
!
OVERVIEW !
THESIS 
Wharton portrays Old New York as a ‘theatre’ of petty prohibitions and constant scrutiny, embodied by 
the small, enclosed Academy of Music and an audience performing the script of social convention. This 
doctrine of rigid rules and silly customs is enforced by the ‘critics’ of Old New York upon members and 
outsiders alike. Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska will, consciously or unconsciously, play their roles as 
tragic hero and heroine in their own New York ‘opera’. !
CONCERNS 
1. Social form and conventions: appearance, presentability and the proper ‘thing’ 
2. Role of women in society: the male gaze, patriarchal Old New York, May as the ‘ideal’ 
3. Freedom of the individual: Archer’s conformity with New York rituals and habits 
4. The novel as bildungsroman: Archer’s self-indulgence and flawed perceptions !
METHODS 
1. Setting: the Academy of Music in winter is representative of Old New York 
2. Motif: theatre motif - the audience watches and ‘performs’ for each other 
3. Symbol: the opera glass as a symbol of power and surveillance 
4. Perspective: Wharton’s omniscient, distant narrator comments on the characters 
5. Perspective: Archer’s thoughts, Sillerton Jackson and Lawrence Lefferts’ voices !
QUESTIONS 
1. What does the Academy of Music represent? Who goes there and for what reasons? 
2. What is social form? Why are ‘taste’, manners and fashionable habits important to Old New York? 
3. How is Old New York presented as a ‘theatre’ in which nothing is private? 
4. How are the men and women portrayed differently? What kind of words and images are used? 
5. Why does the writer present Old New York as a ‘tribe’? What is being said about its insularity? !

Lecture Three 
Opera Night 
An Introduction to Old New York / Ch 1

This historical novel of  the 1870s opens at the opera during a performance of  Faust. Newland Archer trains his opera 
glasses on his soon-to-be fiancée, May Welland, occupying a box with her mother, and notes with satisfaction that she 
holds the lilies he had sent her. He sees that they are joined by May’s cousin, Ellen Olenska, the family ‘black sheep,’ 
whose gypsy-like aunt had raised her primarily in Europe, and dressed her in the ‘wrong’ fashions, and even now, 
opera glasses everywhere deem her elegant blue empire dress too décolleté. She has escaped her abusive husband, a 
Polish Count, and has returned to New York to pursue a divorce. Newland finds her fascinating; the rest of  old New 
York finds the Welland family’s social protection of  such an ‘immoral’ woman most shocking. !

Helen Killoran, ‘The Age of  Innocence—A Buried Life.’
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THE OPERA BEGINS 
The novel begins on a operatic note in the Academy of Music on East 14th Street, where the ‘world of 
fashion’ is congregating to watch Gounod’s Faust. The choice of Faust foreshadows the tragic turn the 
lives of Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska will take but this quintessentially European performance 
(written in French, based on a German play and sung in Italian by a Swedish songstress), is a prelude to a 
sea of tensions. The frictions between the old world (Europe) and new world (America), old money and 
new money, insider and outsider, are evident right from the opening lines: !

!
Behind the narrow walls of the Academy lies a textured world rich in decoration and rich with irony. 
Wharton’s choice of a winter night appropriately reflects the cold, dull and oppressive environment of 
Old New York. Like the ‘shabby’, ‘old Academy’, Old New York is a world in decay, desperately ‘clinging’ 
onto its fast-fading ‘historic associations’. The use of the word, ‘still’ reflects the narrator’s satirical tone, 
consistent throughout the novel: Wharton’s narrator is almost always critical, mocking and cutting in 
her analysis of Old New York’s customs and traditions and the Academy of Music is her first target. It 
embodies the very principles that Wharton critiques: the dread of the ‘new’, the fear of the nouveau 
riche and the unflinching preservation of ‘old’, historic associations. Its ‘small and inconvenient’ size is 
indubitably symbolic of Old New York’s own inward-looking, parochial nature, with its desire to lock out 
the ‘new people’ but also lock in its own members and their customs. 
  

!
TO SEE AND BE SEEN 
In this closed world, appearances and manners—not the performance itself—take centre stage. The 
satirical narrator derides Old New York’s disinterest in what happens on the stage and their 
preoccupation with what happens in the theatre boxes. !

!

On a January evening of  the early seventies, Christine Nilsson was singing in Faust at the Academy of  Music in 
New York.  

