Vows, and Austen’s 1814 novel, Mansfield Park, and then were inspired at the end of the seminar to take
part in a readers theatre production of the play. In order to set up this pedagogical example, the essay
addresses the theatrical episode of Mansfield Park, the controversies surrounding Lovers’ Vows, and the
ways in which | edited the play and prepared students to create a “little theatre”"—to quote Austen
character, Tom Bertram—at my university and become their own version of The Mansfield Players. The
essay concludes by explaining what students can learn about drama and the novel by partaking in such
an exercise.

Keywords
readers theatre, live text, theatricals, drama, Jane Austen, Elizabeth Inchbald, Mansfield Park, Lovers’
Vows
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Krueger: Teaching and Staging Elizabeth Inchbald’s Lovers’ Vows in an Austen Course

While Mansfield Park (1814) usually does not rank highly among students’
favorite Jane Austen novels, students tend to enjoy reading its chapters on
theatricality. These chapters, which close Volume 1 and open Volume 2, raise
concerns about private theatricals—ones similar to those addressed in a 1788 The
Public Advertiser piece, which advised parents to protect the “future and honour
of their children” by not allowing them to act in plays, even at home (qtd. in
Ford). Austen’s clergyman in training, Edmund Bertram, lends a fictional voice to
such criticism as he argues with elder brother and theater enthusiast, Tom, that
“private theatricals are open to some objections, but as we are circumstanced, I
must think it would be highly injudicious, and more than injudicious, to attempt
any thing of the kind” (Austen 125). What is their circumstance? The Bertrams
are “gentlemen and ladies” who ‘“have not been bred to the trade” of acting,
according to Edmund (124). Here Austen associates fears about acting with
anxieties about socio-economic class, particularly as Edmund broaches the reason
that “the future and honour” of the nobility and gentry might be at stake.
Theatrical performance violates propriety, especially for young women who are
supposed to emulate virtue, not the vices many dramatic characters portray. The
problem, then, is performance. As Emily Hodgson Anderson notes, backlash
against theater “condemn(s] the performance of plays more than the genre itself”
(134). Mansfield Park’s theatrical chapters reveal much about characterization
and plot development, too, for this section of the novel portrays immediate
discord between the Bertrams and sets up interpersonal conflict as a result of the
proposed staging as well the rehearsal of the play. These scenes foreshadow
unforgivable breaches of decorum (e.g., Maria Bertram’s illicit affair) that will
materialize later in the novel. All in all, the theatrical episode foretells the
unraveling of the social fabric that loosely holds together Mansfield Park.

What do students make of the actual play the Bertrams and their friends plan to
stage at the family’s estate before Sir Thomas returns from Antigua? It is likely
students, even most readers, of Mansfield Park have little familiarity with
Elizabeth Inchbald’s 1798 melodrama, Lovers’ Vows. Before proceeding, readers
should know something about Inchbald’s plot. Susan Allen Ford provides an
excellent summary of the play:

Agatha Friburg, twenty years ago seduced by a young nobleman
and now reduced to illness and poverty, reveals to her son,
Frederick, that he is Baron Wildenhaim’s natural son; while
begging for money to relieve his mother’s needs, Frederick attacks
the Baron and is imprisoned. The Baron, wanting his daughter,
Amelia, to marry the foolish Count Cassel, sends her tutor, the
clergyman Anbhalt, to determine the state of her feelings; Amelia
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confesses her love for Anhalt, who protests that their difference in
rank is too great. Through Anhalt’s agency, identities are revealed
and the Baron is convinced to marry Agatha; Anhalt’s reward is
marriage to Amelia.

Surely a study of Lovers’ Vows’ characters can provide students with a lens
through which to view Austen’s characters, but students cannot reconcile these
details without having read Inchbald’s play. To fully appreciate Austen’s
theatrical episode, students should also consider Lovers” Vows’ theatrical and
political contexts. Students’ knowledge of Inchbald’s plot and characterization, as
well as the playwright’s role as translator and her radicalism, can help students
examine the Bertrams’ and Crawfords’ contentious resolution to stage Lovers’
Vows. This context might even shed light on Sir Thomas’ decision to stop the play
and burn the play texts.' While it is not uncommon for modern editions” of
Mansfield Park to include the full text of Lovers’ Vows, unfortunately some
students never get a chance to read the text that inspired Austen’s gang to stage a
theatrical in the first place. Others might read excerpts or the full text while
reading the novel or after reading the novel. Further, instructors might find it
difficult to add Inchbald’s play to reading lists due to scheduling constraints or
even trepidation about whether or not they want to teach the play. Lovers’ Vows is
not everyone’s cup of tea.

