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THE STYLE OF PRIDE AND PREJUDICE

vet I think it s well c.x'l,:r"m,n't'ﬁ'r

"x 7 hen Jane Austen began to write her novels, she did something extremely

innovative in the world of English literature. She incorporated into her
narration a new technigue, which has become known as *Free Indirect Discourse’
(FIDY), and this soon became a hallmark of her writing stvle. She was not the very
first author to use it — Goethe did so in Germany, where it was known as “erfebre
Rede' — but she was the first English novelist to use FID consistently and exten-
sively. Other writers followed — Flaubert, Kafka, James Joyce and Virginia Woolf
were each, in their time, praised for the modernity of their styles using this narra-
tive technique — but it was Jane Austen who led the way and showed them all how
it was done.

FID {also known as ‘free indirect speech”) can only be used in a novel written

Tl e
Sy

with third-person narration. 'The device involves the blending of that third-person
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narration with first-person narrative speech. However, this is done without any
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speech marks, and there are no *he saids” and ‘she saids’ prefacing or following the
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words. So while we do not actually gert direct words spoken by a character, we still

¢et the way that character thinks or speaks. FID enables us to share a character's

viewpoint, join him or her emononally and share joys : cars, judices anc
point, join | | rionally and share joys and fears, prejudices and

|

amusement. [t permits us to learn things that perhaps that characrer would never
dare to speak aloud. FID focuses on interiority of character, and provides a more

intimate view. It examines inner consciousness in a way not always ]}Et'mi[le-:‘] by
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ilivaberh reads a letter from her aunt, Mres Gardiner (lustration by Philip Goughl, more standard forms of narration. It seriously alters the way in which a story is
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RIGHT AND SPARKLING

told, and is a sophisticated device that demands skill in the handling. Jane Austen
loved I becanse ir allowed her greatr scope for irony: she could mingle om-
niscient narration with the thoughts of a character, thus highlighting any ironic
contrast berween the rwo,

Viuch of the FID in Pride and Prefudice is connected with Elizabeth Bennet. After

arcy has first proposed to her, we get an example of the rechnique in action:

Her astonishment, as she reflecred on what had passed, was increased by
every review of it. That she should receive an offer of marriage from Mr
Darey! that he should have been in love with her for so many months! so
much in love as to wish to marry her in spite of all the objections which had
made him prevent his friend’s marrying her sister, and which must appear

at least with equal foree in his own case, was almost ineredible!

T'he first sentence is standard third-person narration. The narrator tells us that
Ilizabeth is astonished and thinks over what has just happened. But with the next
sentence, we move inside her mind. There are no speech marks — she is not alking
to hersell” or o anyone else — but the perspective is Elizabeth’s, filtered through
the third-person narration. It is not the narrator who is shocked by the proposal

everything written so far by the narrator has led up 1o this climax — but it is
Ilizabeth wheo is stunned by surprise. The thoughts of his heing “so much in love”
are ‘almost incredible’ to her, but not to the narrator who created them. FID here
takes us seamlessly into Lizzy’s mind, before seamlessly moving back out again to
allow nsual narrative to continue,

Mr Collins is very often the target of ironic FID within the novel as, for ex-

ample, when he speaks of Lady Catherine:

Mr Collins was t'h;rquen[ in her pritise. The subject elevated him to more
thin usual solemnity of manner, and with a2 most important aspect he pro-
tested that he had never in his life wirnessed such behaviour in a person

of rank — such affability and condescension as he had himself experienced
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from Lady Catherine. She had been graciously pleased to approve of botls
the discourses, which he had already had the honour of preaching hefore
her. She had also asked him twice 1o dine at Rosings, and had sent for him
only the Saturday before to make up her pool of quadrille in the evening,
Lady Catherine was reckoned proud by many people he knew, but he had
never seen anything but aftability in her. She had always spoken to him as
she would ro any other gentlemen; she made nor the smallest objection 1o
his joining in the sociery of the neighbourhood, nor to his leaving his parish
occasionally for a week or two o visit his relations. She had even conde-
scended to advise him 1o marry as soon as he could, provided he choase

with discrenon.

