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Star-gazing at Mansfield Park
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AII of us are aware ofJane Austen's keen eye for the "follies and nonsense,
whims and inconsistencies" of human beings. To the delight of those of
us who work in the natural sciences, her observations of the natural world
are equally discerning, if less frequent. As an example, I would like to
examine the one explicitly astronomical reference in all of her novels,
which occurs in Mansfield Park. Her reporting of the evening sky during
this incident is sulficiently accurate and detailed that one may determine,
to a fair degree of precision, the orientation of the drawing room at
Mansfield Park in which this conversation takes place. Stoneleigh Abbey,
in Warwickshire, is generally regarded as the prototype for Mansfield
Park; if anyone should wish to identify the most likely candidate for the
Mansfield Park drawing room, I should, of course, be delighted to come
along as a technical consultant.

The conversation in question takes place after dinner, a few days after
the trip to Sotherton during which Maria Bertram and Henry Crawford
behave so equivocally, and Mary Crawford discovers to her dismay that
Edmund Bertram is to become a clergyman. Fanny Price is conversing
with Edmund, probably only because Mary Crau{ord has left the room.
Here is the astronomical part of the conversation:

"[Edmund] '. . . There's Arcturus looking very bright.' [Fanny] 'Yes, and
the be ar. I wish I could see Cassiopeia.' 'We must go out onto the lawn for
that. Should you be afraid?' 'Not in the least. It is a great while since we
have had any star-gazing."' (MP, ll3)

Immediately afterwards, unfortunately, a glee in which Mary Crawford
is singing begins, and Edmund remains inside. "Fanny sighed alone at the
window till scolded away by Mrs. Norris's threats of catching cold."

This doesn't sound like much information, does it? ButJane Austen has
already told us the time of year and roughly the time in the eveningwhen
the conversation takes place. This information about the date and time,
plus clues to the location of Mansfield Park given elsewhere in the novel,
constrain the appearance of the night sky quite eflectively-and Miss
Austen gets it right, in striking contrast to some of her less careful
colleagues, such as Charlotte Bronte. (The behavior of the mooninJane
Eltre is, well-"remarkable" is the polite word.)

To understand why the date, time, and location ofthe conversation are
so important, we need to know something about the motions of astro-
nomical objects relative to the earth. Let's start with the daily, or diurnal
motion of the sun, moon, and stars with respect to the horizon, which is

caused by the rotation of the earth. AII of these objects rise in the east,
move across the sky, and set in the west, taking 24 hours to do so. Hence
their exact positions depend on the time of day (or night) that they are


