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Two hundred years after the death of Jane Austen, not only have her works not lost their relevance, but 
they are becoming more and more well-known. However, the large number of existing film adaptations 
and other audiovisual versions may have the consequence that many people have got to know these 
stories without having read the books. These versions could also promote a superficial reading of the 
novels, in which their literary value are not appreciated. In this article, some keys are proposed to 
understand and to appreciate the literary style of Jane Austen. 
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Introduction 
 
Jane Austen is a renowned writer. She has millions of readers, many of whom declare 
themselves to be "unconditional fans.” There are cinematographic adaptations of all her 
novels, as well as films, series and books inspired –more or less freely- by some of her 
works or characters. 
 
 As a result of this media success, many people are partially aware of some of 
Austen's stories without having read any of her books. And there is also the risk that 
some readers of these novels, predisposed by the films, could fail to appreciate their 
literary value, remaining only on a superficial level, which focuses attention on the 
details of the age (dances, dresses, carriages, etc.), on the romantic moments, and on 
other secondary factors, without noticing the mastery of the literary style of Jane Austen 
that is displayed throughout all her works. 
 
 In this article, we will offer some keys to a better understanding of Jane Austen's 
novels and, through them, a way to enjoy these works with greater satisfaction and 
fulfilment. 
 

1. Sensing the tone: sense of humour present in the novels 
 
To appreciate a song, it is not enough to know the lyrics, you also need to listen to the 
melody. Something similar happens in the reading of these works. To understand them, 



it is necessary to grasp the author's sense of humour, which manifests itself in different 
ways, but especially through irony, which will be discussed in the next section. 
 
 In almost all her works, this humorous tone is marked from the start. The 
opening lines of Pride & Prejudice is well known, but, although perhaps the most 
successful, it is not the only beginning in which Austen left her personal mark. The 
same happens, for example, in the opening paragraphs of Mansfield Park and 
Northanger Abbey: 
 

“About thirty years ago Miss Maria Ward, of Huntingdon, with only seven thousand 

pounds, had the good luck to captivate Sir Thomas Bertram, of Mansfield Park, in the 
county of Northampton, and to be thereby raised to the rank of a baronet's lady, with all 
the comforts and consequences of an handsome house and large income.” (Mansfield 

Park 1) 

 
“No one who had ever seen Catherine Morland in her infancy would have supposed her 

born to be an heroine.  Her situation in life, the character of her father and mother, her 
own person and disposition, were all equally against her.  Her father was a clergyman, 
without being neglected, or poor, and a very respectable man, though his name was 

Richard -- and he had never been handsome.” (Northanger Abbey 1) 
 
 With just a few words, the author sets the tone in which her work will unfold and 
will be reinforced by an infinite number of comments from the omnipresent narrator, 
who shows her vision of ironic and humorous tint, hardly catching the attention of the 
reader. 
 

2. The irony 
 
As it has been explained in the previous point, the comic tone permeates almost all the 
work of Austen through the use of irony. As Kierkegaard explains:  
 

“Irony is an existential determination, and nothing is more ridiculous than to suppose 
that it consists in the use of a certain phraseology (...) Whoever has essential irony has 
it all day long, not bound to any specific form, because it is the infinite within him.” 
(449) 

 
 In Austen's novels we find hundreds of examples in which, through the narrator 
and the characters, the author shows her ability to achieve the ironic effect which she 
uses for humorous purposes and social criticism. Here are some strategies used by this 
writer in Sense and Sensibility: 
 

-Irony through the narrator: 
 
-Using a structure more or less common, but changing the meaning to surprise the 
reader:  
 

“She had had no opportunity, till the present, of shewing them with how little attention 
to the comfort of other people she could act when occasion required.” (4) 

 
-Varying a word or expression until the meaning changes completely:  
 



“Lady Middleton was more agreeable than her mother only in being more silent.” (46) 
 
- Exaggerating when telling thoughts, attitude or words of someone showing the defects 
that they imply:  
 

“Sir John wanted the whole family to walk to the Park directly and look at his guests.  
Benevolent, philanthropic man!  It was painful to him even to keep a third cousin to 

himself.” (102)  
 
-Pointing out the differences between what is said and what is done:  
 

