
Lecture Six
The Spectre of Divorce
Chapters 12 - 18

OVERVIEW

TOPIC
Write a critical commentary on the following passage, relating it to the presentation of Newland Archer 
and Ellen Olenska here and elsewhere in the novel (Ch 12, Pages 85-6).

CONTEXT
The passage presents Newland’s third meeting with Ellen — his first in an o!cial capacity to discuss her 
divorce. It establishes Old New York’s backward, pitiless views towards divorce, Ellen’s ‘ignorance’ of 
these conventions. The passage evokes sympathy for her di!cult circumstances and further develops 
the growing intimacy between Newland and Ellen.

METHODS
1. Perspective: the reader ‘sees’ and ‘hears’ Ellen Olenska from Newland Archer’s perspective
2. Perspective: Ellen’s open and free dialogue vis-à-vis Archer’s reserved, self-conscious speech
3. Perspective: the narrator commandingly critiques Archer’s immaturity (lines 32-36)
4. Motifs: the opera motif, allusions to literature, fire and Ellen’s ‘paleness’
5. Characterisation: Newland Archer is cast as an ‘awkward’ boy and Ellen as ‘Count Olenski’s wife’

CONCERNS
1. The ‘New Woman’ and her place in patriarchal Old New York: Ellen as ‘entrapped’ outsider
2. The social and moral codes of Old New York: the scandal of divorce hangs over Ellen
3. Freedom of the individual: will Old New York allow Ellen to ‘break free’ from her past?

IN FIFTEEN MINUTES
1. Read the QUESTION, with particular reference to character(s), a concern or a method

- Always focus on the given topic and the given passage; deviations must be ‘linked back’
2. Identify the CHAPTER REFERENCE in the passage

- Flip to the chapter in your text and refer to it; have important features highlighted beforehand
3. Read the passage quickly to identify relevant CONCERNS

- Think about the likely concerns relevant to Archer and Olenska at this point
4. Read the passage again, identifying relevant METHODS and underlining key words

- Identify perspective, tone and diction, motifs and irony where you see them
- Identify linguistic features like absolute words, intensifiers, repetition and reporting verbs

5. Interpret the ‘PURPOSE’ of the passage in the novel by looking ‘before and after’
- Consider how our understanding of Archer and Ellen is developed in earlier and later chapters. 
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THE NEXT FOURTY-FIVE
6. If you haven’t already, construct a brief OUTLINE of what each paragraph is about. Examples:

- Para 1: Newland’s perception of Ellen’s paleness - his vanity / chivalry in relation to her ‘otherness’
- Para 2: Contrast between Ellen’s status and desire to ‘fit in’

7. Write the essay in 40 minutes, completing at least TWO AND A HALF SIDES
- Brief responses will be heavily penalised by Cambridge and CJC examiners > 10 / 50
- On the other hand, 6 sides of rambling and narration will not get you very far

8. Keep our W-H-Y flow, trying your best to avoid narrating / re-telling the passage
WHAT   Start with an character or concern; constantly refer to this topic sentence
HOW    Use most of the paragraph to analyse methods and evidence from the passage
WHY     Link your analysis to a concern or make connections to ‘elsewhere in the novel’ 

‘ELSEWHERE’ ON DIVORCE
"I hear she means to get a divorce," said Janey boldly. 
"I hope she will!" Archer exclaimed. […] 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." (Ch 5, 33)

He had not heard her divorce spoken of since Janey's first random allusion to it, and had dismissed the tale as 
unfounded gossip. Theoretically, the idea of divorce was almost as distasteful to him as to his mother; 
and he was annoyed that Mr. Letterblair (no doubt prompted by old Catherine Mingott) should be so evidently 
planning to draw him into the affair. (Ch 11, 75)

Archer had gone to the house an hour earlier in full agreement with Mr. Letterblair's view;  but put into words by 
this  selfish,  well-fed and supremely indifferent old man it suddenly became the Pharisaic voice of a society wholly 
absorbed in barricading itself  against the unpleasant. 

"I think that's for her to decide." 
"H'm—have you considered the consequences if  she decides for divorce?" 
"You mean the threat in her husband's letter?  What weight would that carry?  It's  no more than the vague charge 

of  an angry blackguard." 
"Yes; but it might make some unpleasant talk if  he really defends the suit." 
"Unpleasant—!" said Archer explosively. 
Mr. Letterblair looked at him from under enquiring eyebrows, and the young man, aware of the uselessness of 

trying to explain what was  in his mind, bowed acquiescently while his senior continued: "Divorce is always 
unpleasant." (Ch 11, 80-81)

Instead, he answered, in a voice that sounded in his  ears like Mr. Letterblair's:  "New York society is a very small 
world compared with the one you've lived in. And it's  ruled, in spite of appearances,  by a few people with—well, 
rather old-fashioned ideas." 

She said nothing, and he continued: "Our ideas about marriage and divorce are particularly old-fashioned.  Our 
legislation favours divorce—our social customs don't." (Ch 12, 90)

"The individual,  in such cases, is nearly always  sacrificed to what is  supposed to be the collective interest: people 
cling to any convention that keeps the family together—protects the children, if there are any," he rambled on, 
pouring out all the stock phrases that rose to his  lips  in his intense desire to cover over the ugly reality which her 
silence seemed to have laid bare. (Ch 12, 91)

He immediately took it upon himself to assure them both that she had given up her idea of seeking a divorce, 
basing her decision on the fact that she had understood the uselessness of the proceeding;  and with infinite relief 
they had all turned their eyes from the "unpleasantness" she had spared them. (Ch 13, 95)

"But European society is  not given to divorce: Countess Olenska thought she would be conforming to American 
ideas in asking for her freedom." It was the first time that the young man had pronounced her name since he had 
left Skuytercliff, and he felt the colour rise to his cheek. (Ch 16, 118)
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OUTLINE

TS1
The passage establishes a subtle but growing intimacy between Archer and Ellen Olenska.
- HOW Use of direct discourse: conversation on their shared ‘immense’ interest in the arts. 
- HOW Ellen’s eyes are described to be ‘full of interest’, her tone ‘touched’ Archer
- HOW Archer’s allusions to Paris and London, use of ‘never miss’ exemplify his yearning for the arts
- WHY This foreshadows Ellen’s magnetic hold on Archer for the rest of the novel; his increasing 

dissatisfaction with Old New York is in proportion with his fascination with Ellen and the artistic life 
he hopes to live.