Clearly here it is not the narrator who thinks Lady Catherine has “such affabil-
ity and condescension’, or that her notice and advice is such an honour, This is Mr
Collins’s view only. Lady Catherine’s exact degree of graciousness and conde-
scension is theretore immediately made the subject of doubt to the reader, even il
it is unquestioned by Mr Collins,

Jane Austen is especially adept at handling FID for group
volces in Pride and Prejudice. In these cases, she does not move

- mnto the mind ol just one speaker, but rather into the mind of the
neighbourheod in general, or into the spiteful thoughts of old

women in Meryton, When Mr Darey, ar the assembly ball, is
pronounced ‘above being pleased” and ‘the proudest, mosi
disagreeable man in the world’, one can hear the hurt and
petulant tones of snubbed gentry in a provincial town, This
/ enables Jane Austen to provide a convineing backdrop of the
Meryton milicu, without having to particularize individual

characters.
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Throughout Pride and Prejudice the narration glides effortlessly between stan-
dard narrative form and the free indirect discourse of Elizabeth, Lydia, Mr Collins,
the inhabitants of Meryton and several other characters in the novel. Most readers
are unaware that such a rechnique exists or that Jane Austen is using it so exten-
sively and cleverly, but it is a vital aspect of her style and it contributes greatly to

the variety and comedy of Pride and Prejudice.

THE DIALOGUE OF FRIDE AND PREJUINCE

Lord David Cecil, who wrote a delightful biography of Jane Austen, commented
that ‘People who do not like Jane Austen are the kind of people who do not like
sunshine.' Reading Pride and Prejudice does indeed feel like a burst of sunshine
from a cloudy sky. What is it about the way in which it is written that communi-
cates such sparkle, such jore de vivre, 1o its readers?

Much of this charm comes from the dialogue. Crisp, exact and witty, every
speech in the novel reveals the character of the speaker and amuses the reader,
No wonder film-makers are so attracted to the novel: the dialogue is 4 positive
gift 1o any seriptwriter, The first chapter of the book is an excellent example.
Dialogue starts after only two sentences, with ‘My dear Mr Bennet . . ', and
within three pages of conversation the personalities of Mr Bennet and *lis lady’
are vividly before us in all their glorious absurdity, Mrs Bennet 15 loquacious,
Mr Bennet is terse; she is silly, he is dry: "You take delight in vexing me. You
have no compassion on my poor nerves,” *You mistake me, my dear. | have a high
cespect for your nerves, They are my old friends. | have heard you mention them
with consideration these twenty vears at least.” This dialogue in Chapter One
provides a portrait of the Bennet marriage, information about their five daughrers
needing husbands, and brilliantly efficient character portraval, along with the fun
and comedy of the scene.

Jane Austen commented, after Pride and Prejudice had been published, that
she ought perhaps to have added some more *he saids” and *she saids” to make her
dinlogues clearer for the reader. She was wrong! Every voice is so distinguishable

from another that it is casy 1o know who is speaking. Whe but Mr Collins would
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be gushing about *her ladyship’s concurrence’s who but Mary would prose on
about ‘the generality of temale minds'; and when nerves are mentioned ob course
the speaker is Mrs Bennet.

Jane Austen employs exaggeration within dialogue with grear skill. Foolish
characters, with little sense of proportion, exaggerate, magnity and overuse lan-
puage when they speak. Lydia and her ‘raprures’, Mrs Bennet threatening “never 1o
see | Llizabeth| again® if she refuses Mr Collins, Lady Catherine and her empharic
pronouncements are all good examples. Elizabeth, and the reader, should beware
of Wickham when he describes Mr Darcy Senior as ‘the truest friend 1 ever had’
and speaks of being ‘grieved to the soul by a thousand tender recollections’, bui
she is seduced by his handsome face and fails 1o be warned by his over-the-top
speeches. Elizabeth, and the reader, must constantly distinguish between grada-
tions, nuances and extremes.

