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The article was written by Judith Fisher, who writes from the perspective of a professional actress who “deplores the slurs cast on my profession by those who deem acting to be immoral” (70).  She gives a historical background of the negative reputation of actresses to whom the “stigma of prostitution” (71) was attached.  Fisher notes that although Jane Austen was not against amateur theatricals, (her family had performed in their own private theatricals (70), Austen was aware of the negative connotations involved and careful in her presentation of acting in Mansfield Park.  Fisher notes that Austen is clear that there is definite danger involved for Maria, the oldest of the Bertram daughters.  Maria has the most to lose since she is engaged and acting throws her into reputation into question.  The question Fisher addresses is the extent to which Austen presents Maria (and all who act) as being in moral danger.  This article is useful because it gives historical information and ties it to Austen’s novel.  In addition, it treats the work critically, and with a bias toward the harmlessness of acting.  
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In this article, Litvak dissects the episode in Mansfield Park in which the Bertrams and Crawfords engage in amateur theatricals.  He argues that Jane Austen “is neither unequivocally conservative nor unequivocally progressive” (331) in her treatment of play-acting.  Theatricals are put to use in the novel to illustrate key differences in the natures of the main characters in the novel.  The ability of the play Lover’s Vows to blur the line between what is said and what is meant is discussed.  Litvak asserts that Austen portrays acting in a negative light insofar as it infects and spreads from the city to the country, the billiard room to the study (332), and decries it to the extent that it seduces those involved.  It is the infection that is dangerous, both in terms of its ability to spread and its ability to poison the minds of the unguarded.  This article is useful because it recognizes the intricacies of Austen’s treatment of amateur theatricals.  Instead of trying for the easy answer, Litvak realizes that the portrayal of the play is “ineluctably ambiguous” (332).
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