
 

1 

 

Philip Allan Updates © 2012 

Volume 24, Number 1, September 2013 

Teaching notes 

Contexts for Pride and Prejudice 
Luke McBratney 

All specifications require you to work with assessment objective 4: ‘demonstrate understanding of the 
significance and influence of the contexts in which literary texts are written and received.’ This doesn’t 
mean that you have to know swathes of history and facts about a writer’s life and times; spending your 
time getting to know contextual elements that arise directly from the text in question can be a much 
more enriching experience. These teaching notes take that approach, using Barbara Morden’s article 
on pp. 12–15 of the magazine to provide examples. 

Elizabeth’s love 
If you knew nothing about the significance of landscapes in Regency England, you could be forgiven 
for thinking that Elizabeth’s remark about her first romantic feelings for Darcy is frivolous, shallow or 
materialistic. Dating her love from ‘first seeing his beautiful grounds at Pemberley’ might, however, be 
another way of saying that it was when she first saw Pemberley that she first appreciated Darcy’s true 
character. 

Note what Morden says about connections between a country house and grounds and its owner. 
Remind yourself of the following: 

• The ways in which a house is used to reflect its owner. 

• What a classical country house suggests about its owner’s household. 

• Note how the grounds of country houses were used in contemporary paintings. 

• Consider how Rosings contrasts with Pemberley. 

• Note what is said about the well-established nature of the trope (idea) of the house reflecting 
the man. 

Taking such contextual knowledge into account, therefore, might transform a seemingly frivolous 
remark into an expression of true love. 

The influence of Fielding 
Further parallels between house and owner may be seen when we explore some of the parallels 
between Pride and Prejudice and an earlier novel, Sir Charles Grandison by Samuel Richardson. Look 
back at Morden’s article to see the similarities regarding the use of the following: 

• The faithful housekeeper. 

• The library of the country house. 

• Improvements to the landscapes and gardens of the estate. 
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New ideas 
Note also how Austen uses new thinking about the landscape. 

You might wish to remind yourself of how the concept of the picturesque enables Elizabeth to make a 
witty quip to the Bingley sisters. Also consider how ideas about the landscape and enjoying nature 
changed in the nineteenth century. Note how: 

• the static appreciation of the picturesque gives way to a more dynamic relationship with the 
landscape 

• we can appreciate this dynamic appreciation of the landscape as Elizabeth walks through the 
grounds at Pemberley 

• this new conception of interacting with the landscape fits in with a wider cultural shift (from the 
Age of Reason to Romanticism) 

Ways of seeing 
Consider how Morden expands on the implications of the above ideas about the landscape to form 
interesting conclusions about the need to avoid relying overly on fixed social conventions, to be 
prepared to adjust position or perspective and be willing to engage with the evolving context. 

Task 
Use an electronic copy of Pride and Prejudice to investigate the many uses of words and phrases 
relating to seeing, perception and understanding. If you have downloaded the text as a Word 
document, go to the edit tab and click on Find, then search for some of the following: 

• perspective 

• direction 

• views 

• prospect 

• view 

Further reading 
As well as using the articles available from THE ENGLISH REVIEW Online Archive, you might like to visit 
some of the sites below: 

http://www.pemberley.com/janeinfo/pridprej.html contains an online annotated copy of the novel as 
well as helpful information about the characters and the Regency period. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-22308373 gives details of the BBC’s recent recreation of the 
Netherfield Ball. A DVD of the programme is also available; it provides a wealth of information on 
aspects such as Regency food, music and dancing. 

The University of Oxford site (http://writersinspire.podcasts.ox.ac.uk/writers/jane-austen) provides 
podcasts to extend your contextual understanding. The Jane Austen section includes lectures by 
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Professor Kathryn Southerland, revealing what we can learn from Austen’s manuscripts, and by Dr 
Paula Byrne, author of the recent biography, The Real Jane Austen: a Life in Small Things. 


