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EXPECTATIONS
FOR DISCUSSION AND PRESENTATION

PRESENTING GROUPS

Prepare a typewritten outline or essay of no less than 500 words
- Print a copy for each classmate and your tutor, distributing it before the start of your presentation.
- Each paragraph of your outline should adhere to the W-H-Y model and present: 

(i) WHAT - a topic sentence that defines an idea about a character, concern or method;
(ii) HOW - developed analysis of the writer’s methods and e!ects of the text;
(iii) WHY - evaluation of purpose, discussing concerns or the significance of the passage.

- As a general guide, you should be quoting 3-8 words or phrases as evidence and analysing them for 
methods and e!ects; avoid narrating, describing or giving denotative meaning.

- Make use of the guiding questions; you may divide the work but the team must discuss everything 
prior to the presentation. You may be asked about any part of the outline.

- Make use of the resources in this package: an essay W-H-Y checklist, a sample outline on Ch 2, 
sample essays from the 2012/3 cohort. Presentations from 2012 will be up on the blog for reference.

Give a 20-minute presentation of your outline
- Use the time to explain your analysis and response, directing your classmates’ attention to key 

evidence from the passage or the novel by highlighting it ‘live’ or presenting quotations in large font. 
Consider using pictures, music and video to enhance the points you are trying to make. 

- Slides are helpful but also optional. If you would like to present with your tutor’s laptop, email or 
upload your slides or notes. It is recommended that you bring your own laptop or tablet.

- Prepare to be quizzed by your tutor and classmates. You may be asked to identify methods and 
e!ects, cite evidence, make connections with ‘elsewhere’ in the novel or elaborate on concerns.

DISCUSSION GROUPS

Make the presentations and discussion sessions useful for your own study and revision
- Read and analyse the passages before the tutorials. It would seem awfully convenient to ‘just listen’ 

but you will find it di"cult to catch up. You learn more and learn better when you do the work.
- Seek clarification with the presenting group on their analysis and interpretation. If you don’t 

understand the point, there will be at least two other students who will appreciate your question.
- Students who show little interest will be advised to seek greener pastures (e.g. the garden) or tasked 

to present their own analysis to the class for 10 minutes (which usually is a waste of everyone’s time).
- The passages you find here will resemble what you will face in all examinations (sans the annotation, 

guiding questions and glossary). You should transfer the annotation, highlighting and notes from your 
friends onto the examination copy of your text regularly.
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EXPECTATIONS
ESSAY / OUTLINE CHECKLIST

INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

What Provide a brief context of the question topic or passage

How Lay out key methods and e!ects relevant to the topic or passage

Why Put forward a thesis on the topic or the purpose of the passage

BODY PARAGRAPHSBODY PARAGRAPHSBODY PARAGRAPHS

What The topic sentence presents an idea on character, concern or method

How Provide analysis of literary methods and their e!ects (e.g. perspective, tone)

How Provide close analysis of specific words and their e!ects (e.g. the use of ‘already’)

How Provide ample elaboration on e!ects and their significance in the text

How so Provide ample evidence of the above methods from the text or passage

How so Consistently comment on the evidence from the text or passage

Why Elaborate on one relevant concern in the text or passage

Why For (b), establish links to ‘elsewhere in the text’ based on this concern

CONCLUSIONCONCLUSIONCONCLUSION

Why Summarise the concerns and purpose of the text or passage

Why Close the essay with a personal, informed response to the text

OVERALLOVERALLOVERALL

Relevance For (a), the essay demonstrates ample knowledge of the entire text 

Relevance For (b), the essay maintains focus on the passage and its concerns

Relevance Avoid description of characters or narration of events by analysing evidence

Organisation The essay is organised into discernible, logical paragraphs

Organisation The essay presents a flow from simple ideas to a complex interpretation

Expression The writing is fluent, accurate and ideally elegant, sophisticated

KEY: (a) the essay question, focusing on a character, concern or method; (b) the passage-based question, with a 40-70 line extract.
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SAMPLE PASSAGE
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

She dropped back into her seat and went on: "You mustn't think that a girl knows as 
little as her parents imagine. One hears and one notices—one has one's feelings and 
ideas. And of course, long before you told me that you cared for me, I'd known that there 
was some one else you were interested in; every  one was talking about it two years ago at 
Newport. And once I saw you sitting together on the verandah at a dance—and when she 
came back into the house her face was sad, and I felt sorry  for her; I remembered it 
afterward, when we were engaged."

Her voice had sunk almost to a whisper, and she sat clasping and unclasping her 
hands about the handle of her sunshade. The young man laid his upon them with a gentle 
pressure; his heart dilated with an inexpressible relief.
  ! "My dear child—was that it? If you only knew the truth!"
  ! She raised her head quickly. "Then there is a truth I don't know?"
  ! He kept his hand over hers. "I meant, the truth about the old story you speak of."
  ! "But that's what I want to know, Newland—what I ought to know. I couldn't have my  
happiness made out of a wrong—an unfairness—to somebody else. And I want to believe 
that it would be the same with you. What sort of a life could we build on such foundations?"
  ! Her face had taken on a look of such tragic courage  that he felt like bowing 
himself down at her feet. "I've wanted to say  this for a long time," she went on. "I've wanted 
to tell you that, when two people really  love each other, I  understand that there may  be 
situations which make it right that they should—should go against public opinion. And if you 
feel yourself in any  way  pledged... pledged to the person we've spoken of... and if there is 
any way... any way  in which you can fulfill your pledge... even by her getting a divorce... 
Newland, don't give her up because of me!"
  ! His surprise at discovering that her fears had fastened upon an episode so remote 
and so completely  of the past as his love-affair with Mrs. Thorley  Rushworth gave way  to 
wonder at the generosity  of her view. There was something superhuman in an attitude so 
recklessly unorthodox, and if other problems had not pressed on him he would have 
been lost in wonder at the prodigy  of the Wellands' daughter urging him to marry  his former 
mistress. But he was still dizzy with the glimpse of the precipice  they  had skirted, and full 
of a new awe at the mystery of young-girlhood.
  ! For a moment he could not speak; then he said: "There is no pledge—no obligation 
whatever—of the kind you think. Such cases don't always—present themselves quite as 
simply  as... But that's no matter... I love your generosity, because I feel as you do about 
those things... I feel that each case must be judged individually, on its own merits... 
irrespective of stupid conventionalities... I mean, each woman's right to her liberty—" He 
pulled himself up, startled by  the turn his thoughts had taken, and went on, looking at her 
with a smile: "Since you understand so many  things, dearest, can't you go a little farther, 
and understand the uselessness of our submitting to another form of the same foolish 
conventionalities? If there's no one and nothing between us, isn't that an argument for 
marrying quickly, rather than for more delay?"
  ! She flushed with joy and lifted her face to his; as he bent to it he saw that her eyes 
were full of happy  tears. But in another moment she seemed to have descended from her 
womanly eminence to helpless and timorous girlhood; and he understood that her 
courage and initiative were all for others, and that she had none for herself. It was evident  
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that the effort of speaking had been much greater than her studied composure betrayed, 
and that at his first word of reassurance she had dropped back into the usual, as a too-
adventurous child takes refuge in its mother's arms.

Archer had no heart to go on pleading with her; he was too much disappointed at the 
vanishing of the new being who had cast that one deep look at him from her transparent 
eyes. May  seemed to be aware of his disappointment, but without knowing how to alleviate 
it; and they stood up and walked silently home. (Ch 16, p121)

45

50

QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the portrayal of May Welland here and 
elsewhere in the novel.

GLOSSARY
unorthodox - contrary to what is usual, traditional, or accepted.
precipice - a very steep rock face or cli!, typically a tall one.
timorous - showing or su!ering from nervousness, fear, or a lack of confidence.

SAMPLE OUTLINE

INTRODUCTION
The reader’s understanding of May Welland is largely established through Archer’s perspective. While 
Archer is stamped as a poor, flawed reader of character in the novel’s final chapter, the signs of May’s 
passive control over Archer are laid out in this passage.

ROLE OF WOMEN
May is still perceived by Archer in this passage as an innocent, naive ‘child’ figure who needs his 
‘guidance’.
- Archer’s direct speech, particularly his use of ‘dear child’, echoes the condescension in the opening 

chapter, where Archer regards May a ‘darling’ of ‘abysmal purity’.
- Having ‘kept his hand over hers’, Archer chauvinistically maintains both physical intimacy and 

guardianship of his wife-to-be.
- The nervous discomfort with which May is described to be ‘clasping and unclasping her hands’ 

reinforces the reader’s impression of May as a docile, self-e!acing ‘child’ content to submit to 
Archer’s wishes.

- May’s ‘generosity’, thus portrayed through Archer’s eyes, to let Newland continue loving another 
woman would seem a sign of Old New York and its patriarchal norms. This near-absolute (and 
frankly ridiculous) ‘generosity’, if sincere, reinforces the power of men over women and diminishes 
the concept of female liberty Archer champions.
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ARCHER’S DILEMMA
It should also be noted that Archer’s impression of May in this episode comes after his attraction to the 
Countess is ingrained in the reader’s mind. His newfound (but momentary) enthrallment with May’s 
‘womanliness’ returns the spotlight to the central dilemma in the novel: he has to choose between a 
‘buried life’ with ‘timorous’ May and the ‘far-o!’ romantic experience with the ‘independent’ Ellen 
Olenska. 
- Archer’s ‘surprise’, ‘dizz[iness]’ and ‘new awe’ are more characteristic of his reaction to Ellen than to 

the comparatively ‘dull’ and ‘artificial’ May. Just as the reader is reminded of the ‘thrill’ that Ellen 
gives him in Chapters 8-9, May is described to possess a similar ‘tragic courage’ in her face.

- This fantastical sense of ‘wonder’, as the narrator relates, is displaced by the ‘problem’ that is his 
dilemma. The use of ellipsis and dashes that figure in Archer’s stuttering and fragmented sentences 
reveal his shock at May’s ‘seem[ing]’ awareness of an a!air but he convinces himself that she is 
referring to Mrs Rushworth. 

- The repetition of ‘so’ in ‘so remote and so completely of the past’ is equally telling as the reader is 
drawn to the clearly more recent event in Archer’s complicated life. The image of a ‘precipice’ serves 
to remind Archer (and the reader) of the disastrous consequences that await him should May and 
the two families learn of the real a!air he is relentlessly pursuing. 

‘POOR ARCHER’: THE PROTAGONIST AS FLAWED AND ‘BLIND’ READER
Where Archer assumes that May does not know the truth, the passage suggests to the reader that she is 
not as ‘generous’ as she seems and that she does, as she claims, ‘hear’, ‘notice’, feel and ‘have ideas’. 
- It is worth noting that the reader’s impression of May has, before this chapter, been largely shaped 

by Archer’s perspective. The omniscient narration and use of direct discourse here provide a more 
immediate / direct rendering of May and who she is really is.

- The narrator’s repeated use of ‘seemed’ implies that Archer’s impression is far from certain, if not 
already emphatically misplaced.

- The exaggerated description of May as ‘superhuman’ – a stark contrast from the industrial 
metaphors employed by Archer in Chapter 6 – makes us question Newland’s judgement. 

- The reader is led to believe that Archer fails to see the underlying complexities of May’s character 
because of his vanity and his distaste for the ‘foolish conventionalities’ of society that he believes 
May embodies. She is, as Arher perceives, a ‘product’ of the ‘terrible’ machine of New York. His 
disappointment is in a way, willed or self-imposed, so that he can continue to pull himself away from 
what he sees as a ‘buried life’ worthy only of ‘dolls’ and ‘walls’.
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Yet, the supposed emptiness of May’s ‘transparent eyes’ and by extension, her lack of knowledge is 

inaccurate to say the least. The e!ect of ‘transparent’ can equally be that of clarity and vision.
- The idea that May is ‘superhuman’ is on the other hand not wholly wrong: May can be seen as an 

individual who understands (rather than submits to) the ‘foolish conventionalities’ of society and 
manipulates them to her advantage. 

- Indeed, Archer’s failure to speak and his fragmented speech give the reader an early sign of May’s 
grasp (and manipulation) of his thoughts and feelings. 

- She sheds ‘happy tears’ to stop him from pleading. While it is Archer who fits Ellen into the role of 
tragic heroine (a character on stage), it is suggested here that May is but an actress acting out the 
role of a tragic wife willing to su!er for her husband.

- Ironically, she directs Archer’s course of action by telling him to do the opposite of what she should 
logically want; by the end of the novel, Archer does leave the other woman. 

- Her ‘generosity’ then, merely masks her confidence that Archer will eventually avoid the ‘precipice’ 
of a life with Ellen and choose the path set out for him. This prediction is of course realized in 
Chapter 33 when ‘her blue eyes’ are described to be ‘wet with victory’.

CONCLUSION
The passage is arguably more significant as a build-up to Book Two than to Book One. The reader gains 
further insight into the character of May independent of Archer’s skewed perspective and begins to see 
May as indeed, an ‘eminent’ woman whose ‘factitious purity’ is played to her advantage. While Ellen is 
e!ectively expelled by Old New York and Newland’s achievement is that of compromise, one might 
interpret May to be a representation of the truest ‘individual’ in the novel, weaving social customs with 
an astute independence of mind. If Ellen is a new woman belonging to a later age, May here embodies 
true experience in ‘an age of innocence’.
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CHARACTER BITES
NEWLAND ARCHER

Archer's eyes lingered a moment on the left-hand pew, where his mother, who had 
entered the church on Mr. Henry  van der Luyden's arm, sat weeping softly  under her 
Chantilly veil, her hands in her grandmother's ermine muff. 

"Poor Janey!" he thought, looking at his sister, "even by  screwing her head around she 
can see only  the people in the few  front pews; and they're mostly  dowdy Newlands and 
Dagonets."

On the hither side of the white ribbon dividing off the seats reserved for the families he 
saw Beaufort, tall and redfaced, scrutinising the women with his arrogant stare. Beside him 
sat his wife, all silvery  chinchilla and violets; and on the far side of the ribbon, Lawrence 
Lefferts's sleekly brushed head seemed to mount guard over the invisible deity of "Good 
Form" who presided at the ceremony. 

Archer wondered how many  flaws Lefferts's keen eyes would discover in the ritual of 
his divinity; then he suddenly recalled that he too had once thought such questions 
important. The things that had filled his days seemed now like a nursery  parody of life, or 
like the wrangles of mediaeval schoolmen over metaphysical terms that nobody had ever 
understood. A stormy discussion as to whether the wedding presents should be "shown" 
had darkened the last hours before the wedding; and it seemed inconceivable to Archer 
that grown-up people  should work themselves into a state of agitation over such trifles, 
and that the matter should have been decided (in the negative) by  Mrs. Welland's saying, 
with indignant tears: "I should as soon turn the reporters loose in my  house." Yet there was 
a time when Archer had had definite  and rather aggressive opinions on all such 
problems, and when everything concerning the manners and customs of his little  tribe 
had seemed to him fraught with world-wide significance. (Ch 19, p149)
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QUESTIONS
1. Why does the writer portray Newland’s gaze cinematically, with narration ‘moving’ from his mother 

to Lawrence Le!erts? What is Newland concerned about?
2. In what light is society’s obsession over ‘good form’ presented? What is the narrator’s tone and 

Newland’s attitude?
3. How is Newland’s disdain towards his former self conveyed to the reader? How does the narrator 

suggest that the protagonist is now closer to achieving ‘maturity’?

GLOSSARY
pews - a long bench with a back, placed in rows in churches.
wrangles of mediaeval schoolmen over metaphysical terms - long arguments over abstract, philosophical ideas.
trifles -  unimportant, trivial matters.
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CHARACTER BITES
MAY WELLAND

May Welland was just coming out of the tent. In her white dress, with a pale green 
ribbon about the waist and a wreath of ivy  on her hat, she had the  same Diana-like 
aloofness as when she had entered the Beaufort ball-room on the night of her 
engagement. In the interval not a thought seemed to have passed behind her eyes or a 
feeling through her heart; and though her husband knew that she had the capacity  for both 
he marvelled afresh at the way in which experience dropped away from her. 

She had her bow and arrow in her hand, and placing herself on the chalk-mark 
traced on the turf she lifted the bow to her shoulder and took aim. The attitude was so full 
of a classic grace  that a murmur of appreciation followed her appearance, and Archer felt 
the glow of proprietorship  that so often cheated him into momentary  well-being. Her rivals
—Mrs. Reggie Chivers, the Merry  girls, and divers rosy  Thorleys, Dagonets and Mingotts, 
stood behind her in a lovely  anxious group, brown heads and golden bent above the 
scores, and pale muslins and flower-wreathed hats mingled in a tender rainbow. All were 
young and pretty, and bathed in summer bloom; but not one had the nymph-like ease of his 
wife, when, with tense muscles and happy  frown, she bent her soul upon some feat  of 
strength. 

