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LECTURE OVERVIEW 
 
PASSAGE-BASED QUESTION (2013 CJC PRELIM) 
Write a critical commentary on the following passage, relating it to the presentation of Newland 
Archer’s dilemma here and elsewhere in the novel.  
 
FUNDAMENTALS FOR THE PBQ:   
QUESTION TRIGGER 
Always remember to identify the question trigger and to ensure that each paragraph links back to the 
trigger. While close analysis is important, this is pointless if you fail to illustrate how your close analysis 
helps the examiner to understand the question trigger. In this case, there is a danger of simply 
identifying characteristics of Newland Archer without closely linking it back to his dilemma. 
 
For a question trigger focusing on a thematic concern, ask yourself, how can you break up this thematic 
concern into different aspects? What is Newland in a dilemma about? What is the significance of his 
dilemma? This would naturally lead to you a more nuanced breakdown of the concerns in the passage 
(as stated below), helping you avoid the dreaded pitfall of simply stating the word ‘dilemma’ without 
ever really defining it within your paragraph. 
 
CONCERNS 
1. Newland’s romantic struggle between May and Ellen 
2. Expectations and Reality: Newland’s expectations of marriage and his life VS reality  
3. Freedom and Individuality: Old New York’s routines and habitual practices oppress and stifle 

Newland Archer, the inevitability and power of old New York’s conventions 
4. The novel as bildungsroman: Newland’s quest for happiness VS his quest for maturity 
 
ANALYSIS 
Recall that a PBQ requires you to engage in close analysis with the given extract, meaning that 
you’re expected to look out for key methods and to explain their effects. Remember that in The Age of 
Innocence, it is essential to identify whose perspective is being provided. Edith Wharton is not the 
narrator. For more questions that you can ask yourself with regards to perspective, diction, motifs and 
setting, revise your 2013 Promotional Examination Revision Lecture notes. 
 
METHODS 
1. Perspective: Newland Archer’s point of view (his psyche, thoughts, feelings) 
2. Perspective: The intrusive, sarcastic and ironic narrator commenting on Newland and society 
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3. Perspective: The Wellands’ perspective is filtered through the narrator to convey their disapproval 
of his fantasies 

4. Setting: New York - Archer’s ‘greenish-yellow house’ and ‘Pompeian vestibule’, symbolic 
significance of his library.  

5. Motif: Archer’s visions of Ellen as ‘a line of ghosts’ 
6. Motif: Perception of New York society as a theatre or ‘spectacle’ 
7. Characterisation: May Welland and Mrs Welland as gatekeepers of New York customs, propriety 

and behaviour.  
8. Diction: Repetition of words demonstrating predictability (and security?)  
9. Metaphor: ‘children in a graveyard’ 
 
NARRATIVE STRUCTURE 
Recall that for the PBQ, you don’t want to cite evidence from ‘elsewhere in the novel’ for the sake of 
it. Instead, always be aware of the ‘placement’ of the passage. Is it a beginning, the middle /  
cl imax or the end? What happened before this passage and what happens immediately 
after? 
 
Always ask yourself: What is the significance of this passage? 

- Does the passage develop or give closure to earlier events in the text? 
- Does the passage foreshadow later events in the text? Might it prelude to a subsequent 

event? 
 
Remember to explain the purpose/significance of EACH paragraph that you write by linking it 
to ‘elsewhere in the novel’: 

- How is this idea developed later in the text? 
- How is this idea different from what has been observed in the earl ier events in the text? 

 
PLANNING MAKES PERFECT (SORT OF) 
The worst thing that you can do is to jump straight into the essay without planning an outline of your 
points. You will probably end up analysing the passage by highlighting various lines that you read in a 
chronological order with no real purpose to your paragraph… ugh. 
 
Spend 5 minutes reading and annotating the passage. Then spend at least 7-10 minutes planning an 
outline but don’t take more than that. After all, your planning will only be effective if you actually 
write the essay.  
 
THESIS 
The passage reveals Archer’s thoughts on his life after marriage and the divergence between reality 
and his expectations of a marriage that was intended as a solution to his dilemma. While there is an 
appearance of growth in Archer as he leaves his romantic “adventures” and settles down (as most 
young men did) in Book 2, to become part of the tribe and the collective, the opening and the closing 
of the extract reinforces an underlying desire to be apart from old New York. The extract undermines 
the seemingly smooth transition from romantic idealist to pragmatic individual by revealing the vein 
of unresolved inner conflict that runs through Newland’s musings.  
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IS THIS THE REAL LIFE? IS THIS JUST FANTASY? 
The passage begins with a familiar motif of the theatre/spectacle that conveys Newland Archer’s sense 
of defamiliarisation as he observes the routine social practices in The Newport Archery Club. Newland’s 
‘surprise’ and awareness of how ‘his own reactions to it had so completely changed’ reveals his 
disillusionment with the customs of old New York that he had grown up with. This narrator’s exposition 
of Newland’s change in feelings establishes to the readers that the Newland Archer we are presented 
with in this scene is somewhat different from the young, romantic idealist that we had grown 
accustomed to in Book One. While Newland does appear to have settled into the life expected of him in 
New York society, the passage opens with a hint that marriage had done little to resolve the internal 
dilemma within him. 
 