In this essay, I suggest two options for integrating Lovers’ Vows into a course that
also assigns Mansfield Park: 1) by reading and discussing the play before reading
the novel, and 2) by staging a “readers theatre™ version of the play after students
read the novel. The first strategy allows students to fully understand the play
before its appearance in the novel, and further to prompt students to appreciate the
parallels between plots and characters as they are reading Mansfield Park. The
second strategy encourages students to emulate the spirit of theatricality present in
Mansfield Park and to enjoy the pleasure of performing in a play. I also address
the instructor’s role in helping students stage a play, and I explain how I edited
Inchbald’s play text and directed students in a staged reading at a small public
liberal arts university.4 As my experience demonstrates, readers theatre gives
students a chance to experience firsthand the kind of theatricality that excited
Austen’s characters; to think more about the novel and the play, particularly to
contemplate the generic interconnectivity between drama and the novel; and to
reflect on how they can make both texts—Lovers’ Vows and Mansfield Park—
come to life.
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Teaching Lovers’ Vows before Mansfield Park

The reading list for my senior seminar, “Jane Austen and Her Contemporaries,”™
which met twice a week, mainly focused on prose works, but the organizing
concept of the class asked students to examine Austen as an author influenced by
the writings of her contemporaries, rather than a mythic stand-alone, singular
genius writing in a vacuum (a vision of Austen many students still have). I
structured my course around three essential units and three novels, and the last
unit focused on religion, female education, and Mansfield Park. 1 added
Inchbald’s play to this unit obviously because of its impact on the novel, but also
because the play fit with the unit’s thematic interests in charity, gratitude, duty,
and women’s education. Students were introduced to these ideas first through
scholarship by Gary Kelly, Michael Wheeler, and Anne Mellor, and then through
primary texts, including excerpts from conduct literature by Thomas Gisborne,
John Gregory, and Hannah More.

While these readings prepared students to read Mansfield Park, first they helped
students interpret Lovers’ Vows. This scheduling allowed Lovers’ Vows to sit
front and center in the course rather than playing second fiddle to Austen’s novel.
Students compared the play with Gisborne’s and Gregory’s manuals on female
behavior (paying attention to propriety and performance) and More’s Thoughts on
the Importance of the Manners of the Great to General Society and Cheap
Repository Tracts. To facilitate a focused examination of the play, I asked
students to write a two-page response to the following prompt:

Read Elizabeth Inchbald’s Lovers’ Vows, and write a response paper
in which you explain how the play addresses Hannah More’s
favorite topics: charity, benevolence, morality (both good and bad),
and education. In the response, be sure to consider how the play
addresses some touchy subjects: illicit affairs, illegitimate children,
and broken vows. As you conclude the response, explain how this
play might be viewed as didactic literature as well as unsuitable
reading material for a young girl.

This activity prepared students for a lively classroom discussion, especially
concerning the final directive in the prompt, which asks them to articulate how the
play illustrates the tenets of didactic writings, yet critiques proscribed ideas about
female education. Students would revisit issues of female education and morality
when they read Mansfield Park, but first they examined them in Lovers’ Vows.
Most students were surprised by Amelia’s assertive behavior in opposing her
father’s wishes for her to marry Count Cassel and in openly professing her love
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for Anhalt. Also, students were interested in how the play both condemned
Agatha’s destitute position as the result of her past love affair with Baron
Wildenhaim, and made her the verifiable object of the audience’s pity. Students
concluded the female characters offer young girls who might see or read a play
somewhat controversial models of conduct, even though both characters have
redeeming qualities.