"Gad," Archer heard Lawrence Lefferts say, "not one of the lot holds the bow as she 
does"; and Beaufort retorted: "Yes; but that's the only kind of target she'll ever hit." 

Archer felt irrationally  angry. His host's contemptuous tribute to May's "niceness" was 
just what a husband should have wished to hear said of his wife. The fact that a 
coarseminded man found her lacking in attraction was simply  another proof of her quality; 
yet the words sent a faint  shiver through his heart. What if "niceness" carried to that 
supreme degree were only a negation, the curtain dropped before an emptiness? As he 
looked at May, returning flushed and calm from her final bull's-eye, he had the feeling that 
he had never yet lifted that curtain.

She took the congratulations of her rivals and of the rest of the company  with the 
simplicity  that was her crowning grace. No one could ever be jealous of her triumphs 
because she managed to give the feeling that she would have been just as serene if she 
had missed them. But when her eyes met her husband's her face glowed with the pleasure 
she saw in his. (Ch 21, p173)
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QUESTIONS
1. How is May Welland portrayed as an ‘ideal’ wife in this passage?
2. How might the Diana motif suggest a layer of complexity beneath her purity and innocence?
3. Discuss the significance of Archer’s interior voice, as presented in lines 21-24.

GLOSSARY
nymph - a mythological spirit of nature imagined as a beautiful maiden inhabiting rivers, woods, or other locations.
Diana -  the goddess of fertility and hunting.
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DEBATE
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The way  to the shore descended from the bank on which the house was perched to a 
walk above the water planted with weeping willows. Through their veil Archer caught the 
glint of the Lime Rock, with its white-washed turret and the tiny  house in which the heroic 
light-house keeper, Ida Lewis, was living her last venerable years. Beyond it lay  the flat 
reaches and ugly  government chimneys of Goat Island, the bay spreading northward in a 
shimmer of gold to Prudence Island with its low growth of oaks, and the shores of 
Conanicut faint in the sunset haze. 

From the willow walk projected a slight wooden pier ending in a sort of pagoda-like 
summer-house; and in the pagoda a lady stood, leaning against the rail, her back to the 
shore. Archer stopped at the sight as if he had waked from sleep. That vision of the past 
was a dream, and the reality was what awaited him in the house on the bank overhead...

"What am I? A son-in-law—" Archer thought. 
The figure at the end of the pier had not moved. For a long moment the young man 

stood half way down the bank, gazing at the bay furrowed with the coming and going of 
sailboats, yacht-launches, fishing-craft and the trailing black coal-barges hauled by  noisy 
tugs. The lady in the summer-house seemed to be held by  the same sight. Beyond the 
grey  bastions of Fort Adams a long-drawn sunset was splintering up into a thousand fires, 
and the radiance caught the sail of a catboat as it beat out through the channel between 
the Lime Rock and the shore. Archer, as he watched, remembered the scene in the 
Shaughraun, and Montague lifting Ada Dyas's ribbon to his lips without her knowing that 
he was in the room. 

"She doesn't know—she hasn't guessed. Shouldn't I know if she came up behind me, I 
wonder?" he mused; and suddenly  he said to himself: "If she doesn't turn before that sail 
crosses the Lime Rock light I'll go back."

The boat was gliding out on the receding tide. It slid before the Lime Rock, blotted out 
Ida Lewis's little house, and passed across the turret  in which the light was hung. Archer 
waited till a wide space of water sparkled between the last reef of the island and the stern 
of the boat; but still the figure in the summer-house did not move. 

He turned and walked up the hill. (Ch 21, p177)
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MOTION
‘Martin Scorsese’s film adaptation fails to capture the essence of the original text.’

FORMAT
The class will be split into two teams, the Proposition and Opposition. Each team will nominate 3 
speakers, who have a maximum of 3 minutes each to present their case. The first speaker will introduce 
the team and its stand, providing analysis of the film or text. The second speaker is expected to cite 
more evidence and state the film’s weaknesses (proposition) or the text’s weaknesses (opposition). The 
final speaker is tasked to sum up the team’s argument on the ‘essence’ or purpose of both mediums. 
Each speaker is granted the right to accept or reject points of information (POI).
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PROPOSITION GUIDE (NOVEL BUFFS)
1. In your view, what is the ‘essence’ of the novel? What are the concerns in the passage? 
2. What are the e!ects of the passage and how are they di!erent in the film?
3. What does the film version not depict? Pay attention to the importance of perspective (the 

narrator, Archer’s interior voice), ambiguity, motifs and figurative language (e.g. vision)?
4. What are the ‘weaknesses’ of the filmic medium? What does the film distort or highlight that does 

not fit with the ‘essence’ or purpose of the text?

OPPOSITION GUIDE (FILM BUFFS)
1. What is the ‘essence’ of the film clip? Is it di!erent from the passage?
2. What are the e!ects of the film clip? Consider the use of setting, editing and music.
3. What does the film version depict? Might the film supersede or enhance the original? Or does the 

film simply capture something else that we should appreciate (rather than dismiss)?
4. What are the ‘advantages’ of the filmic medium? How might a film more e!ectively present interior 

voices, motifs and images?

LESSON OBJECTIVES
1. In your discussion of the essence of either work, you are critically examining their purpose: what 

does Scorsese highlight in his adaptation and what is Wharton’s main concern? Is The Age of 
Innocence a tragic romance about two lovers who cannot fulfil their mutual desire, a socio-historical 
novel about a bygone era or a bildungsroman about a young man learning about his place in society?

2. Important to your interpretation are the e!ects on you, the reader of the text, the audience of the 
film.  How are we supposed to respond to the protagonist’s dilemma and indecision? Do we feel for 
Newland and Ellen?

3. Cinema and narrative fiction each have their own literary merits. Like novelists, directors and 
screenwriters have the freedom to decide on style and content, based on artistic (highbrow) and 
commercial (lowbrow) principles. ‘Sacrifices’, cuts and omissions are made but there may be worthy 
additions that even the staunchest fan of the text should recognise.

CROSS-REFERENCE
Later in Boston, Ellen reveals to Newland that she ‘knew you were there’ and ‘didn’t look round on 
purpose’; ‘She repeated in a low voice: “To get away from you as far as I could.”’ (Ch 23, p192)
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PRACTICE
STRUCTURING A RESPONSE 

SAMPLE RESPONSE

Lastly, we see how the women of Old New York play an important role in keeping ‘form’ intact. The 

main point of contention in this passage is Ellen’s ‘fatal mistake’ in not returning to her husband. The 
narrator makes it clear that Old New York’s view of the role of the subservient wife is something readers 

should sneer at. For instance, in the line, ‘After all, a young woman’s place was under her husband’s roof, 
especially if she had left it in the circumstances that… well…’, we hear the narrator take on a sardonic 

tone and attitude towards Old New York. Insertion of the phrase, ‘after all’ and ‘especially’ exaggerate 

the tone of the sentence, allowing readers to infer that it is meant sarcastically, along with the trailing 
ellipsis halfway through the sentence. Other descriptions of the atmosphere such as the ‘surprise’ 

Newland got when May blushed — an indication of emotion — is evidence that women in Old New York 
are the epitome of keeping to form and convention. They are meant to be subservient to their husbands’ 

emotional needs. Other examples of how women were meant to be under their husbands’ control 

include how Mrs. Manson Mingott, a woman not under her husband’s control is ‘characteristic’ of her 
independence, making her di!erent, ‘established’ and a social oddity that is nevertheless respected in 

society. The passage e!ectively illustrates a similarity amongst the di!erent women characters in Old 
New York: all are expected to abide by and reinforce its social form and customs. (Chua Kai-Ning)

LEARNING POINTS
1. The central idea of this student’s paragraph is foregrounded in the topic sentence. We expect each 

sentence thereafter to illustrate how the women characters are part of social form in the extract.
2. References to the writer (Wharton), the passage, the narrator and the reader (we) always make a 

response less literal and more literary. It is important that we do not treat the characters of the 
novel as real people (e.g. ‘Ellen Olenska is...’, ‘He felt that..’) and pay attention to HOW they are 
presented by the writer or HOW the narrator comments on them (e.g. ‘the narrator makes it clear 
that’, ‘we hear the narrator’).

3. Close analysis is clear in sentences that begin with ‘The phrase’, ‘The word’ and ‘Other descriptions’. 
These discourse markers denote specific evidence such as the phrase, ‘after all’ that you will closely 
dissect. Note that close analysis is usually furnished after general analysis of a longer line (e.g. ‘For 
instance, in the line…’).
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the following extract in ONE PARAGRAPH, relating it to the 
presentation of Newland Archer’s dilemma here and elsewhere in the novel.

From the willow walk projected a slight wooden pier ending in a sort of pagoda-like 
summer-house; and in the pagoda a lady stood, leaning against the rail, her back to the 
shore. Archer stopped at the sight as if he had waked from sleep. That vision of the past 
was a dream, and the reality was what awaited him in the house on the bank overhead...

"What am I? A son-in-law—" Archer thought. 
The figure at the end of the pier had not moved. For a long moment the young man 

stood half way down the bank, gazing at the bay furrowed with the coming and going of 
sailboats, yacht-launches, fishing-craft and the trailing black coal-barges hauled by  noisy 
tugs. The lady in the summer-house seemed to be held by  the same sight. Beyond the 
grey  bastions of Fort Adams a long-drawn sunset was splintering up into a thousand fires, 
and the radiance caught the sail of a catboat as it beat out through the channel between 
the Lime Rock and the shore. Archer, as he watched, remembered the scene in the 
Shaughraun, and Montague lifting Ada Dyas's ribbon to his lips without her knowing that 
he was in the room. 

"She doesn't know—she hasn't guessed. Shouldn't I know if she came up behind me, I 
wonder?" he mused; and suddenly  he said to himself: "If she doesn't turn before that sail 
crosses the Lime Rock light I'll go back."

The boat was gliding out on the receding tide. It slid before the Lime Rock, blotted out 
Ida Lewis's little house, and passed across the turret  in which the light was hung. Archer 
waited till a wide space of water sparkled between the last reef of the island and the stern 
of the boat; but still the figure in the summer-house did not move. 

He turned and walked up the hill. (Ch 21, p177)
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GUIDE
1. Start by thinking about a relevant WHAT in response to ‘the presentation of Newland Archer’s 

dilemma’ here in the passage.
2. Consider HOW Wharton presents this one idea and settle on just one method. Whose point of view 

are we given? Are there any motifs? What is the significance of setting? Why is there a ‘flashback’ 
to The Shaughraun? Identify 2-4 relevant quotations to support your idea; the bolded and 
underlined words are a supermarket rack you have to survey with the skills of a fussy auntie. 

3. Try to closely analyse a few words in the quotations. This means selecting a certain word and 
explaining its EFFECTS (e.g. the use of the word ‘sparkled’).

4. Keep in mind that the passage is from Ch 21 (coming after the Archers’ honeymoon in Europe in Ch 
20 and preceding Newland’s decision to seek Ellen again in Ch 21). WHY does the writer present 
Newland Archer’s dilemma here? What is being suggested about Archer’s desires, the choices he 
makes near and at the end of the novel?
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PRESENTATION ONE
CHAPTER NINETEEN

Archer had gone through this formality  as resignedly  as through all the others which 
made of a nineteenth century  New York wedding a rite that  seemed to belong to the 
dawn of history. Everything was equally  easy—or equally  painful, as one chose to put it—
in the path he was committed to tread, and he had obeyed the flurried injunctions of his 
best man as piously  as other bridegrooms had obeyed his own, in the days when he had 
guided them through the same labyrinth. 

So far he was reasonably  sure of having fulfilled all his obligations. The bridesmaids' 
eight bouquets of white lilac and lilies-of-the-valley  had been sent in due time, as well as 
the gold and sapphire sleeve-links of the eight ushers and the best man's cat's-eye scarf-
pin; Archer had sat up  half the night trying to vary  the wording of his thanks for the last 
batch of presents from men friends and ex-lady-loves; the fees for the Bishop and the 
Rector were safely  in the pocket of his best man; his own luggage was already  at Mrs. 
Manson Mingott's, where the wedding-breakfast was to take place, and so were the 
travelling clothes into which he was to change; and a private compartment had been 
engaged in the train that was to carry  the young couple to their unknown destination—
concealment of the spot in which the bridal night was to be spent being one of the most 
sacred taboos of the prehistoric ritual. 

"Got the ring all right?" whispered young van der Luyden Newland, who was 
inexperienced in the duties of a best man, and awed by the weight of his responsibility. 

Archer made the gesture which he had seen so many bridegrooms make: with his 
ungloved right hand he felt in the pocket of his dark grey  waistcoat, and assured himself 
that the little gold circlet (engraved inside: Newland to May, April —, 187—) was in its 
place; then, resuming his former attitude, his tall hat and pearl-grey  gloves with black 
stitchings grasped in his left hand, he stood looking at the door of the church. 

Overhead, Handel's March swelled pompously  through the imitation stone vaulting, 
carrying on its waves the faded drift of the many  weddings at which, with cheerful 
indifference, he had stood on the same chancel step watching other brides float up the 
nave toward other bridegrooms. 

"How like a first  night  at  the Opera!" he thought, recognising all the same faces in 
the same boxes (no, pews), and wondering if, when the Last Trump sounded, Mrs. 
Selfridge Merry  would be there with the same towering ostrich feathers in her bonnet, and 
Mrs. Beaufort with the same diamond earrings and the same smile—and whether suitable 
proscenium seats were already prepared for them in another world. 

After that there was still time to review, one by one, the familiar countenances in the 
first rows; the women's sharp with curiosity  and excitement, the men's sulky  with the 
obligation of having to put on their frock-coats before luncheon, and fight for food at the 
wedding-breakfast. 

"Too bad the breakfast is at old Catherine's," the bridegroom could fancy Reggie 
Chivers saying. "But I'm told that Lovell Mingott insisted on its being cooked by  his own 
chef, so it ought to be good if one can only  get at it." And he could imagine Sillerton 
Jackson adding with authority: "My dear fellow, haven't you heard? It's to be served at 
small tables, in the new English fashion." 
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the following passage, relating it to the presentation of social form here 
and elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. Why does Wharton portray the marriage rites in vivid detail in paragraphs 2 and 4?
2. Comment on the narrator’s commentary on the ‘prehistoric ritual’ in paragraphs 1 and 2.
3. Consider in detail the ways in which Archer’s disa!ection with the wedding procession is presented. 
4. Paying particular attention to the final paragraph of the passage, what is the writer suggesting about 

Archer’s current situation?

METHOD EXPLAINED
Wharton’s narrator mostly employs a descriptive style for most of this extract, but this is not without 
judgement. The cumulation of ‘the same’, matched by the parenthetical interjection ‘no, pews’, provides  
us the satirical commentary on Old New York we have come to expect. The formality of the diction 
heightens the pomp of the occasion but one always gets a feeling that the wedding is presented as an 
elaborate totem of Old New York’s social form.

METHODS
Perspective - Wharton’s narrator describes Archer’s wedding in her typical satirical, ironic style
Perspective - Archer’s thoughts and point-of-view take centrestage in paragraphs 2 and 6
Perspective - Chivers and Jackson’s ‘views’ are expressed through Archer’s imagination from lines 38 to 42
Theatre motif - Archer sees his own wedding as ‘a first night at the Opera’ and his guests in their ‘proscenium seats’

GLOSSARY
labyrinth - a maze; an intricate and confusing arrangement; watch Inception if you haven’t already?
taboo - a social or religious custom prohibiting or forbidding discussion of a particular practice
Handel - German-born British composer known for his dramatic operas; search for ‘Handel’s March’ on YouTube
chancel - the part of a church near the altar, reserved for the clergy and choir
pews - a long bench with a back, placed in rows in churches
bonnet - a woman's or child's hat tied under the chin
proscenium seats - theatre seats
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CONTINUAL ASSESSMENT
CHAPTER TWENTY

The Newland Archers were on their way  home, after a three months' wedding-tour 
which May, in writing to her girl friends, vaguely summarised as "blissful." 

They  had not gone to the Italian Lakes: on reflection, Archer had not been able to 
picture his wife in that particular setting. Her own inclination (after a month with the Paris 
dressmakers) was for mountaineering in July  and swimming in August. This plan they 
punctually  fulfilled, spending July  at Interlaken and Grindelwald, and August at a little place 
called Etretat, on the Normandy coast, which some one had recommended as quaint and 
quiet. Once or twice, in the mountains, Archer had pointed southward and said: "There's 
Italy"; and May, her feet in a gentian-bed, had smiled cheerfully, and replied: "It would be 
lovely to go there next winter, if only you didn't have to be in New York."

