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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 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 essay topic / passage

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

Why Propose a working thesis on the essay topic / 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 purpose in the text

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

How so Consistently comment on evidence cited in terms of e!ects and purpose

Why Elaborate on one relevant concern or purpose in the text / passage

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

CONCLUSIONCONCLUSIONCONCLUSION

Why Summarise the concerns or purpose of the text / passage

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

OVERALLOVERALLOVERALL

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

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

Relevance Avoid unfocused description of characters or narration of events

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 TWO

He knew, of course, that whatever man dared (within Fifth Avenue's limits) that old 
Mrs. Manson Mingott, the Matriarch of the line, would dare. He had always admired the 
high and mighty old lady, who, in spite of having been only  Catherine Spicer of Staten 
Island, with a father mysteriously  discredited, and neither money nor position enough to 
make people forget it, had allied herself with the head of the wealthy Mingott line, married 
two of her daughters to "foreigners" (an Italian marquis and an English banker), and put 
the crowning touch to her audacities by  building a large house of pale cream-coloured 
stone (when brown sandstone seemed as much the only  wear as a frock-coat in the 
afternoon) in an inaccessible wilderness near the Central Park. 

Old Mrs. Mingott's foreign daughters had become a legend. They never came back to 
see their mother, and the latter being, like many  persons of active mind and dominating 
will, sedentary and corpulent  in her habit, had philosophically  remained at home. But the 
cream-coloured house (supposed to be modelled on the private hotels of the Parisian 
aristocracy) was there as a visible proof of her moral courage; and she throned in it, 
among pre-Revolutionary furniture and souvenirs of the Tuileries of Louis Napoleon 
(where she had shone in her middle age), as placidly  as if there were nothing peculiar in 
living above Thirty-fourth Street, or in having French windows that opened like doors 
instead of sashes that pushed up. 

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. Mr. Manson Mingott had died when she was only  twenty-eight, 
and had "tied up" the money with an additional caution born of the general distrust of 
the Spicers; but his bold young widow went her way fearlessly, mingled freely  in foreign 
society, married her daughters in heaven knew  what corrupt and fashionable circles, 
hobnobbed with Dukes and Ambassadors, associated familiarly  with Papists, entertained 
Opera singers, and was the intimate friend of Mme. Taglioni; and all the while (as Sillerton 
Jackson was the first to proclaim) there had never been a breath on her reputation; the 
only respect, he always added, in which she differed from the earlier Catherine. 

Mrs. Manson Mingott had long since succeeded in untying her husband's fortune, and 
had lived in affluence for half a century; but memories of her early straits had made her 
excessively  thrifty, and though, when she bought a dress or a piece of furniture, she took 
care that it should be of the best, she could not bring herself to spend much on the 
transient pleasures of the table. Therefore, for totally  different reasons, her food was as 
poor as Mrs. Archer's, and her wines did nothing to redeem it. Her relatives considered 
that the penury of her table discredited the Mingott name, which had always been 
associated with good living; but people continued to come to her in spite of the "made 
dishes" and flat champagne, and in reply  to the remonstrances of her son Lovell (who tried 
to retrieve the family  credit by  having the best chef in New York) she used to say 
laughingly: "What's the use of two good cooks in one family, now that I've married the girls 
and can't eat sauces?" (Ch 2, p10)
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the presentation of Catherine Mingott (Mrs 
Manson Mingott) here and elsewhere in the novel.

GLOSSARY
matriarch - a woman who is the head of a family or tribe.
sedentary - characterised by much sitting and little physical exercise; corpulent - fat.
haughty - arrogantly superior and disdainful.
e!rontery - insolent or impertinent behaviour.
hobnobbed - mix socially, esp. with those of higher social status
penury - extreme poverty; destitution.

SAMPLE OUTLINE

INTRODUCTION
Provide a general overview of the passage and its concerns. The introduction can be used to present a ‘working thesis’.

Even as the extract presents Mrs Manson Mingott as a ‘Matriarch’ of the New York ‘tribe’, the narrator 
repeatedly points to her divergence from its rules and conventions.

BODY PARAGRAPHS
Note that the ‘topic sentence’ provides an idea or concern (‘what’) that is developed by the bullet points (‘how’ and ‘why’). No credit 
is given to narration of what happens. You are expected to discuss the methods used to present Mrs Mingott and relevant concerns.

Mrs Manson Mingott is introduced in this passage as a wealthy ‘Matriarch’ who wields power in Old 
New York, reinforced later in the novel by her ‘vast’, ‘august’ presence.
- The narrator describes her with regal motif (‘crowning touch’, ‘throned’) to underline her status and 

prestige in society, as well as the extravagance of her house. 
- The use of ‘always’ and ‘of course’ intensify her ‘high and mighty’ position, at least in the eyes of 

Newland Archer. Throughout the passage, Wharton employs absolute diction in the form of ‘never’, 
‘extreme’ and ‘of the best’ to underscore Mrs Mingott’s grandiose lifestyle and esteem.

More significantly, the passage provides exposition on Mrs. Mingott’s more humble background as 
Catherine Spicer and her taste for the European, thus establishing her in counterpoint to the ‘tradition’ 
of Old New York.
- The name ‘Spicer’ itself is an allusion to the merchant class (the nouveau riche) less eminent than 

the van der Luydens and other members of the ‘New York aristocracy’
- Her rise to the ‘ruling clan’ is won by ‘strength’ and ‘hardness’, presented in contrast to the 

superficial ‘beauty’ prized by New York
- Deliberate focus on the European origins of her ‘pre-revolutionary’, ‘Napoleon’ furniture and 

European connections from her daughters’ marriages sets her apart from the rest of New York – 
lends her an air of sophistication.
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- Her boldness is established in comparison with ‘whatever man’ at the start of the passage, but we 
are reminded that all have to keep to the ‘limits’ of the ‘tribal’ code.

In fact, the criticism by the forbidding ‘theatre’ of New York is evident from the first paragraph.
- We hear the voice of Old New York through the narrator, as we are informed that her ‘peculiar’ 

residence lies ‘inaccessible wilderness’; it is hinted that her ‘French windows’ and ‘cream-coloured 
house’ are regarded as outlandish and treated with a degree of suspicion.

- While the adverbs ‘freely’, ‘familiarly’ and ‘fearlessly’ positively accentuate Mrs Mingott’s a!ability 
and devil-may-care attitude, the more negative ‘hobnobbed’ and ‘heaven knew what’ capture New 
York’s disapproval. 

- Parenthesis is used twice to refer to Mr. Sillerton Jackson’s opinion on first, her beauty and second, 
her reputation. Wharton’s narrator teasingly draws the reader’s attention to the hypocritical, 
unremitting criticism the denizens of New York are subject to. It is implied that it is only because of 
Mrs Mingott’s wealth and standing that her actions had ‘never been a breath on her reputation’.

As a character that does not play by ‘rules’ of high society, Mrs Mingott is used to highlight the 
arbitrariness of New York’s ‘foolish conventionalities’.
- The exaggerated use of the word ‘penury’ (meaning ‘extreme poverty’) highlights the ludicrousness 

of her relatives’ attitudes; the reader would not immediately associate champagne and warmed 
croquettes as food for the poor.

- The use of ‘remonstrances’ and ‘discredited’ suggest a strong, forceful sense of disapproval towards 
Mrs Mingott’s dinner table but she dismisses the criticism ‘laughingly’, almost nonchalantly. She 
disregards the need for a chef and perhaps, many other social conventions.

- On further consideration, the ironic narrator is omnipresent in this passage, commenting on the 
‘transient pleasures’ and the ‘redemption’ Mrs Mingott’s wines migiht have delivered. The constant 
use of overstatement serves to mock the importance Old New York ascribes to food, window 
dressing and other representations of ‘good form’.

CONCLUSION
Now that you have developed your ideas, you can ‘finalise’ your thesis on the concerns and methods within the passage. You should 
be far more specific here than in your introduction. 

Whilst not explicit in this passage, the reader begins to grasp Wharton’s satire in her presentation of Mrs 
Manson Mingott. The judgemental nature of Old New York is foregrounded but also subtly mocked 
through the unordothox figure of Mrs Mingott; she seems to contradict rather than maintain the 
conventions of the New York set.
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CHARACTER BITES
NEWLAND ARCHER

The second reason for his delay  was a personal one. He had dawdled over his cigar 
because he was at  heart  a dilettante, and thinking over a pleasure to come often gave 
him a subtler satisfaction than its realisation. This was especially  the case when the 
pleasure was a delicate one, as his pleasures mostly  were; and on this occasion the 
moment he looked forward to was so rare and exquisite in quality  that—well, if he had 
timed his arrival in accord with the prima donna's stage-manager he could not have 
entered the Academy  at a more significant moment than just as she was singing: “He loves 
me—he loves me not—he loves me!—” and sprinkling the falling daisy  petals with notes as 
clear as dew. (Ch 1, p3)

When Newland Archer opened the door at the back of the club box the curtain had just 
gone up on the garden scene. There was no reason why  the young man should not have 
come earlier, for he had dined at seven, alone with his mother and sister, and had lingered 
afterward over a cigar in the Gothic library with glazed black-walnut  bookcases and 
finial-topped chairs which was the only room in the house where Mrs. Archer allowed 
smoking. But, in the first place, New York was a metropolis, and perfectly  aware that in 
metropolises it was “not the thing” to arrive early  at the opera; and what  was or was not 
“the thing” played a part as important in Newland Archer's New York as the inscrutable 
totem terrors that had ruled the destinies of his forefathers thousands of years ago. (Ch 1, 
p4)

5
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15

QUESTIONS
1. What is the point of view and tone adopted in both paragraphs? 
2. In what ways is Newland’s self-importance presented? Pay attention to lines 6-9 and 11-12.
3. In what ways are his pretensions undermined? 
4. What is the writer’s view of customs such as arriving late at the opera? How is this implied?
5. Do you think Newland Archer is representative of the New York tradition? How do you know?

GLOSSARY
dawdled - to waste time.
dilettante - a person who cultivates an area of interest, such as the arts, without real commitment or knowledge.
prima donna - the chief female singer in an opera / a person with an inflated view of their own importance (i.e. ‘diva’).
inscrutable - impossible to understand.
totem - an object believed to have spiritual significance and used as a religious emblem of worship
totem terrors - Wharton suggests that social form and customs are the ‘totem terrors’ of present-day New York.
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CHARACTER BITES
FIGURES OF AUTHORITY

"Well—upon my soul!" exclaimed Lawrence Lefferts, turning his opera-glass abruptly 
away from the stage. Lawrence Lefferts was, on the whole, the foremost  authority on 
"form" in New York. He had probably devoted more time than any  one else to the study  of 
this intricate and fascinating question; but study alone could not account for his complete 
and easy  competence. One had only  to look at him, from the slant  of his bald forehead 
and the curve of his beautiful fair moustache  to the long patent-leather feet  at the 
other end of his lean and elegant person, to feel that the knowledge of “form” must be 
congenital in any one who knew how to wear such good clothes so carelessly  and carry 
such height with so much lounging grace. As a young admirer had once said of him: "If 
anybody  can tell a fellow  just when to wear a black tie with evening clothes and when not 
to, it's Larry  Lefferts." And on the question of pumps versus patent-leather "Oxfords" his 
authority had never been disputed.

“My God!” he said; and silently handed his glass to old Sillerton Jackson. (Ch 1, p7)

In addition to this forest of family  trees, Mr. Sillerton Jackson carried between his 
narrow hollow temples, and under his soft thatch of silver hair, a register of most of the 
scandals and mysteries that had smouldered under the unruffled surface of New York 
society  within the last fifty  years. So far indeed did his information extend, and so acutely 
retentive was his memory, that he was supposed to be the only  man who could have told 
you who Julius Beaufort, the banker, really  was, and what had become of handsome Bob 
Spicer, old Mrs. Manson Mingott's father, who had disappeared so mysteriously  (with a 
large sum of trust money) less than a year after his marriage… (Ch 1, p9)
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QUESTIONS
1. Identify the various methods of characterisation in the first paragraph: (i) physical appearance or 

dressing; (ii) description of behaviour / action; (iii) direct speech from a character; (iv) point of view 
of other characters; (v) narrator’s point of view; (vi) naming, motifs and imagery.

2. Paying attention to the first three methods, how would you describe Lawrence Le!erts? How does 
he embody the norms and expectations of Old New York?

3. With particular reference to lines 5, 8-9 and 17-18, comment on the narrator’s tone towards both 
Lawrence Le!erts and Sillerton Jackson. 

GLOSSARY
form - the formalities and customs of a society; here, form refers to how one is expected to dress and behave.
patent leather - leather with a glossy varnished surface, used chiefly for shoes, belts, and purses.
smouldered - burn slowly with smoke but no flame.
unru"ed - not disordered or disarranged.
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PRESENTATION ONE
CHAPTER ONE

"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. "We'll 
read Faust together... by  the Italian lakes..." he thought, somewhat hazily  confusing the 
scene of his projected honey-moon with the masterpieces of literature which it would be his 
manly privilege to reveal to his bride. It was only that afternoon that May  Welland had let 
him guess that she "cared" (New York's consecrated phrase of maiden avowal), and 
already  his imagination, leaping ahead of the engagement ring, the betrothal kiss and the 
march from Lohengrin, pictured her at his side in some scene of old European witchery. 