“Lady Middleton frequently called him to order, wondered how any one's attention 

could be diverted from music for a moment, and asked Marianne to sing a particular 

song which Marianne had just finished.” (29)  
 

-Ridiculing a common behaviour by pointing out the absurdity of the situation:  
 

“ ‘You may believe how glad we all were to see them,’ added Mrs. Jennings, leaning 

forward towards Elinor, and speaking in a low voice as if she meant to be heard by no 

one else, though they were seated on different sides of the room” (92) 
 

-Irony through a character: 
 
- Replaying thoughts or words of someone evidencing his or her defects and the 
absurdity of those statements:  
 

“Five hundred a year! I am sure I cannot imagine how they will spend half of it; and as 
to your giving them more, it is quite absurd to think of it.  They will be much more able 

to give YOU something."  (9) 
 

-A character ridicules the attitude or words of another:  
 

"It is not every one," said Elinor, "who has your passion for dead leaves." (75)  
 
-A character affirms a quality of another (the reader knows that it is not so) but the 
interested person doesn’t grasp the contradiction:  
 

"Indeed, brother, your anxiety for our welfare and prosperity carries you too far." (195) 
 
-Unconscious contradiction between a character’s words and deeds: 
 

“Her constitution is a good one, and her resolution equal to any thing. She has borne it 
all, with the fortitude of an angel! She says she never shall think well of anybody 
again.” (228) 

 

3. Flesh and blood characters (Auto-characterization) 
 
Jane Austen does not sketch the personality of her characters. She sculpts them with soft 
but steady strokes. From the first moment, we are shown the distinctive features of each 
one and, during the whole work, their behaviours and attitudes evolve with coherence, 
especially the young protagonists.  
 



“The character of the heroine is not static; it grows and unfolds, sometimes in two 
directions –by critical self-discovery on the one hand, and on the other by the slow 
fruition of innate virtues.” (Gillie 107) 

 
 Austen's characters are not those "portraits of perfection" that made her "sick 
and wicked" (Letters 350). They are flesh and blood characters, with defects.  
 

“It is human nature in all its complexity that fascinates Austen, and she is capable of 
providing her novels with interesting, well-developed central characters who are 
believable precisely because they are flawed.” (Magill 114) 

 
 Austen prefers showing to describing. Therefore, in her works, the dialogues 
abound and in this way, "the reader then discovers for himself the nature of the speaker; 
not only through the ideas the speaker expresses, but through his mode of speech, 
through his manerism" (Nabókov 13). And what is even more remarkable is that she 
does not reserve this careful elaboration for the protagonists and other important 
characters, but for each and every one of the actors of her works. 
 

4. Beyond appearances: timelessness of situations 
 
One of the factors that has allowed the works of Austen not to age over time is her 
ability to deepen into human condition and express it with her characters. After two 
hundred years, readers continue to recognize familiar behaviour in the situations and 
attitudes of the protagonists of these novels. 
 
 Here are some examples of feelings and situations that could easily be adapted to 
a current work, and most likely to have been witnessed or experienced by any reader. 
 
 In this first text, we are told about the strength of the first love and how that 
experience remains in time, even if it ended in failure. 
 

“She still cherished a very tender affection for Bingley.  Having never even fancied 
herself in love before, her regard had all the warmth of first attachment, and, from her 
age and disposition, greater steadiness than most first attachments often boast.” (Pride 

and Prejudice 198) 
 
 In the following excerpt, we find Mr Darcy’s explanation about Wickham’s 
story in order to justify the bad opinion that had been forged on him, as opposed to the 
good esteem in which his father held him. 
 

“The vicious propensities--the want of principle, which he was careful to guard from 
the knowledge of his best friend, could not escape the observation of a young man of 
nearly the same age with himself, and who had opportunities of seeing him in 
unguarded moments.” (Pride and Prejudice 175) 

 
 Finally, we offer a text that shows the dearth of tenderness of an unloving father 
towards his daughter, and how, after fulfilling the minimum requirements of paternity, 
he focuses on his son, to talk about that common interest, which in this novel are ships, 
but today could be football. 
 

