
God’s House Tower

Jane Austen Contemporary Commission:

“In Training for a Heroine”

Open Call


Introduction and Context 


From November 2024 - February 2025, Jane Austen’s travelling writing desk will be exhibited at 
God’s House Tower, on loan from the British Library. The portable, mahogany desk was designed 
to fold into a case for ease of traveling, and was gifted to Jane Austen around the time of her 19th 
birthday by her farther, George Austen. Exactly 230 years later, the desk will be at the heart of a 
year-long celebration of Jane Austen’s 250th birthday in Southampton, and across the world. 


Jane Austen knew Southampton well. She first visited the city (though it was a town at the time) 
when she was just 7 years old and then returned in 1793 when she was 17. Soon after, Austen 
began writing an early draft of her mock-gothic novel Northanger Abbey, which was eventually 
published posthumously in 1818. 


For about three years, between 1806 and 1809, Austen lived in Southampton in a house on Castle 
Square. The house was on the grounds of a mock-gothic castle, built by the Marquess of 
Lansdowne, on the site of the medieval Southampton Castle. The garden was enclosed by the old 
town walls which still stand today. 


During her time in Southampton, Jane Austen wrote a number of letters which have been 
transcribed and published. They are mostly addressed to her sister Cassandra, Austen’s closest 
friend and confidante, who decided to preserve the letters that she considered important - 
particularly ones that relate to Austen's work and writing.


Of the letters that Jane Austen wrote from Southampton, there is one of particular interest 
addressed to the publishing house Crosby &. Co, who had purchased an early version of 
Northanger Abbey (titled ‘Susan’ at the time) in 1803. Austen writes to demand the publication or 
return of her manuscript under the assumed name of Mrs Ashton Dennis, declaring herself the 
‘Authoress’ (drawing attention to her gender and the power-dynamics at play) and and signing off 
with the initials M.A.D, making her anger known.


This letter will be featured alongside the travelling writing desk in the Barker-Mill Project Space at 
God’s House Tower. Illustrations will bring the room to life visually and interpretation panels will 
provide visitors with information about the desk itself. The exhibition will tell the story of Jane 
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Austen as a young, ambitious writer at the very beginning of her career - the travelling writing 
desk symbolising a world of opportunity and possibility. 


The Brief  

The Main Gallery space upstairs will be the site of a new commission that responds to one or more 
of the following ideas/themes:


Jane Austen’s Letters

- Particularly those written while she was living in Southampton from 1807-1809 (letters 49-68)

- And/or the ‘Mrs. Ashton Dennis’ letter (letter 68D, see appendix 2)


The ‘Gothic’

- Characterised by fearful villains, the threat of the supernatural and the intrusion of the past upon 

the present, Gothic literature is full of suspense and sinister plots. Fantasy predominates over 
reality and the strange over the commonplace.


- The first Gothic novel was published in 1765 and the popularity of the genre quickly grew. 

- The literary style is associated with medieval Gothic architecture, such as castles, convents and 

crypts, which provided the setting for a number of Gothic novels. 

- In Southampton, Jane Austen lived on the grounds of a mock-gothic castle built by the Marquess 

of Lansdowne. She is known to have visited the ruins of Netley Abbey (a site which inspired 
many artists and writers of the time, such as John Constable and Thomas Gray) and would have 
walked past God’s House Tower itself, on her way to the Abbey or the beach.


- God’s House Tower was a damp and desolate prison at the time, the perfect setting for a 
potential Gothic novel.


- The building was depicted in the Gothic style by the Moonlight Pethers in the late 1700s. 
Paintings by Abraham, Henry and Sebastian Pether were exhibited at God’s House Tower in 
2019. 


- It could be speculated that Jane Austen’s interest in the Gothic was reawakened by her time 
spent in Southampton, and that she was inspired by these examples of Gothic architecture to 
write to her publisher and revisit an early draft of Northanger Abbey.


Northanger Abbey 

- Northanger Abbey is a mock-gothic novel - a parody of the genre 

- It was first drafted in 1798–9, revised in 1803, and prepared for publication in 1816 before it was 

published posthumously in 1818.

- Many Gothic novels are referenced in Northanger Abbey, including Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries 

of Udolpho.

- The heroine of Northanger Abbey, Catherine Morland is 17 years old in the novel, the same age 

as Austen was when she visited Southampton in 1973. 

