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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Author / Work: Jane Austen, Emma 

Theme: Social Realism and the Novel 

Rationale 
The review of Emma in the Quarterly Review (October 1815) makes clear to a modern 

audience how unusual and startling Austen’s style was at the time. It is easy to forget how 

comparatively late the novel came in to being compared with the genres of poetry and drama. 

In the course of the novel’s development, Austen was a significant contributor to the 

emergence of the modern novel as we know it today. This lesson plan will engage students 

with the contemporary surprise of her work in a review generally attributed to the Scottish 

novelist, Sir Walter Scott.  

Comparing The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann Radcliffe with Austen’s work vividly portrays the 

variance in style, making the differences more readily transparent for students today and 

affords opportunities to consider how readers from different times and different contexts can 

respond to a variety of texts. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 Review of Emma in the Quarterly Review (1815) 

 Letter from Jane Austen to her sister Cassandra (1811) 

 Extracts from The Mysteries of Udolpho, Ann Radcliffe, (1803) 

 An Analysis of Country Dancing, Thomas Wilson (1811) 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

Social Realism in Jane Austen’s novels by Professor Kathryn Sutherland 

An Introduction to Ann Radcliffe by David Townshend 

Documentary films: 

A selection of short documentary-style films (approx. 10 minutes each): 

www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/videos  

External links: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b006qp6p  

Key questions 

 How did Jane Austen’s writing signal a change in style from earlier novels? 

 Despite favourable reviews, why might Austen’s work not have been as popular or 

widely known as it is today? 
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 What connection is there between Austen and the world of country dancing? 

 What other real-life or everyday experiences does Austen draw on in her writing? 

Activities 
1a) Share the image of ‘The five positions of dancing’ from An Analysis of Country Dancing. 

Ask students to work in pairs or small groups to discuss their reading of these images. Who? 

When? Where? Why?  

1b) Study the title page and preface (xv) of An Analysis of Country Dancing to continue their 

exploration, constructing meanings from the language of the text to make connections with 

Austen’s contemporary society. Discuss references to dancing in her writing. 

2) On p. 195 of the Quarterly Review, the writer summarises the range of characters who 

inhabit the novel. Discuss the description of Emma’s perfections and contrast with this quote 

from the novel. Go on to explore Austen’s narrative technique in her portrayal of Emma. 

‘Mr. Knightley, in fact, was one of the few people who could see faults in Emma 

Woodhouse, and the only one who ever told her of them: and though this was not 

particularly agreeable to Emma herself, she knew it would be so much less so to her 

father, that she would not have him really suspect such a circumstance as her not being 

thought perfect by every body.’ (Emma, Volume 1, Chapter 1) 

Discuss with students the reason why Austen describes Emma in this way, for example is her 

purpose to: 

 Move the plot forward? 

 Encourage the reader to adopt an opinion or attitude towards Emma? 

 Draw attention to other characters? 

 Offer a different point of view? 

3) Read the first extract from The Mysteries of Udolpho (pp. 20-23) and compare with Volume 

3, Chapter 3 of Emma, where Harriet is attacked by the gypsies. Examine the vocabulary, 

variety of sentence structures and style of description. Which choices make the plot seem more 

realistic or relevant?  

4) In Austen’s letter to her sister Cassandra, she writes in some detail about the events of her 

life. Ask students to write a letter about an event in their own lives: writing as themselves, they 

could address it to Jane Austen or one of the characters from Emma. Alternatively, they could 

attempt to recreate the style of Austen. 

OR 

5) After close reading of one or more of the pages of opinions that Austen collected and 

obviously valued, invite students to reflect on their own range of opinions regarding Austen’s 

work. This can be done as a group discussion or as an individual writing exercise. Students 

could then reconstruct a section for a social media site; or re-genre the opinions for a radio 

programme such as the BBC’s Open Book. 

http://www.bl.uk/discovering-literature
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/an-analysis-of-country-dancing
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/review-of-emma-in-the-quarterly-review-1815
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-mysteries-of-udolpho
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letter-from-jane-austen-to-her-sister-cassandra-25-april-1811


The British Library | www.bl.uk/discovering-literature  3 

 

Extension activities  

 Read the extracts from The Mysteries of Udolpho, recording the names of characters 

and any key characteristics that you notice. In comparison, re-consider Austen’s social 

realism stance and how her narratives and characters are similar or different. 

 How does Austen use occasions for dancing and preparations for dances as a narrative 

device? 

 From The Quarterly Review p195: “Emma has even less story than the two preceding 

novels”. Is this praise or criticism? In terms of social realism which is more important: 

the complexity of the narrative or the authenticity of the characters?  
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