He did not in the least  wish the future Mrs. Newland Archer to be a simpleton. He 
meant her (thanks to his enlightening companionship) to develop a social tact and 
readiness of wit enabling her to hold her own with the most popular married women of the 
"younger set," in which it was the recognised custom to attract masculine homage while 
playfully  discouraging it. If he had probed to the bottom of his vanity  (as he sometimes 
nearly did) he would have found there the wish that his wife should be as worldly-wise and 
as eager to please as the married lady  whose charms had held his fancy through two 
mildly  agitated years; without, of course, any  hint of the frailty  which had so nearly  marred 
that unhappy being's life, and had disarranged his own plans for a whole winter. 

How this miracle of fire and ice  was to be created, and to sustain itself in a harsh 
world, he had never taken the time to think out; but he was content to hold his view without 
analysing it, since he knew it was that of all the carefully-brushed, white-waistcoated, 
button-hole-flowered gentlemen who succeeded each other in the club box, exchanged 
friendly  greetings with him, and turned their opera-glasses critically  on the circle of ladies 
who were the product  of the system. In matters intellectual and artistic Newland Archer 
felt himself distinctly the superior of these chosen specimens of old New York gentility; 
he had probably  read more, thought more, and even seen a good deal more of the world, 
than any other man of the number. Singly  they betrayed their inferiority; but grouped 
together they  represented "New York," and the habit of masculine solidarity  made him 
accept their doctrine on all the issues called moral. He instinctively  felt that in this respect 
it would be troublesome—and also rather bad form—to strike out for himself. (Ch 1, p6)
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QUESTIONS
Answer the following structured questions on the following passage, relating them to the presentation 
of Newland Archer.

1. Comment on Newland’s perception of May, paying particular attention to diction (i.e. word choice) 
and the use of direct discourse (i.e. Newland’s thoughts).

2. How does Wharton present the future Mr. and Mrs Newland Archers as part of the New York 
‘custom’? Identify the relevant literary features and their e!ects.

3. Paying particular attention to the third paragraph, discuss the narrator’s portrayal of Newland 
Archer, paying attention to tone (e.g. the use of ‘probably’), diction (e.g. the repetition of more) 
and the narrative interjections. Is Newland presented more as an individual or a conformist?

METHODS EXPLAINED
The entire passage is narrated from Newland Archer’s point of view. The more careful reader will note 
that Wharton adopts the third-person omniscient narrator to relate Archer’s inner thoughts (note how 
the ‘dialogue’ in paragraph 1 is actually internal and not spoken out loud). Since the reader is aligned to 
his (inevitably biased and less than reliable) perspective, we perceive and understand May Welland 
through his opinion: she is of ‘abysmal purity’ and he is of ‘enlightening companionship’ by comparison.

While Archer’s ‘subjective’ point of view presents us his self-importance and arrogance, the narrator 
challenges its validity through narrative interjections. The words in parenthesis or brackets represent 
the narrator interrupting the narration (‘butting in’ if you will), often in a satirical, derisive and generally 
detached, critical tone. Try reading these interjections out loud to comic e!ect!

METHODS
Perspective - Archer’s thoughts presented via direct / free indirect discourse 
Perspective and tone - narrative interjections and narrator’s commentary on Archer
Diction - anthropological and industrial terms
Motif - the opera glass
Syntax - enumeration, repetition of ‘more’

GLOSSARY
abysmal - extremely bad; appalling.
consecrated - sacred; with a divine or religious purpose.
maiden avowal - first confession or assertion. 
homage - special honour or respect shown publicly.
doctrine - a set of beliefs held and taught by a church, political party, or other group
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PRESENTATION TWO
CHAPTER TWO

The act was ending, and there was a general stir in the box. Suddenly  Newland 
Archer felt himself impelled to decisive  action. The desire to be the first man to enter Mrs. 
Mingott's box, to proclaim to the waiting world his engagement to May  Welland, and to see 
her through whatever difficulties her cousin's anomalous situation might involve her in; 
this impulse had abruptly  overruled all scruples and hesitations, and sent him hurrying 
through the red corridors to the farther side of the house. 

As he entered the box his eyes met Miss Welland's, and he saw that she had instantly 
understood his motive, though the family dignity which both considered so high a 
virtue would not  permit her to tell him so. The persons of their world lived in an 
atmosphere of faint implications and pale delicacies, and the fact that he and she 
understood each other without a word seemed to the young man to bring them nearer than 
any explanation would have done. Her eyes said: "You see why  Mamma brought me," and 
his answered: "I would not for the world have had you stay away." 

"You know my  niece Countess Olenska?" Mrs. Welland enquired as she shook hands 
with her future son-in-law. Archer bowed without extending his hand, as was the custom 
on being introduced to a lady; and Ellen Olenska bent her head slightly, keeping her own 
pale-gloved hands clasped on her huge fan of eagle feathers. Having greeted Mrs. 
Lovell Mingott, a large blonde lady  in creaking satin, he sat down beside his betrothed, and 
said in a low tone: "I hope you've told Madame Olenska that we're engaged? I want 
everybody to know—I want you to let me announce it this evening at the ball." 

Miss Welland's face grew rosy  as the dawn, and she looked at him with radiant  eyes. 
"If you can persuade Mamma," she said; "but why  should we change what is already 
settled?" He made no answer but that which his eyes returned, and she added, still more 
confidently  smiling: "Tell my  cousin yourself: I give you leave. She says she used to play 
with you when you were children." 

She made way  for him by pushing back her chair, and promptly, and a little 
ostentatiously, with the desire that the whole house should see what he was doing, 
Archer seated himself at the Countess Olenska's side. 

"We did use to play  together, didn't we?" she asked, turning her grave  eyes to his. 
"You were a horrid boy, and kissed me once behind a door; but it was your cousin Vandie 
Newland, who never looked at me, that  I was in love with." Her glance swept  the horse-
shoe curve of boxes. "Ah, how this brings it all back to me—I see everybody  here in 
knickerbockers and pantalettes," she said, with her trailing slightly  foreign accent, her eyes 
returning to his face. 

Agreeable as their expression was, the young man was shocked that they  should 
reflect so unseemly a picture  of the august tribunal before which, at that very  moment, 
her case was being tried. Nothing could be in worse taste than misplaced flippancy; and 
he answered somewhat stiffly: "Yes, you have been away a very long time." 

"Oh, centuries and centuries; so long," she said, "that I'm sure I'm dead and buried, 
and this dear old place is heaven;" which, for reasons he could not define, struck Newland 
Archer as an even more disrespectful way of describing New York society. (Ch 2, p13)
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QUESTION
Answer the following structured questions, relating them to the portrayal of Newland Archer and Ellen 
Olenska in the passage.

1. Why is there a ‘stir in the box’? What is our impression of Newland Archer from the theatricality of 
his ‘decisive action’ in the first paragraph and in lines 27-28?

2. Discuss the ways in which Ellen Olenska is depicted as ‘foreign’ and strange, paying attention to her 
dressing, the tone of her speech and her choice of words.

3. In what ways is May Welland presented in this passage as a foil or contrast to Ellen Olenska?
4. What does Newland’s response to Ellen from lines 35 to 41 suggest about his stance on the customs 

and norms of New York society? Why is the opera being presented as an ‘august tribunal’?

METHODS EXPLAINED
Building on our ‘At the Opera’ lecture, Wharton frequently portrays the world of Old New York 
through the theatre or opera motif. This often alludes to the pretentiousness or artifice of their 
behaviour as well as their scrutiny and judgement of people. Here, Archer seems to imagine himself as 
the lead character of his own fantasy world, who will announce his engagement and save the Mingott 
family from an ‘anomalous situation’. Given this portrayal and the narrator’s tone towards Archer, how 
does the reader perceive Wharton’s protagonist? Do we identify with him or distance ourselves?

METHODS
Perspective - depiction of May and Ellen from Archer’s point of view
Motif - theatre / opera: dramatisation of Archer’s actions 
Motif - ‘Hieroglyphic’ communication: May’s and Archer’s eyes ‘in conversation’
Motif - May’s ‘radiant eyes’, Ellen’s eagle-feathered fan and pale-gloved hands
Motif - judgement of Ellen as a ‘case’ and ‘tribunal’
Tone - Ellen’s choice of words and casual tone

GLOSSARY
impelled - driven or forced to do something.
scruples - a feeling of doubt or hesitation with regard to the morality or propriety of an action
delicacies - tact and consideration; sensitivity in dealing with others.
ostentatiously - characterised by vulgar or pretentious display; designed to impress or attract notice.
unseemly - (of behaviour or actions) not proper or appropriate.
august - impressive and respected.
tribunal - a court of justice.
flippancy - lack of respect or seriousness; frivolousness.
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PRESENTATION THREE
CHAPTER THREE

It invariably happened in the same way. 
Mrs. Julius Beaufort, on the night of her annual ball, never failed to appear at the 

Opera; indeed, she always gave her ball on an Opera night in order to emphasise her 
complete superiority  to household cares, and her possession of a staff of servants 
competent to organise every detail of the entertainment in her absence. 

The Beauforts' house was one of the few  in New York that possessed a ball-room (it 
antedated even Mrs. Manson Mingott's and the Headly  Chiverses'); and at a time when it 
was beginning to be thought "provincial" to put a "crash" over the drawing-room floor and 
move the furniture upstairs, the possession of a ball-room that was used for no other 
purpose, and left for three-hundred-and-sixty-four days of the year to shuttered darkness, 
with its gilt chairs stacked in a corner and its chandelier in a bag; this undoubted 
superiority was felt to compensate for whatever was regrettable in the Beaufort past. 

Mrs. Archer, who was fond of coining her social philosophy  into axioms, had once said: 
"We all have our pet common people—" and though the phrase was a daring one, its truth 
was secretly  admitted in many  an exclusive bosom. But the Beauforts were not exactly 
common; some people said they  were even worse. Mrs. Beaufort belonged indeed to one 
of America's most  honoured families; she had been the lovely Regina Dallas (of the 
South Carolina branch), a penniless beauty  introduced to New York society  by  her cousin, 
the imprudent Medora Manson, who was always doing the wrong thing from the right 
motive. When one was related to the Mansons and the Rushworths one had a "droit de 
cite" (as Mr. Sillerton Jackson, who had frequented the Tuileries, called it) in New York 
society; but did one not forfeit it in marrying Julius Beaufort? 

The question was: who was Beaufort? He passed for an Englishman, was agreeable, 
handsome, ill-tempered, hospitable and witty. He had come to America with letters of 
recommendation from old Mrs. Manson Mingott's English son-in-law, the banker, and had 
speedily  made himself an important position in the world of affairs; but his habits were 
dissipated, his tongue was bitter, his antecedents were mysterious; and when Medora 
Manson announced her cousin's engagement to him it was felt to be one more act of folly 
in poor Medora's long record of imprudences. 

But folly  is as often justified of her children as wisdom, and two years after young Mrs. 
Beaufort's marriage it was admitted that she had the most distinguished house in New 
York. No one knew exactly how the miracle was accomplished. She was indolent, 
passive, the caustic even called her dull; but  dressed like an idol, hung with pearls, 
growing younger and blonder and more beautiful each year, she throned in Mr. 
Beaufort's heavy  brown-stone palace, and drew all the world there without lifting her 
jewelled little finger. The knowing people said it was Beaufort himself who trained the 
servants, taught the chef new dishes, told the gardeners what hot-house flowers to grow 
for the dinner-table and the drawing-rooms, selected the guests, brewed the after-dinner 
punch and dictated the little notes his wife wrote to her friends. If he did, these domestic 
activities were privately  performed, and he presented to the world the appearance of a 
careless and hospitable millionaire  strolling into his own drawing-room with the 
detachment of an invited guest, and saying: "My  wife's gloxinias are a marvel, aren't they? 
I believe she gets them out from Kew." (Ch 3, p16)
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QUESTION
Answer the following questions, paying particular attention to the presentation of Julius and Regina 
Beaufort. 

1. What is the general attitude towards the nouveau riche (new rich) and how is this presented?
2. In what ways does Wharton present Old New York as a society that values wealth and beauty over 

character? Examine the importance of the ball in paragraphs 2, 3 and 6.
3. Comment on the presentation of the Beauforts, paying attention to the narrator’s tone and 

description / enumeration of their qualities. 
4. Discuss the role of women in the world of Old New York. How might Wharton’s Old New York be a 

strictly patriarchal, male-dominated society?

METHODS EXPLAINED
Setting is indelibly significant in the novel, especially in the light of Wharton’s keen interest in 
architecture. Here, the Beauforts’ ballroom and the many extravagances of the ball itself are vehicles 
for Wharton’s social critique. 

The juxtaposition of Julius and Regina Beaufort in paragraphs 4 and 6 is both culturally interesting and 
comic in e!ect. The marriage between opposites (Regina Dallas being ‘honoured’ yet ‘penniless’ whilst 
Beaufort is ‘mysterious’ and rich) suggests the importance of both name and money. The polarity 
between the role of women and men is elucidated through the adjectives and verbs in humorous fashion: 
the illusion of e!ortlessness requires a great e!ort, indeed!