But  in reality travelling interested her even less than he had expected. She 
regarded it (once her clothes were ordered) as merely  an enlarged opportunity  for walking, 
riding, swimming, and trying her hand at the fascinating new game of lawn tennis; and 
when they  finally  got back to London (where they  were to spend a fortnight while he 
ordered his clothes) she no longer concealed the eagerness with which she looked forward 
to sailing. 

In London nothing interested her but the theatres and the shops; and she found the 
theatres less exciting than the Paris cafes chantants where, under the blossoming horse-
chestnuts of the Champs Elysees, she had had the novel experience of looking down from 
the restaurant terrace on an audience of "cocottes," and having her husband interpret to 
her as much of the songs as he thought suitable for bridal ears. 

Archer had reverted to all his old inherited ideas about marriage. It was less 
trouble to conform with the tradition and treat May exactly  as all his friends treated their 
wives than to try  to put into practice the theories with which his untrammelled 
bachelorhood had dallied. There was no use in trying to emancipate a wife who had not 
the dimmest  notion that she was not  free; and he had long since discovered that May's 
only  use of the liberty  she supposed herself to possess would be to lay  it on the altar of 
her wifely adoration. Her innate dignity  would always keep her from making the gift 
abjectly; and a day  might even come (as it once had) when she would find strength to take 
it altogether back if she thought she were doing it for his own good. But with a conception 
of marriage so uncomplicated and incurious as hers such a crisis could be brought 
about only  by  something visibly  outrageous in his own conduct; and the fineness of her 
feeling for him made that unthinkable. Whatever happened, he knew, she would always be 
loyal, gallant and unresentful; and that pledged him to the practice of the same virtues. 

All this tended to draw him back into his old habits of mind. If her simplicity  had 
been the simplicity  of pettiness he would have chafed and rebelled; but since the lines of 
her character, though so few, were on the same fine mould as her face, she became the 
tutelary divinity of all his old traditions and reverences. 

Such qualities were scarcely  of the kind to enliven foreign travel, though they made her 
so easy and pleasant  a companion; but he saw at once how they  would fall into place in 
their proper setting. He had no fear of being oppressed by  them, for his artistic and 
intellectual life would go on, as it always had, outside the domestic circle; and within it 
there would be nothing small and stifling—coming back to his wife would never be like 
entering a stuffy  room after a tramp in the open. And when they  had children the vacant 
corners in both their lives would be filled. (Ch 20, p159)
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the following passage, paying particular attention to the portrayal of the 
May Welland here and elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. From whose point of view do we understand May? In what ways are May’s interests and inclinations 

conveyed to the reader?
2. Why then is May seen as ‘so easy and pleasant’, ‘loyal, gallant and unresentful’? How might this 

notion be destabilised later in the novel?
3. What do Archer’s ‘old inherited ideas about marriage’ suggest about May? Compare the portrayal of 

Archer’s perception here with his thoughts on May in Chapters 2, 6 and 21.

METHODS
Perspective - the narrator is dominant throughout the excerpt and conveys Archer’s thoughts on his behalf
Narrative interjection - the words in parenthesis provide the reader more information but are laced with trademark irony
Enumeration - the list of activities (walking, riding et al) helps us construct the social world that May is immersed in
Perspective - Archer’s thoughts in paragraphs 5 and 6 bring us back to the early chapters of the novel

GLOSSARY
cafes chantants - literally ‘singing cafes’, musical establishments associated with the belle époque in France
cocottes - colloquial French term for prostitutes.
untrammelled - not deprived of freedom of action or expression; not restricted or hampered.
dallied - act or move slowly.
abjectly - (of a person or their behaviour) completely without pride or dignity.
chafed - become or make annoyed or impatient because of a restriction or inconvenience.
tutelary - serving as a protector, guardian, or patron.
reverences - deep respect for something or someone.
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PRESENTATION TWO
CHAPTER TWENTY

It seemed impossible, Archer thought, that he should be long without one, so varied 
were his interests and so many his gifts. He was a man of about thirty, with a thin ugly 
face (May would certainly have called him common-looking) to which the play of his ideas 
gave an intense expressiveness; but there was nothing frivolous or cheap in his animation. 

His father, who had died young, had filled a small diplomatic post, and it had been 
intended that the son should follow the same career; but an insatiable taste for letters 
had thrown the young man into journalism, then into authorship (apparently  unsuccessful), 
and at length—after other experiments and vicissitudes which he spared his listener—into 
tutoring English youths in Switzerland. Before that, however, he had lived much in Paris, 
frequented the Goncourt grenier, been advised by  Maupassant  not to attempt to write 
(even that seemed to Archer a dazzling honour!), and had often talked with Merimee in his 
mother's house. He had obviously  always been desperately  poor and anxious (having a 
mother and an unmarried sister to provide for), and it was apparent that his literary 
ambitions had failed. His situation, in fact, seemed, materially  speaking, no more brilliant 
than Ned Winsett's; but he had lived in a world in which, as he said, no one who loved 
ideas need hunger mentally. As it was precisely  of that love that poor Winsett was 
starving to death, Archer looked with a sort of vicarious envy at this eager impecunious 
young man who had fared so richly in his poverty. 

"You see, Monsieur, it's worth everything, isn't  it, to keep one's intellectual liberty, 
not to enslave one's powers of appreciation, one's critical independence? It was 
because of that that I abandoned journalism, and took to so much duller work: tutoring and 
private secretaryship. There is a good deal of drudgery, of course; but one preserves one's 
moral freedom, what we call in French one's quant a soi. And when one hears good talk 
one can join in it without compromising any  opinions but one's own; or one can listen, and 
answer it inwardly. Ah, good conversation—there's nothing like it, is there? The air of ideas 
is the only  air worth breathing. And so I have never regretted giving up either diplomacy  or 
journalism—two different forms of the same self-abdication." He fixed his vivid eyes on 
Archer as he lit another cigarette. "Voyez-vous, Monsieur, to be able  to look life in the 
face: that's worth living in a garret for, isn't it? But, after all, one must earn enough to pay 
for the garret; and I confess that to grow old as a private tutor—or a 'private' anything—is 
almost as chilling to the imagination as a second secretaryship at Bucharest. Sometimes I 
feel I must make a plunge: an immense plunge. Do you suppose, for instance, there would 
be any opening for me in America—in New York?" 

Archer looked at him with startled eyes. New York, for a young man who had 
frequented the Goncourts and Flaubert, and who thought the life of ideas the only  one 
worth living! He continued to stare at M. Riviere perplexedly, wondering how to tell him that 
his very  superiorities and advantages would be the  surest  hindrance to success. (Ch 
20)
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the following passage, relating it to the role and portrayal of M. Riviere 
in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. Paying particular attention to paragraph 2, comment on the portrayal of M. Rivere as a man of 

‘letters’ (literature) and ‘ideas’.
2. In what ways does M. Rivere represent an unrealisable ideal for Newland Archer? How might he be 

seen as an outsider to Old New York?
3. In what ways is M. Riviere presented as a foil to Archer’s material comfort and social status? How is 

this significant in the novel, bearing in mind Archer’s persistent desire for a life of art and ‘letters’?

CHARACTERISATION
‘...the more Archer considered it the less he was able to fit M. Riviere into any conceivable picture of 
New York as he knew it.’ (166) M. Riviere, much like Ned Winsett in Ch 14 of Book One, is employed as  
an important device in Newland Archer’s ‘growth to maturity’. While he represents an unabashed, 
unadulterated realisation of Archer’s craving for ideas and literature, Archer begins to recognise the 
limitations (and unfeasibility) of such a way of life. It is also worth noting that Riviere later meets Archer 
in Ch 25 to negotiate Olenska’s return to Paris, leading Archer closer to the truth he has yet to accept: 
Ellen Olenska has no future in Old New York.

METHODS
Perspective - The passage is relatively heavy on M. Riviere’s direct speech, heard from Archer’s point of view
Narrative interjections - The narrator steps in to seemingly tease / sneer at Riviere’s failings and Archer’s naive admiration
French phrases - ...obviously identify Riviere as French but serve to accentuate his ‘intellectual’ and artistic liberty
Literary allusions - to Goncourt, Maupassant and Merimee present Rivere as a distinguished aesthete (not a dilettante); you 
may want to identify similarities to Archer’s reading preferences from Book One

GLOSSARY
insatiable - impossible to satisfy
Goncourt… Maupassant.. Merimee - French authors
vicarious - experienced in the imagination through the feelings or actions of another person
impecunious - poor
quant-à-soi - dignity
voyez-vous - would you
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PRESENTATION THREE
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The Newport Archery  Club  always held its August meeting at the Beauforts'. The sport, 
which had hitherto known no rival but croquet, was beginning to be discarded in favour of 
lawn-tennis; but the latter game was still considered too rough and inelegant for social 
occasions, and as an opportunity  to show off pretty  dresses and graceful attitudes the bow 
and arrow held their own. 

Archer looked down with wonder at the familiar spectacle. It surprised him that life 
should be going on in the old way  when his own reactions to it had so completely  changed. 
It was Newport that had first brought home to him the extent of the change. In New York, 
during the previous winter, after he and May  had settled down in the new greenish-yellow 
house with the bow-window and the Pompeian vestibule, he had dropped back with relief 
into the old routine of the office, and the renewal of this daily activity  had served as a link 
with his former self. Then there had been the pleasurable excitement of choosing a 
showy  grey  stepper for May's brougham (the Wellands had given the carriage), and the 
abiding occupation and interest of arranging his new library, which, in spite of family  doubts 
and disapprovals, had been carried out as he had dreamed, with a dark embossed paper, 
Eastlake book-cases and "sincere" arm-chairs and tables. At the Century  he had found 
Winsett again, and at the Knickerbocker the fashionable young men of his own set; and 
what with the hours dedicated to the law and those given to dining out or entertaining 
friends at home, with an occasional evening at the Opera or the play, the life he was living 
had still seemed a fairly real and inevitable sort of business. 

But Newport represented the escape from duty into an atmosphere of unmitigated 
holiday-making. Archer had tried to persuade May  to spend the summer on a remote island 
off the coast of Maine (called, appropriately  enough, Mount Desert), where a few hardy 
Bostonians and Philadelphians were camping in "native" cottages, and whence came 
reports of enchanting scenery  and a wild, almost trapper-like existence amid woods and 
waters. 

But the Wellands always went to Newport, where they owned one of the square boxes 
on the cliffs, and their son-in-law could adduce no good reason why he and May  should not 
join them there. As Mrs. Welland rather tartly  pointed out, it was hardly  worth while for May 
to have worn herself out trying on summer clothes in Paris if she was not to be allowed to 
wear them; and this argument was of a kind to which Archer had as yet found no answer. 

May herself could not understand his obscure reluctance to fall in with so reasonable 
and pleasant a way  of spending the summer. She reminded him that he had always liked 
Newport in his bachelor days, and as this was indisputable he could only  profess that he 
was sure he was going to like it better than ever now that they  were to be there together. 
But as he stood on the Beaufort verandah and looked out on the brightly  peopled lawn it 
came home to him with a shiver that he was not going to like it at all. 

It was not May's fault, poor dear. If, now  and then, during their travels, they  had fallen 
slightly  out of step, harmony had been restored by their return to the conditions she was 
used to. He had always foreseen that she would not disappoint him; and he had been 
right. He had married (as most young men did) because he had met a perfectly  charming 
girl at the moment when a series of rather aimless sentimental adventures were ending in 
premature disgust; and she had represented peace, stability, comradeship, and the 
steadying sense of an unescapable duty. 
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He could not say that he had been mistaken in his choice, for she had fulfilled all that 
he had expected. It was undoubtedly gratifying to be the husband of one of the 
handsomest and most popular young married women in New  York, especially  when she 
was also one of the sweetest-tempered and most reasonable  of wives; and Archer had 
never been insensible to such advantages. As for the momentary  madness which had 
fallen upon him on the eve of his marriage, he had trained himself to regard it as the last of 
his discarded experiments. The idea that he could ever, in his senses, have dreamed of 
marrying the Countess Olenska had become almost unthinkable, and she remained in his 
memory simply as the most plaintive and poignant of a line of ghosts. (Ch 21, p168)
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the presentation of Newland Archer here and 
elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. In what ways is the archery tournament representative of Old New York’s social code and customs? 
2. With particular reference to paragraph 2, how has Newland Archer’s life come to resemble the 

‘familiar spectacle’ of the archery meet or any of Old New York’s social events?
3. How do paragraphs 3 to 5 portray May and the Wellands to be in control of Archer’s life, just when 

he sought an ‘escape from duty into… unmitigated holiday-making’?
4. What does the narrator reveal by commenting on Newland’s inner conflict in the final paragraph? 

Pay close attention to the juxtaposition of May Welland and Ellen Olenska, as well as the 

METHODS
Linguistic features - the use of tense, ‘always’, ‘only’ and ‘but’ collectively portray Archer’s newfound constraints
Motif - the Pompeiian vestibule reappears as a symbol of death and the ‘familiar’, ‘old routine’
The ironic narrator - the choice of horse and arrangement of his library gives Archer a ‘pleasurable excitement’
Enumeration - the list of activities to do with Archer’s ‘real and inevitable sort of’ life in paragraph 2
Enumeration - the list of qualities that Archer sees (and values) in May are presented from lines 40 to 49
Visions and realities - the ‘real’ ‘business’ of his life is set in contrast to the ‘vision’ of Ellen in line 55

GLOSSARY
stepper - a horse with a brisk, attractive walking gait.
trapper-like - a person who traps wild animals, esp. for their fur.
plaintive - sounding sad and mournful.
poignant - moving, evoking a sense of sadness and regret.
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PRESENTATION FOUR
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Archer changed colour. "And Beaufort—do you say  these things to Beaufort?" he 
asked abruptly. 

"I haven't seen him for a long time. But I used to; and he understands." 
"Ah, it's what I've always told you; you don't like us. And you like Beaufort because he's 

so unlike us." He looked about the bare room and out at the bare beach and the row of 
stark white village houses strung along the shore. "We're damnably dull. We've no 
character, no colour, no variety.—I wonder," he broke out, "why you don't go back?" 

Her eyes darkened, and he expected an indignant rejoinder. But she sat silent, as if 
thinking over what he had said, and he grew frightened lest she should answer that she 
wondered too. 

At length she said: "I believe it's because of you." 
It was impossible to make the confession more dispassionately, or in a tone less 

encouraging to the vanity  of the person addressed. Archer reddened to the temples, but 
dared not move or speak: it was as if her words had been some rare butterfly that the least 
motion might drive off on startled wings, but that might gather a flock about it if it were left 
undisturbed. 

"At least," she continued, "it was you who made me understand that under the dullness 
there are things so fine and sensitive and delicate  that even those I most cared for in 
my other life look cheap in comparison. I don't know how to explain myself"—she drew 
together her troubled brows—"but it seems as if I'd never before understood with how 
much that is hard and shabby and base the most exquisite pleasures may be paid." 

"Exquisite pleasures—it's something to have had them!" he felt like retorting; but the 
appeal in her eyes kept him silent. 

"I want," she went on, "to be perfectly  honest with you—and with myself. For a long 
time I've hoped this chance would come: that I might tell you how you've helped me, what 
you've made of me—" 

Archer sat staring beneath frowning brows. He interrupted her with a laugh. "And what 
do you make out that you've made of me?" 

She paled a little. "Of you?" 
"Yes: for I'm of your making much more than you ever were of mine. I'm the man who 

married one woman because another one told him to." 
Her paleness turned to a fugitive flush. "I thought—you promised—you were not to say 

such things today." 
"Ah—how like a woman! None of you will ever see a bad business through!" 
She lowered her voice. "Is it a bad business—for May?" 
He stood in the window, drumming against the raised sash, and feeling in every  fibre 

the wistful tenderness with which she had spoken her cousin's name. [...]
For answer, she let the tears on her lids overflow and run slowly downward.
Half the width of the room was still between them, and neither made any  show of 

moving. Archer was conscious of a curious indifference to her bodily  presence: he would 
hardly have been aware of it if one of the hands she had flung out on the table had not 
drawn his gaze as on the occasion when, in the little Twenty-third Street house, he had 
kept his eye on it in order not to look at her face. Now his imagination spun about the 
hand as about the edge of a vortex; but still he made no effort  to draw nearer. He had 
known the love that is fed on caresses and feeds them; but this passion that was closer
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than his bones was not to be superficially satisfied. His one terror was to do anything 
which might efface the sound and impression of her words; his one thought, that he should 
never again feel quite alone. 