TS2
Through Newland Archer’s perspective, the reader continues to perceive Ellen as a resolutely 
independent outsider. Her intensity is also symptomatic of her ignorance of Old New York’s customs.
- HOW Her fierce spirit is presented in her absolute, strong diction: she used to care ‘immensely’ and 

‘fully’ for her past life in Europe but now wants to ‘get away from it all’ and ‘cast o" all (her) old life’.
- HOW The narrator uses verbs such as ‘broke out’ and ‘insisted’ to enhance how ‘unusual’ and 

uninhibited her direct speech is for a woman; she repeats, ‘I want’ three times, a sure contrast to the 
passive obedience of women in Old New York.

- HOW Her ‘wants’ are conveyed with dramatic irony. The reader is more aware than her of the 
‘unpleasant’ consequences of divorce from Ch 11 and that her husband’s abuse is in fact ‘tolerated’ in 
Old New York. Her naivety can also be observed in her tone of surprise (‘You mean you can manage 
it for me?... Oh, that will be much easier!’).

- WHY Ellen’s case for divorce is based on her desire for freedom, which Newland identifies with. 
However, we note that the social code in Old New York will not allow her to be ‘free’ but will instead 
‘bury alive’ this New Woman in its rigid adherence to family honour.

TS3
Our protagonist seems to casts himself as the romantic hero who will rescue the ‘pitiful’ and ‘pathetic’ 
Ellen from this ‘coil of scandal’. Ellen is presented as a 
- HOW From his point of view, the reader sees Ellen as a ‘pale and extinguished’, ‘sombre’ damsel in 

distress, a ‘tragic’ victim of her circumstances. 
- HOW The use of the opera motif clues us in on the subjectivity of Archer’s perspective: his pity for 

her is parallel to a strange kind of enchantment with her ‘unusual’ and ‘unexpected’ nature. Her 
actions and dressing are described in theatrical terms: ‘her head still propped by her arm’, ‘her eyes 
brightened’, ‘She raised her straight eyebrows’, she wears a ‘satin boot’ with ‘long draperies’.

- HOW His strong, a!rmative reply, ‘Certainly not’ is a sign of this growing sympathy for her cause. 
He even exoticises as one who will always remain ‘European‘ — and ‘never be like everybody else’.

- WHY Ellen comes to represent for Archer a life ‘rich’ with ‘mysterious joys’ and drama, a life free 
from the ‘green mould of the perfunctory’ in Old New York;  this passage is another sign of Archer’s 
romantic feelings for the Countess.
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TS4
Just as the reader is privy to Archer’s ‘alliance’ with the Countess, the passage also develops Archer’s 
‘quest for happiness’ and maturity. 
- HOW The narrator undermines Archer’s fantasies as ‘awkward and embarrassed’ like a ‘boy’. She 

interjects in the line in her usual condescending way, ‘How little practice he had...!’, directly 
commenting on Archer’s immaturity at this point.

- HOW The narrator essentially ‘exposes’ how Archer is no hero or saviour. In Ch 13, he again imagines  
him and Ellen as ‘two lovers parting in heart-broken silence’, only to have the narrator declare that 
they are no more than ‘client and lawyer separating after a talk’.

- WHY Wharton presents Newland Archer on another step in his ‘journey’ towards acceptance. His 
sympathy for Ellen’s case marks his growing dissatisfaction with these norms, but these are portrayed 
as an ‘habitual’ outlook for young men. It is Ellen instead who is the more mature of the two 
characters and will come to understand the ‘uselessness’ of rebelling against the social code in Ch 16.

TS5
Ellen’s case for divorce here e"ectively illustrates the ‘inexorable conventions’ of Old New York.
- HOW The final silence of both characters (line 48) suggests to us that Old New York is more of a 

prison than Ellen imagines. Her husband’s letter is described as a ‘spectre’—a ghost—to imply that 
this divorce suit will hang over her life in Old New York ‘hideously’. 

- HOW Under its watchful eyes and slavish customs, she will have to remain, as she is referred to at 
the end, ‘Count Olenski’s wife’.

- HOW The ‘confoundedly dull’, ‘old-fashioned’ customs of New York are also contrasted against the 
freedom and vibrancy in Paris and London. Newland’s voice presents the reader these views in a 
faintly critical tone.

- WHY The writer presents Newland and Ellen’s increasing intimacy but then suggests that the 
‘powerful engine’ of Old New York will overwrite these desires. Ellen is persuaded to give up the 
divorce at Archer’s request, but will eventually be asked to leave; Newland, on the other hand, 
receives news from May in Ch 18 about his early marriage and is forced to abandon his fantasies 
momentarily.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, the passage shows us a New Woman entrapped by social conventions and a dilettante 
desperately trying to escape this prison. Both, the reader learns, fail because the individual ‘is nearly 
always sacrificed to what is supposed to be the collective interest’ (91).
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