METHODS
Perspective - narrative commentary on Mrs Archer, Julius and Regina Beaufort
Tone - the narrator’s wry, sardonic tone is used to mock her characters
Syntax - enumeration / listing of qualities that often enhances the narrator’s tone
Diction - absolute words, derogatory words / invective, dynamic verbs vs stative verbs
Setting - description of interiors (the ballroom) and exteriors (brown-stone palace)

GLOSSARY
gilt - covered thinly with gold leaf or gold paint.
dissipated - overindulging in sensual pleasures.
antecedents - a person's ancestors or family and social background.
gloxinias - a tropical American plant with velvety, bell-shaped flowers (ironic that they are from Kew Gardens, London?).
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CONTINUAL ASSESSMENT PREP
CHAPTER SIX

The young man was sincerely  but  placidly  in love. He delighted in the radiant good 
looks of his betrothed, in her health, her horsemanship, her grace and quickness at games, 
and the shy interest in books and ideas that she was beginning to develop under his 
guidance. (She had advanced far enough to join him in ridiculing the Idyls of the King, but 
not to feel the beauty of Ulysses and the Lotus Eaters.) 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. Untrained 
human nature was not frank and innocent; it was full of the twists and defences of an 
instinctive guile. 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, because it was supposed to be what he wanted, what he had a 
right to, in order that he might exercise his lordly  pleasure in smashing it like an image 
made of snow. 

There was a certain triteness in these reflections: they were those habitual to young 
men on the approach of their wedding day. But they  were generally  accompanied by  a 
sense of compunction and self-abasement of which Newland Archer felt  no trace. He 
could not  deplore (as Thackeray's heroes so often exasperated him by  doing) that he had 
not a blank page to offer his bride in exchange for the unblemished one she was to give 
to him. He could not get away  from the fact that if he had been brought up as she had they 
would have been no more fit to find their way  about than the Babes in the Wood; nor 
could he, for all his anxious cogitations, see any honest  reason (any, that is, 
unconnected with his own momentary pleasure, and the passion of masculine vanity) why 
his bride should not have been allowed the same freedom of experience as himself. 

Such questions, at such an hour, were bound to drift through his mind; but he was 
conscious that their uncomfortable persistence and precision were due to the inopportune 
arrival of the Countess Olenska. Here he was, at the very moment of his betrothal—a 
moment for pure thoughts and cloudless hopes—pitchforked into a coil of scandal which 
raised all the special problems he would have preferred to let lie. "Hang Ellen Olenska!" he 
grumbled, as he covered his fire and began to undress. He could not  really see  why her 
fate should have the least bearing on his; yet he dimly felt that he had only  just begun to 
measure the risks of the championship which his engagement had forced upon him. (Ch 6, 
p37)
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the portrayal of Newland Archer here and 
elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. Comment on how May is presented to the reader through Newland’s perspective. In what ways can 

May perceived as a symbol of Old New York and its customs?
2. Paying particular attention to the narrator’s tone, comment on the presentation of Newland Archer 

and his growing ‘dilemma’.
3. How might paragraphs 2 and 3 foreshadow Newland’s eventual decision to remain with May?

METHODS EXPLAINED
While complicated at first glance, Wharton’s omniscient narrator shifts perspective multiple times 
within the extract. In the first paragraph, the narrator enters Newland Archer’s thoughts and narrates 
from his perspective. In the next paragraph, the narrator seems to interject and comment on his 
‘reflections’ before returning to Newland’s ‘anxious cogitations’ on his bride. The same shift in 
perspective seems to occur in the third paragraph.

What can be said then? We must attend to, as you would have doubtless heard through the course of 
the year, the tone of the narrator in any passage and the accompanying diction that evinces this tone. 
We should also point out in our analysis, the ambiguity or possibility that the narrator may be conveying 
Newland’s thoughts. For instance, it is probably Newland who sees May as an ‘innocently-gazing soul’. 
Of course, Wharton’s narrator is in the habit of interjecting and therein undermining Newland’s 
perceptions (note how the words in parentheses / brackets almost mock Newland’s vanity).

GLOSSARY
placidly - calm and peaceful
factitious - artificially created or developed
triteness - lacking originality or freshness; an overused idea
compunction - a feeling of guilt after doing something bad
self-abasement - the belittling or humiliation of oneself
cogitations - the action of thinking deeply about something; contemplation

ESSAYS
Sample responses from your seniors are available in this package, in hard copy at the library and in soft 
copy on livreordie.
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CONTINUAL ASSESSMENT
CHAPTER FIVE

"Why not?" broke in her son, growing suddenly  argumentative. "Why  shouldn't she 
be conspicuous if she chooses? Why  should she slink about as if it were she who had 
disgraced herself? She's 'poor Ellen' certainly, because she had the bad luck to make a 
wretched marriage; but I don't see that that's a reason for hiding her head as if she were 
the culprit." 

"That, I suppose," said Mr. Jackson, speculatively, "is the line the Mingotts mean to 
take." 

The young man reddened. "I didn't have to wait for their cue, if that's what you mean, 
sir. Madame Olenska has had an unhappy life: that doesn't make her an outcast." 

"There are rumours," began Mr. Jackson, glancing at Janey. 
"Oh, I know: the secretary," the young man took him up. "Nonsense, mother; Janey's 

grown-up. They say, don't they," he went on, "that the secretary  helped her to get away 
from her brute of a husband, who kept her practically  a prisoner? Well, what if he did? I 
hope there isn't a man among us who wouldn't have done the same in such a case." 

Mr. Jackson glanced over his shoulder to say  to the sad butler: "Perhaps ... that 
sauce ... just a little, after all—"; then, having helped himself, he remarked: "I'm told she's 
looking for a house. She means to live here." 

"I hear she means to get a divorce," said Janey boldly. 
"I hope she will!" Archer exclaimed. 
The word had fallen like a bombshell in the pure and tranquil atmosphere of the Archer 

dining-room. Mrs. Archer raised her delicate eye-brows in the particular curve that signified: 
"The butler—" and the young man, himself mindful of the bad taste of discussing such 
intimate matters in public, hastily  branched off into an account of his visit to old Mrs. 
Mingott. 

After dinner, according to immemorial custom, Mrs. Archer and Janey  trailed their 
long silk draperies up  to the drawing-room, where, while the gentlemen smoked below 
stairs, they sat beside a Carcel lamp with an engraved globe, facing each other across a 
rosewood work-table with a green silk bag under it, and stitched at the two ends of a 
tapestry  band of field-flowers destined to adorn an "occasional" chair in the drawing-
room of young Mrs. Newland Archer. 

While this rite  was in progress in the drawing-room, Archer settled Mr. Jackson in an 
armchair near the fire in the Gothic library  and handed him a cigar. Mr. Jackson sank into 
the armchair with satisfaction, lit his cigar with perfect confidence (it was Newland who 
bought them), and stretching his thin old ankles to the coals, said: "You say  the secretary 
merely  helped her to get away, my  dear fellow? Well, he was still helping her a year later, 
then; for somebody met 'em living at Lausanne together." 

Newland reddened. "Living together? Well, why  not? Who had the right to make her 
life over if she hadn't? I'm sick of the hypocrisy  that would bury alive a woman of 
her age if her husband prefers to live with harlots." 

He stopped and turned away  angrily  to light his cigar. "Women ought  to be free—as 
free as we are," he declared, making a discovery of which he was too irritated to measure 
the terrific consequences. (Ch 5, p33)
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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 are the social code and conventions portrayed here? What do you think is being 

implied by the writer about the ‘rites’ and attitudes of Old New York?
2. With reference to the writer’s use of reporting verbs (broken in, reddened, exclaimed, declared), 

discuss Newland Archer’s tone and attitude towards Ellen Olenska’s impending divorce.
3. How does Newland’s defence of Ellen Olenska foreshadow the developments in the novel? Taking 

into consideration his thoughts in Ch 6, comment on his ‘quest for maturity’?

METHOD EXPLAINED
Chapter 5 can be referred to as a ‘gossip’ chapter, by virtue of its drawing-room setting and the coterie 
of high society figures gathered to talk about Ellen Olenska and her ilk. The voices of Sillerton Jackson 
(or his sister Sophy), Mrs Archer and Jane Archer collectively represent a New York always keen to cast 
its judgement on the ‘foreigners’ and deviants in their midst. Chapters 26 and 27 provide us a similar 
entrance into this scandal-hungry, hypocritical and in many ways, provincial society. You will find 
Wharton’s decision to punctuate her novel with these ‘gossip chapters’ pivotal to the concept of a social 
world ‘in which nothing is private’.

METHODS
Perspective - Voices of Jackson and the Archers are used to illustrate Ellen’s situation and New York’s views
Diction - reporting verbs (e.g. ‘exclaimed’, ‘said.. boldly’) and denotation of characters’ tone
Motifs - Imprisonment (‘prisoner’), the tribe (‘outcast’) and tradition (‘immemorial custom)
Setting - the Archers’ drawing room and its many adornments
Narrative structure - This passage arguably marks Newland’s breaking away from the ‘powerful engine’ of New York

GLOSSARY
immemorial - originating in the distant past; very old.
Carcel lamp - a French mechanical lamp used in homes.
Lausanne - a town in southwestern Switzerland.
harlots - prostitutes or promiscuous women.
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PRESENTATION FOUR
CHAPTER SEVEN

It was all very  well to tell yourself in advance that Mrs. van der Luyden was always 
silent, and that, though non-committal by nature and training, she was very  kind to the 
people she really  liked. Even personal experience of these facts was not always a 
protection from the chill that descended on one in the high-ceilinged white-walled 
Madison Avenue drawing-room, with the pale brocaded armchairs so obviously  uncovered 
for the occasion, and the gauze still veiling the ormolu mantel ornaments and the beautiful 
old carved frame of Gainsborough's "Lady Angelica du Lac." 

Mrs. van der Luyden's portrait by  Huntington (in black velvet and Venetian point) 
faced that of her lovely  ancestress. It was generally  considered "as fine as a Cabanel," 
and, though twenty  years had elapsed since its execution, was still "a perfect likeness." 
Indeed the Mrs. van der Luyden who sat beneath it listening to Mrs. Archer might have 
been the twin-sister of the fair and still youngish woman drooping against a gilt  armchair 
before a green rep curtain. Mrs. van der Luyden still wore black velvet  and Venetian 
point  when she went into society—or rather (since she never dined out) when she threw 
open her own doors to receive it. Her fair hair, which had faded without turning grey, was 
still parted in flat overlapping points on her forehead, and the straight nose that divided her 
pale blue eyes was only  a little more pinched about the nostrils than when the portrait had 
been painted. She always, indeed, struck Newland Archer as having been rather 
gruesomely preserved in the airless atmosphere of a perfectly irreproachable 
existence, as bodies caught in glaciers keep for years a rosy life-in-death. 

Like all his family, he esteemed and admired Mrs. van der Luyden; but he found her 
gentle bending sweetness less approachable than the grimness of some of his mother's 
old aunts, fierce spinsters who said "No" on principle before they knew what they were 
going to be asked. 

Mrs. van der Luyden's attitude said neither yes nor no, but always appeared to incline 
to clemency  till her thin lips, wavering into the shadow of a smile, made the almost 
invariable reply: "I shall first have to talk this over with my husband." 

She and Mr. van der Luyden were so exactly  alike that Archer often wondered how, 
after forty  years of the closest conjugality, two such merged identities ever separated 
themselves enough for anything as controversial as a talking-over. But as neither had ever 
reached a decision without prefacing it by  this mysterious conclave, Mrs. Archer and her 
son, having set forth their case, waited resignedly for the familiar phrase. 

Mrs. van der Luyden, however, who had seldom surprised any  one, now surprised 
them by reaching her long hand toward the bell-rope. 

"I think," she said, "I should like Henry to hear what you have told me." 
A footman appeared, to whom she gravely added: "If Mr. van der Luyden has finished 

reading the newspaper, please ask him to be kind enough to come." 
She said "reading the newspaper" in the tone in which a Minister's wife might have 

said: "Presiding at a Cabinet meeting"—not from any  arrogance of mind, but because the 
habit  of a life-time, and the attitude of her friends and relations, had led her to consider 
Mr. van der Luyden's least gesture as having an almost sacerdotal importance. 

Her promptness of action showed that she considered the case as pressing as Mrs. 
Archer; but, lest she should be thought to have committed herself in advance, she added, 
with the sweetest look: "Henry  always enjoys seeing you, dear Adeline; and he will wish to 
congratulate Newland." 
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The double doors had solemnly  reopened and between them appeared Mr. Henry 
van der Luyden, tall, spare and frock-coated, with faded fair hair, a straight nose like his 
wife's and the same look of frozen gentleness in eyes that were merely  pale grey  instead 
of pale blue. 

Mr. van der Luyden greeted Mrs. Archer with cousinly affability, proffered to Newland 
low-voiced congratulations couched in the same language as his wife's, and seated himself 
in one of the brocade armchairs with the simplicity of a reigning sovereign. 

46

50

QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the portrayal of Henry and Louisa van der 
Luyden here and elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. Comment on the presentation of the van der Luyden house and ‘atmosphere’, with reference to 

paragraph 1 and lines 18-20.
2. What is Archer’s perspective of the van der Luydens (his second cousins) in the passage and how is 

this significant? Consider his thoughts on the ‘powerful engine’ of New York.
3. Paying attention to the portrayal of Mrs. van der Luyden, discuss the role and expectations of 

women in Old New York.
4. In what ways are the van der Luydens symbolic of Old New York’s social form and conventions?