But after a moment the sense of waste and ruin overcame him. There  they were, 
close together and safe  and shut  in; yet  so chained to their separate  destinies that 
they might as well have been half the world apart. (Ch 24, 198-200)
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, paying particular attention to the presentation of the 
relationship between Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska here and elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. Paying attention to their choice of words, how is this conversation between Newland and Ellen 

di!erent from that in Chapters 12 and 18? How has their relationship changed since?
2. Critically examine the narrator’s description of how both characters react to each other as well as 

the narrator’s commentary on Newland Archer’s imagination.
3. In your opinion, what is the purpose of the passage? What does it suggest about Newland’s 

‘development’ in the novel? What is his attitude to this ‘passion that was closer than his bones’?

METHODS
Perspective - This melodramatic conversation between Newland and Ellen reignites the tensions of Ch 18.
The narrator - Wharton’s critical narrator again trains her sights on Archer’s over-excitable visions in paragraph 6.
Setting - The room / interiors symbolically convey the separate fates of Newland and Ellen
Visions - Another reference to Archer’s spinning ‘imagination’ and his acute yearning for the ‘sound’ of Ellen 
Foreshadowing - The final line seems to suggest that their fates are truly sealed; this is mirrored in Ch 33.

GLOSSARY
fugitive - fleeting; quick to disappear
vortex - a mass of whirling fluid or air, esp. a whirlpool or whirlwind
e!ace - erase
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CONTINUAL ASSESSMENT
ESSAY QUESTION

EITHER  
(a) ‘...she had represented peace, stability, comradeship, and the steadying sense of an inescapable 
duty.’ (Ch 21) Discuss the role and presentation of May Welland in the light of this comment.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. How far and in what ways is May Welland presented as an ‘ideal’ wife and product of Old New York?
2. Does Newland Archer see her then as that perfect ‘comrade’ and lover? How might May be seen as 

a foil to Ellen?
3. Can the reader see her as a symbol of Old New York’s inexorable tribal discipline? Does she embody 

good ‘form’ and conformity that Archer sees as an ‘inescapable duty’?
4. Is May truly as ‘innocent’ as she seems?

METHODS
Various points of view - Archer, narrator, direct discourse (particularly at the end of Ch 26)
Various motifs - ice; death / burial; interiors (‘Pompeiian vestibule’, ‘stifling’ room); industrial (‘product’, ‘copy’, ‘creation’) 
Characterisation - May’s name, ‘darling’ and ‘ideal’ epithets
Characterisation - May as character foil to Ellen Olenska

USEFUL EVIDENCE

Archer’s misreading of  May
“M'ama ... non m'ama …” the prima donna sang, and “M'ama!”, with a final burst of love triumphant, as she 
pressed the dishevelled daisy to her lips  and lifted her large eyes to the sophisticated countenance of the little brown 
Faust-Capoul, who was vainly trying… to look as pure and true as his artless victim. (Ch 1, p4)

“The darling!” thought Newland Archer, his glance flitting back to the young girl with the lilies-of-the-valley.  "She 
doesn't even guess what it's  all about.” And he contemplated her absorbed young face with a thrill of possessorship in 
which pride in his own masculine initiation was mingled with a tender reverence for her abysmal purity. (Ch 1, p6)

He reviewed his friends’ marriages—the supposedly happy ones—and saw none that answered, even remotely, to the 
passionate and tender comradeship which he pictured as  his permanent relation with May Welland… He could 
not deplore that he had not a blank page to offer his  bride in exchange for the unblemished one she was to give to 
him. (Ch 6, p36-38)

She was straightforward, loyal and brave;  she had a sense of humour (chiefly proved by her laughing at his 
jokes);  and he suspected, in the depths of her innocently-gazing soul, a glow of feeling that it would be a joy to 
waken. But when he had gone the brief round of her he returned discouraged by the thought that all this frankness 
and innocence were only an artificial product… And he felt himself oppressed by this creation of factitious 
purity, so cunningly manufactured by a conspiracy of mothers  and aunts  and grandmothers and long-dead 
ancestresses. (Ch 6, p37)

Her face had taken on a look of such tragic courage that he felt like bowing himself down at her feet. […] But in 
another moment she seemed to have descended from her womanly eminence to helpless and timorous girlhood; 
and he understood that her courage and initiative were all for others, and that she had none for herself. (Ch 16, 
p122-123)
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May and the ice motif
Archer was struck by something languid and inelastic in her attitude,  and wondered if the deadly monotony of their 
lives  had laid its weight on her also. […] He was  weary of living in a perpetual tepid honeymoon,  without the 
temperature of passion yet with all its exactions. If May had spoken out her grievances  (he suspected her of many) he 
might have laughed them away;  but she was trained to conceal imaginary wounds under a Spartan smile. (Ch 30, 
p241)

He sat there without conscious  thoughts, without sense of the lapse of time, in a deep and grave amazement that 
seemed to suspend life rather than quicken it. “This was  what had to be,  then... this was what had to be,” he kept 
repeating to himself, as if he hung in the clutch of doom. What he had dreamed of had been so different that there 
was a mortal chill in his rapture. […]

She rose also, but lingered near the hearth. As  he walked past her she moved forward impulsively, as though to 
detain him: their eyes met,  and he saw that hers were of the same swimming  blue as  when he had left her to drive 
to Jersey City.

She flung her arms about his neck and pressed her cheek to his. 
"You haven't kissed me today," she said in a whisper; and he felt her tremble in his arms. (Ch 31, p258)

May as Diana
In her dress of white and silver, with a wreath of silver blossoms in her hair, the tall girl looked like a Diana just 
alight from the chase. (Ch 8, p53)

Newland leaned back in his  chair and smiled at her. She looked handsomer and more Diana-like than ever.  The 
moist English air seemed to have deepened the bloom of her cheeks and softened the slight hardness of her virginal 
features; or else it was simply the inner glow of  happiness, shining through like a light under ice. (Ch 20, p158)

May Welland was just coming out of the tent. In her white dress, with a pale green ribbon about the waist and a 
wreath of ivy on her hat, she had the same Diana-like aloofness as  when she had entered the Beaufort ball-room 
on the night of her engagement. In the interval not a thought seemed to have passed behind her eyes or a feeling 
through her heart;  and though her husband knew that she had the capacity for both he marvelled afresh at the way in 
which experience dropped away from  her. […] She had her bow and arrow in her hand, and placing herself on the 
chalk-mark traced on the turf she lifted the bow to her shoulder and took aim. The attitude was  so full of a classic 
grace that a murmur of appreciation followed her appearance, and Archer felt the glow of proprietorship that so 
often cheated him into momentary well-being… but not one had the nymph-like ease of his wife,  when, with tense 
muscles and happy frown, she bent her soul upon some feat of  strength. (Ch 21, p173)

May’s awareness
She dropped back into her seat and went on: “You mustn't think that a girl knows as  little as her parents imagine. 
One hears and one notices—one has  one's feelings and ideas. And of course, long before you told me that you 
cared for me, I'd known that there was some one else you were interested in;  every one was talking about it two years 
ago at Newport.” (Ch 16, p121)

Archer had no heart to go on pleading with her;  he was too much disappointed at the vanishing of the new being 
who had cast that one deep look at him from her transparent eyes. (Ch 16, p123)

In the code in which they had both been trained it meant: "Of course you understand that I know all that people 
have been saying about Ellen... I also know that, for some reason you have not chosen to tell me… by letting you 
understand that I know you mean to see Ellen when you are in Washington, and are perhaps going there expressly 
for that purpose;  and that, since you are sure to see her, I wish you to do so with my full and explicit approval” (Ch 
26, p219)

May gave him a glance of comprehension,  and he saw her whisper to his  mother, who nodded sympathetically;  then 
she murmured an excuse... and rose from her seat just as Marguerite fell into Faust's arms. (Ch 32, p265)

In the drawing-room, where they presently joined the ladies, he met May's triumphant eyes, and read in them  the 
conviction that everything had "gone off" beautifully. She rose from Madame Olenska's side, and... it became clear to 
Archer that here also a conspiracy of rehabilitation and obliteration was  going on.  […] Archer once more disengaged 
the fact that New York believed him to be Madame Olenska's lover. He caught the glitter of victory in his wife's eyes, 
and for the first time understood that she shared the belief. (Ch 33, p280)

Her colour burned deeper, but she held his  gaze. “No;  I wasn't sure then—but I told her I was.  And you see I was 
right!” she exclaimed, her blue eyes wet with victory. (Ch 33, p283)
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CONTINUAL ASSESSMENT
ESSAY QUESTION

OR 
(b) ‘Ellen, more than Newland, realises that they are prisoners of their world.’ In the light of this 
comment, discuss the novel’s presentation of entrapment and individual sacrifice.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. In what ways might Archer and Olenska be presented as ‘prisoners of their world’ in the novel?
2. Discuss the writer’s portrayal of social conventions and the individual’s obligation to society.
3. Comment on Archer’s initial resistance towards social form and the life planned for him. In your 

opinion, does he eventually resign himself to his fate or accept his place in society?
4. In your view, is Ellen Olenska more an outsider being driven out or a member of Old New York 

being locked in? Does she finally accept her place in society?

USEFUL EVIDENCE

Old New York as tribe and citadel
Now she was eagerly curious to know what had decided the Beauforts  to invite (for the first time) Mrs. Lemuel 
Struthers, the widow of Struthers's  Shoe-polish,  who had returned the previous  year from  a long initiatory sojourn in 
Europe to lay siege to the tight little citadel of  New York. (Ch 4, p25)

Yet there was a time when Archer had had definite and rather aggressive opinions on all such problems, and when 
everything concerning the manners and customs of his little tribe had seemed to him fraught with world-wide 
significance. (Ch 19, p149)

Such verbal generosities were in fact only a humbugging disguise of the inexorable conventions that tied things 
together and bound people down to the old pattern. But here he was pledged to defend, on the part of his betrothed's 
cousin, conduct that, on his  own wife's part, would justify him  in calling down on her all the thunders of Church and 
State. (Ch 6, p35)

Newland Archer as prisoner
Packed in the family landau they rolled from one tribal doorstep to another, and Archer, when the afternoon's round 
was over, parted from his betrothed with the feeling that he had been shown off like a wild animal cunningly trapped. 
(Ch 9, p55) The young man felt that his fate was sealed:  for the rest of his life he would go up every evening between 
the cast-iron railings of that greenish-yellow doorstep, and pass  through a Pompeian vestibule into a hall with a 
wainscoting of varnished yellow wood. But beyond that his imagination could not travel. (Ch 9, p58) “You've 
arranged it delightfully,” he rejoined, alive to the flatness  of the words,  but imprisoned in the conventional by his 
consuming desire to be simple and striking. (Ch 9, 59)

It seemed to him  that he had been speaking not to the woman he loved but to another, a woman he was indebted to 
for pleasures already wearied of: it was hateful to find himself the prisoner of this  hackneyed vocabulary.  (Ch 30, 
p254)

Archer looked at her blankly. Could it be possible that the sense of unreality in which he felt himself imprisoned had 
communicated itself  to his wife? (Ch 32, p267)

As these thoughts succeeded each other in his mind Archer felt like a prisoner in the centre of an armed camp. He 
looked about the table, and guessed at the inexorableness of his captors… "It's to show me," he thought, "what would 
happen to me-" and a deathly sense… closed in on him like the doors of  the family vault. (Ch 33, p277)
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PRESENTATION FIVE
ESSAY QUESTION

‘This is a novel in which nothing is private.’ How far do you find this a helpful comment on social life in 
the novel?

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. In what ways does the quotation reflect Wharton’s critique of social life in New York?
2. How does Wharton use motifs to illuminate the sense of intense scrutiny and constant scrutiny?
3. How do the ‘gossip chapters’ (Ch 5, 26, 27) contribute to the novel’s exploration of a provincial, 

insular community?
4. Can an individual ‘exist’ in ‘a world in which nothing is private’? Comment on the tension between 

private life and social life in the novel, with reference to the characters of Newland Archer and Ellen 
Olenska.

USEFUL EVIDENCE
You are encouraged to identify evidence from Ch 1-3, Ch 5 (31-4), Ch 6 (41), Ch 12 (91), Ch 26 
(211-6), Ch 27 (223-4), Ch 33 (276) as well as elsewhere in the novel. Below are selected quotations 
that you are expected to analyse and discuss in your essay:

Old New York as theatre: surveillance and scrutiny
He guessed himself to have been, for months, the centre of countless silently observing eyes and patiently listening 
ears;  he understood that,  by means as yet unknown to him, the separation between himself and the partner of his 
guilt had been achieved, and that now the whole tribe had rallied about his wife on the tacit assumption that nobody 
knew anything (Ch 33, p276)

The club box, therefore, waited in visible suspense while Mr. Sillerton Jackson handed back Lawrence Lefferts's 
opera-glass. For a moment he silently scrutinised the attentive group out of his filmy blue eyes overhung by old veined 
lids;  then he gave his  moustache a thoughtful twist, and said simply: "I  didn't think the Mingotts would have tried it 
on." (Ch 1, p9)

“Everybody in New York has always known everybody. Let the young man have his way, my dear…” (Ch 4, p24)

New York society was,  in those days, far too small, and too scant in its  resources, for every one in it (including livery-
stable-keepers, butlers and cooks) not to know exactly on which evenings people were free. (Ch 6, p39)

Old New York as a tribe: need for cohesion and self-preservation
"Louisa is fond of you;  and of course it's on account of dear May that I'm taking this  step—and also because, if we 
don't all stand together, there'll be no such thing as Society left." (Ch 6, 41)

There were certain things  that had to be done, and if done at all, done handsomely and thoroughly;  and one of 
these, in the old New York code, was the tribal rally around a kinswoman about to be eliminated from the tribe.  (Ch 
33, p276)

"Isn't it you who made me give up divorcing—give it up because you showed me how selfish and wicked it was, how 
one must sacrifice one's self to preserve the dignity of marriage ... and to spare one's family the publicity, the 
scandal?” (Ch 18, p138)
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PRESENTATION SIX
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

She turned away  without answering and got quickly  into the carriage. As it drove off 
she leaned forward, and he thought she waved her hand in the obscurity. He stared after 
her in a turmoil of contradictory  feelings. It seemed to him that he had been speaking not to 
the woman he loved but to another, a woman he was indebted to for pleasures already 
wearied of: it was hateful to find himself the prisoner of this hackneyed vocabulary. 

"She'll come!" he said to himself, almost contemptuously. 
Avoiding the popular "Wolfe collection," whose anecdotic canvases filled one of the 

main galleries of the queer wilderness of cast-iron and encaustic tiles known as the 
Metropolitan Museum, they  had wandered down a passage to the room where the 
"Cesnola antiquities" mouldered in unvisited loneliness. 

They  had this melancholy  retreat to themselves, and seated on the divan enclosing the 
central steam-radiator, they  were staring silently  at the glass cabinets mounted in ebonised 
wood which contained the recovered fragments of Ilium. 

"It's odd," Madame Olenska said, "I never came here before." 
"Ah, well—. Some day, I suppose, it will be a great Museum." 
"Yes," she assented absently. 
She stood up  and wandered across the room. Archer, remaining seated, watched the 

light movements of her figure, so girlish even under its heavy furs, the cleverly  planted 
heron wing in her fur cap, and the way  a dark curl lay  like a flattened vine spiral on each 
cheek above the ear. His mind, as always when they first met, was wholly  absorbed in the 
delicious details that made her herself and no other. Presently  he rose and approached 
the case before which she stood. Its glass shelves were crowded with small broken 
objects—hardly  recognisable domestic utensils, ornaments and personal trifles—made 
of glass, of clay, of discoloured bronze and other time-blurred substances. 

"It seems cruel," she said, "that after a while nothing matters ... any  more than these 
little things, that used to be necessary  and important to forgotten people, and now have to 
be guessed at under a magnifying glass and labelled: 'Use unknown.'" 

"Yes; but meanwhile—" 
"Ah, meanwhile—" 
As she stood there, in her long sealskin coat, her hands thrust in a small round muff, 

her veil drawn down like a transparent mask to the tip  of her nose, and the bunch of violets 
he had brought her stirring with her quickly-taken breath, it seemed incredible that this pure 
harmony of line and colour should ever suffer the stupid law of change. 

"Meanwhile everything matters—that concerns you," he said. 
She looked at him thoughtfully, and turned back to the divan. He sat down beside her 

and waited; but suddenly  he heard a step echoing far off down the empty  rooms, and felt 
the pressure of the minutes.

"What is it you wanted to tell me?" she asked, as if she had received the same 
warning. 