Though there was already talk of  the erection, in remote metropolitan distances “above the Forties,” of  a new 
Opera House which should compete in costliness and splendour with those of  the great European capitals, the 
world of  fashion was still content to reassemble every winter in the shabby red and gold boxes of  the sociable old 
Academy. (3)

Conservatives cherished it for being small and inconvenient, and thus keeping out the “new people” whom New 
York was beginning to dread and yet be drawn to; and the sentimental clung to it for its historic associations, and the 
musical for its excellent acoustics, always so problematic a quality in halls built for the hearing of  music. (3)

It was Madame Nilsson's first appearance that winter, and what the daily press had already learned to describe as 
"an exceptionally brilliant audience" had gathered to hear her, transported through the slippery, snowy streets 
in private broughams, in the spacious family landau, or in the humbler but more convenient “Brown coupe.” (3) !
It was one of  the great livery-stableman's most masterly intuitions to have discovered that Americans want to get away 
from amusement even more quickly than they want to get to it.  (Ch 1, 3) !
As Madame Nilsson's "M'ama!" thrilled out above the silent house (the boxes always stopped talking during 
the Daisy Song) a warm pink mounted to the girl's cheek. (Ch 1, 5)

Lecture 3 / Opera Night "                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  2



The first sentence begins on the topic of Madame Nilsson but quickly shifts to the audience and their 
mode of transport. It is almost as if the press were there to review the ‘exceptionally brilliant audience’ 
and how they got to the opera—broughams, landaus or coupes—than the actual performance. The 
narrator ironically adds that Old New York is more eager to ‘get away from amusement’. If their eyes 
are not centred on the stage, what—or who—are they watching? In this social world where nothing is 
private, the audience is primarily interested in watching the audience. !
In a patriarchal society like Old New York, women form the spectacle. In the narrative interjection 
above (i.e. the words in brackets), the narrator ironically suggests that the boxes pay more attention to 
themselves than Madame Nilsson’s singing. !

!
How does the writer portray the women at the opera? What is the focus of Archer’s point of view? 
The women are described in terms of clothing and physical appearance - they are the objects of the 
male gaze. The narrator portrays them through Archer’s perspective in vivid, cinematic detail, zooming 
from Ellen’s headdress to her bosom, from May’s cheek to the gardenia on her dress. Thus, the women 
are introduced to the reader as ‘objects’ far lower than men (who are ‘subjects’) in the social hierarchy. !!
Why is May compared to Mme Nilsson? What is suggested about her eyes being ‘ecstatically fixed’ on stage? 
Archer sees in May the same ‘guileless incomprehension’ as Madame Nilsson’s Marguerite role (‘She 
doesn't even guess what it's all about’). Yet, there is an element of performance / pretence in May’s 
‘look’. Like Madame Nilsson, May is perhaps perfectly aware of Newland Archer’s gaze and simply 
acting out her role in society — as the pure, innocent young ‘object’ of his affection and protection. !!

...sat a young girl in white (May Welland) with eyes ecstatically fixed on the stagelovers... a warm pink mounted to the 
girl's cheek, mantled her brow to the roots of  her fair braids, and suffused the young slope of  her breast to the 
line where it met a modest tulle tucker fastened with a single gardenia. (Ch 1, 5) !
In the centre of  this enchanted garden Madame Nilsson, in white cashmere slashed with pale blue satin… and large 
yellow braids carefully disposed on each side of  her muslin chemisette, listened with downcast eyes to M. 
Capoul's impassioned wooing, and affected a guileless incomprehension of  his designs. (Ch 1, 5) !
It was that of  a slim young woman (Ellen Olenska), a little less tall than May Welland, with brown hair growing in 
close curls about her temples and held in place by a narrow band of  diamonds. The suggestion of  this headdress, 
which gave her what was then called a "Josephine look," was carried out in the cut of  the dark blue velvet gown 
rather theatrically caught up under her bosom by a girdle with a large old-fashioned clasp. (Ch 1, 7)

Newland Archer, leaning against the wall at the back of  the club box, turned his eyes from the stage and scanned the 
opposite side of  the house.  !
"Well—upon my soul!" exclaimed Lawrence Lefferts, turning his opera-glass abruptly away from the stage.  !
Mr. Sillerton Jackson had returned the opera-glass to Lawrence Lefferts. The whole of  the club turned instinctively, 
waiting to hear what the old man had to say… For a moment he silently scrutinised the attentive group out of  his filmy 
blue eyes overhung by old veined lids; then he gave his moustache a thoughtful twist, and said simply: “I didn't think 
the Mingotts would have tried it on.” (Ch 1, 9)
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On the other hand, the men are marked by action. The verbs, ‘turned’, ‘scanned’ and ‘scrutinised’ 
connote the privileged position they enjoy, free to watch and closely examine the rest of the audience. 
The men in Wharton’s novel also possess the power to comment  on and judge others. The characters of 
Sillerton Jackson and Lawrence Lefferts are distinguished by their exclamations and comments, which 
are eagerly awaited by ‘the whole of the club’. !