“Mr. Price now received his daughter; and having given her a cordial hug, and 
observed that she was grown into a woman, and he supposed would be wanting a 



husband soon, seemed very much inclined to forget her again (...); and he talked on 
only to his son, and only of the Thrush.” (Mansfield Park 339) 

 

5. The beauty of small things: daily scenes. The care of the details. 
 
Charlotte Brontë despised the novels of Jane Austen for not finding in them the forces 
and passions of human soul. Perhaps this is because Austen preferred to show the daily 
facets of the human being, without falling into extreme situations that usually do not 
arise in their daily life. It is in this context that we must appreciate her art and value her 
skill. 
 

“Jane Austen displays a characteristic preference for ‘shallow modelling’. Since this 
allows the reader”s attention to be concentrated on subtler differences of attitude 
among her characters.” (Copeland 174).  

 
The reader of the works of Austen must be very attentive to small detail to capture the 
grandeur of the set. 
 
 In some of these daily scenes, we can find autobiographical parallels of the 
author, as for example in the pleasure that many of her heroines find in the long walks, 
the taste for dances, her ability to analyze the personality of those around her, love for 
books, affectionate relationship between siblings (in cases where it is so), rejection of 
marriage without affection, etc. 
 
 The care of the details brings a greater realism to the novels, as can be seen in 
the following example, in which Austen strives to recreate the protocol process of the 
educated people of her time, thus allowing her contemporaries to perceive the veracity 
of the situation. Centuries later, although the social norms have undergone great 
variations, the readers soon became familiar with the etiquette of that time, thanks to the 
abundant annotations of the author. 
 

“Lady Middleton had sent a very civil message by him, denoting her intention of waiting on Mrs. 
Dashwood as soon as she could be assured that her visit would be no inconvenience; and as this 
message was answered by an invitation equally polite, her ladyship was introduced to them the 
next day.” (Sense and Sensibility 25) 

 
 She also brings more realism by taking care of the details that show the 
characters' way of being, so that their behaviour is seen as coherent. For example, in 
Pride and Prejudice we find a dialectical confrontation between Elizabeth Bennet and 
Lady Catherine de Bourgh, which could be seen as unreal, owing to the difference in 
age and position of the two ladies. As Jenkyn explains: 
 

“In anticipation of this scene, Lizzy is made to answer back to Lady Catherine on her 
visit to Rosings, many chapters before, and Lady Catherine remarks on how forward 
she is for a young woman in expressing her own opinions.” (44) 

 
 And we also find that taste for detail in other more material aspects such as 
economic information, as Nabokov explains in his analysis of Mansfield Park.  
 

"One may note the tidy way Miss Austen keeps her monetary acounts in this sequence 
of events that explain the Crawfords’ advent. Practical sense combines with the fairy-
tale tone, as often happens in fairy tales.” "(19) 



 
 

6. Complicity with the narrator 
 
The reader of these novels is not a stranger who peers out to snoop. From the first 
moment, the narrator invites him to be part of the story, and will make him a custodian 
of his confidences and opinions of naughty streak. For this reason, the reader will feel 
comfortable, despite the space-time distances with respect to what is narrated there. 
 
 The narrator of the novels of Austen acts, on many occasions, like another 
character. Far from being a mere transmitter of events, he participates with his opinions, 
his critical vision, ironic comments, creation of expectations, incitement to confusion, 
etc. This use of the narrator, according to Morini, brings him closer and strips him of his 
deifying characteristics.  
 

“If, on the other hand, the narrator is seen as a character among many (though one with 
a special functional status), his/her personal interventions need no longer be seen as 
intrusions, and his/her evaluative and epistemological uncertainties become a sign of 
human, no longer godlike, authority.” (Morini 29) 

 
 Let's look at some examples of how the narrator becomes visible in Pride and 

Prejudice. 
 
 Sometimes this intervention is reduced to a word, which could go unnoticed by a 
hurried reader, but which reveals an intention to interfere in the story and manipulate 
the -to a greater or lesser extent- public's perception  
 

“Bingley was quite uncomfortable; his sisters declared that they were miserable” (34) 
 
 However, it is not always so subtle, and we also find passages in which that 
narrator reveals himself, showing us the characters' attitudes from a subjective view. 
 