In addition to reading responses, my course included formal student presentations
introducing additional scholarship on primary readings. With my approval, the
presenter selected a supplemental text, summarized it, shared passages with the
class, and generated discussion questions based on the scholarship. A presentation
on Christoph Bode’s “Unfit for an English Stage? Inchbald’s Lovers’ Vows and
Kotzebue’s Das Kind der Liebe” provided context on Inchbald’s “translation” of
Kotzebue’s 1790 German play, as well as the production and print history of
Lovers’ Vows. For instance, students learned the Covent Garden theater manager
first s7uggested Inchbald translate the play for an English audience (Inchbald

477).

Because Kotzebue’s work was popular with English audiences, Inchbald’s
adaptation was one of seventeen translations of his plays published between 1798
and 1799. Quickly following the opening of Lovers’ Vows in London, other
translators, such as Anne Plumptre, tried their hands at Kotzebue’s play and
challenged Inchbald’s adaptation of the “broken English” (the phrase Inchbald
uses in her preface) translation of Das Kind der Liebe (Inchbald 477). Bode
explains that a 1799 letter in the Monthly Magazine labels Inchbald’s adaptation
an “absolute forgery” of Kotzebue’s work (qtd. in Bode 306). The letter writer
claims: “Poor Kotzebue . . . has been sadly disfigured; and his mutilated limbs,
the disjecti membra poetae, have actually been exhibited on a London theatre!”
(qtd. in Bode 297). As Bode suggests, it is very likely that Inchbald’s confidently
dismissive preface, which insults “the dull admirer of mere verbal translation,”
fueled the reader’s fiery response (Inchbald 476). Ultimately, Bode’s article
helped students analyze Inchbald’s preface and think about the problems
associated with translation as adaptation.

Longstanding questions about fidelity and originality surrounding the practice of
translating and adapting apply in the case of Inchbald. As adaptation scholar
Linda Hutcheon indicates, “adapters are first interpreters and then creators,” and
their own “process of appropriation” often includes “taking possession of
another’s story, and filtering it, in a sense, through one’s own sensibility,
interests, and talents” (18). In changing the play’s title and modifying Kotzebue’s
characterization, Inchbald appropriates the former playwright’s work to fit a

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/abo/vol5/iss1/2
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different language and social climate, and also to adhere to the author’s own
sensibilities and style. For one thing, the choice of play title as Lovers’ Vows
instead of Child of Love or The Natural Son—other possible translations of
Kotzebue’s title—call students’ attention to the complexity of translating
literature and ascribing new meaning to the hypotext8 through an adapter’s
linguistic choices. Inchbald’s title draws on the nature of relationships between
people and the promises they make and break, rather than a single figure
(Frederick) who is at the center of what Bode calls “the scandal” and the
“remedy” in the play (Bode 305).

Beyond the adapted title, Inchbald’s re-vision, to use Adrienne Rich’s term, of
propriety reads as controversial in its presentation of the ruined, unhealthy Agatha
and the “independent and outspoken” teenager, Amelia—the character that
Plumptre objected to the most because she felt Inchbald changed the “artless,
innocent” girl into a “forward Country Hoyden” (qtd. in Jenkins 426).° This
inappropriateness spills over into Mansfield Park. It is problematic for soon-to-
be-married Maria Bertram to play Agatha—the character who had an illicit affair
with a young baron and then surreptitiously gave birth to his love child, Frederick
(who was to be played by Henry Crawford)—but quite fitting for Mary Crawford
to play Amelia—who pressures a young clergyman (played by Edmund) to
succumb to her romantic advances. Inchbald is not the only adapter here: Austen,
too, adapts Inchbald’s play to show readers her own characters’ desires and faults,
as Paula Byrne has noted in her consideration of the play’s presence in Mansfield
Park. The parts they choose, and even the ones doled out to them (in Fanny’s
case), speak volumes about their personalities and relationships with other
characters. We find Mary Crawford is a version of Amelia and Maria will
become a version of Agatha.