!
THE CRITICS 
A nepotistic ‘ruling class’ of its own, the figures of Sillerton Jackson and Lawrence Lefferts are master 
critics of New York, itself a ‘show’ (‘parade’). Their ‘masculine solidarity’ and their ‘opera glasses’ seem to 
bestow upon them patriarchal powers by which they enforce their ‘doctrine’ upon others. The use of 
‘doctrine’ is particularly significant, suggesting that this patriarchal set of beliefs is adhered to religiously. 
In the ‘theatre’ that is Old New York, one is not free to simply ‘parade’ oneself without being judged, if 
not condemned. The word ‘parading’ objectifies and fundamentally excludes Ellen Olenska. The social 
world in the novel is highly political and extensively cruel towards those who, like Ellen, stray from its 
‘doctrine’. This sinister concept of silent scrutiny, represented here through Jackson and Lefferts, 
extends to Mrs Archer, Mrs Welland and the ‘countlessly silently observing eyes and patiently listening 
ears’ (276) eager to engage in the latest spot of gossip. !

!
Wharton frequently reflects Old New York as a small ‘inner group’, a ‘tribe’ and a ‘clan’. It is a small, 
closed world of wealthy individuals with ‘butlers and cooks’ who astoundingly know ‘which evenings 
people were free’. The ironic tone the narrator adopts towards this ‘little inner group’ is obvious: they 
lack ‘assortment’ in their membership having kept out the ‘outsiders’, so much so that they form their 
own ‘semicircle of critics’ to keep watch over the behaviour of their own members. !

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… 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, 7) !
“It didn't last long, though: I heard of  her a few months later living alone in Venice. I believe Lovell Mingott went out 
to get her. He said she was desperately unhappy. That's all right—but this parading her at the Opera's another 
thing.” (Ch 1, 13)

He saw that Mrs. Welland and her sister-in-law were facing their semicircle of  critics with the Mingottian aplomb 
which old Catherine had inculcated in all her tribe (Ch 2, 10). !
But then New York, as far back as the mind of  man could travel, had been divided into the two great fundamental groups 
of  the Mingotts and Mansons and all their clan, who cared about eating and clothes and money, and the Archer-
Newland-van-der-Luyden tribe, who were devoted to travel, horticulture and the best fiction, and looked down on the 
grosser forms of  pleasure (Ch 5, 27). !
The company indeed was perfectly assorted, since all the members belonged to the little inner group of  people who, 
during the long New York season, disported themselves together daily and nightly... New York society was, in those 
days, far too small, and too scant in its resources, for every one in it (including livery-stable-keepers, butlers 
and cooks) not to know exactly on which evenings people were free (Ch 6, 39).
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THE NEW YORK CUSTOM 
Newland Archer, Wharton’s protagonist, is presented in the early chapters of the novel, as a   
conforming member of this small ‘clan’ and a proud follower of its many (sometimes trivial) traditions. !

!
Old New York’s myriad customs are referred to as ‘the thing’ in an informal fashion. The quotation 
marks seem to reflect the narrator quoting the voice of Old New York here. These prohibitions are 
compared to the ‘inscrutable’ religious ‘terrors’ of ‘thousands of years ago’, a first sign for the reader that 
the writer thinks of them as primitive and perhaps ridiculous in the ‘new world’ of 1870s America.  !

!
The use of the words ‘moulded’ and ‘duty’ signify the stranglehold that New York’s conventions have on 
Archer’s life: he is imprisoned by these customs having been shaped by them in the first place. The 
narrator’s use of absolute words such as ‘unalterable’, ‘unquestioned’ and ‘never’ are, in all likelihood, 
ironic in effect and serve to challenge the apparent sanctity of these practices. !