METHODS
Perspective - the narrator describes and comments on the van der Luydens, also presenting Archer’s thoughts
Tone - the narrator resumes her cold, distant tone but with a satirical touch towards the van der Luydens
Motif - the image of an icy, cold, wintry and oppressive New York is presented (‘airless’, ‘glaciers’)
Motif - the death motif continues, where the van der Luydens are the living dead (‘gruesomely preserved.. bodies’)
Setting - The lavish interior of the van der Luydens’ Madison Avenue house is described in vivid detail

GLOSSARY
brocaded - a rich fabric, usually silk, woven with a raised pattern, typically with gold or silver thread.
ormolu - a gold-colored alloy of copper, zinc, and sometimes tin.
Gainsborough… Huntington… Cabanel - Painters Thomas Gainsborough, Daniel Huntington and Alexandre Cabanel
irreproachable - faultless, beyond criticism.
clemency - mercy, lenience.
conjugality - marriage; the relationship between man and wife.
conclave - private meeting.
sacerdotal - relating to priests or the priesthood; priestly.
sovereign - a supreme rule; a monarch.
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PRESENTATION FIVE
CHAPTER NINE

Newland Archer prided himself on his knowledge of Italian art. His boyhood had been 
saturated with Ruskin, and he had read all the latest books: John Addington Symonds, 
Vernon Lee's "Euphorion," the essays of P. G. Hamerton, and a wonderful new volume 
called "The Renaissance" by  Walter Pater. He talked easily  of Botticelli, and spoke of Fra 
Angelico with a faint condescension. But these pictures bewildered him, for they  were like 
nothing that he was accustomed to look at (and therefore able to see) when he travelled in 
Italy; and perhaps, also, his powers of observation were impaired by  the oddness of finding 
himself in this strange empty house, where apparently  no one expected him. He was sorry 
that he had not told May Welland of Countess Olenska's request, and a little disturbed by 
the thought that his betrothed might come in to see her cousin. What would she think if she 
found him sitting there with the air of intimacy implied by  waiting alone in the dusk at a 
lady's fireside? 

It was odd to have summoned him in that way, and then forgotten him; but Archer felt 
more curious than mortified. The atmosphere of the room was so different from any  he had 
ever breathed that self-consciousness vanished in the sense of adventure. He had been 
before in drawing-rooms hung with red damask, with pictures "of the Italian school"; what 
struck him was the way  in which Medora Manson's shabby hired house, with its blighted 
background of pampas grass and Rogers statuettes, had, by  a turn of the hand, and the 
skilful use of a few  properties, been transformed into something intimate, "foreign," subtly 
suggestive of old romantic scenes and sentiments. He tried to analyse the trick, to find a 
clue to it in the way  the chairs and tables were grouped, in the fact that only two 
Jacqueminot roses (of which nobody ever bought less than a dozen) had been placed in 
the slender vase at his elbow, and in the vague pervading perfume that was not what one 
put on handkerchiefs, but rather like the scent  of some far-off bazaar, a smell made up of 
Turkish coffee and ambergris and dried roses. 

His mind wandered away to the question of what May's drawing-room would look like. 
He knew that Mr. Welland, who was behaving "very handsomely," already had his eye on a 
newly  built house in East Thirty-ninth Street. The neighbourhood was thought remote, and 
the house was built in a ghastly greenish-yellow stone that the younger architects were 
beginning to employ as a protest against the brownstone of which the uniform hue coated 
New York like a cold chocolate sauce; but the plumbing was perfect. Archer would have 
liked to travel, to put off the housing question; but, though the Wellands approved of an 
extended European honeymoon (perhaps even a winter in Egypt), they  were firm as to the 
need of a house for the returning couple. 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. 
He knew the drawing-room above had a bay window, but he could not fancy  how May 
would deal with it. She submitted cheerfully  to the purple satin and yellow tuftings of the 
Welland drawing-room, to its sham Buhl tables and gilt  vitrines full of modern Saxe. He 
saw no reason to suppose that she would want anything different in her own house; and 
his only  comfort was to reflect that she would probably let him arrange his library as he 
pleased. (Ch 9, p57)
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the importance of setting and literature in the 
novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. How is Newland Archer presented as a ‘dilettante at heart’ (a person who cultivates an area of 

interest, such as the arts, without real commitment or knowledge) in paragraph 1? 
2. Discuss in detail the portrayal of Ellen Olenska’s room in paragraphs 1 and 2. How is this symbolic of 

Newland’s burgeoning attraction towards Ellen and what she represents?
3. Compare and contrast the portrayal of Newland and May’s ‘newly built house’ with Ellen’s room. 

Also examine the narrator’s wry, mocking description of New York architecture.
4. Discuss the sense of imprisonment presented by Archer’s relationship with May, paying attention to 

lines 32-33, 37 and 42.

METHOD EXPLAINED
The passage begins with a score of allusions that establish the refinement and artistic (and therefore 
romantic) sensibilities of the actual scene—Ellen’s house, suitably located in the ‘Bohemian quarter’ of 
New York. This passage crucially juxtaposes Archer’s romantic ‘visions’ with the cold, ghastly ‘realities’ of 
Old New York. Placing the reader in Archer’s mind, the narrator allows us to ‘travel’ to ‘far-o!’, 
romantic, foreign lands Newland imagines on his ‘adventure’ (no naughty thoughts, please) in Ellen’s 
room. The New York that he knows—the Fifth-Avenue ‘engine’—by contrast ‘seals’ his fate in 
wainscoting, in ashes and in cast-iron railings. Which world will he choose?

METHODS
Allusions - to art (e.g. Botticelli) and art criticism (e.g. Pater) demonstrate Archer’s artistic aspirations and self-esteem
Motif - Newland’s ‘buried life’ and metaphorical death are presented via ‘Pompeian vestibule’
Allusions - references to Italy, France (Jacqueminot) and Turkey are distinctly European, ‘foreign’ and romantic
Setting - sneering description of New York’s dull, ghastly exteriors is self-evidently critical
Setting - while Newland’s library provides pleasure / comfort, the other interiors seem to imprison him

GLOSSARY
Symonds, Lee, Hamerton and Pater - English literary and art critics.
Botticelli and Fra Angelico - Italian artists.
damask - woven fabric with a pattern visible on both sides, typically used for table linen and upholstery.
ambergris - a waxlike substance that originates as a secretion in the intestines of the sperm whale
Pompeian vestibule - a hall or lobby decorated in the Pompeian style: In referring to the ancient city of Pompeii, destroyed by 
the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, Wharton suggests that Newland fears his marriage with May will bury him alive (311).
wainscoting - wooden paneling on the lower part of the walls of a room.
gilt - covered with gold paint.
vitrines - glass display cases.
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2012 JC1 MID-YEAR EXAMINATION
CHAPTER NINE

When she entered the room she showed no surprise at seeing Archer there; surprise 
seemed the emotion that she was least addicted to. 

“How do you like my funny house?” she asked. “To me it's like heaven.” 
As she spoke she untied her little velvet bonnet and tossing it away with her long cloak 

stood looking at him with meditative eyes. 
“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. 
“Oh, it's a poor little place. My  relations despise it. But at any  rate it's less gloomy than 

the van der Luydens'.” 
The words gave him an electric shock, for few  were the rebellious spirits who would 

have dared to call the stately  home of the van der Luydens gloomy. Those privileged to 
enter it shivered there, and spoke of it as “handsome.” But  suddenly he was glad that 
she had given voice to the general shiver. 

“It's delicious—what you've done here,” he repeated. 
“I like the little house,” she admitted; “but I suppose what I like is the blessedness of its 

being here, in my own country and my own town; and then, of being alone in it.” She 
spoke so low that he hardly heard the last phrase; but in his awkwardness he took it up. 

“You like so much to be alone?” 
“Yes; as long as my  friends keep me from feeling lonely.” She sat down near the fire, 

said: "Nastasia will bring the tea presently," and signed to him to return to his armchair, 
adding: "I see you've already chosen your corner." 

Leaning back, she folded her arms behind her head, and looked at the fire under 
drooping lids. 

"This is the hour I like best—don't you?" 
A proper sense of his dignity  caused him to answer: "I was afraid you'd forgotten the 

hour. Beaufort must have been very engrossing." 
She looked amused. "Why—have you waited long? Mr. Beaufort took me to see a 

number of houses—since it seems I'm not to be allowed to stay  in this one." She appeared 
to dismiss both Beaufort and himself from her mind, and went on: “I've never been in a city 
where there seems to be such a feeling against living in des quartiers excentriques. 
What does it matter where one lives? I'm told this street is respectable.” 

“It's not fashionable.”
“Fashionable! Do you all think so much of that? Why  not make one's own fashions? 

But I suppose I've lived too independently; at any  rate, I  want  to do what  you all do—I 
want to feel cared for and safe.” 

He was touched, as he had been the evening before when she spoke of her need of 
guidance. 

“That's what your friends want you to feel. New York's an awfully  safe place,” he added 
with a flash of sarcasm. 

“Yes, isn't it? One feels that,” she cried, missing the mockery. “Being here is like—like
—being taken on a holiday  when one has been a good little girl and done all one's 
lessons.”

The analogy was well meant, but  did not altogether please him. He did not mind being 
flippant about New York, but  disliked to hear any one else take the same tone. He 
wondered if she did not begin to see what a powerful engine it was, and how nearly it had
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crushed her. The Lovell Mingotts' dinner, patched up in extremis out of all sorts of social 
odds and ends, ought to have taught her the narrowness of her escape; but either she had 
been all along unaware of having skirted disaster, or else she had lost sight of it in the 
triumph of the van der Luyden evening. Archer inclined to the former theory; he fancied that 
her New York was still completely  undifferentiated, and the conjecture nettled him. (Ch 9, 
p59)

46

50

QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the presentation of Newland Archer and Ellen 
Olenska. 

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. In what ways is Ellen Olenska presented as an ‘outsider’ to society? Comment on the tone and 

diction in her dialogue, the depiction of her actions and Newland’s reaction.
2. How is Ellen’s attitude towards her ‘own’ town, as expressed in lines 15-17 and 31-35, ironic? Is she 

portrayed as ignorant of Old New York’s social conventions (see lines 49-50) for the rest of the 
novel?

3. How is Newland established as someone who represents and upholds the social code, yet is keen to 
critique its flaws? Pay close attention to the narrator’s description of his tone and response to Ellen.

METHODS
Perspective - narrative interjections / commentary on Archer’s inner tensions
Perspective / tone - direct discourse: conversation between Newland and Ellen
Motifs - theatre, fire (also electric shock), prison
Motif - New York as ‘powerful engine’

GLOSSARY
given voice to the general shiver - Ellen expresses a ‘general’ opinion often felt but left unsaid.
des quartiers excentriques - literally ‘the eccentric quarters’; Bohemian neighbourhoods or communities.
flippant - not showing a serious or respectful attitude.
in extremis - in an extremely di"cult situation.

ESSAYS
Sample responses from your seniors are available in this package, in hard copy at the library and in soft 
copy on livreordie.
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PRESENTATION SIX
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

It was a crowded night at Wallack's theatre. 
The play  was "The Shaughraun," with Dion Boucicault in the title role and Harry 

Montague and Ada Dyas as the lovers. The popularity  of the admirable English company 
was at its height, and the Shaughraun always packed the house. In the galleries the 
enthusiasm was unreserved; in the stalls and boxes, people smiled a little at the 
hackneyed sentiments and clap-trap situations, and enjoyed the play  as much as the 
galleries did. 

There was one episode, in particular, that held the house from floor to ceiling. It was 
that in which Harry  Montague, after a sad, almost monosyllabic scene of parting with Miss 
Dyas, bade her good-bye, and turned to go. The actress, who was standing near the 
mantelpiece and looking down into the fire, wore a gray  cashmere dress without 
fashionable loopings or trimmings, moulded to her tall figure and flowing in long lines about 
her feet. Around her neck was a narrow black velvet  ribbon with the ends falling down 
her back. 

When her wooer turned from her she rested her arms against the mantel-shelf and 
bowed her face in her hands. On the threshold he paused to look at her; then he stole 
back, lifted one of the ends of velvet ribbon, kissed it, and left the room without her hearing 
him or changing her attitude. And on this silent parting the curtain fell. 

It was always for the sake of that particular scene that Newland Archer went to see 
"The Shaughraun." He thought the adieux of Montague and Ada Dyas as fine as anything 
he had ever seen Croisette and Bressant do in Paris, or Madge Robertson and Kendal in 
London; in its reticence, its dumb sorrow, it moved him more than the most famous 
histrionic outpourings. 

On the evening in question the little scene acquired an added poignancy  by 
reminding him—he could not have said why—of his leave-taking from Madame Olenska 
after their confidential talk a week or ten days earlier. 