The reality of Newland’s perception of his marriage and life as stifling is established by Wharton’s 
description of the Archer household as unappealingly ‘greenish-yellow’ and a ‘Pompeian vestibule’. Yet, 
the narrator’s satirical commentary of Newland’s ‘renewal of [his] daily activity’ undermines Archer’s 
seeming appearance of calm delight in his routine life and suggests a lingering dissatisfaction with it. The 
narrator mockingly alludes to Newland’s attitude towards mundane daily activities as a ‘pleasurable 
excitement’ and an ‘abiding occupation’ to reveal Archer’s underlying distaste for them. Newland’s 
disenchantment with his current life is further reinforced through the mechanical listing of common 
social practices that conveys a sense of disillusionment with the predictability of these customs.  

 
The description of Newland’s peers as ‘the fashionable young men of his own set’ also reinforces his 
detachment and change from the young, unquestioning idealist of Book One where he previously 
extolled ‘the habit of masculine soldarity’ (7). The repetition of ‘but’ to illustrate Archer’s turn of his 
train of thoughts juxtaposes his thoughts of duty and convention with his feelings towards his current 
situation. Newland’s dilemma is thus presented to readers through the social criticism of old New York’s 
customs.   

 
I’VE GOT (NO) POWER  
The passage highlights a distinct divergence from the man with grandiose plans that we were introduced 
to in Book One. Quite unlike the idealist in Chapter One where Newland Archer arrogantly expressed 
his plans that were his ‘manly privilege’ to educate his bride through literature and travel, here, we sense 
a somewhat powerless Newland Archer. The stark juxtaposition between Newland’s control over his 
library and his lack of control over his travel destination merely highlights the comical lack of control 
that Newland has in his life which is a vast contrast from the expectations that he once had.  
 

‘Archer looked down with wonder at the familiar spectacle.’  
 
‘It was Newport that had first brought home to him the extent of the change.’ 

‘But Newport represented the escape from duty into ‘an atmosphere of untimigated holiday-making.’ 
 
‘But the Wellands always went to Newport’ 
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Archer’s longing to pursue his personal desires is observed in his desire to decorate his private spaces 
with the exotic (‘dark embossed paper’) which is reminiscent of his desire for the unconventional and 
foreign throughout the novel (‘the scent of some far-off bazaar (p58)). Similarly, Newland’s longing for 
the unconventional and to escape the confines of the mundane, routine of his life is presented through 
his yearning to go to a ‘Mount Desert’, a ‘remote island off the coast of Maine’ where the very act of 
wanting some isolation is an act of rebellion against the numerous social activities that are the norm and 
expectation in New York society. 
 
However, verbs describing Archer as having ‘tried’ and needing to ‘fall in’ present him as powerless to 
pursue his individual desires in the reality of his marriage and position in society. The narrator’s 
commentary filters old New York’s rigid and uncompromising expectations and strong disapproval 
through phrases such as ‘no good reason’ and ‘obscure reluctance’. The fact that Newland is described as 
finding May’s reason ‘indisputable’ and having ‘yet found no answer’ portrays how Newland is silenced 
and overruled by the harsh disapproval of New York society. Moreover, the narrator’s reference to 
Archer as ‘[the Wellands’] son-in-law’ subtly reminds us that Archer is silenced by his recognition of his 
need to fulfil his role within society. Thus, Archer’s internal conflict is presented to us through this 
image of his personal desires being overrun by the unstoppable and uncompromising force of old New 
York society. 
 
DREAM A LITTLE DREAM OF ELLEN 
Regardless of Newland’s outward deference to society’s demands and expectations of him, thoughts of 
Ellen persist and express Newland’s insistent yearning for the foreign and to pursue his romantic 
desires.  

 
The irony of marriage to Ellen as ‘unthinkable’ and the fact that she ‘remain[s] in his memory’ and is 
described as ‘a line of ghosts’ alludes to Newland’s lingering desire for Ellen. Moreover, Newland’s 
perception of Ellen as a ‘momentary madness’ and ‘discarded experiment’ associates her with a kind of 
unpredictable freedom that stems from the pursuit of the unknown.  
 