- Catherine’s fondness for Gothic novels fuels her active imagination and as the plot develops, so 

do her increasingly disturbing suspicions.

- Using her trademark irony and wit, Jane Austen writes about the comic effects that reading too 

many ‘horrid’ novels had on a young and impressionable heroine, both celebrating and satirising 
the Gothic genre.


The ‘Female Gothic’

- The Gothic genre was hugely popular with women writers and women readers.
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- When Ellen Moers wrote of the ‘Female Gothic’ in Literary Women in 1977, she coined a new 
term and laid the foundation for a new way of thinking about women and the Gothic genre 
through a feminist lens.


- She argued that the Gothic genre allowed women to write about their discontent, critique the 
patriarchy and explore their societal and sexual desires. They were able to express their fears of 
entrapment in the domestic, their bodies, marriage, childbirth, or domestic abuse.


- More recently, some critics have questioned this reading of the Gothic, claiming that Moers, and 
other writers like her, were projecting the ideology of second-wave feminism on the Gothic 
genre, which is actually more varied and complex.


- So the question remains, can we read ‘female’ as ‘feminist’? And is it fair to consider Jane 
Austen’s works as ‘feminist’ also?


- It isn’t a stretch to assume that Austen would have read A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 
by Mary Wollstonecraft, published in 1792, and been inspired by this early example of feminist 
philosophy. Perhaps if Jane Austen had lived in a different era she would have called herself a 
feminist, but retrospectively labelling her as such could be considered problematic.


- Mary Wollstonecraft also lived briefly in Southampton, in Gloucester Square, just round the 
corner from God’s House Tower.


Women’s Fiction, Women’s Stories 

- The novel was still a relatively new form in Asten’s time and was often not considered as 

important or serious as non-fiction or poetry. 

- Gothic novels in particular were dismissed by some as a frivolous form of entertainment.

- In Northanger Abbey, Jane Austen acknowledges that a woman who reads Gothic fiction, even as 

she enjoys such novels, feels she has to "[lay] down her book with affected indifference, or 
momentary shame.”


- She goes on to protest the importance and value of reading novels “in which the greatest powers 
of the mind are displayed, in which the most thorough knowledge of human nature, the happiest 
delineation of its varieties, the liveliest effusions of wit and humour are conveyed to the world in 
the best chosen language.”


- Although attitudes towards novels and fiction has changed over the years, there is still a 
dismissive, misogynistic bias towards ‘women’s novels’, ‘chick-lit’ and ‘rom-coms’ that persists to 
this day.


- Women’s stories and perspectives have also often been excluded from historical narratives, 
along with other marginalised voices. Our programme at God’s House Tower seeks to address 
this issue by commissioning artists who are under-represented in the history books.


Austen’s works can be interpreted in infinite ways, from multiple perspectives and to suit a number 
of purposes. Whilst we hope the ideas outlined above provide ample inspiration for an exhibition 
proposal, we will also accept applications that respond to other aspects of Jane Austen’s life or 
works. 


We recognise that it is important at this stage to remain open-minded about the themes, structure 
and outcome of the commission. One of our favourite things about working with artists is being 
surprised and excited by new perspectives, ideas and interpretations of well-loved sites and 
stories. 


Eligibility 
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This opportunity is open to anyone who experiences/has experienced sexism, induing women, 
trans men and non-binary people assigned female at birth. 


As part of our ongoing commitment to anti-racism, accessibility and inclusion, we encourage 
expressions of interest from underrepresented artists.


The Building

God’s House Tower is a truly fascinating and unique ancient monument. Its heritage is in its walls 
and in the diverse and compelling stories of people who have passed through the building and the 
city beyond. Stories that blur the lines between fact and fiction, hidden histories and hearsay. 


This commission is an opportunity for artists to delve into Austen’s stories and God’s House 
Tower’s fluid and ever-changing history, function and future. The building is the one constant 
throughout time. Its empty spaces provide room for artists to explore an imagined heritage or 
speculative future, drawing on fact and fiction at will.


The Budget

There is a £6,500 budget for this commission. 


In line with a-n guidelines, we’d expect to see at least a £2,000 artist fee included in the cost 
breakdown


How to Respond to this Brief

Please send an Expression of Interest of no more than 500 words, briefly outlining your practice 
and how you feel it relates to this opportunity. It would also help us to understand what it is about 
this opportunity that interests you. Please also include an outline of your idea for a new work. This 
does not have to be detailed - please keep descriptions succinct, clear and in accessible language.  