“Mr. Bingley was unaffectedly civil in his answer, and forced his younger sister to be 

civil also, and say what the occasion required.  She performed her part indeed without 

much graciousness, but Mrs. Bennet was satisfied.”  (39) 
 
 There are times, in which it is not difficult to imagine that narrator character, 
giving us a wink of complicity, while adding some event with a jocular commentary. 
 

“Mrs. Bennet was diffuse in her good wishes for the felicity of her daughter, and 
impressive in her injunctions that she should not miss the opportunity of enjoying 
herself as much as possible--advice which there was every reason to believe would be 

well attended to.”  (206) 
 
 The narrator of Austen's novels does not resist evaluating the attitude of the 
characters, and sometimes gives a lesson, or resorts to a vital experience to justify that 
way of acting. 
 

“Persuaded as Miss Bingley was that Darcy admired Elizabeth, this was not the best 

method of recommending herself; but angry people are not always wise; and in seeing 
him at last look somewhat nettled, she had all the success she expected.” (235) 

 



 And, just in case there was any doubt about the fundamental role of this narrator-
character, and his eagerness to meddle in the story, we offer a last example in which it is 
shown speaking in the first person and judging without question the attitude of Mrs. 
Bennet . 
 

“I wish I could say, for the sake of her family, that the accomplishment of her earnest 
desire in the establishment of so many of her children produced so happy an effect as 
to make her a sensible, amiable, well-informed woman for the rest of her life; though 
perhaps it was lucky for her husband, who might not have relished domestic felicity in 
so unusual a form, that she still was occasionally nervous and invariably silly.” (337) 

 

7. Stories with romances vs romantic novels 
 
Jane Austen did not write romantic novels. Love is present in each of her works, and all 
end with the marriage of the protagonists, but these romances are one of the threads of 
the story, which has many other threads to complete the tapestry. 
 
 It would be much more correct to classify the works of this author as "novels of 
characters." That is to say, narrations in which the main thing are the protagonists and 
their human environment, and not so much the events that happen. We do not mean by 
this that the argument is not important, but is at the service of the characters and, for this 
reason, romances are means and not aims. Jane Austen uses love relationships to deploy 
a whole cast of vital attitudes. 
 

“The elaborate social ritual of courtship and the amount of time and energy expended 
on it by the parties involved provide Austen with an ideal target for her satirical 
portraits. Dances, carriage rides, and country walks are the settings for the romances 
that unfold in her books, and the individual’s infinite capacity for misconceptions and 
self-delusions provide the books” dramatic structure.” (Magill 113) 

 
 Uncontrolled feelings, the solitude of the judicious, the combats between the 
head and the heart, the consequences of prejudices, second chances, the effects of 
reading in an uncontrolled imagination, the benefits of persevering in good, jealousy, a 
sense of inferiority, the dangers of meddling in the lives of others, and so on, would be 
some of the topics discussed in Austen's writings, through concrete, close, and 
endearing examples. 
 

8. The exact word: refined language but not conceited 
 
"It is not unusual that in the course of his literay areer a writer’s style becomes ever 
more precise and impressive, as indeed Jane Austen’s did” (Nabokov 60) 
 
 In both her letters and in some passages of her novels, Austen shows her 
eagerness to use the word that best expresses what she wants to say. However, the 
elaborate process of creation and its subsequent corrections do not end in an overdone 
or pompous style. Quite the opposite. The success of this work lies in achieving a 
simple and agile language, but which is a faithful reflection of the author's 
intentionality. 
 



“Her corrections show her mind moving among words, arranging and rearranging 
them, until she gets them phrased to her linking, and so every one of them remains 
exquisitely whole, like a falling drop of water, and no two or three of them are allowed 
to run together and settle into stagnant pools.” (Lascelles 115) 

 
 In this way, we find paragraphs, such as the one we transcribe below, in which 
the strength of some key words, strategically placed, manage to convey perfectly the 
atmosphere of the scene, with its contrasts and excesses. 
 