 
THE LIES WE TELL (OURSELVES) 

‘the abiding occupation and interest of arranging his new library, which, in spite of family doubts and disapprovals, 
had been carried out as he had dreamed, with a dark embossed paper, Eastlake book-cases and ‘sincere’ arm-chairs 
and tables’ 
 
‘Archer had tried to persuade May to spend the summer on a remote island off the coast of Maine… their son-in-law 
could adduce no good reason why he and May should not join them there… this argument was of a kind to which 
Archer had as yet found no answer.’ 
 
‘May herself could not understand his obscure reluctance to fall in with so reasonable and pleasant a way of spending 
the summer.’ 

‘The idea that he could ever, in his senses, have dreamed of marrying the Countess Olenska had become almost 
unthinkable, and she remained in his memory simply as the most plaintive and poignant of a line of ghosts.’ 
 
‘As for the momentary madness which had fallen upon him on the eve of his marriage, he had trained himself to 
regard it as the last of his discarded experiments.’ 
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One cannot deny that in spite of consistent attempts to convince himself of the value of his marriage to 
May, Newland possesses a growing aversion towards his marriage that is indicative of a lingering 
romantic desire for Ellen and desire to break free from conventions. Archer’s constant justifications of 
May’s character and behaviour reveal an almost desperate attempt to convince and remind himself of 
May’s perfection and the desirability of their marriage. Newland’s listing of May’s virtues of ‘peace, 
stability, comradeship’ is undermined by how he perceives it as an ‘unescapable duty’ revealing how 
Newland can’t help but express a resignation towards a life that is stifling and imprisoning. In 
comparison to the language of the unknown (‘madness’, ‘experiment’) used in reference to Ellen, 
Newland’s dilemma between the stability and safety of a life with May and by extension, within society 
and a life of unpredictability is presented through the juxtaposition of the security that May symbolises 
and the freedom associated with Ellen. 
 

 
More revealing is the description of Archer’s attitude towards his marriage to May and its supposed 
‘advantages’. While the hyperbolic adjectives of ‘handsomest’, ‘most popular’, ‘sweetest-tempered’ and 
‘most reasonable’ makes Archer appear to celebrate his wife’s virtues and the privilege that he is 
honoured with, the description of his feelings as ‘insensible’ reveals his detachment and lack of passion 
towards his marriage. This is significant as it marks a metamorphosis from the past where Newland used 
to effusively describe his feelings for May as a ‘delight’ (37) and a ‘thrill of possessorship’ (6). Thus, the 
change in Newland’s feelings towards his marriage signal his dilemma as he is torn between conforming 
to the same viewpoints and attitudes that the rest of society has towards May and his true feelings 
towards her and their marriage. 
 
Furthermore, affirmations of his (sound) judgment such as ‘He had always foreseen’, ‘he had been 
right’, ‘He could not say he had been mistaken’ and ‘it was undoubtedly gratifying’ present Newland as 
defensive. This defensiveness hints at Newland’s internal conflict as they reveal the unspoken arguments 
that he has against the dullness of his marriage and predictability of his life.   
 
The fact that Newland needs to remind himself of the ‘advantages’ of his marriage reveals his lack of 
conviction in the value of his marriage and lack of love and passion that he has towards May. Yet, it is 
precisely this attempt to recall the practicalities of the arrangement that illustrates how Newland’s 
dilemma is also pivotal in his growth to maturity as Newland’s internal struggle between his personal 
desires and his responsibilities within society forms the basis needed for him to develop into a mature 

‘It was not May’s fault, poor dear.’ 
‘she had represented peace, stability, comradeship, and the steadying sense of an unescapable duty.’ 

‘He could not say that he had been mistaken in his choice, for she had fulfilled all that he had expected. It was 
undoubtedly gratifying to be the husband of one of the handsomemest and most popular young married women in New York, 
especially when she was also one of the sweetest-tempered and most reasonable of wives; and Archer had never been insensible 
to such advantages.’ 
 
‘He had always foreseen that she would not disappoint him; and he had been right.’ 
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individual who gradually sacrifices his romantic visions to pursue reality and the responsibilities that lie 
within. 
 
TOGETHER FOREVER (AND NEVER TO PART) 
The SIGNIFICANCE of the passage is thus made clear with its rather macabre ending. The 
juxtaposition of the sense of the ‘familiar’ in the opening with the image of ‘children playing in a 
graveyard’ foreshadows the sense of imprisonment and death of dreams and visions that Newland will 
eventually experience and have to accept when he chooses to remain married to May and adhere to the 
customs of old New York. Archer’s dilemma is presented through the sense of his imprisonment in his 
responsibilities and duties within his marriage and society. 

 
 
END. 
 
 
 
 

‘that was one of the reasons why the busy animated people on the Beaufort lawn shocked him as if they had been 
children playing in a graveyard.’ 