A small shortlisting team will look at Expressions of Interest and shortlist two ideas that we will 
fund to be developed into a full proposal.  Proposals must include an expanded outline of the work 
the artists will create, a detailed budget, timeline and plan for production.  


Shortlisting and Interviewing

We aim to shortlist by Monday 24th June Shortlisted artists will then be informed and asked to 
develop their ideas further. All shortlisted artists will be paid a fee of £250 to do this. Artists are 
encouraged to visit God’s House Tower during proposal development stage. Reasonable travel 
expenses incurred during this visit will be reimbursed. 


A selection panel will then select the final proposal.


Commission Timeline

• Open Call: Monday 13th May - Monday 17th June

• Deadline for EOIs: Monday 17th June 

• Shortlisted artists notified: Monday 24th June 

• Proposal development period: Monday 24th June - Monday 15th July

• Deadline for final proposal: Monday 15th July

• Interviews: Wednesday 17th July

• Final Selection and artist agreement signed: Monday 22nd July 
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• Production Period: Monday 22nd July - Monday 28th October 

• Deadline for final artwork: Monday 28th October

• Install: Monday 11th November 

• Exhibition: 11th November - 23rd February 2025

• Evaluation: March 2025


What to do Next 

Please send your Expressions of Interest and up to 8 jpg images of recent work or a link to your 
website to Mia Delve at mia@aspacearts.org.uk by 9am on Monday 17th June


If you are sending film, please edit to 3 mins max. If you wish to visit GHT before submitting an 
Expression of Interest or if you have any questions please email Mia Delve at 
mia@aspacearts.org.uk or phone the ‘a space’ arts office on 07824326005.


Access 

As an organisation we actively look to reduce barriers for artists applying for our opportunities and 
commissions, and we are committed to being fair, accessible, transparent and inclusive. 


We offer a range of access support for artists, including alternative formats for information we 
release and submissions we receive as well as an artist access fund; please contact us so that we 
can discuss your individual needs and provide appropriate support for your application or project. 
Please either email us on enquiries@aspacearts.org.uk or call 07824326005


For more information about this work please visit - aspacearts.org.uk/about-us


About GHT 

God’s House Tower (GHT) opened to the public in September 2019 with a dynamic programme of 
exhibitions, events and activities. Through inventive and imaginative programming GHT shares and 
celebrates its’ own special Southampton story through the permanent exhibition ‘stories behind 
the stones.’  Our changing programme of exhibitions and activities create opportunities for artists 
and audiences, open up conversations and create access for those facing barriers to heritage and 
culture.  The programme empowers communities to be creators and develop a lifelong interest in 
arts and culture, along with diversifying Southampton’s creative community and creating role 
models to inspire a new generation of diverse creative communities in the city.


For more information about GHT please visit - godshousetower.org.uk


About ‘a space’ arts

Established in 2000, by artists for artists, ‘a space’ arts is the visual arts organisation leading on a 
range of artist development projects, including the Arches and Tower House studios, God’s House 
Tower, the RIPE programme, along with offering a bespoke range of Artist Resources.  


Artist development at the heart of all of our projects and we deliver our mission of supporting 
visual artists and inspiring audiences in enterprising ways. All of our work and venues including 
Victorian railway arches and Medieval monuments supporting delivering our mission. The 
organisation is a registered charity and an Arts Council England National Portfolio Organisation.


For more further information and an overview of our work please visit - aspacearts.org.uk
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For project specific information please visit - godshousetower.org.uk and ripesouthampton.org.uk


Anti-racism

To further our mission we are taking proactive steps to becoming an anti-racist organisation. We 
have pledged to deliver a number of commitments through our Anti-Racism Action Plan over the 
next two years along with a series of activities to bring immediate benefits to global majority 
artists. We feel this combination of working towards long-term change and immediate action can 
make a real difference to Southampton’s global majority visual artists and we plan to continue 
working on this dual approach.


For more information about this work please visit - aspacearts.org.uk/about-us


A note on terminology 

• We acknowledge language is fluid and evolving and aim to ensure our use of language remains 

inclusive and inoffensive.

• As an organisation we have joined the movement to reject the acronym BAME as this state-

manufactured term flattens and depoliticises global solidarity between people with a lived 
experiences of racism.


• We acknowledge the term ‘people of global majority’ as it is factually true with over 80% of the 
world’s population making up the global majority of non-white peoples.