Repetition is also brilliantly used, as Jane Austen re-uses phrases that immedi-
ately bring a particular speaker to mind. She had no need 1o put *‘Mr Caollins said’
in front of any speech that refers to a "humble abode’, or add *said Sir William'
after the court of St James is mentioned, Such *speech tags’ are another part of her
stylistic repertoire,

Jane Austen wrote to her sister ot the ‘playfulness’ of her novel’s style. One
can see her having such fun when her characters speak. They respond so wittily,
or cap each other’s phrases. When Darcy remarks that poetry is the *food of love ',
Elizabeth rephes that it there ‘be anly a slight, thin sort of inclination’, then ‘'one
good sonnet will starve it entirely away’. Darcy has to smile, as she turns a well-
known adage on its head, Elizabeth's ripostes to Lady Catherine, when that dowa-
ger visits Longbourn and tries to intimidate with her rank, frustrate that domi-
neering woman exceedingly. Lady Catherine might be rich and important, but she
is thoroughly beaten in that verbal duel.

The dialogue of Pride and Prejudice 1s honed to pertection, it glitters like a
jewel, and trom the first speech (Mrs Bennet's) w the very last (Elizabedi’s), ir is

T{:[:l":pf Eiirl‘n-':lnc'lr‘rg, realistic, clever and economical — a dose of sunshine indeed.
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THE IRONY QF PRIDE AN PREJUDICE
Jane Austen’s famous irony is an es-
sential stylistic characteristic ol Prade
and Prejudice. This literary device is
much used, and always with extreme
skill. With irony she creates discor-
dance berween whar appears w be
and what actually is. and prompis
her reader 1o question or re-evaluare
a character or situation,

There is irony of ‘theme”. *Pride’
and *prejudice” are very mixed quali-
ties, each containing good and bad
aspects, In this novel ‘pride’ leads
o ‘prejudice” and ‘prejudice” mvites
and both become intermin-

‘l:rridi: ;
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Austen handles these qualites ironi-

iling wintepa diniino: gies 1o cally, inviling us to see their incon-
ety st by L p F.'_'['LIEH'ES.

She uses irony of situation. The

very man who thinks a young wom-

an ‘not handsome enough’ 1o tempt him on to the dance floor will, by the end of

the novel, be leading her to the altar, The militia who, by removing from Meryton,

should be removing all Lydia’s flicting partners will end up removing Lydia as

well. Lidy Catherine arrives at 1_¢mgh{mrn tO put a sLop 1o a marriage, but ends up

by promoting it instead. Elizabeth Bennel insists to Mr Collins that she is not the

st of voung lady who risks her F|'!|i1]:r]:lims:h':«: on the chance of being asked a second

time ', only to be longing for a second proposal later in the story. She also finds

hersell at Pemberley face to face with its ‘rejected” owner and is only teo aware of

that situational irony as she blushes with embarrassment. Many of these ironies are

THE STYLE OF PRILE AND PREJUDG

missed by a first-time reader, and that is one of the many reasons why Pride and
Prejudice is ubways reread with increased enjoyment,

Then there is irony of character, where Jane Austen uses ironic humour 1o
puncture pomposity, expose ill-breeding, dent self-deception and reveal stupidiry.
Bingley’s sisters dislike the vulgarity of some of the Bennet women, bur irony dis-
plays how essentially vulgar they are themselves. Trony exposes the ludicrousness
of Mrs Bennet’s claim that she would be ashamed to accept an entiled property
it one ever came her way, when she has never been able w understand enrails;
it shows up Lady Catherine’s vulgarity in stating that Elizabech would be in no
one’s way in the servants’ quarters’: it highlights the importance of money to all
the characters (Mr Darcy soon draws attention in the hallroom by his height and
looks, but particularly by ‘“the report which was in general circularion within five
minutes atter his entrance, of his having ten thousand a year™); it laughs at gossips
(“there was much to be talked of in marrying [Lydia]: and the geod-natured wishes
for her well-doing, which had proceeded before, from all the spiteful old ladies in
Meryton, lost but lictle of their spirit in this change of circumstances, because with
such a husband, her misery was considered certain’); and it emphasizes a woeful
lack of sell-knowledge in so many of the characters.