“The rapture of Lydia on this occasion, her adoration of Mrs. Forster, the delight of 
Mrs. Bennet, and the mortification of Kitty, are scarcely to be described.  Wholly 
inattentive to her sister's feelings, Lydia flew about the house in restless ecstasy, 
calling for everyone's congratulations, and laughing and talking with more violence 
than ever; whilst the luckless Kitty continued in the parlour repined at her fate in terms 
as unreasonable as her accent was peevish.” (Pride and Prejudice 201) 

 
 Other times, showing her conciseness, Austen collects in a single term the 
attitude of the characters, which has been shown in all its depth. 
 

“Bingley was ready, Georgiana was eager, and Darcy determined, to be pleased.” 
(Pride and Prejudice 227) 

 
 Among the advice on writing, which Austen offered to her niece Anne Lefroy 
through her letters, is to avoid the terms that have been used too much, whether in 
books or in everyday language. Also in her novels we find some dialogues in which the 
characters maintain this same attitude. 
 

“ ‘That is an expression, Sir John,’ said Marianne, warmly, ‘which I particularly 
dislike.  I abhor every common-place phrase by which wit is intended; and 'setting 
one's cap at a man,' or 'making a conquest,' are the most odious of all.  Their tendency 
is gross and illiberal; and if their construction could ever be deemed clever, time has 
long ago destroyed all its ingenuity’ ” .(Sense an Sensibility 38) 

 
“But that expression of 'violently in love' is so hackneyed, so doubtful, so indefinite, 
that it gives me very little idea. It is as often applied to feelings which arise from a half-
hour's acquaintance, as to a real, strong attachment. Pray, how violent was Mr. 
Bingley's love?” (Pride and Prejudice 124) 

 
 One of the characteristics of Austen's style is her tendency to create trios of 
linguistic elements, be they adjectives, verbs, nouns or syntactic constructions. The 
result of these trios is a greater strength and a rhythm to which the reader, little by little, 
gets accustomed and that recognizes like something proper of this author. 
 

“And entered a room splendidly lit up, quite full of company, and insufferably hot.” 
(Sense and Sensibility 149) 
 

“Elinor's attention was then all employed, not in urging her, not in pitying her, nor in 
appearing to regard her, but in endeavouring to engage Mrs. Jenning's notice entirely to 
herself.” (Sense and Sensibility 153) 
 
“He had left the girl whose youth and innocence he had seduced, in a situation of the 
utmost distress, with no creditable home, no help, no friends, ignorant of his address!  
He had left her, promising to return; he neither returned, nor wrote, nor relieved her.”  
(Sense and Sensibility 179) 
 



“To the rest of the family they paid little attention; avoiding Mrs. Bennet as much as 

possible, saying not much to Elizabeth, and nothing at all to the others.” (Pride and 

Prejudice 76) 
 
 We could also classify as part of her personal seal, the clear tendency to use 
comparatives and establish gradations between the qualities of the characters and their 
attitudes. 
 

“After some time spent in saying little or doing less, Lady Middleton sat down to 
Cassino.”  (Sense and Sensibility 149) 
 
“Colonel Brandon (...) received his eager civilities with some surprise, but much more 

pleasure.” (Sense and Sensibility 198) 
 
“Elizabeth would not quit her at all, till late in the evening, (...) and when it seemed to 
her rather right than pleasant that she should go downstairs herself.” (Pride and 

Prejudice 31) 
 
“Though more astonished than gratified herself by this effect of her charms.” (Pride 

and Prejudice 78) 
 

Conclusion 
 
As it was said at the outset, this is a schematic approach to Austen's works. Some of the 
aspects discussed here could be - and indeed are - subject matter for doctoral theses, and 
on any one of them extensive articles for literary magazines could be written. But this is 
not the object of the present work, which we now conclude. Our intention has been to 
emphasize some of the characteristics that distinguish Austen's work from her 
predecessors and contemporaries, and which, even today, remain a trait in which this 
young Briton stands out above other authors . 
 
 One of Jane Austen's achievements has been to create a seemingly simple style, 
but that denotes a great mastery not only in the making of the plot, the design of the 
characters and the setting, but also in everything related to the way of telling the stories. 
However, this simplicity could be misinterpreted by some inatent reader, or not valued 
in its right measure by someone foreign to the process of literary creation. And for this 
reason, with these eight keys we have tried to point out the way so that no one gets lost 
when entering the universe of Jane Austen. 
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