It is worth asking students to consider why Austen chose Lovers’ Vows for her
characters’ theatrical. My class hypothesized that Austen had seen the play and
either loved or hated it. Byrne’s research on Austen’s play-going suggests it is
possible Austen saw Lovers’ Vows in Bath during its 1801-1806 run. William
Reitzel speculates Austen might have read an 1801 review of the play, which
questioned the play’s morality and propriety, as well as its style.'” He believes
Austen included it as her selection because she was aware of the critical backlash
against the play. Perhaps, as Avrom Fleishman and Michael Karounos indicate,
Inchbald’s personal politics interested Austen and added another layer of
apprehension to the Bertrams’ play selection.

Another possible reason for Austen’s interest in Lovers’ Vows, and the most
relevant one for my purposes, hearkens back to the issues I focused on in my unit:
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Figure 4: Lovers’ VowsEngraving of Act V, Scene 11

Figure 5: Student Performance of Act 5, Scene

A meeting with my students during the course’s final exam period confirmed
students gained much from experience of readers theatre. For one thing, they
reflected on Lovers’ Vows as a play, not merely words on a page. At the end of
the semester, readers theatre helped students bridge the gap between textuality
and theatricality. It helped them think about the production of drama as they
worked through stage movement, clarity of voice, facial expressions, and the
balance between reading a script and making eye contact with their fellow actors
and the audience. Readers theatre helped students see how drama relies on bodies
and the dramatists’ words to depict love, violence, frailty, and humor, and to see
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how characters visibly react to other characters. Readers theatre also helped
students rethink the function of Lovers’ Vows in Mansfield Park and even the
relationship between drama and the novel. Cidney Mayes, who played Amelia in
our student theatrical, offered this insight:

When Lovers’ Vows is taken outside the realm of the novel and
performed in a readers theatre, the moral struggles in Austen’s text
come to life in a different form, as do the cultural relationships
between reader and text. Performing Lovers’ Vows in a readers
theatre allowed for the class to develop an even deeper
understanding of these social aspects of reading during the late
18th/early 19th century. The acts of choosing parts, reading
through the play, staging rehearsal, and performing for an audience
all mimicked the actions that Austen’s characters took within
Mansfield Park. They also mimicked the actions of many families
and individuals, such as Austen herself, who engaged in the culture
of readership and performance so popular in Georgian England. By
performing Lovers’ Vows, we were able to experience for
ourselves the complex relationships between text, reader, and
author while also forming a deeper understanding of the themes
within the play and Austen’s text.

Readers theatre allowed students to tear down a kind of fourth wall they first
experienced as readers of the play and the novel, and it allowed them to step
between the two worlds of Lovers’ Vows and Mansfield Park. They were acting
out Agatha and Frederick’s reunion and Amelia and Anhalt’s new union, while at
the same time recalling the pairings evoked in Maria and Henry’s illicit union and
Mary and Edmund’s potential union.

As Susan Allen Ford explains, Austen “involves both her readers and her
characters in the contentious history of the play itself as well as the fears and
pleasures of play-acting; in so doing, she implicates us in the processes of reading
and viewing.” In reading the play and the novel, students took part in the
“pleasures of play-acting” as they became a part of the “processes of reading and
viewing” and then acting out Lovers’ Vows and in some respect Mansfield Park.
As an instructor turned director, I found “the readerly audience of Mansfield
Park must ... read the theatricals episode alive to the complex and contending
voices and texts from which Austen constructs her fictional world” (Ford). On the
spur of the moment, that is exactly what my class did. Students embodied what
Lady Bertram says to Sir Thomas upon his return to Mansfield, “We have been all
alive with acting” (Austen 181).
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Notes

! Emily Hodgson Anderson keenly recalls that Sir Thomas reacts strongly to the
idea of his children acting at home, and not necessarily the content of the play.
Other scholars have offered additional theories to account for Sir Thomas’
reactions to the theatrical. See Penny Gay’s Jane Austen and the Theatre; Paula
Byrne’s Jane Austen and the Theatre; Joseph Litvak’s “The Infection of Acting:
Theatricals and Theatricality in Mansfield Park; Susan Allen Ford’s “‘It Is about
Lovers” Vows’: Kotzebue, Inchbald, and the Players of Mansfield Park”; Emily
Hodgson Anderson’s Eighteenth-Century Authorship and the Play of Fiction:
Novels and the Theater, Haywood to Austen; Elaine Jordan’s “Pulpit, Stage, and
Novel: Mansfield Park and Mrs. Inchbald’s Lovers’ Vows”; William Reitzel’s
“Mansfield Park and Lovers’ Vows”; Joseph W. Donohue, Jr.’s “Ordination and
the Divided House at Mansfield Park”; Avrom Fleishman’s “Mansfield Park and
Its Time”; and Michael Karounos’s “Ordination and Revolution in Mansfield
Park”.