It can occasionally be malicious, as when Elizabeth says of Miss De Bourgh,
‘I like her appearance”: she doesn’t really like the sickly looks of the girl ar all,
but she thinks such a pathetic woman will serve Mr Darcy right as a wife, Very
occasionally irony is self-inflicted. Mr Bennet is clever enough o know his own
faulis: "Let me ance in my life’, he tells his daughter Elizabeth, ‘feel how much |
have been to blame. | am not afraid of being overpowered by the impression. It
will pass away soon enough.’ Irony can be truly comic: Charlotte Lucas does no
do justice to “the fire and independence of his character’ when Mr Collins comes
to ‘throw himsell at her feet’, the *fire” being from a man who is proposing to
rwo women within a few days. There is quiet, precise irony all through the novel,
[rony is directed against every character, even at times against the heroine (*Ye
the misery, for which vears of happiness were to offer no compensation, received

soon afterwards material relief, from nbsuwing how much the beaury of her sister
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re-kindled the admiration of her tormer lover™). Irony is a tool that Jane Austen
knew how to use for maximum effect, No one is sale from her ironic voice and no

reader of Pride and Prejudice would want it 1o be otherwise,

LETTERS IN PRIDE ANE PRENINEE

‘Come as soon as you can on receipt of this . . ' propose mysell the satistac-
ton of wainng on you . . ., "Let me hear from you very soon’, ‘Be not alarmed,
Madam, on receiving this letter . . .", ‘My motive tor cautioning Vo, 15 s tollows
vovy Prear Sir, I must trouble yvou once more tor congratulations', *1 would have
thanked you betore . . .", 'l do nort think we shall have quite enough money 1o live
1||11|r1' letters of i111i[1l[icm, letters of tharnks. |]u1::-_';1*.1p, letters and those tull of
explanation, letters announcing dramatic events and letters of congrarulation fill
miny pages of Pride and Prejudice. The novel is packed with correspondence, with
tarty-tour letters referred to, and eighteen of those either heavily quoted from or

given in full,

Jane Austen inherited the epistolary mode of novel writing from the

15 ||1"f'“f||—tt'tirlll‘_‘- writers. Her favourite novelist, Samuel Richardson, wrote

Fhe History of Str Charles Grandison as a novel of letters. Almost certainlv, #/inor

and Marianne was written as an epistolary novel betore it metamorphosed into

SNense and Sensibility (which actually contains far fewer letters in its pages than

does Pride and Prejudice). The scholarly debate continues as 1o whether or no
Firse Impresstons was also epistolary, but whatever its original structure, Pride
and Prejudice is a novel in which letters play a vital role. Jane Austen ook the
epistolary mode and adapted it to her own more believable stvle of narration,
weaving letters very narurally into her text, without straining reader credulity in
the way that an unadulterated series of letters is apt 1o do.

Letter-writing was a serious business in Jane Austen's day. The world of a
modern reader is filled with phones, email, texting, blogging and Facebook bu
what we now do so quickly with the push of a bution had to be done laboriously

then with paper, L|Ili||. ink bottle and considerations of cost. When Mr Collins

sends a letter to Mr Bennet, it 1s Mr Bennet who must pay tor postage, and the

FHE STYLE OF PRUDE AND PREJU

lilll;.ﬂl.': the Collins effusion, the higher the cost to Mr Bennet, Considerate corre
spondents wrote very small or "crossed” their letters (writing on the page, and then
rotating that page forty-five degrees and writing over what had already been writ-

ten, thus saving an extra sheer of paper and more expense). Olten letter-writers

tried to send letters via friends who were travelling to save the recipient having 1o
pay, or found a Member of Parliament who could *trank’ the letter (us Sir Thomas
Bertram does for Fanny's letters in Mansfield Park), as MPs could post their letters
for tree. In the world of Pride and Prepudice letters are delivered in many ways,
via servants or triends, handed over personally and sent through the post (which
was remarkably etficient — Jane's letter to Elizabeth takes four davs to reach her,
but that is after it has been ‘missent else-
whoere - . . as Jane had wrirten the direcrion
remarkably ill'. Normallv a lewer would
reach its recipient within two days, car-
ried by horse and carriage up o the north
of the country). Letters in the novel con-
vey a great deal of informaton and ofren
indicate a turn of events — 4 NeEwComer ar-
riving on the scene (Mr Collinsg), an illness
(Jane), news ot an elopement (Lydia) or an
announcement of a marrage (Mr Bennet
about his daughters).