It would have been as difficult  to discover any  resemblance between the two 
situations as between the appearance of the persons concerned. Newland Archer could 
not pretend to anything approaching the young English actor's romantic good looks, and 
Miss Dyas was a tall red-haired woman of monumental build whose pale and pleasantly 
ugly  face was utterly  unlike Ellen Olenska's vivid countenance. Nor were Archer and 
Madame Olenska two lovers parting in heart-broken silence; they were client and 
lawyer separating after a talk which had given the lawyer the worst possible impression 
of the client's case. Wherein, then, lay  the resemblance that made the young man's heart 
beat with a kind of retrospective excitement? It seemed to be in Madame Olenska's 
mysterious faculty  of suggesting tragic and moving possibilities outside the daily  run of 
experience. She had hardly  ever said a word to him to produce this impression, but it was 
a part of her, either a projection of her mysterious and outlandish background or of 
something inherently  dramatic, passionate and unusual in herself. Archer had always 
been inclined to think that chance and circumstance played a small part in shaping 
people's lots compared with their innate tendency  to have things happen to them. This 
tendency  he had felt from the first in Madame Olenska. The quiet, almost passive young 
woman struck him as exactly  the kind of person to whom things were bound to happen, no 
matter how much she shrank from them and went out of her way  to avoid them. The 
exciting fact was her having lived in an atmosphere so thick with drama that her own ten-
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-dency  to provoke it had apparently  passed unperceived. It was precisely  the odd absence 
of surprise in her that gave him the sense of her having been plucked out of a very 
maelstrom: the things she took for granted gave the measure of those she had rebelled 
against. (Ch 13, p93)

QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, paying particular attention to the significance of the 
theatre motif in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. How is the description of the ‘sad, almost monosyllabic scene of parting’ in paragraphs 3 and 4 

significant? Who are we reminded of when the narrator details the actress’s costume?
2. Why does the narrator reveal that Archer ‘always’ watches The Shaughraun for the goodbye scene?
3. From the entire passage, what is being suggested about his desires and pretensions?
4. Paying attention to the final paragraph, comment on the narrator’s treatment of Newland Archer; 

why do you think such a tone is adopted and what do we learn about the protagonist?

METHOD EXPLAINED
The reader ‘watches’ the theatre motif unfold once more; the spotlight shifts from New York society in 
Ch 1-2 to Newland Archer’s fascination with the dramatic arts and its romance. In fact, the narrator 
even emphasises that the ‘silent parting’ between the lovers on-stage reminds Archer of his own ‘leave-
taking from Madame Olenska’. This underscores how Archer is viewing life with the lens of art / the 
theatre, constructing another of his romantic ‘visions’ or fantasies, where he and Ellen were ‘two lovers 
parting in heart-broken silence’. The narrator however unveils a quite di!erent perspective from Archer.

GLOSSARY
hackneyed - (of a phrase or idea) lacking significance through having been overused; unoriginal and trite.
clap-trap - absurd or nonsensical talk or ideas.
adieux - goodbyes.
histrionic - overly theatrical or melodramatic in character or style.
retrospective - looking back on or dealing with past events or situations.
maelstrom - a powerful whirlpool; a situation or state of confused movement or violent turmoil.
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PRESENTATION SEVEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

No, it was worse a thousand times if, judging Beaufort, and probably  despising him, 
she was yet drawn to him by  all that gave him an advantage over the other men about her: 
his habit of two continents and two societies, his familiar association with artists and 
actors and people generally  in the world's eye, and his careless contempt for local 
prejudices. Beaufort was vulgar, he was uneducated, he was purse-proud; but the 
circumstances of his life, and a certain native shrewdness, made him better worth talking to 
than many men, morally  and socially  his betters, whose horizon was bounded by  the 
Battery and the Central Park. How should any  one coming from a wider world not feel the 
difference and be attracted by it? 

Madame Olenska, in a burst of irritation, had said to Archer that he and she did not 
talk the same language; and the young man knew that in some respects this was true. 
But Beaufort understood every  turn of her dialect, and spoke it fluently: his view of life, his 
tone, his attitude, were merely  a coarser reflection of those revealed in Count Olenski's 
letter. This might seem to be to his disadvantage with Count Olenski's wife; but Archer was 
too intelligent to think that a young woman like Ellen Olenska would necessarily  recoil from 
everything that reminded her of her past. She might believe herself wholly  in revolt against 
it; but what had charmed her in it would still charm her, even though it were against her will. 

Thus, with a painful impartiality, did the young man make out the case for Beaufort, 
and for Beaufort's victim. A longing to enlighten her was strong in him; and there were 
moments when he imagined that all she asked was to be enlightened. 

That evening he unpacked his books from London. The box was full of things he had 
been waiting for impatiently; a new  volume of Herbert Spencer, another collection of the 
prolific Alphonse Daudet's brilliant tales, and a novel called "Middlemarch," as to which 
there had lately  been interesting things said in the reviews. He had declined three dinner 
invitations in favour of this feast; but though he turned the pages with the sensuous joy of 
the book-lover, he did not know what he was reading, and one book after another 
dropped from his hand. Suddenly, among them, he lit on a small volume of verse which he 
had ordered because the name had attracted him: "The House of Life." He took it up, and 
found himself plunged in an atmosphere unlike any  he had ever breathed in books; so 
warm, so rich, and yet so ineffably  tender, that it gave a new and haunting beauty  to the 
most elementary  of human passions. All through the night he pursued through those 
enchanted pages the vision of a woman who had the face of Ellen Olenska; but when he 
woke the next morning, and looked out at the brownstone houses across the street, and 
thought of his desk in Mr. Letterblair's office, and the family pew in Grace Church, his 
hour in the park of Skuytercliff became as far outside the pale of probability as the visions 
of the night. 

"Mercy, how pale you look, Newland!" Janey  commented over the coffee-cups at 
breakfast; and his mother added: "Newland, dear, I've noticed lately  that you've been 
coughing; I do hope you're not letting yourself be overworked?" For it was the conviction of 
both ladies that, under the iron despotism of his senior partners, the young man's life was 
spent in the most exhausting professional labours—and he had never thought it necessary 
to undeceive them.

The next two or three days dragged by  heavily. The taste of the usual was like cinders 
in his mouth, and there were moments when he felt  as if he were being buried alive 
under his future. He heard nothing of the Countess Olenska, or of the perfect little house, 
and though he met Beaufort at the club they merely nodded at each other across
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the whist-tables. It was not till the fourth evening that he found a note awaiting him on his 
return home. "Come late tomorrow: I must explain to you. Ellen." These were the only 
words it contained. 

The young man, who was dining out, thrust the note into his pocket, smiling a little at 
the Frenchness of the "to you." After dinner he went to a play; and it was not until his return 
home, after midnight, that he drew Madame Olenska's missive out  again and re-read it 
slowly  a number of times. There were several ways of answering it, and he gave 
considerable thought to each one during the watches of an agitated night. That on which, 
when morning came, he finally decided was to pitch some clothes into a portmanteau and 
jump on board a boat that was leaving that very afternoon for St. Augustine. (Ch 15, p112)
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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. Referring to page xxiv of the introduction and paragraph 2 of this passage, discuss the dissimilarity 

between Newland and Ellen. What does this suggest about their personal desires?
2. Paying attention to paragraph 3, how is Newland’s romantic ‘vision’ presented here?
3. How do Archer’s books symbolically explain his growing passion for Ellen Olenska and the world 

outside Old New York? Do some research on each literary allusion.
4. Compare and contrast the portrayal of Archer’s ‘enchanted’ vision of Ellen against the brownstone 

houses, the o"ce desk and the family pew.
5. Referring to the last paragraph, comment on the writer’s portrayal of Newland Archer. In what ways 

is he still an ‘awkward’ boy yet to achieve maturity?

METHODS EXPLAINED
Each literary allusion (i.e. reference to literature) here decorates Archer’s self-styled intellectual aura 
but also serves to present us his interior world. Images of death—gustatory (‘taste… like cinders’) and 
funereal (‘buried alive’)—significantly depict his disillusionment with Old New York.

METHODS
Perspective - Newland Archer’s condemnation of Beaufort and reflection on his relationship with Ellen
Motif - Newland Archer’s ‘visions’ and imagination clearly take over reality in paragraph 3
Motif - a life in Old New York with May is a ‘buried’ life, perhaps death itself (lines 44-45)
Allusions - to literature,  ‘Middlemarch’ (a bildungsroman) and Rossetti’s The House of Life (see p317-318)
Characterisation - Newland re-reading Ellen’s note smacks of boyhood infatuation and romantic make-believe

GLOSSARY
immemorial - originating in the distant past.
despotism - the exercise of absolute power, esp. in a cruel and oppressive way.
cinders - ashes; small pieces of partly burned coal or wood
portmanteau - a large trunk or suitcase.
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PRESENTATION EIGHT
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

He turned away  with a sense of utter weariness. He felt as though he had been 
struggling for hours up the face of a steep precipice, and now, just as he had fought his 
way to the top, his hold had given way and he was pitching down headlong into darkness. 

If he could have got her in his arms again he might have swept away her arguments; 
but she still held him at a distance  by  something inscrutably  aloof in her look and 
attitude, and by his own awed sense of her sincerity. At length he began to plead again. 

"If we do this now it will be worse afterward—worse for every one—" 
"No—no—no!" she almost screamed, as if he frightened her. 
At that moment the bell sent a long tinkle through the house. They had heard no 

carriage stopping at the door, and they stood motionless, looking at each other with 
startled eyes.

Outside, Nastasia's step crossed the hall, the outer door opened, and a moment later 
she came in carrying a telegram which she handed to the Countess Olenska. 

"The lady  was very  happy at the flowers," Nastasia said, smoothing her apron. "She 
thought it was her signor marito who had sent them, and she cried a little and said it was a 
folly." 

Her mistress smiled and took the yellow envelope. She tore it open and carried it to the 
lamp; then, when the door had closed again, she handed the telegram to Archer. 

It was dated from St. Augustine, and addressed to the Countess Olenska. In it he read: 
"Granny's telegram successful. Papa and Mamma agree marriage after Easter. Am 
telegraphing Newland. Am too happy for words and love you dearly. Your grateful May." 

Half an hour later, when Archer unlocked his own front-door, he found a similar 
envelope on the hall-table on top of his pile of notes and letters. The message inside the 
envelope was also from May  Welland, and ran as follows: "Parents consent wedding 
Tuesday after Easter at twelve Grace Church eight bridesmaids please see Rector so 
happy love May." 

Archer crumpled up the yellow sheet as if the gesture could annihilate the news it 
contained. Then he pulled out a small pocket-diary  and turned over the pages with 
trembling fingers; but he did not find what he wanted, and cramming the telegram into his 
pocket he mounted the stairs. 

A light  was shining through the door of the little hall-room which served Janey as a 
dressing-room and boudoir, and her brother rapped impatiently  on the panel. The door 
opened, and his sister stood before him in her immemorial purple flannel dressing-gown, 
with her hair "on pins." Her face looked pale and apprehensive. 

"Newland! I hope there's no bad news in that telegram? I waited on purpose, in case
—" (No item of his correspondence was safe from Janey.) 

He took no notice of her question. "Look here—what day is Easter this year?" 
She looked shocked at such unchristian ignorance. "Easter? Newland! Why, of course, 

the first week in April. Why?" 
"The first week?" He turned again to the pages of his diary, calculating rapidly  under 

his breath. "The first week, did you say?" He threw back his head with a long laugh. 
"For mercy's sake what's the matter?" 
"Nothing's the matter, except that I'm going to be married in a month." 
Janey  fell upon his neck and pressed him to her purple flannel breast. "Oh Newland, 

how wonderful! I'm so glad! But, dearest, why  do you keep on laughing? Do hush, or you'll 
wake Mamma." (Ch 18, p141)

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

30



QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, paying particular attention to the portrayal of Archer’s 
tensions here and elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. Discuss the portrayal of Newland Archer’s dilemma in the opening paragraphs. How do the 

metaphors and direct discourse contribute to the sense of Archer’s internal struggle?
2. Paying attention to lines 27-28 and 40-43, comment on Archer’s response to the note. 
3. Does the reader’s impression of May change in any way? Take into account the narrator reporting 

that she addressed the telegram to Ellen and not Newland and her decision to inform Ellen of her 
pregnancy even before she could have it confirmed in Ch 32.

4. How is Newland and May’s wedding being set ‘after Easter’ and the ‘light shining through the door’ 
be symbolic? How might the choice of date be ironic, considering what Newland wants at this point 
in the novel?

METHOD EXPLAINED
Archer’s uncharacteristic ‘long laugh’, as the reader discovers from Janey’s point of view, is hardly 
isolated to this passage. He recovers his laughing in his dalliance with Ellen in Chapters 21 to 24 (no 
surprise why) but later ‘burst(s) out laughing’ when he receives word that Ellen is leaving New York for 
Europe—for good (Ch 32, p269). Why does he laugh? What emotions might he be masking with his 
laughter in this passage?

METHODS
Perspective - the dialogue between Newland and Ellen sheds light on the relationship before the telegram brings ‘closure’
Metaphor - the comparison of Newland’s inner struggle with being on a ‘steep precipice’ and a plunge into ‘darkness’
Characterisation - Newland crumpling the note, looking for Ellen’s note (Ch 15) and laughing
Symbolism - ‘the light shining through the boudoir’ and Easter are symbolic in a variety of ways

GLOSSARY
immemorial - originating in the distant past
Easter - the most important and oldest festival of the Christian Church, celebrating the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
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REVISION
CHAPTER FOUR

"We must give them time to get to know each other a little better, mamma," Mrs. 
Welland interposed, with the proper affectation of reluctance; to which the ancestress 
rejoined: "Know each other? Fiddlesticks! Everybody in New York has always known 
everybody. Let the young man have his way, my  dear; don't wait till the bubble's off the 
wine. Marry  them before Lent; I may catch pneumonia any  winter now, and I want to give 
the wedding-breakfast." 

These successive statements were received with the proper expressions of 
amusement, incredulity  and gratitude; and the visit was breaking up in a vein of mild 
pleasantry  when the door opened to admit the Countess Olenska, who entered in bonnet 
and mantle followed by the unexpected figure of Julius Beaufort. 