"What I wanted to tell you?" he rejoined. "Why, that I believe you came to New York 
because you were afraid."

"Afraid?" 
"Of my coming to Washington." 
She looked down at her muff, and he saw her hands stir in it uneasily. 
"Well—?" 
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"Well—yes," she said. 
"You were afraid? You knew—?" 
"Yes: I knew ..." 
"Well, then?" he insisted. 
"Well, then: this is better, isn't it?" she returned with a long questioning sigh. 
"Better—?" 
"We shall hurt others less. Isn't it, after all, what you always wanted?" 
"To have you here, you mean—in reach and yet out of reach? To meet you in this way, 

on the sly? It's the very reverse of what I want. I told you the other day what I wanted." […]
Instead of answering she murmured: "I promised Granny  to stay  with her because it 

seemed to me that here I should be safer." 
"From me?" 
She bent her head slightly, without looking at him. 
"Safer from loving me?" 
Her profile did not stir, but he saw a tear overflow on her lashes and hang in a mesh of 

her veil. 
"Safer from doing irreparable harm. Don't let us be like all the others!" she protested. 

[…] 
She turned away, and he followed and caught her by  the wrist. "Well, then: come to me 

once," he said, his head turning suddenly  at the thought of losing her; and for a second or 
two they looked at each other almost like enemies. (Ch 31, p254)
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the portrayal of Newland Archer and Ellen 
Olenska here and elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. How does the setting of the Museum, specifically the room of ‘Cesnola antiquities’ reflect the 

nature of Newland and Ellen’s relationship? 
2. In what ways does the description of the artefacts allude to the fate of Newland and Ellen’s 

relationship and New York in Ch. 34? 
3. How does Ellen and Newland’s conversation in L35-54 reveal the dynamics of their relationship? 
4. Comment on how Ellen is presented from Newland’s point of view, particularly in lines 17-24. What 

does this reflect about Newland’s maturity? Why does Newland interpret their exchange of glances 
as almost resembling ‘enemies’? 

METHOD EXPLAINED
The setting of the Art Museum and deliberate choice of the foreign room of “Cesnola antiquities” 
creates the artistic backdrop that further illuminates the romanticised and exoticised view that Newland 
has of Ellen Olenska. The Cesnola room alludes to the fate of the two lovers, suggesting that their 
current passions and moral struggles will be forgotten. This archaeological exhibition room also functions 
as a metaphor for Old New York. It predicts the destiny of Old New York, where its once powerful social 
order will eventually disintegrate to form an archaic order that is neglected by the younger generation 
in Ch 34.

METHODS
Perspective – Newland’s thoughts
Characterisation – Ellen’s dressing and physical appearance is given much attention
Setting - the foreign and exotic “Cesnola antiquities” in the Art Museum, the detailed description of the artefacts

GLOSSARY
cloudless - transparent, clear
irksome  - irritating, annoying
turmoil - a state of great disturbance, confusion, or uncertainty
Ilium - The ilium is the uppermost and largest bone of the pelvis, and appears in most vertebrates including mammals and 
birds, but not bony fish.
contemptuously – disdainfully, scornfully
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PRESENTATION SEVEN
CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

Madame Olenska put her hand on his arm, and he noticed that the hand was 
ungloved, and remembered how he had kept his eyes fixed on it the evening that he had 
sat with her in the little Twenty-third Street drawing-room. All the beauty  that had forsaken 
her face seemed to have taken refuge in the long pale fingers and faintly  dimpled 
knuckles on his sleeve, and he said to himself: "If it were only to see her hand again I 
should have to follow her—." 

It was only  at an entertainment ostensibly  offered to a "foreign visitor" that Mrs. van 
der Luyden could suffer the diminution of being placed on her host's left. The fact of 
Madame Olenska's "foreignness" could hardly have been more adroitly  emphasised than 
by  this farewell tribute; and Mrs. van der Luyden accepted her displacement with an 
affability which left no doubt as to her approval. There were certain things that had to be 
done, and if done at all, done handsomely and thoroughly; and one of these, in the old 
New York code, was the tribal rally  around a kinswoman about to be eliminated from the 
tribe. There was nothing on earth that the Wellands and Mingotts would not have done to 
proclaim their unalterable affection for the Countess Olenska now that her passage for 
Europe was engaged; and Archer, at the head of his table, sat marvelling at the silent 
untiring activity with which her popularity  had been retrieved, grievances against her 
silenced, her past countenanced, and her present irradiated by the family approval. Mrs. 
van der Luyden shone on her with the dim benevolence  which was her nearest approach 
to cordiality, and Mr. van der Luyden, from his seat at May's right, cast down the table 
glances plainly intended to justify all the carnations he had sent from Skuytercliff. 

Archer, who seemed to be assisting at the scene in a state of odd imponderability, as 
if he floated somewhere between chandelier and ceiling, wondered at nothing so much as 
his own share in the proceedings. As his glance travelled from one placid well-fed face to 
another he saw all the harmless-looking people engaged upon May's canvas-backs as a 
band of dumb conspirators, and himself and the pale woman on his right as the centre of 
their conspiracy. And then it came over him, in a vast flash made up of many  broken 
gleams, that to all of them he and Madame Olenska were lovers, lovers in the extreme 
sense peculiar to "foreign" vocabularies. He guessed himself to have been, for months, the 
centre of countless silently observing eyes and patiently  listening ears; he understood 
that, by means as yet unknown to him, the separation between himself and the partner of 
his guilt had been achieved, and that now the whole  tribe had rallied about his wife on the 
tacit assumption that nobody knew anything, or had ever imagined anything, and that the 
occasion of the entertainment was simply  May  Archer's natural desire to take an 
affectionate leave of her friend and cousin. 

It  was the old New York way of taking life "without  effusion of blood": the way of 
people who dreaded scandal more than disease, who placed decency  above courage, and 
who considered that nothing was more ill-bred than "scenes," except the behaviour of 
those who gave rise to them. 

As these thoughts succeeded each other in his mind Archer felt  like a prisoner in the 
centre of an armed camp. He looked about the table, and guessed at the 
inexorableness of his captors from the tone in which, over the asparagus from Florida, 
they were dealing with Beaufort and his wife. "It's to show me," he thought, "what would 
happen to me—" and a deathly  sense of the superiority  of implication and analogy over 
direct action, and of silence over rash words, closed in on him like the doors of the family 
vault. (Ch 33, p275)

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

33



QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the portrayal of New York society and its rules 
here and elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. Comment on how the narrator describes Mrs Van der Luyden’s attitude and behaviour regarding her 

seating arrangement. What does this suggest about New York?
2. Examining paragraph 4, how is Archer’s disdain for New York conveyed? What does it reveal about 

New York society?
3. Paying particular attention to paragraph 5, how does Archer’s perspective convey his attitude 

towards his fate in New York society? 
4. What does Archer’s perception of Ellen in this passage suggest about his character? Has Archer 

attained maturity?

METHOD EXPLAINED
For a second time, a dinner party for Ellen Olenska is held at the Van der Luydens’ household. Where 
the first dinner party attempted to mark Ellen’s inclusion into the harsh society of Old New York, this 
dinner party made no qualms disguising that it was intended to cast Ellen out of its society. This passage 
crucially showcases the powerful social order of New York as a ‘tribe’ and cements Newland’s 
powerlessness as ‘prisoner’ of ‘his captors’. 

METHODS
Perspective- The narrator’s voice is used to convey New York’s rules and Archer’s thoughts about them
Tone - The narrator’s sarcastic and caustic tone 
Motif - imprisonment (‘prisoner’, ‘captors’), the tribe (‘tribal rally’, ‘kinswoman’), burial (‘family vault’)
Setting - The social function of the dinner party set in the Van der Luydens which is reminiscent of the dinner party in Ch 8 

GLOSSARY
diminution - insult.
ostensibly - apparently or purportedly, but perhaps not actually.
adroitly - cleverly or skilfully.
imponderability - a state that is di"cult or impossible to estimate or assess.
tacit - understood or implied without being stated.
e!usion - giving o!.
inexorableness - impossible to stop or prevent.
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DISCUSSION
NEWLAND OLDER, LATER ARCHER

He had been, in short, what people were beginning to call "a good citizen." In New 
York, for many  years past, every  new movement, philanthropic, municipal or artistic, had 
taken account of his opinion and wanted his name. People said: "Ask Archer" when there 
was a question of starting the first school for crippled children, reorganising the Museum of 
Art, founding the Grolier Club, inaugurating the new Library, or getting up a new society  of 
chamber music. His days were full, and they  were filled decently. He supposed it was all a 
man ought to ask. 

Something he knew he had missed: the flower of life. But he thought of it now as a 
thing so unattainable and improbable that to have repined would have been like despairing 
because one had not drawn the first prize in a lottery. There were a hundred million tickets 
in his lottery, and there was only one prize; the chances had been too decidedly  against 
him. When he thought of Ellen Olenska it was abstractly, serenely, as one might think of 
some imaginary  beloved in a book or a picture: she had become the composite  vision 
of all that  he  had missed. That vision, faint and tenuous as it was, had kept him from 
thinking of other women. He had been what was called a faithful husband; and when May 
had suddenly  died—carried off by  the infectious pneumonia through which she had nursed 
their youngest child—he had honestly  mourned her. Their long years together had shown 
him that it did not so much matter if marriage was a dull duty, as long as it kept the dignity 
of a duty: lapsing from that, it became a mere battle of ugly  appetites. Looking about him, 
he honoured his own past, and mourned for it. After all, there was good in the old ways. 
[…]

Now, as he reviewed his past, he saw into what a deep rut he had sunk. The worst of 
doing one's duty  was that it apparently  unfitted one for doing anything else. At least that 
was the view that the men of his generation had taken. The trenchant divisions between 
right and wrong, honest and dishonest, respectable and the reverse, had left so little scope 
for the unforeseen. There are moments when a man's imagination, so easily  subdued to 
what it lives in, suddenly  rises above its daily  level, and surveys the long windings of 
destiny. Archer hung there and wondered.... 

What was left of the little world he had grown up in, and whose standards had bent and 
bound him? He remembered a sneering prophecy  of poor Lawrence Lefferts's, uttered 
years ago in that very  room: "If things go on at this rate, our children will be marrying 
Beaufort's bastards." 

It was just what Archer's eldest son, the pride of his life, was doing; and nobody 
wondered or reproved. (Ch 34, p286)
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PRESENTATION EIGHT
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

It was a modern building, without distinctive character, but many-windowed, and 
pleasantly  balconied up its wide cream-coloured front. On one of the upper balconies, 
which hung well above the rounded tops of the horse-chestnuts in the square, the awnings 
were still lowered, as though the sun had just left it. 

"I wonder which floor—?" Dallas conjectured; and moving toward the porte-cochere he 
put his head into the porter's lodge, and came back to say: "The fifth. It must be the one 
with the awnings." 

Archer remained motionless, gazing at the upper windows as if the end of their 
pilgrimage had been attained. 

"I say, you know, it's nearly six," his son at length reminded him. 
The father glanced away at an empty bench under the trees. 
"I believe I'll sit there a moment," he said. 
"Why—aren't you well?" his son exclaimed. 
"Oh, perfectly. But I should like you, please, to go up without me." 
Dallas paused before him, visibly  bewildered. "But, I say, Dad: do you mean you won't 

come up at all?" 
"I don't know," said Archer slowly. 
"If you don't she won't understand." 
"Go, my boy; perhaps I shall follow you." 
Dallas gave him a long look through the twilight. 
"But what on earth shall I say?" 
"My dear fellow, don't you always know what to say?" his father rejoined with a smile. 
"Very well. I shall say  you're old-fashioned, and prefer walking up the five flights 

because you don't like lifts." 
His father smiled again. "Say I'm old-fashioned: that's enough." 
Dallas looked at him again, and then, with an incredulous gesture, passed out of sight 

under the vaulted doorway. 
Archer sat down on the bench and continued to gaze at the awninged balcony. He 

calculated the time it would take his son to be carried up in the lift to the fifth floor, to ring 
the bell, and be admitted to the hall, and then ushered into the drawing-room. He pictured 
Dallas entering that room with his quick assured step and his delightful smile, and 
wondered if the people were right who said that his boy "took after him." 

Then he tried to see the persons already  in the room—for probably at that sociable 
hour there would be more than one—and among them a dark lady, pale and dark, who 
would look up quickly, half rise, and hold out a long thin hand with three rings on it.... He 
thought she would be sitting in a sofa-corner near the fire, with azaleas banked behind her 
on a table. 

"It's more real to me here than if I went  up," he suddenly heard himself say; and the 
fear lest that last shadow of reality should lose its edge kept him rooted to his seat as the 
minutes succeeded each other. 

He sat for a long time on the bench in the thickening dusk, his eyes never turning 
from the balcony. At length a light  shone through the windows, and a moment later a man-
servant came out on the balcony, drew up the awnings, and closed the shutters. 

At that, as if it had been the signal he waited for, Newland Archer got up slowly  and 
walked back alone to his hotel. (Ch 34, p297)
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to its e!ectiveness and appropriateness as an 
ending to the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. In your opinion, is this a satisfactory ending to the novel? Does it resolve the conflicts, tensions or 

dilemmas in the novel?
2. Paying attention to Newland’s gestures and direct speech, in what ways does Wharton present 

Newland Archer in an ‘age of experience’?
3. Discuss the role and significance of Dallas Archer in the closing chapter. What does Dallas 

represent, if he does not - as the narrator suggests - ‘take after’ Newland?

METHODS
Structure - this final chapter takes place 26 years after the events of Ch 33; it also parallels Ch 18.
Structure - It significantly brings Archer back to Ellen Olenska, in contrast to the e!ective separation in Ch 18.
Characterisation - Dallas Archer is portrayed in many ways the man his father once aspired to be.
Perspective - Archer’s dialogue is the main method of presenting his acceptance of reality (away from his romantic visions).
Motif - descriptions of Archer looking (in so doing, pining, reflecting or wondering what could have been?) abound.
Motif - the ‘light’ shining through the windows parallels the light shining through the boudoir door in Ch 18.
Motif - the shadow and dusk images shroud in the ‘darkness’ of reality, which is ironically ‘illuminating’.

GLOSSARY
awnings - a sheet of canvas or other material stretched on a frame and used to keep the sun or rain o! a window, doorway.
azaleas - a deciduous flowering shrub of the heath family with clusters of brightly colored, sometimes fragrant flowers.
pilgrimage - life viewed as a journey; a journey to a religious or well-known place; a pilgrim’s journey.

37



2012 JC1 PROMOTIONAL EXAM
ESSAY QUESTION

‘The novel is not just a love story. It is a study of a young man’s quest for maturity.’ How far do you agree 
with this comment on The Age of Innocence?

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. In your view, is the novel more a bildungsroman than a love story? How reliant is the bildungsroman 

on the romance plot? 
2. In your view, which narrative arc leads the reader towards greater insights, whether on a personal or 

social level? What does Newland Archer’s attainment of maturity suggest to the reader? What does 
Newland Archer’s pursuit of Ellen Olenska and the eventual failure of the relationship suggest to 
the reader?

3. In what ways is the novel a ‘love story’ between Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska?
- How do we see this presented through narrative structure?
- What are some of the significant motifs and episodes related to their romance?

4. In what ways is the novel a study of ‘a young man’s quest for maturity’?
- How is the novel structured as a bildungsroman? Take Ch 34 into special consideration.
- How is the prison motif used to chart Archer’s attitude towards Old New York?

Note that the above questions are meant to help you form a thesis and think about certain methods and ideas, 
rather than help you structure your essay. These are not structured questions which you can answer one by 
one and expect to pass.

USEFUL EVIDENCE
Ch 5-6, Ch 8-9, Ch 18, Ch 19-21, Ch 30, Ch 33

Archer’s visions and realities
As for the momentary madness which had fallen upon him on the eve of his marriage, he had trained himself to 
regard it as the last of his discarded experiments.  The idea that he could ever,  in his  senses, have dreamed of 
marrying the Countess Olenska had become almost unthinkable, and she remained in his memory simply as  the most 
plaintive and poignant of  a line of  ghosts. (Ch 21, p170)

But now it was the Welland house, and the life he was expected to lead in it, that had become unreal and irrelevant, 
and the brief scene on the shore, when he had stood irresolute, halfway down the bank, was as close to him  as  the 
blood in his veins. (Ch 21, 186)

Little by little it became the scene of his real life, of his  only rational activities;  thither he brought the books  he 
read, the ideas and feelings  which nourished him, his judgments and his visions. Outside it, in the scene of his actual 
life, he moved with a growing sense of  unreality and insufficiency… (Ch 26, p215)

"It's more real to me here than if I went up," he suddenly heard himself say;  and the fear lest that last shadow of 
reality should lose its edge kept him rooted to his seat as the minutes succeeded each other. (Ch 34, p298)
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2012 JC1 PROMOTIONAL EXAM
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

It was thus, Archer reflected, that New York managed its transitions: conspiring to 
ignore them till they  were well over, and then, in all good faith, imagining that they  had 
taken place in a preceding age. There was always a traitor in the citadel; and after he 
(or generally  she) had surrendered the keys, what was the use of pretending that it was 
impregnable? Once people had tasted of Mrs. Struthers's easy  Sunday  hospitality  they 
were not likely  to sit at home remembering that her champagne was transmuted Shoe-
Polish. 