Letters in Pride and Prejudice also re-
veal character., Mr Bennet is 4 i.w_x cOr-
:I".""E:IHrLllL'rII. even when his letters con-
cern business, and this sayvs much for his
failure as a husband and father (*About a
month ago | received this letter, and about
a tormmight ago | answered i, for | thought

it a case of some delicacy, and reguiring

] i ] - . [ . .
eariy atténtron mv alics). Mr Gardiner
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shoulders Mr Bennet's responsibility of keeping the Bennet women informed
after Lydia's elopement, just as he takes on the task of finding Lyelia, and his cor-
respondence is punctual, sensible and to the point, like the man himsell, Lydia's
letters are full of trivia and show a total lack of shame — elopement, dance part-
ners, shopping, clothes and a shorgun wedding are all jumbled ogether, as if
ench was of equal importance. When, all unconsciously, Lydia asks in a leter
tor "u great shit” in her muslin gown 1o be repaired, it is such a meaningful line:
the image symbolizes the loss of her virginity and the irreparable damage 1o her
reputation, while also illusrranng her thoughrlessness. Jane Benner writes sweet,
considerate letters and Mrs Gardiner kind, sensible ones, like her hushand. Mr
Darcy's long letter, placed mid-way through the novel, is a prear ser prece of
Pride and Prejudice, resembling an important solilogquy on the stage. Johnsonian
in its long sentences, formal in its injured feelings, vet so desperately trying to
be fair, so rational and imformative, it also has one of the great endings of any
letter: "1 will only add, God bless vou.” Such an adieu is chariey itself”, as Eliza-
beth later tells him.

Mr Darcy writes a superb letter, but it is Mr Colling who must surely be the
muost prized of all correspondents in Pride and Prequdice. His letters are so wonder-
fll"}' comic that Mr Bennet, much as he hates the OECUpaton, would not give up
Mr Collins's L‘HrrL'.'-Lle‘ldEH::E tor any consideration . '['in.':, e pompous, servile,
tasteless, verbose, lowery (for example, he announces his wife's pregnancy as ‘u
young olive-branch'; an alive-branch dppeirs in his very frse letter as well, so he
Is clearly very pleased with that image), foolish, moralizing, mean of spirit and
lengthy — quite simply, they are a joy to read. So memaorable are they thar diction-
aries now include an entry for *a Mr Colling Letter’, meaning a letter of thanks fo)
hospitality or entertainment sent by a departed guest — <o named because of just
such a letter sent by Mr Collins after his first stay ar Longbourn.

Letters are a notable feature of Jane Austen’s st }']L‘ in Pride and Prejudice, They
move the plot along, reveal characier, indicate arrivals and departures, mike dra-
matic announcements, and hinder or promote L‘L'rurlt-chi]:l. Jane Austen onee com-

['l|i|11t‘rl[!.'-:| her sister Cassandra on her {']:-J'Htu]ur:..f r-'.1l1..'|::; "The letter which 1 have
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this moment received from you has diverted me bevond moderation . . . You are
indeed the finest comic writer of the age.” Cassandra’s letters to Jane have not
survived and we have thus no way of judging Cassandra’s abilities in that respect,
but surely it was Jane herselt who wrote the finest comic letters of her age, when
she created letrers for her novel. They have successfully diverted two centuries of

readers.

OTHER STYLISTIC FEATURES OF PRIDE AND PREJUDICE

Unlike Charles Dickens, Jane Austen is not a descriptive writer, She does not pro-
vide long passages describing houses, appearance, furniture, clothing or food.
“Things’ do not play a large part in her fiction. Pride and Prejudice contains few
concrete nouns (carriages, gowns, dishes on the table, etc.), but it has plenty of ab-
stract ones (pride, prejudice, hope, sense, astonishment, respect, happiness, con-
sideration, comprehension, reputation, regret — the list goes on). However, when
description really matters, and can tell the reader something mare than simply
about appearances, it is there. We do not need to know whether Longbourn is buils
of brick or stone, is two-storeyed or three, because such detail would tell us noth-
ing of Elizabeth herself. But with Pemberley, it is a different case altogether. Mr
Darcy needs to be revealed — 1o Elizabeth and to the reader — withour prejudice,
He needs 1o be placed in his proper context, not standing diffidently in a Mery-
ton ballroom, nor awkwardly next to Miss Bingley, but in his natural element, ‘i
home as master, brother, landlord and employer. What better way of achieving
this than by describing Pemberley as a well-run estate, a place where servants
are happy. a loving home tor Georgiana and a place where ‘natral beauty” is 1o
the fore, where taste is evident and where everything is well regulated. And so
Jane Austen describes the setting of *rising ground” for this man rapidly rising in
Elizabeth's esteem, rooms that are ‘lofty and handsome" (just like their owner),
turniture ‘neither gaudy nor uselessly fine” (reflecting Darcy's taste) and a picture
gallery with s generations of Darcys (showing so clearly why he has a reason 1o
be proud). Economical as ever in her style, Jane Austen describes Pemberley and