There was a cousinly  murmur of pleasure between the ladies, and Mrs. Mingott held 
out Ferrigiani's model to the banker. "Ha! Beaufort, this is a rare favour!" (She had an odd 
foreign way of addressing men by their surnames.) 

"Thanks. I wish it might happen oftener," said the visitor in his easy  arrogant way. "I'm 
generally  so tied down; but I met the Countess Ellen in Madison Square, and she was 
good enough to let me walk home with her." 

"Ah—I hope the house will be gayer, now that Ellen's here!" cried Mrs. Mingott with a 
glorious effrontery. "Sit down—sit down, Beaufort: push up the yellow armchair; now I've 
got you I want a good gossip. I hear your ball was magnificent; and I understand you 
invited Mrs. Lemuel Struthers? Well—I've a curiosity to see the woman myself." 

She had forgotten her relatives, who were drifting out into the hall under Ellen 
Olenska's guidance. Old Mrs. Mingott had always professed a great admiration for Julius 
Beaufort, and there was a kind of kinship in their cool domineering way  and their short-
cuts through the conventions. 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. "Of course if you and Regina invite her the 
thing is settled. Well, we need new blood and new money—and I hear she's still very  good-
looking," the carnivorous old lady declared. 

In the hall, while Mrs. Welland and May drew on their furs, Archer saw that the 
Countess Olenska was looking at him with a faintly questioning smile. 

"Of course you know already—about May  and me," he said, answering her look with a 
shy  laugh. "She scolded me for not giving you the news last night at the Opera: I had her 
orders to tell you that we were engaged—but I couldn't, in that crowd." 

The smile passed from Countess Olenska's eyes to her lips: she looked younger, 
more like the bold brown Ellen Mingott of his boyhood. "Of course I know; yes. And I'm so 
glad. But one doesn't tell such things first in a crowd." The ladies were on the threshold 
and she held out her hand. 

"Good-bye; come and see me some day," she said, still looking at Archer.
In the carriage, on the way down Fifth Avenue, they talked pointedly  of Mrs. Mingott, of 

her age, her spirit, and all her wonderful attributes. No one alluded to Ellen Olenska; but 
Archer knew that Mrs. Welland was thinking: "It's a mistake for Ellen to be seen, the very 
day after her arrival, parading up Fifth Avenue at the crowded hour with Julius Beaufort—" 
and the young man himself mentally added: "And she ought to know that a man who's just 
engaged doesn't spend his time calling on married women. But I daresay in the set she's 
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lived in they  do—they never do anything else." And, in spite of the cosmopolitan views 
on which he prided himself, he thanked heaven that he was a New Yorker, and about to 
ally himself with one of his own kind. (Ch 4, p25)

QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the presentation of social customs and norms 
here and elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. In what ways is New York presented as a tribe that acts in unison, with close reference to the first 

three paragraphs?
2. Discuss the role and characterisation of Mrs Manson Mingott, attending to the tone of her speech 

and the narrative interjections (in parentheses) in lines 12-13 and 25.
3. Why is New York compared to a ‘tight little citadel’ under siege by the likes of Mrs. Lemuel 

Struthers? What sets the Struthers apart from the Mingotts?
4. Discuss the methods used to portray Newland Archer’s thoughts on Ellen in the final paragraph. 

How might Wharton’s narrator be critical yet sympathetic towards Archer?

METHOD EXPLAINED
The hieroglyphic world of New York is epitomised in the final paragraph. Note how things are left unsaid.  
yet understood by mere eye contact. It is left to the narrator to convey—via ‘direct discourse’—how 
Archer ‘knows’ Mrs Welland’s thoughts and Archer’s own ‘mental additions’ (line 44). This reveals how 
Archer is part of the Old New York set which he will renounce in the chapters to follow.

METHODS
Perspective - the narrator conveys Newland Archer’s interior consciousness
Perspective - Mrs Mingott and Ellen Olenska speak as idiosyncratic, unconventional characters
Characterisation - Ellen’s eyes and lips are given significant attention, perhaps telling of Newland’s focal point
Motif - New York as a ‘citadel’, a tribe determined to guard its customs and shield itself from outsiders

GLOSSARY
e!rontery - rude, insolent or impudent behaviour.
sojourn - a temporary stay.
citadel - a fortress, typically on high ground, protecting or dominating a city.
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REVISION
CHAPTER TWELVE

For a moment Archer fancied that Mr. Letterblair must have told her of his coming; but 
the irrelevance of her next remark made him change his mind. 

"You know painters, then? You live in their milieu?" she asked, her eyes full of interest. 
"Oh, not exactly. I don't know that the arts have a milieu here, any  of them; they're 

more like a very thinly settled outskirt." 
"But you care for such things?" 
"Immensely. When I'm in Paris or London I never miss an exhibition. I try to keep up." 
She looked down at the tip of the little satin boot that peeped from her long draperies. 
"I used to care immensely  too: my  life was full of such things. But now I want to try not 

to." 
"You want to try not to?" 
"Yes: I want to cast off all my old life, to become just like everybody else here." 
Archer reddened. "You'll never be like everybody else," he said. 
She raised her straight eyebrows a little. "Ah, don't say  that. If you knew how I hate to 

be different!" 
Her face had grown as sombre as a tragic mask. She leaned forward, clasping her 

knee in her thin hands, and looking away from him into remote dark distances. 
"I want to get away from it all," she insisted. 
He waited a moment and cleared his throat. "I know. Mr. Letterblair has told me." 
"Ah?" 
"That's the reason I've come. He asked me to—you see I'm in the firm." 
She looked slightly  surprised, and then her eyes brightened. "You mean you can 

manage it for me? I can talk to you instead of Mr. Letterblair? Oh, that will be so much 
easier!" 

Her tone touched him, and his confidence grew with his self-satisfaction. He 
perceived that she had spoken of business to Beaufort simply  to get rid of him; and to have 
routed Beaufort was something of a triumph. 

"I am here to talk about it," he repeated. 
She sat silent, her head still propped by  the arm that rested on the back of the sofa. 

Her face looked pale and extinguished, as if dimmed by the rich red of her dress. She 
struck Archer, of a sudden, as a pathetic and even pitiful figure. 

"Now we're coming to hard facts," he thought, conscious in himself of the same 
instinctive recoil that he had so often criticised in his mother and her contemporaries. 
How little practice he had had in dealing with unusual situations! Their very  vocabulary  was 
unfamiliar to him, and seemed to belong to fiction and the stage. In face of what was 
coming he felt as awkward and embarrassed as a boy. 

After a pause Madame Olenska broke out with unexpected vehemence: "I want to be 
free; I want to wipe out all the past." 

"I understand that." 
Her face warmed. "Then you'll help me?" 
"First—" he hesitated—"perhaps I ought to know a little more." 
She seemed surprised. "You know about my husband—my life with him?" 
He made a sign of assent. 
"Well—then—what more is there? In this country  are such things tolerated? I'm a 

Protestant—our church does not forbid divorce in such cases." 
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"Certainly not." 
They  were both silent again, and Archer felt the spectre of Count Olenski's letter 

grimacing hideously  between them. The letter filled only  half a page, and was just what he 
had described it to be in speaking of it to Mr. Letterblair: the vague charge of an angry 
blackguard. But how much truth was behind it? Only Count Olenski's wife could tell. 
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QUESTION
Write a critical commentary on the passage, relating it to the presentation of Newland Archer and Ellen 
Olenska here and elsewhere in the novel.

GUIDING QUESTIONS
1. What is the purpose of the passage, in relation to the relationship between Ellen and Newland? How 

does this passage present them di!erently than in Chapters 8 and 9?
2. How is the increasing intimacy between Ellen and Newland portrayed here? How do we know that 

Newland is drawn to Ellen?
3. Comment on Ellen’s ignorance of New York’s social conventions. What e!ect do Ellen’s theatrical, 

histrionic action and strong words have on the reader? 
4. Comment on Newland Archer’s ‘growth’ in the novel, paying attention to his attitude towards social 

form and conventions and his relationship with Ellen Olenska.

METHOD EXPLAINED
In this passage, the theatricality in action and dialogue is telling of both Ellen’s ‘foreignness’ and the 
dramatic lens through which Newland perceives her. It is almost as if Ellen inhabits the role Newland 
imagines her playing in The Shaughraun in the next chapter. Also see Chapter 18: ‘She flung her velvet 
cloak over the maid’s shoulders and turned back into the drawing-room, shutting the door sharply… for a 
moment Archer thought she was about to cry; but she burst into a laugh instead, and looking from the 
Marchioness to Archer, asked abruptly…’ (133)

METHODS
Perspective - narrative commentary from lines 32-36 and 48-51 
Perspective - Newland’s thoughts, confidence and self-awareness
Tone / diction - repetition of ‘I want’, tone of ‘unexpected vehemence’
Motif - theatre motif (tragic mask,  pitiful figure, fiction and stage)
Characterisation - comparison of Newland to ‘his mother and her contemporaries’ (esp. Le!erts)
Characterisation - Ellen’s face, dress and hands are given close attention

GLOSSARY
blackguard - a man who behaves in a dishonorable or contemptible way.
vehemence - the display of strong feeling; passion.

35



2012 JC1 CONTINUAL ASSESSMENT 
CHAPTER 6

Throughout The Age of Innocence, Edith Wharton presents the character of Newland Archer based not 

only on the direct references to him but also on indirect references via descriptions of other characters 
(in relation to Archer himself) and his responses to them. In so doing, the given passage introduces the 

dilemma that Archer will face for a large part of the novel and interestingly, foreshadows the eventual 
choice that he will make.

Although Wharton begins this portion of Chapter 6 with a direct statement on Archer’s characteristics, 
the passage more or less begins with descriptions of May. However, while this provides the reader with 

more information on May Welland, it is also a veiled means of revealing Newland Archer’s character and 
place in Old New York. While the reader first comes to know of May as an independent character 

through a listing of traits that seem uniquely ‘hers’ (‘her health, her horsemanship, her…’), he / she soon 

comes to realise that she is instead only an ‘artificial product’ of society, shaped and modelled after Old 
New York’s customs and societal patterns. In fact, that we learn about May from Archer’s perspective 

underscores the distinct segregation between males and females in patriarchal New York and therefore, 
Archer’s higher, more esteemed rank in society. May, and by extension, women in New York are 

reduced to objects, where May is not ‘allowed the same freedom of experience of himself’, but is instead 

forced to become a ‘creation of factitious purity, so cunningly manufactured by a conspiracy of mothers 
and aunts and grandmothers and long-dead ancestresses.’ Thus, through the choice of industrial and 

mechanical lexis, the reader gets the sense of Archer’s humanity and supposed ‘individuality’, juxtaposed 
against the ‘model New Yorker’ and ‘perfectly produced good’ that is May Welland.

In this passage, Newland Archer begins to come across as a character who deems himself superior to 
the conventions of Old New York and also expresses his views against it. At first, the reader sees 

Newland as someone who shies away from Old New York’s traditions as he ‘felt himself oppressed’ by 
May’s ‘forced submission’ and even how she ‘laughs at his jokes’ and developed a ‘shy interest’ in books 

‘under his guidance’. He is presented as being mature when he ‘felt no trace’ of feelings ‘habitual to 

young men’, distancing himself again from New York, and that while he does belong to Old New York, 
there are certain elements of the narration that forces the reader to acknowledge his distinctiveness 

from society.
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However, for all his self-assuredness and self-righteousness, the subtle intrusion of the narrator’s ironic, 

almost cold-hearted tone turns the tables on Archer and in doing so lets the reader in on a di!erent way 

of perceiving his character. The way the narrator puts it, Newland Archer, is one who banks on 
‘momentary pleasure’ and prefers to ‘let lie’ his problems. The narrator not only presents him as an 

childish and immature protagonist who ‘grumble(s)’ and ‘smash(es)’ with ‘lordly pleasure, but also 
questions his own devotion to May Welland, where she points out that although Archer was ‘sincerely’ in 

love, he was also indulgent in ‘pleasure’ and his own ‘masculine vanity’. Wharton’s narrator is clearly not 

used to privilege the protagonist’s situation but in fact invites the reader to question his decisions and 
judgements.

This perceived ‘maturity’, or lack thereof, is also undermined when the reader is later able to see how 

quickly Archer is enthralled by Olenska and thrown into a dilemma where he faces a conflict between 

his feelings towards May and the Countess. In the third paragraph, the writer uses diction from the 
semantic field of entrapment (‘pitchforked’, ‘coil’) and this represents the conflict between head 

(conforming to society and marrying May Welland) and heart (allowing himself to be dragged into the 
‘coil’ of scandal’ with Ellen Olenska) he had ‘only just begun to measure’. The intensity of the figurative 

language here, in tandem with the narrator’s sympathetic tone above towards Archer, reveals this inner 

dilemma as the key ‘conflict’ in the novel. Already, the passage emphasises Archer’s turmoil when the 
reader is reminded of all the ‘uncomfortable persistence’ due to the inopportune arrival of the Countess 

Olenska and how Archer feels as though his engagement had been ‘forced upon him. This in turn alerts 
and calls the reader to acknowledge the stifling and rigid culture of Old New York. 