!
In Chapter 4, the narrator once again alludes to the routine and rigid nature of these customs. The word 
‘ritual’, usually associated with religious ceremonies, further emphasises the complete ‘conformity’ of 
the Old New York ‘tribe’. The rules that bind this enclosed, parochial world create, in Archer’s changing 
outlook, an ‘airless’ atmosphere of death (42). In the above portrayal of these ‘inflexible’ conventions, 
the reader detects the narrator’s—and writer’s—critical tone towards social form. !

!
Newland Archer, in his ‘quest for maturity’ (xxiv), will go on to ‘rebel’ against these petty, trivial 
conventions. Like the dissatisfied title character in Faust, Archer will attempt to break away from his 
dull, narrow life in the tribe and seek ‘worldly pleasures’ in his companionship with Ellen Olenska. His 
yearning for an artistic, intellectual and essentially ‘European’ life will be momentarily fulfilled as he 

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, 4)

She sang, of  course, “M'ama!” and not “he loves me,” since an unalterable and unquestioned law of  the musical 
world required that the German text of  French operas sung by Swedish artists should be translated into Italian for the 
clearer understanding of  English-speaking audiences. This seemed as natural to Newland Archer as all the other 
conventions on which his life was moulded: such as the duty of  using two silver-backed brushes with his monogram 
in blue enamel to part his hair, and of  never appearing in society without a flower (preferably a gardenia) in his 
buttonhole. (Ch 1, 4)

In the course of  the next day the first of  the usual betrothal visits were exchanged. The New York ritual was precise 
and inflexible in such matters; and in conformity with it Newland Archer first went with his mother and sister to call 
on Mrs. Welland, after which he and Mrs. Welland and May drove out to old Mrs. Manson Mingott's to receive that 
venerable ancestress's blessing.  (Ch 4, 22)

Nothing! In vain I question in my ardent vigil Nature and the creator; not a voice slips to my ear a word of  
consolation! I languished, sad and solitary without being able to break the tie which attaches me still to the earth! I 
see nothing! I know nothing! Nothing! (From Gounod’s Faust)
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fashions himself a romantic hero on a journey to rescue Ellen, his imagined damsel in distress. Yet, as the 
years wear on and his discontent grows, he finds himself finally a ‘prisoner in the centre of an armed 
camp’ (277). He is repressed by his marriage to May Welland, his life ‘buried’ by the irksome mallet of 
social form. Thus enclasped by the ‘powerful’ New York ‘engine’ (61), our hero will learn to accept the 
walls of the ‘citadel’ (213) that lock him out from his heaven.  !
CONCLUSION 
The opening of the novel introduces the reader to the ‘theatre’ of Old New York: a sometimes 
dogmatic, narrow-minded ‘tribe’ keen to preserve its traditions and keep out outsiders. Its social world is 
founded on surveillance—the observation and spying on members of this tribe to ensure ‘taste’, ‘form’ 
and conformity. The first chapter underscores the above concerns in the novel. Through the ‘confined 
lives’ of Ellen Olenska and Newland Archer, we see the ‘culture clashes between American and Europe’ 
and Wharton’s own harsh criticism of Old New York’s obsession with ‘form’ and manners (Lee). 
Welcome to New York of the 1870s — an age of innocence, petty prohibitions and broken dreams. !

CURTAIN. !
FURTHER VIEWING / READING 
1. The Age of Innocence (1992). Dir. Martin Scorsese. Approach your tutor to borrow a copy of the film 
2. Nancy Bentley. ‘Realism, Relativism and the Discipline of Manners.’ On livreordie.wordpress.com/read 
3. Helen Killoran. ‘The Age of Innocence—A Buried Life.’ Available on livreordie.wordpress.com/read 
4. David Lodge. ‘Beginning.’ In The Art of Fiction. Available in the CJC Library !!!

Her survey of  the age uses, and describes, surveillance. Like The House of  Mirth, this novel is all about being 
watched. It describes a society of  spies and observers, and attempts at secrecy and concealment. It is a drama with 
spectators (in a society dedicated to inaction and leisure) which starts in an opera-house with an audience watching 
itself  more than it is watching the stage, and ends with the figure of  a solitary watcher, unable to act. Men who pride 
themselves on their taste, and their judgement of  ‘form’, stare at women through their opera-glasses, looking for 
departures from ‘conformity’. In the very small theatre of  activities that is 1870s New York, privacy is a figment. Ellen 
Olenska sums this up, as Wharton herself  had done long before, as a matter of  house-design: ‘One can’t be alone for 
a minute… Is there nowhere in an American house where one may be by one’s self ? You’re so shy, and yet you’re so 
public.’ In their horrible last public scene together, when Newland understands that they have been silently 
observed—and misread—at all points, he feels ‘like a prisoner in the centre of  an armed camp’ (566). !