‘I know, dear, I know,’ Mrs. Archer sighed. ‘Such things have to be, I suppose, as long 
as amusement is what people go out for; but I've never quite forgiven your cousin Madame 
Olenska for being the first person to countenance Mrs. Struthers.’

A sudden blush rose to young Mrs. Archer's face; it surprised her husband as much 
as the other guests about the table. ‘Oh, Ellen—‘ she murmured, much in the same 
accusing and yet deprecating tone in which her parents might have said: ‘Oh, the 
Blenkers—.’ 

It was the note which the family  had taken to sounding on the mention of the 
Countess Olenska's name, since she had surprised and inconvenienced them by 
remaining obdurate to her husband's advances; but on May's lips it gave food for thought, 
and Archer looked at her with the sense of strangeness that sometimes came over him 
when she was most in the tone of her environment. 

His mother, with less than her usual sensitiveness to atmosphere, still insisted: ‘I've 
always thought that people like the Countess Olenska, who have lived in aristocratic 
societies, ought to help us to keep up our social distinctions, instead of ignoring them.’ 

May's blush remained permanently vivid: it seemed to have a significance beyond 
that implied by the recognition of Madame Olenska's social bad faith. 

‘I've no doubt we all seem alike to foreigners,’ said Miss Jackson tartly. 
‘I don't think Ellen cares for society; but nobody  knows exactly  what she does care 

for,’ May continued, as if she had been groping for something noncommittal. 
‘Ah, well—’ Mrs. Archer sighed again. 
Everybody knew that the Countess Olenska was no longer in the good graces of her 

family. Even her devoted champion, old Mrs. Manson Mingott, had been unable to defend 
her refusal to return to her husband. The Mingotts had not proclaimed their disapproval 
aloud: their sense of solidarity  was too strong. They had simply, as Mrs. Welland said, ‘let 
poor Ellen find her own level’—and that, mortifyingly  and incomprehensibly, was in the dim 
depths where the Blenkers prevailed, and ‘people who wrote’ celebrated their untidy rites. 
It was incredible, but it was a fact, that Ellen, in spite of all her opportunities and her 
privileges, had become simply  ‘Bohemian.’ The fact enforced the contention that she had 
made a fatal mistake  in not returning to Count Olenski. After all, a young woman's place 
was under her husband's roof, especially  when she had left it in circumstances that ... 
well ... if one had cared to look into them ... 

‘Madame Olenska is a great  favourite  with the gentlemen,’ said Miss Sophy, with 
her air of wishing to put forth something conciliatory  when she knew that she was planting 
a dart. 

‘Ah, that's the danger that a young woman like Madame Olenska is always exposed 
to,’ Mrs. Archer mournfully  agreed; and the ladies, on this conclusion, gathered up their 
trains to seek the carcel globes of the drawing-room, while Archer and Mr. Sillerton 
Jackson withdrew to the Gothic library. (Ch 26, p213)
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the presentation of form and conventions 
here and elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. How does this ‘gossip chapter’ (also see Ch 5) reveal Old New York’s lack of privacy? Which 

characters are present in this chapter and how are they significant?
2. In what ways is Old New York presented as a parochial tribe, with particular reference to the 

attitudes expressed toward Ellen Olenska in the passage?
3. Paying attention to May and Sophy Jackson’s dialogue and the accompanying description of their 

tone, how does the writer present Old New York as a hieroglyphic, hypocritical world?
4. How is Newland Archer’s passivity and silence in this passage significant? What does this suggest 

about what he will or will not do later in the novel?

METHODS
Motif - Old New York as a citadel, a fortress that guards its traditions and keeping out the foreign
Narrative interjection - the narrator furnishes detail on May’s and Sophy Jackson’s tone towards Ellen
Ironic narrator - the use of ellipsis and ‘After all’ subtly critique Old New York’s unfair perception of Ellen
Perspective - the reader should note Archer’s silence for much of the passage before he ‘withdrew’ to the library

GLOSSARY
transitions - in this context, periods of social change or the evolution of social norms and customs.
citadel - a fortress, typically on high ground, protecting or dominating a city.
deprecating - to express disapproval of.
bad faith - intention to deceive.
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REVISION
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

"I'm so sorry: it shan't happen again," she answered, in the firm bright  tone  she had 
learned from her mother; and it exasperated Archer to feel that she was already  beginning 
to humour him like a younger Mr. Welland. She bent over to lower the wick, and as the light 
struck up on her white shoulders and the clear curves of her face he thought: "How young 
she is! For what endless years this life will have to go on!" 

He felt, with a kind of horror, his own strong youth and the bounding blood in his 
veins. "Look here," he said suddenly, "I may  have to go to Washington for a few days—
soon; next week perhaps." 

Her hand remained on the key  of the lamp as she turned to him slowly. The heat from 
its flame had brought back a glow to her face, but it paled as she looked up. 

"On business?" she asked, in a tone which implied that there could be no other 
conceivable reason, and that she had put the question automatically, as if merely  to finish 
his own sentence. 

"On business, naturally. There's a patent case coming up before the Supreme Court—" 
He gave the name of the inventor, and went on furnishing details with all Lawrence 
Lefferts's practised glibness, while she listened attentively, saying at intervals: "Yes, I 
see." 

"The change will do you good," she said simply, when he had finished; "and you must 
be sure to go and see Ellen," she added, looking him straight in the eyes with her 
cloudless smile, and speaking in the tone she might have employed in urging him not to 
neglect some irksome family duty. 

It was the only  word that passed between them on the subject; but in the code  in 
which they  had both been trained it meant: "Of course you understand that I  know all that 
people have been saying about Ellen, and heartily  sympathise with my  family  in their effort 
to get her to return to her husband. I also know that, for some reason you have not 
chosen to tell me, you have advised her against this course, which all the older men of the 
family, as well as our grandmother, agree in approving; and that it is owing to your 
encouragement that Ellen defies us all, and exposes herself to the kind of criticism of 
which Mr. Sillerton Jackson probably  gave you, this evening, the hint that has made you so 
irritable.... Hints have indeed not been wanting; but since you appear unwilling to take them 
from others, I offer you this one myself, in the only  form in which well-bred people of our 
kind can communicate unpleasant things to each other: by  letting you understand that I 
know you mean to see Ellen when you are in Washington, and are perhaps going there 
expressly  for that purpose; and that, since you are sure to see her, I wish you to do so 
with my full and explicit approval—and to take the opportunity  of letting her know what 
the course of conduct you have encouraged her in is likely to lead to." 

Her hand was still on the key  of the lamp when the last word of this mute message 
reached him. She turned the wick down, lifted off the globe, and breathed on the sulky 
flame. 

"They  smell less if one blows them out," she explained, with her bright  housekeeping 
air. On the threshold she turned and paused for his kiss. (Ch 26)
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the portrayal of the relationship between 
Newland Archer and May Welland here and elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. What does May’s direct speech in lines 1, 11 and 15-19 suggest about her attitude towards Newland 

Archer? Consider how she performs her wifely duty.
2. In what ways is Newland Archer’s fear and swelling dissatisfaction with his marriage seen here, with 

particular reference to his thoughts (lines 4-5) and his attempt to deceive May?
3. Comment on the significance of May’s ‘mute message’ from lines 22 to 39 and how this di!ers from 

our perception of May in the earlier chapters.
4. In what ways might May’s blowing of the ‘sulky flame’ be symbolic? How does this, in conjunction 

with her ‘pausing for his kiss’, foreshadow later events in the novel?

METHOD EXPLAINED
The ‘mute message’ that May sends to Archer through a look ‘straight in the eyes’ is expressed through 
the narrator as direct discourse. The reader is hence allowed to ‘hear’ May’s inner voice. We should note 
that this is perhaps one of the first portrayals of May’s real thoughts and 

Being largely aligned to Archer’s perspective, the reader is accustomed to his state of mind, which is 
represented in this passage from lines 4 to 5 (as he contemplates the ‘horror’ of the endless years to be 
spent with May).

METHODS
Characterisation - Archer’s perspective focuses our attention on May’s ‘white shoulders’, ‘clear curves’ and pale face
Perspective - May’s point of view is presented in multiple ways: her actual dialogue, the narrator’s supplementary description 
of her tone (and understanding) and most importantly, the ‘mute message’ conveyed to Newland in a ‘code’.
The narrator - The description of May’s tone in lines 11-13 and 19-21 tell us more about what she actually knows.
Motif - May’s hand ‘remained on the key of the lamp’ and she finally blows out the fire.
Syntax and diction - The sequence of sentences starting with ‘I’ and the various verbs place May as the subject

GLOSSARY
cloudless - transparent, clear
irksome  - irritating, annoying
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REVISION
ESSAY QUESTION

Newland Archer remarks that ‘Women should be free—as free as we are’. Discuss the novel’s 
exploration of the lives of its female characters in the light of this comment.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. Examining Ellen Olenska, May Welland, Catherine Mingott and Regina Beaufort, comment on their 

independence in relation to men in the novel.
2. What are some of the narrative methods used to portray women as ‘free’ from or constrained by 

their environment?
3. In what ways are women presented as prisoners (like or unlike the men) in Old New York? Do they 

want to be free?
4. In what ways is Newland’s comment an ideal that can never be realised in Wharton’s Old New York? 

What do you think the writer’s ideal is?

USEFUL EVIDENCE

Every one (including Mr. Sillerton Jackson) was agreed that old Catherine had never had beauty—a gift which, in 
the eyes of New York, justified every success, and excused a certain number of failings. Unkind people said that,  like 
her Imperial namesake, she had won her way to success by strength of will and hardness of heart,  and a kind of 
haughty effrontery that was somehow justified by the extreme decency and dignity of her private life… He saw that 
Mrs. Welland and her sister-in-law were facing their semicircle of critics with the Mingottian aplomb which old 
Catherine had inculcated in all her tribe. (Ch 2, p12)

... all this frankness and innocence were only an artificial product… this creation of factitious purity, so cunningly 
manufactured by a conspiracy of  mothers and aunts and grandmothers and long-dead ancestresses. (Ch 6, p37)

“It's just my old-fashioned feeling; dear May is my ideal,” said Mrs. Archer. (Ch 17, p124)

In this view they were sedulously abetted by their mothers, aunts and other elderly female relatives, who all shared 
Mrs. Archer's  belief that when "such things happened" (affairs)  it was undoubtedly foolish of the man, but somehow 
always criminal of  the woman. (Ch 11, 79)

In their day, the elder ladies agreed, the wife of a man who had done anything disgraceful in business  had only one 
idea: to efface herself, to disappear with him… As Mr. Letterblair had said, a wife’s place was at her husband’s side 
when he was in trouble. (Ch 27, p224)

It was  easier,  and less dastardly on the whole, for a wife to play such a part toward her husband. A woman's standard 
of truthfulness was tacitly held to be lower: she was  the subject creature, and versed in the arts of the enslaved. 
Then she could always plead moods and nerves, and the right not to be held too strictly to account;  and even in the 
most strait-laced societies the laugh was always against the husband. (Ch 31, p252)
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2012 JC1 TUTORIAL PRESENTATION
CHAPTER 21

In this passage, Wharton presents the development of Archer’s dilemma of having to choose between 

abiding by the ‘old way’ that provided him with a sense of security and comfort but deprived him of 

personal freedom or a new life embodied in Ellen Olenska who represented excitement and individual 
liberty, but that would force him to give up the security, stability and social prestige that he enjoyed. 

Ultimately, the passage foreshadows Archer’s continued, active pursuit of Ellen Olenska and the ideals 
of freedom and ‘excitement’ in the future, leaving the dilemma unresolved at this late stage in the novel.

Archer’s dilemma is triggered by the realisation that although he had progressed from a content 
conformist to a repressed individual, he was still abiding by Old New York’s social customs which he had 

grown to intensely dislike. The scene at Newport Archery Club was representative of Old New York’s 
customs, where every social function was a disguise for an ‘opportunity to show o! pretty dresses and 

graceful attitudes’, emphasising Old New York’s superficiality and social code of keeping up with 

artificial appearances. A parallel can be drawn to the opera house. Through observing the ‘familiar 
spectacle’ which epitomises Old New York’s social code, Archer arrives at the epiphany that while his 

reactions had ‘completely changed’, he was still subscribing to the ‘old way of life’. The use of the term 
‘familiar spectacle’ shows that he had come to view the social conventions as an artificial show and 

display, and the absolute term ‘completely’ emphasises the extent of change in his attitude, that he had 

become disillusioned with the monotonous routine, in contrast to his earlier self whom embraced these 
conventions. Therefore, it is this epiphany that catalyses the development of his inner conflict and 

dilemma because he wanted to escape this ‘same’ life which he increasingly feels is restricting his 
individual freedom.

In his dilemma, Archer struggles between the notion of maintaining his old life in New York which 
provided him with so many valuable ‘advantages’ but came at the expense of his liberty. The narrator 

echoes Archer’s thoughts and elucidates that he found ‘relief’ in the ‘old routine’ and the ‘renewal of his 
daily activity’ had become a ‘link with his former self’. The lexical choice of ‘relief’ conveys the notion of 

security and comfort in doing what he ‘has always’ known and liked. The deliberate reference to his 

‘former self’ and the past tense in ‘had always’ also highlights the conflict between his former, freer self 
and a newer self fully bound to marriage and high society. Each side of him finds satisfaction and 

pleasure in two vastly di!erent lives and ideals, embodied by the contrasting traits of May and Ellen, 
between whom he must choose and accept the sacrifices that come with this choice. The sacrifices 

regarding his freedom is shown through the narrator’s biting, ironic tone in mentioning the superficial 
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’pleasurable excitement’ in choosing material goods (a simple ‘stepper’) and assuming his cultural 

pretensions (by arranging his library). This shows the great extent to which his freedom has been limited 

to minor outlets like ‘arranging his library’ and engaging in private intellectual pursuits. He treats his life 
an an ‘inevitable sort of business’, showing his private desire to escape it. The lexical choices here also 

invite the reader to sympathise with how Archer’s life has become a necessary function, one he is 
obliged to engage in and be confined in.

The sacrifices to his freedom that Archer faces are also evidently portrayed through the Wellands’ 
increasing control over Archer’s life. He ‘had tried to’ persuade the Wellands to go on a vacation to a 

di!erent, more exotic place but the writer’s use of past tense signals the futility of the attempt as the 
Wellands dictate the holiday plans. The apt use of legal terms such as ‘adduce’ and ‘argument’ to 

describe Archer’s attempt at exercising his freedom reinforces the notion that his new life is a cold, 

emotionless business engagement rather than a ‘real’ life characterised by passion and spontaneity. 
May’s passive way of exerting control over Archer through ‘reminding’ him that he ‘had always’ liked 

Newport symbolically shows that he could not express his own opinions freely, where May now occupies 
a motherly role. Also the terms ‘indisputable’ and ‘could only’ emphasise Archer’s powerlessness and 

helplessness over these decisions in his own life. May, as the symbolic ‘product’ of Old New York, makes 

these decisions for him and exerts control his life subtly. The ‘shiver’ down his spine tells us that he has 
considered the chilling possibility of having his freedom taken away forever by the constraints of not just  

his marriage but to the social customs of Old New York, and this urges him to seek an alternative—an 
‘European’ life with Ellen—once more.

However, Archer could not convince himself to actively pursue a free life with Ellen because despite the 
dreadful aspects of a life with May, those were ‘advantages’ which were satisfying to him. The utilitarian, 

material lexis above is in line with how Archer regards May as an asset, the typical ‘perfectly charming’ 
girl who represents the qualities of ‘peace, stability, comradeship but also the sense of an unescapable 

duty’ that a ‘life’ in Old New York embodies. The jarring contrast in the enumerated virtues, followed by 

the emphatic ‘inescapable duty’ aptly shows Archer’s dilemma: his marriage to May provides the social 
prestige as it was ‘undoubtedly gratifying’ to marry ‘one of the handsomest and most popular’ young 

women in Old New York but this necessarily entails an imprisonment of his own individuality. 
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As much as Newland’s dilemma seems to be resolved by his choice of May, we see that Wharton 

foreshadows his renewed pursuit of Ellen and the ideals she embodies in the chapters to follow, yet will 

never succeed in attaining that life. The qualifying term, ‘almost unthinkable’ reflects the inklings 
towards her undoubtedly ‘remained’ in his mind and would probably never fade away, even if he tries. 