Lastly, while paragraphs two and three initially reflect Newland Archer’s predicament and indecisiveness 
regarding the matter, the reader, in the end, is still able to get the sense of Archer’s eventual choice of 

May Welland over the Countess Olenska and that ultimately, no matter how much of a rebel he may 
initially appear to be (or think himself to be), he is still a conformist—some might even say a pawn—of 

Old New York society. In the second paragraph, the narrator brushes aside Archer’s ill feelings towards 

society by comparing them to the ‘habitual’, superficial concerns all men in his position have once faced, 
and derides these rebellious sentiments as ‘trite’, for he was already ‘bound’ to May Welland who at this 

point has already been cemented in her role as ‘his bride’. 
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In conclusion, I feel that the given passage puts Archer in the middle of a so-called ‘coming-of-age 

moment’ where he is finally presented with his first real temptation in the form of Ellen and is starting 

to feel the pressure of his current predicament and the greater impact on his life with real, 
unchangeable consequences. Up until that point in the novel, Archer has been portrayed as one yet to 

make any major ‘decisions’; this passage does indeed prompt both the reader and Archer himself to 
question his character and who he really is, as a member of the Old New York elite circle, as well as the 

power society wields over him.

Nicole M. Ang

1T08 (2012)

Marker’s comments: A proficient response with a strong grasp of concerns and the overall significance of the 
passage - highly promising at this early stage! I did feel that some ideas were not backed by adequate and/or 

appropriate evidence. Some analysis could have been explained in greater depth, especially the narrator’s 
treatment of Newland Archer as it is both revealing in itself and pivotal to the concept of a ‘bildungsroman’. 
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2012 JC1 CONTINUAL ASSESSMENT 
CHAPTER 6

In this passage, Newland Archer is presented as an individual who struggles to maintain a balance 

between the traditions of Old New York society and his own personal compulsions and morals, whilst 
still living up to society’s expectations of May. (Marker’s comments: what stage of this ‘struggle’ does the 

passage present? What is the purpose of the passage?)

Newland Archer is presented as a very conflicted protagonist in the passage with his inability to decide 

exactly what he wants in a wife. On the one hand, Newland Archer appears to be perfectly content with 
his betrothal to May Welland, claiming that he ‘delighted in the radiant good looks of his betrothed, in 

her health, her horsemanship, her grace and quickness at games and the shy interest in books and ideas’. 
The enumeration used by the writer to describe May’s plentiful strengths shows just how fond Newland 

Archer is of May, and how he admires how she is the perfect specimen of a good wife in Old New York 

society. On the other hand, the reader sees a change of heart in Archer’s evaluation of May when the 
narrator relates how he is ‘discouraged by the thought that all this frankness and innocence were only an 

artificial product’. His sudden disdain of all her previously listed attributes shows a degree of fickleness 
in Archer, where he freely to decides to change his mind about his wife-to-be at the drop of a hat. This 

inability to make up his mind is highlighted by how he contradicts himself, at once being happy to 

‘educate’ May as a masculine superior, then later resenting her for having to do so. This sentiment is 
prevalent throughout the text, with Archer showing his displeasure in ‘exercis(ing) his lordly pleasure in 

smashing it like an image of snow’, a reference to guiding May along, when he previously revelled in the 
‘manly privilege to reveal to his bride’ his own knowledge. The hyperbolic expression of Archer’s ‘lordly’ 

and ‘manly’ stature, in concordance with this constant switching of opinions, makes the reader question 

Archer’s unsettled opinions. More crucially, this passage shows Archer to be a conflicted person, which 
mirrors how he is torn between Old New York society and his own beliefs, and thus presents to the 

reader the ‘starting point’ of the dilemma that the novel is built on.

Newland Archer is also presented as a melodramatic persona in his descriptions of how he is supposedly 

helpless to the fate that befalls him. Archer constantly construes himself to be a helpless party to the 
bids of Old New York society, feeling that he has no control over even how his wife behaves. He claims 

that he feels ‘oppressed by this creation of factitious purity, so cunningly manufactured by a conspiracy 
of mothers and aunts and grandmothers and long-dead ancestresses’, victimising himself with the use of 

strong diction like ‘oppressed’ and ‘conspiracy’ that suggests he is being forced against his own free will 

by an endless list of ‘mothers and aunts… ancestresses’. He similarly laments at the supposedly terrible 
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situations he finds himself in, ‘at the very moment of his betrothal—a moment for pure thoughts and 

cloudless hopes—pitchforked into a coil of scandal’. Archer’s consciousness reflects a sense that he is 

being made to su!er a terrible injustice, juxtaposing the blissful and near-perfect state (‘pure’, 
‘cloudless’) he should be in with the sorry state that has befallen him and using aggressive, violent words 

like ‘pitchforked’ and ‘coil’ to show how powerless and trapped he is in the situation. However, the 
reader sees that his situation is not in truth all that tragic and infer that the narrator is mocking him with 

these exaggerated terms, where Archer is making himself out to be a dramatic victim.

Newland Archer is finally presented as an arrogant individual with his feelings of superiority over his 

fiancé. May Archer is presented as deeming himself far more worldly than May, giving himself the 
authority to critique May in saying that she ‘had advanced far enough to join him in ridiculing the Idylls 

of the King, but not to feel the beauty of Ulysses and the Lotus Eaters.’ The narration of Archer’s 

interior voice allows the reader to see the contradictions and pretentiousness of his personality: he 
acknowledges somewhat condescendingly that she had progressed from what seems to be a meagre 

knowledge of literature, but puts her down by insinuating that she is still worlds away from achieving the 
exceptional standard that he deems himself to have. It can also be noted that he not only critiques May 

at this early stage of the novel (foreshadowing his growing discontent with his marriage) but also the 

accomplished authors of the books he enjoys ‘ridiculing’, as if he is a high authority on literature himself.  
The narrator also presents us his mental note that ‘he had not a blank page to o!er his bridge in 

exchange for the unblemished one she was to give him’. This mocks May for being a very unintellectual 
and simple person incapable of making any notions of her own and plays himself to be e a highly 

sophisticated individual full of insight, but only serves to make the reader doubt this self-image.

Indeed, the reader is reminded of the narrator’s earlier slighting of Archer as a ‘dilettante at heart’. The 

passage serves to show how pompous he is in his self-perceptions and prepares the reader for a journey 
towards a more mature Newland Archer.

Sonia Tan Ser Lin
1T02 (2012)

Marker’s comments: A very competent response that would be perfect if not for a lack of breadth: the final 

paragraph in the passage is more significant than the parts on May. Focus more on his dilemma and his 
‘grumbling’ about his obligations.
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2012 JC1 MID-YEAR EXAMINATION
CHAPTER 9

The passage portrays Newland Archer as a conformist at heart whose criticism towards the New York 

school of thought slowly emerges, and Ellen Olenska as an outsider to New York, whose eccentricities 
bewilder and begin to charm Newland Archer. This passage is pivotal to the development of their 

ensuing romantic relationship as well as the resultant dilemma that oppresses Archer for the remainder 
of the novel.

Newland Archer, in this passage, is portrayed as a conformist who is trapped in the workings of New 
York society, and as much as he tries to come across as di!erent, as ‘distinctly the superior of these 

chosen specimens of New York gentility’, he is unable to break from such conformities. While this is 
evident in his ‘shock’ towards Ellen Olenska’s description of the van der Luydens’ home as gloomy, ‘The 

words gave him an electric shock’, it is further emphasised by the narrator’s use, to full e!ect, of the 

conjunction ‘but’ in her descriptions of him. The sentence, ‘...he rejoined, alive to the flatness of the 
words, but imprisoned in the conventional by his consuming desire to be simple and striking’ highlights 

to us with the conjunction ‘but’ that, in spite of Archer being ‘alive’, he is trapped within social 
convention and unable to break free from it. The words ‘imprisoned’ and ‘consuming’ are part of the 

writer’s use of imagery to further create an image of New York society as a prison or a whale (just like 

the Biblical one) and this complements the e!ect of the sentence. Similarly in the sentence, ‘He did not 
mind being flippant about New York, but disliked to hear anyone else take the same tone’, the 

conjunction ‘but’ shows how Newland is able to harbour such ‘flippant’ thoughts about New York but is 
completely unable to express it verbally or in his actions as he is a conformist and hence dislikes others 

to do the same. These sentiments of Archer are further echoed by the narrator in ‘He instinctively felt 

that it would be troublesome - and also rather bad form - to strike out for himself’, as it portrays how 
paradoxical Archer is in his thoughts. Wharton perhaps alludes, early in the novel, to Archer’s eventual 

decision to not ‘strike out for himself’ in favour of the material and social comforts of Old New York, 
even if his thoughts of ‘strik[ing] out’ already intensify in Book One.

The passage also portrays Newland Archer as being attracted to Ellen Olenska’s eccentricities. Through 
Newland’s reactions toward Ellen’s responses, ‘the words gave him an electric shock, for few were the 

rebellious spirits who would have dared…’ and ‘The analogy meant well, but did not altogether please 
him’ shows how eccentric and ‘foreign’ Ellen appears. However, they also reveal a hint of attraction, as 

seen in: ‘But suddenly he was glad that she had given voice to the general shiver.’ The fact that there are 

such contrasting feelings towards Ellen Olenska in this text alone shows how much thought Newland 
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Archer is giving to Ellen’s words, without mentioning the connotations of an ‘electric shock’ and Ellen 

e!ectively, ‘suddenly’ enlivening him. This attraction to Ellen is further highlighted in the use of 

‘awkwardness’ in ‘...but in his awkwardness he took it up.’, as it shows not only Ellen’s idiosyncrasies 
(which make things awkward for Archer) but also his attraction towards them, as he is willing to try new 

things out and explore her thoughts, hence the awkwardness. The word, as the narrator might intend, 
adds a sense of Archer’s boyish exuberance and more importantly, naivety. The reader then is informed 

of this growing a!ection and asked to either sympathise or cast doubt on the protagonist of the novel.

The succinct dialogue with which Archer engages Ellen’s much lengthier responses also shows that Ellen 
is an outspoken character, willing and able to express her thoughts, while Archer is by contrast quiet and 

laconic, being more thoughtful and ponderous instead of being expressive. This portrayal of Archer’s 
inner thoughts, a key method in the novel, parallels the ending of the novel, where Archer, rather 

content with his memories of Ellen Olenska, chooses to not follow her son to visit and reacquaint 

himself with her.

In conclusion, this passage serves as a part of Ellen’s unforced, passive seduction of Archer who will soon 
realise that, as hard as he tries, he will not be able to break through the ‘prison’ that is Old New  York 

society and unite with his true love.

Bryan Joel Lim

1T36 (2012)

Marker’s comments: A rather neat conceptual ending to a very well-constructed response. There are, of 
course, a number of other points you could raise (such as the ironic contradiction created with the words 

‘respectable’ and ‘fashionable’) but this is an encouraging answer.
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2012 JC1 MID-YEAR EXAMINATION
CHAPTER 9

Newland Archer here is portrayed as a man who is hounded by conventions, yet he longs to break free 

from them. Ellen Olenska is portrayed as the exact opposite—a woman so di!erent, as she is an 
outsider, yet showing a desire to be accepted into the system.  In this passage early from the novel, we 

see Newland Archer as a direct contrast to Ellen Olenska. Aware that the house Ellen owns is unlike any 
he has ever seen, Archer remarks that it is ‘arranged delightfully’ and even calls it ‘delicious’. He is 

presented to accept these new, unconventional arrangements because he strives to be like her. Yet, 

even his words are ‘imprisoned in the conventional’, and thus the narrator is seen as a little 
condescending in her tone to Newland, perhaps telling us that he will never be able to break free from 

convention no matter how hard he tries, as the ending of the novel would attest. Despite the 
foreignness of the house, Ellen’s perception is portrayed as markedly di!erent; to her ‘it’s like heaven’ 

and from her forward, unrestrained response we see how di!erent their backgrounds are. Ellen even 

questions their idea of housing, ‘What does it matter where one lives?’ and ‘Do you all think so much of 
that?’, which exemplifies how foreign she is to New York—an outsider unaware of the way things run in 

New York and actively challenging the status quo. Yet, she quickly claims ‘I want to do what you all do’, 
which is an ironic indication she wants to change her background and lifestyle to suit that of New York, 

and fitting in requires her to be conventional. She is also described by the narrator as a ‘rebellious spirit’ 

for calling the van der Luydens’ home ‘gloomy’ and we see how conventional New York is by contrast—
even one’s true perceptions and thoughts are seen as rebellious if not accepted by society. Ellen’s 

objective to fit back into New York is also highlighted in Chapter 8, where she says, ‘I want to forget 
everything else, to become a complete American again’, but just seconds before that, she is symbolically 

portrayed with her ‘eagle feathers’ (p53), a sign of her exoticness. Thus, through their conversation we 

see how di!erent Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska are both opposites, striving in opposing directions, 
yet unable to accomplish their aims because they are tied down to their backgrounds. (Marker’s 

comment: Very good analysis of the basic dilemma facing the two ‘lovers-to-be’)

Newland Archer is also perceived by the reader as a foil to Ellen Olenska here because he is portrayed 

to be deeply reflective and apparently self-aware, while Ellen Olenska is presented as rather insensitive 
and even deluded, almost ignorant from her dialogue. Significantly, the passage brings the reader close 

to Archer’s inner consciousness and we largely ‘hear’ Ellen’s words from his perspective. When Ellen 
calls the van der Luydens’ home ‘gloomy’, Archer receives an ‘electric shock’ for he was aware that New 

York always ‘spoke of it as handsome’, which connotes both a sense of discomfiture and excitement at 

Ellen’s unconventionality. However, Ellen is seen to be completely unaware of his reaction, keeping her 
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comments unreserved and unbound by what others thought of the house. Archer is very aware of how 

New York and the unforgiving, unfeeling society described as a ‘powerful engine’  almost ‘crushed her’. 