Mr Darcy at the same time.
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Oh," said Lyvdio, stoutly, 1 am noe atenids fon

I||umf|| | ane the yompest, | m thie el it

Austen’s style — even contrast of b s
ined 1o reveal clidracier (llustration by

Hugh Thomsan)
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Loontrast i an mportant part of HIT

Contrast is another important fea-
ture of Pride and Prejudice. There
is the contrasting of letters and of
speech (both discussed earlier in
this chapter), and there is contrast of
character. The reader is continually
forced to compare Darcy with his friend

Ringley, and both those gentlemen with Mr

Wickham. We must contrast each Bennet sister with her siblings. Elizubeth re-
fuses Mr Collins, but Charlotte Lucas accepts him, and this ells us much about
the differences between the two women, Mr Bennet in his role as tather must be
compared with Sir William Lucas in the same role, and sensible Aunt Gardiner is
a contrast to vulgar Aunt Philips,

There is contrast of action too. Elizabeth receives two unwelcome proposals
and both her suitors essentially tell her the same thing: that a gl with as small
a dowry as hers and with such a family should be grateful 1o be asked. and
should immediately say ‘Yes'. Yer each unsuccessful proposal is handled very
differently, Jane Austen cleverly allows Mr Collins to speak for himself: “To
fortune 1 am perfectly inditferent and shall make no demand .. ', and he assures
her, ‘in the most animated language of the violence of [his| affection”. As he
speaks, Mr Collins reveals himselt 1o be a tool with every word. "Violence of
affection’ from a man who has changed that ‘aftection’ from Jane o Elizabeth

while Mrs Benner was “stirring the fire”! But the last thing Jane Austen wants
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is for readers to think the hero of her novel i1s also a tool or so arrogant tha
we want no more of him. Mr Darcy opens his proposal by speaking of his
‘ardent” feelings, but after thar Jane Austen does not permit her hero o speak
directly. His proposal is given as reported speech. ‘He spoke well, but there
were feelings besides those of the heart 1o be detailed, and he was not more
elogquent on the subject of tenderness than of pride.’ Jane Austen lets Mr Collins
make a pompous ass of himself, but she won’t allow her hero to upset or alienate
the reader with his direct utterances. Later, though, when Darcy has learned
how to propose properly, she gives him direct speech: "But vour famly owe
me nothing. Much as I respect them, | believe, | thought only of you . .. M
attections and wishes are unchanged, bur one word from vou will silence me
on this subject for ever.” By using different narrative techniques, permitting or
blocking dialogue, Jane Austen ensures that two men who confidently propose
in completely the wrong way are properly differentiated as buffoon and hero in
the minds of her readers,

Fride and Prepudice is a beautitully shaped novel. The first halt leads up to the
climax in the centre of the book: Darey’s fiest proposal and his letter of explana-
tion. After that important moment, his pride and Elizabeth’s prejudice both star
to disappear. The novel then develops her growing “pride” in him and his gener-
osity of spirit, and his ‘prejudice” against his aunt and all she stands for, 1t's like
a piece of music rising in a crescendo 1o a climax, and then diminishing, working
through all its themes and motifs uniil it reaches a happy, peacetul conclusion. 11
has beautiful symmetry: pride and humility are both there, as are reason and pas-
sion, energy and decorum. It is not only Elizabeth and Darcy who are "united” in
the very last sentence but so many intangibles as well.

Pride and Prejudice is a novel of manners, told politely — there is nothing
ill bred or boisterous in its style. Civilization is both discussed in its pages and
reflected in every one of those pages. This 15 a novel that involves the reader,
inviting evaluation, intellecrual discernmen and intelligent response. lis shape,
clarity, sparkle, harmonies and contrasts together form a whole which achieves

what David Cecil so aptly described as *Mozartian perfection’.