Even when Newland was ‘advanced in his years and May had passed away, the reader knows that he still 
sought after Ellen by attempting to reconnect with her. However, the absoluteness of the words 

‘inescapable’ show that he will never be able to succeed and escape from the yoke of Old New York’s 

social code. Though it appears that marrying Ellen has become ‘almost unthinkable’, we know that the 
memory of her will continue to haunt him as she is, to him, the ‘most plaintive and poignant in a line of 

ghosts’. This passage thus makes clear that Archer has yet to resolve his dilemma and possibly never will, 
and can only submit to the freedom and security that the ‘powerful engine’ of Old New York provides.

Zhang Sipeng
1T36 (2012)

Marker’s comments: Close engagement with diction and strong discussion of thematic concepts. However, the 

reliance on narration does limit your analysis of the narrator’s role / tone in all of this!
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2012 JC1 CONTINUAL ASSESSMENT 4
CHAPTER 26

In this passage situated at the very end of Chapter 26, Newland Archer informs his wife, May Welland, 

that he is to go to Washington on a ‘business’ trip, when his actual motive was to see Ellen. May’s 

reaction to the news gives the reader deeper insight into her character as well as her true knowledge of 
Newland Archer’s ‘secret’ relationship with Ellen Olenska.

One key feature in this passage is how May is presented through the narrator’s voice and representation 

and how she is perceived in the eyes of Newland. To Newland, May is still apparently blissful and 

unaware of the knowledge that Newland might have an intimate relationship with Ellen, as seen in 
Newland remarking at ‘How young she is!’, indicating her blissful innocence (or so Newland would like 

to believe). Newland’s perception of May is further helped upon by Newland believing that she was 
‘already beginning to humour him like a younger Mr Welland’, an indicator that May has remained 

rooted to New York ideals and perceives the world around her to work as such. Finally, Newland laments 

the endlessness of May’s immature blissfulness, as he continues his remark, ‘For what endless years this 
life will have to go on!’ The usage of ‘have to go on’ in the sentence shows just how Newland feels about 

May’s eternal innocence - he dreads it, believing with a forceful, inevitable ‘have’ that it will ‘go on’ for 
‘endless years’. The initial presentation of May through Newland’s point of view perpetuates the view 

that May, embodying the dullness of Old New York, figuratively imprisons the protagonist as he yearns 

for the ‘flower of life’ located outside his marriage and setting.

It is through Newland’s perception of May, however, that the narrator begins to seep out hints of irony 
that point to the idea of May actually knowing more than what Newland thinks she does, more explicitly 

detailed upon later in the passage. The narrator claims May ‘was already beginning to humour him like a 

younger Mr Welland’ implies that May might actually be treating Newland with a bit of condescension. 
To ‘humour’ someone is almost to toy around with him for entertainment, and the word shows that May 

might indeed be moulding Newland to her own (tacit) delight. To then further compare Newland with a 
‘younger Mr Welland’ indicates a seniority that May possesses over the increasing diminutive Newland 

Archer, reduced to first a junior, and then, a ‘Welland’. The passage patently presents a role reversal 

from portrayals of May in previous chapters, where Newland addressed her as ‘poor dear’ in Chapter 21, 
objectifying May as Newland’s object of pity. There is already, even in an apology, a clue to the reader 

that May is a far more complex character than Newland imagines. 
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By the end of the sixth paragraph, it has long since been revealed just how much May is aware (and of 

also how ironic it is) that Newland himself is still completely blissfully ignorant. The conversation from 

paragraphs 2 to 5 runs short and succinct, with Newland merely telling May of his trip to Washington. 
In fact, the narrator chooses to completely omit all the unnecessary details Newland woul dmake about 

‘the name of the inventor’ and the ‘furnishing details’, only stating he had done so. In shortening 
Newland’s direct discourse, May’s own brief replies are highlighted (‘On business?’ and ‘Yes, I see’) as if 

to suggest her agreement and compliance. Of greater import is the contrast between May’s explicit 

replies and her implicit thoughts, which are shown in great detail (no quick, convenient omissions there) 
and run at a length most tiresome to read through. This seems to imply and highlight just how much 

May knows about Newland’s secret relationship with Ellen. Comparing the representation of Newland 
and May’s speech and thought in the passage, the reader may infer that May is by far the more 

dominant party in this rather paradoxical spousal relationship. The woman, playing the role of the 

subordinate, is portrayed as the superior through internal monologue, a device usually reserved for male 
characters in more typical novels; the diction that Wharton employs, which we will examine in the 

subsequent paragraph, cleverly details how women confined in a patriarchal society might succeed or 
even supersede men -- the intellect.

May’s implicit thoughts then are structured in a manner which further highlights her true knowledge of 
Newland’s relationship with Ellen as well as her rather questionable acceptance of Newland going to 

Washington without even a hint of acquiescence. The former, elucidated by the extensive usage of 
complex sentences, commas and semi-colons in her implicit thoughts which make the value of her 

knowledge appear infinite, as well as helped by the frequent pairing of the first-person pronoun 

‘I’ (which refers to May) and the mental verb ‘know’, which puts across to the reader that May indeed 
‘knows’, serves as a direct rebuttal to all the condescension May (or the reader’s perception of May) has 

had to deal with in the preceding chapters. The passage o!ers a turning point of the idea that May is 
‘young’ and innocent.

The latter point, which is evidenced by May concluding all her thoughts with a rather contradictory ‘full 
and explicit approval’ of Newland ‘perhaps going’ to Washington ‘to see Ellen’ (also dotted with sarcasm, 

noting the softening adverbs in ‘perhaps’ and ‘likely’) brings additional depth to the portrayal of May. It 
immediately begs the question, ‘Why should May allow all of this?’ I believe it is because May knows 

fully well the way Old New York society functions and how it restricts and control people (‘his fate was 

sealed’ and ‘What a powerful engine it was’ in Chapter 9) and because of this, she knows fully well that 
no matter what Newland does, he will be unable to escape from the norm of New York society and be 

the free man he wishes to be. This is portrayed in how May shows her approval (‘I wish you to do so with 
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my full and explicit approval - and to take the opportunity of letting her know...’) to the extent that she 

instructs him. Past the dash, the narrator reveals May’s true motive for ‘allowing’ Newland to go to 

Washington, which is to inform Ellen of the inevitable failure of the relationship and to reinstate his duty 
to the Mingott family name. This is highlighted not only with the hyphenated separation--the narrator 

of the book delights in adding information-- but also in how it foreshadows indeed a scenario where 
Ellen reveals to Newland how their relationship is impossible the next time they meet in Chapter 29.

It is in this passage too where a similarity between May and Ellen are drawn, in which beneath her 
‘cloudless smile’, ‘white shoulders’ and ‘paled’ face, there is a ‘glow’. This imagery is prevalent throughout 

the passage, with the lamp playing a major part. As with the rest of the book, May is associated with the 
cold, pale and icy, and Ellen with hot, glowing and fire. However, there are instances here where May, 

through the presence of the lamp, is shown to carry motifs usually associated with Ellen. There is a ‘glow 

to her face’ in paragraph 3 and the ‘light struck up on her white shoulders’ in paragraph 1. She however 
‘paled as she looked up’ and continued the conversation, which has her assuming (or resuming) an 

innocent, unthinking role. This transition from ‘glow[ing]’ to ‘pale’ parallels Newland’s growing 
disa!ection with May and the ‘pale’, dull world of Old New York as well as his obliviousness to this ‘pale’ 

and ‘cloudless’ facade of innocence.

Finally, May ‘breathed on the sulky flame’ at the second last paragraph, explaining that ‘They smell less 

if one blows them out.’ This minute action foreshadows her greatly significant future action of informing 
Ellen of her pregnancy weeks before it was confirmed and even before she informed her husband. May 

is portrayed to symbolically extinguish the already ‘sulky’, weakening flame of a relationship between 

Newland and Ellen. Unsurprisingly, the symbolism would seem to elude Newland as he stumbles further 
into his ‘vortex’ of visions and delusions. 

In conclusion, this passage serves as a turning point in the reader’s perspective of May Welland. She will 

not be seen by the reader as the innocent woman the narrator and Newland initially portrayed her to 

be, and this perspective proves right as the novel concludes in May’s ploy to separate Newland and Ellen 
for good. Perhaps, the ‘icy’, wintry clime of Old New York has always held the key to this ‘flame’.

Bryan Joel Lim

1T36 (2012)

49



2012 JC1 CONTINUAL ASSESSMENT 5
CHAPTER 33

Old New York is portrayed in this passage as a cold and rigid world, where its people not as individual 

beings but within a cruel and oppressive entity that punishes the pair of lovers, Newland Archer and 

Ellen Olenska, for breaking its arbitrary rules.

Old New York is in itself a metaphorical theatre where Archer and Olenska are the main ‘entertainment’ 
while the rest of society plays the role of a highly critical and vindictive audience. The positioning of 

Archer ‘at the head of his table’ highlights his role as the central attraction where his actions are 

scrutinised and judged by the ‘observing eyes and patiently listening ears’ [Marker’s comments: close 
analyse the images of ‘eyes’ and ‘ears’ here!] of the rest of the guests at the dinner table. This theatre 

motif has been clearly established from the start of the novel which opens up at the ‘red and gold boxes 
of the sociable old Academy’ where Archer is one of those ‘buttonhole-flowered gentlemen’ who 

‘scanned’ others yet ironically, his role has now been reversed and he is the one being ‘observed’ at the 

‘centre of the conspiracy’. [This signifies Archer’s loss of his ‘privileged status’, now that he too is objectified 
by the surrounding ‘eyes’ and ‘ears’] The collective noun of ‘band’ reinforces the notion of them being a 

single entity and the repetition of ‘conspiracy’ paired with ‘dumb’ reveals the silent facade that Old New 
York acts in. The dual meaning of ‘dumb’ also suggests that Archer’s society suppresses individualism 

where the people instead blindly conform to social form and its arbitrary rules. The reader thus views 

Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska as actors who find themselves stuck in tragic roles, where their love 
can never blossom in the unrelenting and manipulative theatre that is Old New York.

Through Wharton’s ironic and acerbic narrator, Old New York is presented as a tribe that is rigid and 

cruel in nature, one that readily and hypocritically disciplines any person who goes against ‘their 

doctrine on all issues called moral’. Although Ellen Olenska originates from New York, by being the 
‘partner of his guilt’ and ‘scandal’, she is now the target of Old New York’s vindications as the ‘tribal rally 

around a kinswoman about to be eliminated from the tribe’. From a ‘kinswoman’, Ellen is demoted to a 
mere ‘foreign visitor’ despite her New York origins. She is further degraded as the term ‘foreign’ clearly 

segregates her from the rest of society, and this insult is further compounded in ‘visitor’ which suggests 

that her presence in New York is transitory and that she could never remain there. Ellen is constantly 
referred to as ‘Countess’ and ‘Madame Olenska’ throughout this passage, in which the narrator is coldly 

reminding the reader and Archer that not only is she a foreigner, she is a woman who belongs to another 
man in another world and thus, she cannot and never will be his. The double standards upheld by Old 
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New York is reflected in how it is Ellen who is expelled and inimically ‘eliminated’ from the tribe while 

Archer remains ‘accepted’ in the tribe despite his ‘guilt’ and complicity.

Old New York’s hieroglyphic world is also clearly portrayed in this passage where all who belong to it are 

expected to adhere to the ‘old New York code’. The hieroglyphic world that is in Book 1 is where ‘the real 
thing was never said or done… only represented as a set of arbitrary signs’, remains the same in Book 2 

where things are done in a ‘tacit’ and ‘silent’ manner. The ‘superiority of implication and analogy over 

direct action’ shows that Old New York does not operate in an explicit or crude way but instead thrives 
on implicit actions that are much more potent (and poisonous) in nature. The ‘silent untiring activity’ 

reflects New York’s unrelenting attitude in making sure that Ellen is severely and appropriately dealt 
with’ in spite of the appearances of ‘unalterable a!ection’ and renewed ‘popularity’. The reason for their 

strict conformity to form and the social code, the narrator tells us, is due to their aversion to ‘scandal’ 

and “scenes” [Why does the narrator use quotation marks?] which is highly ironic as the latter should be 
part and parcel of the theatre that is Old New York, yet unwanted scenes are ‘ill-bred’ and punishable. 

Even though Archer is a member of the New York tribe and trained in this ‘hieroglyphic’ and ‘silent’ 
language, we learn that he has been unable to catch onto society’s perceptions of him (until it is too 

late) and his failure to do so is a possible reason behind his doomed relationship with Ellen.

The prison motif aptly reflects the ‘death’ of their relationship in concordance with the rigid and 

condemning nature of Old New York which stifles all life and any sense of personal identity, requiring its 
citizens to mindlessly conform to its rules. The ‘inexorableness’ that Archer is in is reminiscent of earlier 

in the novel where he is already ‘imprisoned in the conventional’. Archer is condemned to a life within 

the inflexible walls of his citadel as a ‘prisoner in the centre of an armed camp’, where the word ‘armed’ 
suggests the lengths that society is willing to go to ensure that form and conventions are upheld, even 

using brute force to do so. His fate is already sealed early in the novel as he contemplated the ‘cast-iron 
railings’ of Old New York in Book 1 but it is in this passage that Old New York ‘closed in on him like the 

doors of the family vault’. In society, family and honour take precedence over everything else and so 

Archer is buried under the ‘Pompeiian vestibule’ resulting in his figurative ‘death’. There are no means of 
escape from the confining clutches of the ‘powerful engine’ that is Old New York and this prison 

contains its citizens while at the same time, keeping out unwanted visitors like Ellen Olenska.

Old New York is presented in the passage as a life-altering place for our pair of lovers where their illicit 

a!air lead both to su!er damning consequences. From a ‘fiery beauty’, Ellen Olenska is now dimnished 
to a ‘faint’ and ‘pale’ shadow of her former self. Her ‘ungloved’ hand metaphorically reflects her state of 

tragic vulnerability, eliciting the reader’s sympathy, where her outer layer has been cruelly stripped away 
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by her society. Although Archer has grasped that his life has now been radically altered due to the 

machinations of old New York as it ‘came over him, in a vast flash made up of many broken gleams’, he 

fails to fully comprehend as the ‘means as yet unknown to him’. His enlightenment is not complete even 
at the end of Book 2: the uncertain diction of ‘seemed’ and ‘guessed’ reinforces the above notion as the 

‘vast flash’ suggests that his moment of clarity is merely fleeting and the issue is too large for him to 
fully take in, thus leaving him just ‘broken gleams’ to pick up.

Wharton’s Old New York is ultimately a world where the collective interest is prioritised above all else 
and any acts that go against its long-upheld traditions will be severely dealt with. Newland Archer and 

Ellen Olenska’s relationship is perhaps doomed from the start as it has no chance to flourish and survive 
in this cold and highly oppressive society. The passage brings this relationship to a close and marks Old 

New York’s triumph.

Nurul Huda Salleh

1T01 (2012)

Marker’s comments: While I would have preferred more explicit close analysis of the text, especially of the 
narrator’s role in exposing Old New York and Archer’s pretensions / obliviousness, your response skilfully 

demonstrates an understanding of the passage in relation to the larger themes of the novel. Particularly 
commendable is how you see the sense of resolution or closure achieved in this passage.
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2012 JC1 CONTINUAL ASSESSMENT 5
CHAPTER 33

In this passage, Wharton coldly portrays New York as a cruel, conformist society that oppresses the 
individual with its “arbitrary signs” and rules with the throwing of the terrifying and ironic going-away 
dinner party that seems to finalise Archer’s and Ellen’s split while fully articulating the hypocrisy and 
surface polish of the world Archer cannot seem to escape.