? The Oxford illustrated edition of the novel provides Inchbald’s preface and play
text, as does the student-oriented Norton critical edition edited by Claudia L.
Johnson.

3 The term is sometimes represented with an apostrophe following the “readers”
and sometimes “theater” is spelled as “theatre.” I have chosen to follow spelling
and punctuation of the two guides cited in this article.

* Students in this course were pursuing degrees in English, education, or creative
writing; some students double-majored in English and secondary education or
English and creative writing.

> My course title was inspired by a National Endowment for the Humanities
(NEH) Summer Seminar in which I participated in 2012 under the guidance of
Devoney Looser. I am grateful to Devoney and my NEH colleagues for our
wonderful conversations about Austen’s novels and pedagogy.
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® See Gary Kelly’s “Education and Accomplishments,” Michael Wheeler’s
“Religion,” and Anne Mellor’s Mothers of the Nation: Women’s Political Writing
in England, 1780-1830. Excerpts from the primary text came from the Norton
critical editions of Mansfield Park, Northanger Abbey, and Sense and Sensibility,
as well as PDF files of More’s writings downloaded from online databases.
Students accessed secondary sources online or in Jane Austen in Context.

7 As Inchbald biographer, Annibel Jenkins notes, Lovers’ Vows was a successful
play. It had the second longest initial run of Inchbald’s career with forty-five
performances.

® Here 1 invoke the word hypotext to refer to a previous text that an adaptation
“imitates or transforms” (Genette ix).

? Marcella Gosch has noted that Inchbald actually made her version of Amelia
less coarse and less forward (177).

10 The review calls the play “the heaviest bundle of dramatic lumber ever
tolerated on the boards of an English theatre” (qtd. in Reitzel 453).

"'Whenever I attend the Southeastern American Society for Eighteenth-Century
Studies (SEASECS) conference, I perform in the SEASECS Players’ readers
theatre production.

2 In the two final class periods, I originally planned to teach materials on
nineteenth-century anecdotes about Mansfield Park and Sense and Sensibility,
illustrated versions of the novels, and sequels.

13 Students in my Shakespeare and Restoration/18™-century drama courses form
small groups, select a portion of a play scene assigned on a given day, analyze the
scene in writing, and then prepare a staged reading, i.e., readers theatre version, of
that scene in front of their classmates. The combined staged reading and writing
assignment are graded and count for twenty to twenty-five percent of each
student’s final grade. The concept of “live text” is analogous to readers theatre,
but live text may also be applied to readings of non-dramatic literature. Thanks to
Peter Staffel and Linda Troost for introducing me to this phrase and for
organizing an American Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies panel on “live
text” and tragedy.
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4 As Leslie Irene Coger and Melvin R. White explain in their readers theatre
handbook, in “onstage focus” students perform their roles to their fellow readers,
as if they were acting on a stage and not mindful of the audience’s presence. In
“offstage focus” students speak directly to the audience and intentionally break
the fourth wall (76).

!> While these handbooks tend to focus on students in primary and secondary
schools, the advice offered applies to university-level teaching, too.

' Jenkins calls Verdun “awkward and silly” and labels his part “far inferior to the
other stage devices” (42).

17 Since sharing these edits with an audience at the 2014 meeting of the American
Eighteenth-Century Studies conference, I have thought more about what it would
mean to put some of those “mother” references back into the piece. Elaine McGirr
encouraged me to keep all of the “mother” references. She spoke with me about
her reading of the “mother” scenes with students and indicated the repetition of
“mother” amplified the awkward nature of Frederick’s newfound attachment to
Agatha.
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