Climate Action

As a cultural organisation it is our responsibility to raise awareness, as well as reducing and 
mitigating our own environmental impact. The environmental impact of this commission will be 
closely monitored and steps will be taken to reduce CO₂ emissions where appropriate. 
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Appendix 1: Short history, current situation, spaces and considerations


Short history 

GHT as we know it today was constructed over several hundred years. The oldest part of the 
building, previously known as God’s House Gate, was built in 1189 and named due to its proximity 
to a nearby God’s House Hospital. The original gate was built to give access to the Platform Quay 
and was used to guard from attack by sea.


In 1338 Southampton was raided by the French. With no defensive walls to protect the town, 
Southampton was pillaged; The invaders rampaged through the streets setting fire to houses and 
pillaging the cellars which stored wine and wool. the townspeople faced the wrath of King Edward 
III, who gave orders to enclose Southampton with walls as a defence against further 
attack. Strategically positioned to form the southeastern corner, the Tower was built in 1400 to 
house gunpowder, cannons and as a lookout point across the Solent. GHT remained an important 
defensive structure for the next 300 years. 


By the 17th century,  With attack from the sea no longer an immediate threat, and with the tower 
no longer needed for defence, the building began to fall into disrepair. In 1760 plans for a prison at 
God’s House Tower were drawn up. God’s House Gaol was three prisons in one: the Bridewell, the 
Felons’ prison and the Debtors’ gaol. The prison was constantly cold and damp as it was built over 
the town ditches. Inmates were held in chains and fetters and subjected to hard labour working a 
hand cranked mill in the prison yard to produce flour from grain, or picking oakum. The work was 
hard, monotonous and unpleasant.
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By the Victorian era, the population of the prison as well as the population of the town had soared 
and the prisoners were moved from God’s House Gaol in 1855. Part of the building was used as a 
temporary mortuary until the Southampton Harbour Board rented the premises in 1876 for use as 
a large warehouse.  


In the 1960s the building was converted into an archeology museum and brutalist concrete 
staircases and parquet floors were added. The museum closed in 2011 and in 2019 GHT re-
opened as Southampton’s newest arts and heritage venue.


Current situation

God’s House Tower is a landmark building in Southampton - our programme aims to share and 
celebrate the city’s heritage through retelling, reframing and reimagining local histories and 
celebrating diverse stories and perspectives.


‘A space’ has 16 members of staff, including 9 office-based roles and 7 front-of-house. In 2021 we 
embarked on a number of community-led projects, both creative and research-based. These newly 
established groups, their knowledge and ongoing-research can also act as a resource, providing a 
unique insight into both known and marginalised histories.


This commission could be instrumental in affirming GHT as a critical cultural venue for the city, and 
in the region. It is an opportunity for an artist to think big, take a creative and imaginative leap and 
make work that connects the past to the present and even into the future.


Spaces and considerations

Inside the building, we have a number of spaces which can be utilised for the commission. The 
main gallery is our largest space. It is fully-accessible, bright and open. We also have a project 
space on the 1st floor which is fully-accessible and can function as a dark space for projection or a 
climate-controlled collections gallery. There is a Café/Bar on the ground floor and a small library 
space. 


Outside we have a courtyard and there is access to the roof of the tower, which is part of our 
permanent heritage exhibition. In the past, artists have used this space for live art and performance 
events. Again, this part of the building unfortunately isn’t fully-accessible.


Fo images and more information about our spaces head to godshousetower.org.uk/venue-hire/


As a scheduled ancient monument, the fabric of the building is fragile and protected. This will have 
to be taken into account by the commissioned artist. There are, however, many ways to get around 
this, using hanging systems, temporary, freestanding exhibition displays or projection, among other 
solutions.


As custodians of GHT, ‘a space’ arts are uniquely positioned to offer the commissioned artist 
access to other buildings that we manage, including studio spaces at the Arches and exhibition/
studio spaces at RIPE on Old Northam Road. Working within these spaces would also provide an 
opportunity for our studio holders and the local artist community to gain a unique insight into 
another artist’s practice and the commissioning process. It is important to us that local artists feel 
connected to and excited by this commission.
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There’s also the possibility of hosting an artist in residence, either offsite at the Arches studios, at 
one of our venues on Old Northam Road, or in the building itself. 
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Appendix 2: Mrs Ashton Dennis Letter 
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Appendix 3: Images of Jane Austen’s travelling writing desk 
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