In this passage, Old New York is explicitly portrayed as a superficial and hypocritical society where 
appearance takes absolute precedence over all else and this is shown through the fact that dinner is 
“ostensibly o!ered to a ‘foreign visitor’ (Ellen)” as the use of the adverbial “ostensibly” implies that the 
dinner was much more than a simple meal and was in fact, an event to ‘make o"cial’ Ellen’s 
“displacement”. Old New York is also seen as superficial as although everyone was glad that Ellen is 
leaving and her displacement was met with “approval”, it would be distasteful to make a “scene” and let 
their true sentiments be shown so they cover up the true nature of the dinner by “proclaim[ing] their 
unalterable a!ection for Countess Olenska”. The adjective of “unalterable” in describing their ‘a!ection’ 
for Ellen is wholly ironic because as the readers know, this ‘a!ection’ is temporal and newfound. 
Moreover, the use of the verb “proclaim” implies that though Ellen’s “popularity had been retrieved, 
grievances against her silenced, her past countenanced and her past irradiated by the family approval”, 
all this was just a façade as they were merely “rally[ing] around a kinswoman about to be eliminated 
from the tribe. The repeated reiteration of the guests’ insincere comments also greatly highlights the 
irony of the dinner and emphasises New York’s superficiality and hypocrisy.

The concept of a ‘tribe’ is used to portray a relentlessly ruthless New York that is disdainful of those who 
disregard its rules and class divisions. Old New York society is also portrayed as being rigidly 
“hieroglyphic” in nature, relying on complex codes which have to be strictly adhered to and if one 
transgresses this code (as Ellen did), one is expelled. This is explicitly shown in the passage as the dinner 
is described as “tribal rally around a kinswoman [Ellen] about to be eliminated from the tribe.” The verb 
“rally”, although positively connotative as it is a word actively used to gather people for support, leaves a 
negative impression on the reader as New York is gathering itself to eliminate an outsider and highlights 
just how ruthless and cold New York is to those who do not follow its rules. The fact that the elimination 
of Ellen was classified clinically as something “certain” that “had to be done” shows even more how 
“foreignness” cannot be accepted. The use of the primary auxiliary verb “had” also denotes a heavy 
sense of urgency and necessity in how imperative it is to the New Yorkers to remove Ellen. The strong 
use of “eliminate” and “taking life” as well as the repeated references to the “Old New York code” 
conveys even more the sense of intolerance New York has for mavericks or for those who stand out.
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The language of entrapment is extremely pervasive and Wharton thus portrays old New York society as 
one that is exceedingly oppressive and that limits and fences in individuals in the society. In this passage, 
Archer felt like a “prisoner in the centre of an armed camp”, highlighting to the reader how much 
scrutiny Archer is under, being literally in the “centre” of their attention, as Archer is being monitored 
by the rest of society to make sure he toes the line and remains with the woman he is supposed to be 
with- May. The use of “prisoner” also paints Archer as the guilty party as he is deemed a ‘traitor’ in the 
eyes of May’s family as they assume that he and Ellen are “lovers”. It is also ironic to note that though 
Archer sits “at the head of his table”, a position usually reserved for the person with the greatest social 
status in the group, he is actually in a position of vulnerability right now due to his current 
circumstances and his position, in reality, makes it easier for him to be scrutinized by the rest of society. 
Archer being a “prisoner” in the midst of an “armed camp” amplifies his vulnerability even further as he 
is stuck in a hostile (“armed”) environment and forced to follow their customs instead of having the 
freedom to do what he wants to do. His state of being trapped is further emphasized when the 
“inexorableness of his captors” is mentioned and the use of the adjective “inexorableness” heavily 
underlines Archer’s inescapable position and how he is dictated by societal customs and rules to behave 
as they want him to. Through this, old New York society is shown to be extremely unyielding and 
oppressive, disallowing its individuals to be free to do what they want.

In conclusion, it can be seen that New York is portrayed as a ruthlessly cold society that expects people 
to follow its societal customs to the letter and which has no qualms “eliminating” whoever does not. The 
hypocrisy and superficiality of old New York society is also exemplified beyond belief and Archer finally 
realizes the deep intricacies at work in his society that will always bind him to May, as even his own 
family is ‘against’ him as they are all conspirators together, wanting to keep Archer with the woman they 
feel he belongs to- May. This passage also leads the reader to believe that Archer and Ellen’s separation 
was dictated by society and that there was nothing either one of them could do about it but later in the 
course of the novel, the reader sees that this view does not necessarily apply as it was Archer who 
ultimately decided to not get back together with Ellen.

Nusaiybah Bte Nasaruddin 
1T37 (2012)

Marker’s comments: Methodical, sophisticated analysis matched by a sound reading of Wharton’s portrayal of 
Old New York. Do evaluate the narrator’s role and make more links to ‘elsewhere’ as this passage can be 
considered an ‘ending’ to the novel in its own right.
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2012 JC1 CONTINUAL ASSESSMENT 5
ESSAY QUESTION

‘This is a novel in which nothing is private.’ How far do you find this a helpful comment on social life in 

The Age of Innocence?

Social life in The Age of Innocence can be said to consist mainly of ceremonial trivialities that provide 

the platform and opportunity for purposeful gossip-mongering. We see countless events being held, 
where their primary function could be said to ‘see and be seen’, and stories of personal and external 

matters are exchanged. As such, we can say that to a very large extent, the nature of Old New York 

makes it so that private a!airs are keenly picked up and shared among its inhabitants, evident from the 
wide range of voices and perspectives Edith Wharton presents in the novel. However, by examining the 

social lives of key characters like Newland Archer, May Welland or Ellen Olenska, we can see that this 
prying of privacy extends only at a superficial level, where actions and pasts are shared, but where true 

intent and characters are kept under wraps.

From the beginning of the novel, we see that Old New York was meant to be portrayed as a society 

where emphasis is placed on the aesthetic and the reputable. From the example of Sillerton Jackson, 
the ‘authority on family’ and Lawrence Le!erts, the ‘authority on form’, and their gossip-mongering in 

the opera house in Chapter 1, we get the idea that actions and appearance are privy to prying and the 

notion of privacy is not something that is commonplace, rather than the lack of privacy is accepted and 
Old New Yorkers ride on that to send non-verbal cues about status and a#uence. The lack of privacy is 

weaved into social life here in Old New York. The narrator also supplements readers the idea that osical 
life is a non-private a!air by eagerly filling readers in on characters’ personal lives and quirks. For 

instance, even when introducing one of the most reclusive pairings in the novel — Mr and Mrs Van der 

Luyden — the narrator is quick to give background and details about the van der Luydens. Their 
furniture (gilt armchair ), and appearance (fair and still youngish woman) are quickly mentioned, 

suggesting that in Old New York, the trivial details of background, such as ancestry, and even choice of 
decor are not private but instead held to be of relative importance. Despite the van der Luyden blood-

line having faded into a ‘super terrestrial twilight’ for the sake of the couple’s privacy, the narrator’s 

omniscient presence and voice is used to reflect how their a!airs and influence are still largely a public 
a!air.

The inhabitants of Old New York also uphold form and family to such an extent where they are willing to 

trade privacy in order to uphold their reputation, showing that social status is upheld over privacy. This is 
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seen by how Mrs. Archer invites Sillerton Jackson over to discuss what to do with the eccentric Ellen. In 

this one of many gossiping sessions and one of two ‘gossip chapters’ in the novel, the narrator makes 

explicit that ‘Of course old Jackson wanted to talk about Ellen Olenska, and of course Janey and Mrs 
Archer wanted to hear what he had to tell.’ By using the words ‘of course’ repeatedly to describe both 

parties’ enthusiasm to discuss private a!airs, we see just how much the participants are willing to push 
back privacy to give way for a chance to rectify and uphold form. The absoluteness of ‘of course’ 

simultaneously presents us the narrator’s ironic, satirical voice; the reader is meant to treat this over-

enthusiasm for gossip in a critical light. By having social status take precedence over privacy, we can see 
that there is largely no privacy in Old New York because of its inhabitants’ willingness to let it go for the 

sake of conversation and entertainment.

However, it still can be said that the extent privacy is infiltrated in Old New York is still largely based on 

superficial airs and actions. The people of Old New York, especially the ‘old money’, like Newland 
Archer and his familial and marital connections seem to be largely unaware and unable to peek into the 

deeper side of Old New York, that is the inner thoughts and intentions of various characters as well as 
the nature of Old New York outside their social circle. For example, the ‘authority on form’, Le!erts, is 

well-respected and looked up to in the novel to provide guidance and counsel on how to behave. Yet, 

there is a fair amount of irony in the narrator’s portrayal of his private life and thoughts, as he actually 
engages in hypocritical behaviour, such as adultery, the very moral he preaches against concerning Ellen 

Olenska, which the rest of Old New York society is unaware of. The writer lets the reader ‘in’ on this 
information: the social world in which ‘nothing is private’ exists more for the reader than for the 

characters themselves. This also goes to show that to a certain degree there is a life that most Old New 

Yorkers moonlight, away from their usual social lives. These lives are usually lived out via their thoughts 
and desires, due to the prying nature of Old New York, where actions and etiquette are duly observed. 

The most obvious ‘shadow lives’ in Old New York’s social world would be those of Newland and Ellen and 
we can see how their secret a!air is mainly a mental process by which Wharton chooses to narrate the 

story almost entirely based on Newland’s thoughts and point of view, rather than a completely distant 

third-person narration of his actions. It is how Wharton shapes our views of Old New York and its 
inhabitants from Newland’s mind that allow us to understand that under all formality and etiquette, 

each member of Old New York most probably has a private life and views that other characters are 
oblivious to.

Even without narrating it from Newland Archer’s point of view, Wharton inserts little pockets of hints 
to the reader that ‘it’s not all that meets the eye’, such as May’s awareness of Newland and Ellen’s a!air, 

by having to narrate and interpret her actions and cues for us. It is the contrast between the narrator’s 
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third person narrations of the traditions and actions of Old New Yorkers, and the vehement thoughts 

and views of Newland that seem out of place in the restrained, manicured Old New York that allow 

readers to appreciate the fact that a lot more may be going on in the heads of Old New Yorkers than 
the civil facade of Old New York may suggest. As such, saying that Old New York is presented 

completely without privacy would be an extreme thing to say.

Thus, I conclude that for the large part, Old New York is without privacy, as actions are keenly observed, 

and disseminated among Old New York’s residents. The keenness and acceptance of Old New York’s 
residents to spread private information is shown by the insertion of lexical indictors such as ‘of course’ 

which suggest acceptance and the explicit way private information is disseminated. Key events like the 
Opera and the Archers inviting Sillerton Jackson to the house also reveal the state of Old New York’s 

nonchalant stance about keeping any action private. However, the idea that each character has a private 

life and thoughts which he moonlights, away from Old New York society’s eyes is evident, and this is 
very obvious by how the novel is narrated from Newland’s point of view, providing a stark contrast 

between how society carries itself and his thoughts, that allow readers to see that to a certain extent, 
not all privacy is thrown out on society’s ears as Old New York still maintains private opinions and views 

that shape their perception of the manicured bubble they live in.

Chua Kai-Ning

1T37 (2012)

Marker’s comments: An enlightened response that expresses a clearly defined argument advanced by 
convincing analysis. Greater attention to little details (choice of certain key words and motifs for instance) 

and a slightly wider range of examples would make this an even better e!ort.
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2012 JC1 PROMOTIONAL EXAMINATION
QUESTION 2B

The extract (from Chapter 26) masterfully presents Old New York as a ‘powerful machine’ that is 

perfectly capable of crushing the outsider. The extract presents several concerns that are sustained 

throughout the novel such as Old New  York’s social convention of being almost ‘allergic’ to foreigners 
and their habits as well as social form. Also, the extract presents the convention where women are 

deemed as subservient to men in the patriarchal, as well as ‘hieroglyphic’ world of Old New York. In 
addition, the extract also explores the concern of the ‘New Woman’ and her habits. This is achieved 

through the various techniques employed by Wharton such as absolute terms, direct discourse in the 

form of gossip, as well as the narrator.

Old New York is portrayed as a very closed society that is rather parochial in nature. In the extract, Old 
New York society is described as a ‘citadel’ which implies that it is a fortress closed to the outside world, 

embodied by traditions and customs to be strictly and almost religiously adhered to. The use of 

‘impregnable’ also sheds light on how this society is extremely fearful of foreigners and their ability to 
‘infiltrate’ the extremely exclusive ‘tribe’ that is Old New York. The word ‘impregnable’ is also a military 

term that invokes the image of Old New York sealing itself much like a fortress in a ‘war’ against 
foreigners and the threat they pose to an inward, parochial society; this is characterised by social events 

such as ‘Mrs Struthers’ easy Sunday hospitality’ and most notably at the opera, deemed the ‘sociable 

Old Academy’. The emphatic use of the word ‘social’ describes Old New York’s seeming obsession with 
society and social events. The opera at the Academy of Music is another tool New York employs to 

‘keep out the new people’, evident of the extreme and sometimes hateful fear of ‘foreigners’ violating its 
form and conventions.

Old New York’s fear of foreigners is particular evident in the passage. Mrs Archer is presented to use a 
most patronising tone when addressing matters pertaining to Ellen. The adjectives ‘accusing’ and 

‘deprecating tone’ imply the damning nature of her tone: the term ‘accusing’ suggests an indictment of 
Ellen and embodies Old New York’s fear and distaste towards Ellen, who is treated like a foreigner in 

Old New York. The condescending tone that Wharton employs in Mrs Archer’s direct discourse is 

palpable especially with the tendency for Mrs Archer to use absolute terms such as ‘always’ in the direct 
discourse. The accusatory tone used by Mrs Archer in the line ‘ought to help us keep up our social 

distinctions, instead of ignoring them’. The term ‘ought’ underlines that it is an instruction, thus the 
clause appearing as an imperative statement. The phrase above also betrays the veneration Old New  

York has for the conventions through the term ‘distinction’, which has a more positive connotation and 
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maybe even an air of supremacy or superiority compared to the term ‘convention’. Therefore, Mrs 

Archer’s direct discourse allows the reader to be privy to Old New York’s true fears of the foreigner. 

Despite this, Madame Olenska’s grandmother Mrs Manson Mingott initially supports her as a ‘devoted 

champion’, a term that implies care and concern for Ellen. However, the rest of the Mingott clan place 
society over a family member. This is evidence of Old New York being more fearful of the foreign 

‘outsider’—despite Ellen being related to them by blood—due to the potential threat towards social 

conventions and customs the foreigner presents. The Mingotts are true to the ‘hieroglyphic’ nature of 
Old New  York with their act of ‘not proclaiming their disapproval aloud’, showing how Old New York is 

not characterised by true actions as most of their thoughts are kept to themselves and appearances 
di!er greatly from reality. May’s ‘blush’ evinces her apparent disdain and disapproval of Ellen Olenska’s 

‘social bad faith’, the term ‘bad’ an adjective with an utmost negative connotation and betrays her true 

meaning under a euphemistic term. Hence, the behaviour put up by May and the ‘Mingott clan’ are 
testament to Old New York’s placement of form and conventions above family and kinship.

Old New York also embodies the concept of patriarchy through the belief that ‘a young woman’s place 

was under her husband’s roof’; this image of ‘roof’ portrays the relegation of females to the house and 

the strong presentation of female’s role in society, which is to stay at home and fulfil their role in the 
private sphere. Wharton’s narrator seems to imitate the voice of the collective here, proclaiming Ellen’s 

disobedience through indirect, general references to ‘a young woman’ and an ultimately condescending 
tone. Thus, the passage can be seen as a veiled critique of New York’s patriarchal conventions.

This brings out the concern of the New Woman in Old New York. Ellen Olenska embodies the ‘New 
Woman’ and does not adhere to the social conventions of women being relegated to the domestic 

sphere. A key characteristic of the New Woman is the open liaisons with men and the frequent 
company of gentlemen. This is as presented in Miss Sophy Jackson’s biting tone: ‘Madame Olenska is a 

great favourite with the gentleman’. Her dialogue is laden with judgement and condescension. The tone 

of the line as well as the intensifier ‘great’ and adjective ‘favourite’ present an exaggeration that is meant 
to denigrate Ellen for her supposed ‘popularity’ (promiscuity). Since Ellen Olenska is seen to be in 

violation of form and conventions, this passage is a definite foreshadowing of Chapter 33, where Ellen 
Olenska, due to her ‘social bad faith’ is eliminated from the tribe. The transgression of Ellen is tolerated 

here in Chapter 26 due to the Mingotts not proclaiming ‘their disapproval aloud’ but in Chapter 33, 

they form part of an elaborate ‘tribal rally around a kinswoman about to be eliminated from the tribe’, 
evident of the final exclusion and expulsion of Ellen Olenska from the parochial Old New York society.
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In conclusion, the passage allows the reader further insight into Wharton’s critique on the form and 

conventions of old New York with particular emphasis on its parochial, patriarchal nature.

Teresa Ann Pereira

1T02 (2012)

Marker’s comments: Good work! Detailed and sensitive to the use of lexical items and tone. Perhaps a more 
critical analysis of this society’s attention to convention in the figures of the other women would give greater 

breadth to your essay.
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