He is quick to pick out that the Lovell Mingotts’ dinner would have straightened her out, ‘patched up all 
sorts of social odds and ends’ and comes to represent the ‘insider’ well-versed with New York’s many and 

sometimes arbitrary customs. Despite being the main subject of gossip (many chapters of which the 
reader has gleaned) , Ellen appears by contrast ignorant of existing traditions and conventions of Old 

New York. Archer thinks that she might have ‘been unaware all along’ or ‘had lost sight of it’. The irony 

here is that the thinking is done by Archer, and not Ellen who as a foreigner, should pay even greater 
attention to her surroundings. Furthermore, on a more direct level, she failed to ‘miss the mockery’ of 

Archer’s ‘sarcasm’, which would suggest that she is not as sharp as Archer himself, who reflects and 
thinks a lot as a self-proclaimed intellectual. Here, Wharton is perhaps clueing the reader into Archer’s 

naiveté at this stage in the novel; it is di"cult to accept that Ellen Olenska is a tragic victim completely 

unaware of the talk around her, just as it is hard to fully assume Archer’s ‘superiority’ in this relationship. 
This ‘flawed perception’ that Wharton’s protagonist has is crucial to the development of the narrative, as 

Archer will slowly come to realise his own insecurities and doubts, whilst being more attuned to the 
complexities of Ellen Olenska.

This portrayal of Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska’s growing relationship and interest is likewise 
important to the novel as a bildungsroman. This is brought out by the personal, interrogative questions 

used by both parties. Archer asks Ellen, ‘You like so much to be alone?’ while Ellen asks intimately, ‘This 
is the hour I like best—don’t you?’. The increasingly personal feelings and suggestions injected slowly as 

the conversation moves from the superficial appearance of the house to their personality and 

background suggests a budding relationship and romance that will form the novel’s chief conflict. Thus, 
the passage presents Archer and Ellen as so di!erent in outlook, yet increasingly ‘enchanted’ with what 

the other represents.

Alistair Chong

1T37 (2012)

Marker’s comments: Some quite subtle analysis here but even closer attention to tone (the narrator, Olenska 

and Archer’s dialogue) would help bring out the core details of the growing relationship.
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2012 MID-YEAR EXAM REVISION
CHAPTER 12

Set during Beaufort’s ‘clandestine’ outing to the Countess’s ‘Bohemian quarter’, the passage establishes 

Ellen’s desire to be ‘free’ from her marriage to the Count. It is Newland’s perspective that reveals her 

‘otherness’ in a far-from-welcoming New York and the tragic course of this pursuit. From this ‘business’ 
meeting, the reader is witness to Newland’s fast-growing fascination with Ellen.

This attraction is more apparent when we consider the opening to Chapter 12 that precedes this 

passage. Archer reflects on his own intellectual inclinations towards ‘Literature and art’ as a tradition 

‘deeply respected in the Archer set’ (83). It is this empathy for the ‘almost unmapped quarter’ of 
‘artists, musicians and “people who wrote”’ (82) that draws him to the Countess; her collection of 

‘Bourget, Huysmans and the Goncourt brothers’ (84) and her keen interest in ‘painters’ – expressed 
through direct speech in the passage – reflect his own ‘immense’ interest. That the arts and artists are  

are piteous ‘scattered fragments’ and an ‘outskirt’ existing in the margins of Old New York troubles 

Newland throughout the novel. However, his tentative response to Olenska’s question (‘Oh, not 
exactly’) presents him as an individual flirting with what lies outside his social structure, yet clearly more 

rooted to his own ‘milieu’. Wharton seems to suggest here that the world outside Old New York 
deserves our sympathy but is not what Archer will finally assimilate to. Nevertheless, the pride with 

which Newland takes in ‘never’ missing an exhibition and always ‘try[ing] to keep up’ underlines the 

commonality between the two of them, something he feels is missing in his ‘placid’, unimaginative 
relationship with May. This conversation on the arts exemplifies the simultaneity of discomfort and 

‘thrill’ that Newland experiences in the presence of Ellen’s ‘mysterious beauty’.

The narrator alludes to this fascination multiple times in the extract, characterising Archer as a ‘boy’ 

su"ciently infatuated with the Countess to speak blushing (‘reddened’). The intimacy, or intimacy 
imagined by Archer, grows as he is ‘touched’ by her tone. Here, the narrator figuratively repeats the 

physical ‘caress’ by the Countess’s eagle-feathered fan in Chapter 8 to suggest, if not the possible 
dalliance between the two, then the stirring, ‘undeniably pleasing’ e!ect (86) that she has on him. This 

is crystallised by his perception of Beaufort as a romantic rival whom he ‘routed’ in ‘something of a 

triumph’ and the narrator decidedly foregrounding Archer’s ‘self-satisfaction’ and ‘confidence’ in the 
Countess’s implied desire to be in his company and his company alone. The reader is left to track the 

development of Archer’s dilemma: he seems to have found the excitement and ‘instinctive guile’ that 
contrasts a New York ‘dying of dullness’ in the Countess and becomes increasingly sympathetic to her 

cause.
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This cause essentially casts her as a ‘thinly settled outskirt’ of Old New York, viewed with suspicious eyes 

and met with unkind remarks from the likes of Le!erts and Jackson. The enlightened reader grasps the 

irony when she proclaims that she wants ‘to become just like everybody else’ here; Newland reminds her 
and the reader with conviction that she will ‘never be like everybody else’. The opening of the passage 

marks her as this outsider to New York as she disregards ‘good Form’ by dismissing Beaufort. His 
promise of Old New York-type extravagances in the shape of a ‘private room’ with a ‘Steinway’ and the 

attendance of the Italian tenor Campanini, patently has little e!ect on Olenska, rejecting his 

proposition rather subtly with a request to ‘think it over’. The outlandishness of her behaviour is 
established through Beaufort’s angered, petulant response (‘Why not now?’, ‘Beaufort snapped’) and 

the narrator herself, who tells the reader of how Beaufort is ‘unused to dismissals’ and ‘evidently felt it’. 
The contrast between Beaufort’s umbrage and Olenska’s ‘cool’ amiability emphasises either a naivety or 

measured maturity to her conduct here.

It is precisely this independence and ferocity in spirit that sets her apart. Her lack of reservations, 

constantly underscored by the narrator, is evident in her forceful declaratives: ‘I want to cast o! all my 
old life’, ‘I want to get away from it all’, ‘I want to be free; I want to wipe out all the past’. The repetition 

of the ‘I want’ here firstly delineates a kind of feminine agency that is frowned upon (or at least 

unspoken) in patriarchal New York. Wharton also deliberately ascribes the use of absolute words (‘all’) 
that underline the Countess’s desperation to leave her husband as well as the explosiveness of her 

character – set in contrast to the mild manners of May. The irony of the Countess’s predicament is that 
she imagines divorce will allow her to leave the Count and return to her ‘dear old place’, her 

‘heaven’ (15). Yet, the very scandal of it in deeply conservative 1870s marks her as a ‘wayward’ outsider 

who does not behave as a New Yorker does (118). Later in the novel, her supposed ignorance is made 
clear to Mrs. Archer and the reader through a sympathetic Archer—‘Countess Olenska thought she 

would be conforming to American ideas in asking for her freedom’ (118). Little does she realise, we 
discover, that ‘In this country such things’ are ‘tolerated’ because a woman’s freedom is always 

secondary to family dignity.

Newland’s attraction is partially born out of empathy. The narrator conveys his impression of her as a 

‘pathetic and even pitiful figure’ and ‘that seemed to belong to fiction and the stage’. The theatre motif 
is central to her allure to Newland; Chapter 13 reveals this more explicitly as an ‘inherently dramatic, 

passionate and unusual’  quality that draws Newland away from the ‘dull association’ with May Welland. 

Her histrionics, presented in speech (‘broke out with unexpected vehemence’) and action (‘her head… 
propped by the arm.. on the back of the sofa’, ‘She raised her straight eyebrows’) coalesce with 

Newland’s perception of her as a tragic heroine like those played by Ada Dyas and Christine Nilsson on 
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the stage. This pathos is arguably the main source of Newland’s romantic inclinations; he consistently 

envisions her face to be ‘as sombre as a tragic mask’, casting her as a ‘pale and extinguished’ victim 

calling for salvation. Indeed, she is last mentioned here as ‘Count Olenski’s wife’, seemingly unable to 
break free of her marriage. Simultaneously, the passage demonstrates Newland’s romantic ‘fantasy’ (of 

her as heroine and him as hero), growing from his first real meeting with her at the van der Luydens’ in 
Chapter 8, for it to be undermined by the narrator in Chapter 13.   They are, she says, but ‘client and 

lawyer separating after a talk’, where the lawyer’s ‘excitement’ (94) comes from the ‘tragic and moving 

possibilities outside the daily run of experience’ she o!ers him.

Consequently, Newland’s ‘business’ with Ellen Olenska in the passage is significant to the bildungsroman  
concept. The narrator’s detached, critical treatment of Archer (described as ‘awkward and embarrassed’ 

like a ‘boy’) leads the reader to consider his ‘journey of self-discovery’ from a ‘boy’ rebelling against the 

‘inexorable’ traditions of New York to an adult in Chapter 34 who conforms to the role society gives 
him. It is through Ellen’s maturity and acknowledgement that ‘one must sacrifice one’s self to preserve 

the dignity of marriage’ (138). While Archer plays the role of the lawyer ‘helping’ the Countess, 
Wharton suggests that it is Ellen who is in firm control. The mildly condescending interjection, ‘How 

little practice he had had in dealing with unusual situations!’ alludes to this idea, for it is Newland who 

will learn through Ellen.

The silence that both protagonists sink into at the end of the passage is itself operatic and foreboding. 
Where Chapters 8 and 9 present the reader Newland’s newfound ‘thrill’ and ‘imagination’, Chapter 12 

marks the beginning of his real struggle between the dictates of society and the allure of the outside. In 

Chapter 18, we see another silence, one that ‘lay on them with the weight of things final and 
irrevocable’, ‘crushing [Archer] down like his own grave-stone’. From Archer’s viewpoint, the Countess’s  

case for divorce (and freedom) brings him both life and death.

Comments: This is not flawless but the attempts to draw links to ‘earlier’ and ‘later’ parts of the novel 
(underlined for your reference) and consistent attention to Wharton’s narrative methods (which have been 

bolded) are worth emulating.
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REVISION
CHAPTER OUTLINE

CH CHARACTERS CONCERNS LINKS

1 Newland and May
Ellen Olenska
Le!erts and Jackson

Social form: the theatre
Otherness: Ellen’s entrance

Ch 2-3
Ch 5

2 Mrs Mingott
Ellen Olenska

Newland’s perspective on Mingotts
Social form: Newland as conformist and 
Ellen as outsider

Ch 8-9
Ch 10

3 The Beauforts
Newland and May
Ellen Olenska

Social hierarchy: the nouveau riche
Social form: Newland-May wedding
Social form: Ellen’s bad reputation

Ch 27
Ch 19

4 Mrs Mingott
Newland Archer
Beaufort and Ellen

Social hierarchy: Mrs Mingott’s roots
Otherness: Mrs Mingott’s eccentricity
Archer’s ‘duality’

Ch 7

5 Jane and Mrs Archer
Sillerton Jackson
Newland Archer

Social conventions and divorce
May as an ideal
Archer’s defence of Ellen

Ch 10
Ch 16
Ch 26

6 Newland and May
Mrs Archer

Archer’s dilemma
Social form: ‘hieroglyphic world’, tribe
May as symbol of Old New York

Ch 7

7 The van der Luydens Social hierarchy: the ‘pyramid’
Social form: ‘hieroglyphic world’

Ch 4
Ch 6

8 The van der Luydens
Newland and Ellen

Archer’s dilemma: attraction to Ellen
Otherness: Ellen as outsider

Ch 1-2
Ch 9

9 Ch 6
Ch 12
Ch 14-15
Ch 18

10 Newland and May
Ellen and Beaufort
Mrs Archer

Conformity (‘patterns’) and otherness 
Social form: Europe vs New York
Social form: marital observances
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CH CHARACTERS CONCERNS LINKS

11 Newland and Letterblair
Mrs Rushworth

Social form: family honour
Social conventions: divorce

Ch 27
Ch 12 / 20

12 Ch 8-9
Ch 18

13 Newland and Ellen The Shaughraun: Newland’s visions
Ellen as tragic heroine
Archer’s ‘duality’

Ch 21 (p177)

14 Ned Winsett
Newland Archer

Bohemian / artistic life
Ned as foil / warning to Newland
Ellen’s letter

Ch 20

15 Newland and Ellen
Julius Beaufort

At Skuytercli!: Newland’s visions
Newland’s ‘buried life’

16 Ch 5
Ch 11

17 Medora Manson
Mrs Mingott
Mrs Archer

Social conventions: marriage
Social form: Newland to give up Ellen?

18 Ch 12
Ch 19

Fill in the blank squares and add details or items to those currently filled. This outline is useful for tracing character and concerns 
for the essay question but also helps you source for relevant cross-references to apply to the passage-based question.

49