Hermione Lee, ‘The Age of  Innocence’, Edith Wharton
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APPENDIX !
THE THEATRE OF OLD NEW YORK 
The physical setting of the Academy of Music can be immediately understood as a symbol of the Old 
New York ‘tribe’. It is ‘closed in’, inward-looking, tribalistic. It is built on the principle of constant 
surveillance and self-scrutiny. They watch and police each other’s behaviour, whilst pretending that all is 
well and pleasant on the surface. !

!
THE THEATRE AS A METAPHOR FOR ARCHER’S LIFE 
The theatre motif seems to pervade Newland Archer’s development as a character. His life can be seen 
in the light of a tragic opera. He possibly imagines himself in the role of Doctor Faustus, ‘selling his soul’ 
to the devil of temptation (for Ellen Olenska). Before that, he plays to his prescribed, scripted role, 
following the form and conventions of his society. Archer’s over-active, child-like imagination extends 
to the way he perceives reality. Even though the narrator resolutely declares that Ellen and he are not 
‘two lovers…’, his experience is filtered through the lens of theatre: he is his own romantic hero, and 
Ellen his romantic heroine, the tragic victim of Marguerite in Faustus he will rescue. We might see this 
as his interior means of ‘escape’, where he acknowledges that the exterior ‘walls’ are sealed shut. !
ARCHER’S ROMANTIC VISIONS 

!

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

“How like a first night at the Opera!” he thought, recognising all the same faces in the same boxes (no, pews), 
and wondering if, when the Last Trump sounded, Mrs. Selfridge Merry would be there with the same towering 
ostrich feathers in her bonnet, and Mrs. Beaufort with the same diamond earrings and the same smile—and whether 
suitable proscenium seats were already prepared for them in another world. (Ch 19, 148) !
He guessed himself  to have been, for months, the centre of  countless silently observing eyes and patiently 
listening ears; he understood that, by means as yet unknown to him, the separation between himself  and the 
partner of  his guilt had been achieved, and that now the whole tribe had rallied about his wife on the tacit 
assumption that nobody knew anything (Ch 33, 276)

The play was “The Shaughraun,” with Dion Boucicault in the title role and Harry Montague and Ada Dyas as the 
lovers. 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... 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. (Ch 13, 93-4) !
The lady in the summer-house seemed to be held by the same sight. Beyond the grey bastions of  Fort Adams a long-
drawn sunset was splintering up into a thousand fires... Archer, as he watched, remembered the scene in the 
Shaughraun, and Montague lifting Ada Dyas's ribbon to his lips without her knowing that he was in the room. (Ch 
21, 177)
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!
ELLEN OLENSKA AS TRAGIC HEROINE 

!!
EXCERPT FROM THE ART OF FICTION 
The opening of The Age of Innocence undeniably sets the stage (bad pun alert) for how the reader comes 
to understand Old New York and its cold, oppressive, rigid way of life. Here are some other ways novels 
can begin, as David Lodge duly explains: !

 

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… 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. (Ch 12, 88) !
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. (Ch 12, 88) !
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. (Ch 13, 94) !
She flung her velvet opera cloak over the maid's shoulders and turned back into the drawing-room, shutting the 
door sharply. Her bosom was rising high under its lace, and 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: “And you two—have you 
made friends!” […] It was not usual, in New York society, for a lady to address her parlour-maid as “my dear one,” 
and send her out on an errand wrapped in her own opera-cloak; and Archer, through all his deeper feelings, tasted 
the pleasurable excitement of  being in a world where action followed on emotion with such Olympian speed. (Ch 18, 
133-134) !
She sank down on the sofa again, crouching among the festive ripples of  her dress like a stricken masquerader; 
and the young man stood by the fireplace and continued to gaze at her without moving. (Ch 18, 138)

When does a novel begin? The question is almost as difficult to answer as the question, when does the human 
embryo become a person? Certainly the creation of  a novel rarely begins with the penning or typing of  its first 
words… Every writer has his or her own way of  working. For the reader, however, the novel always begins with that 
opening sentence (which may not, of  course, be the first sentence the novelist originally wrote). And then the next 
sentence, and then the sentence after that … However one defines it, the beginning of  a novel should, as the phrase 
goes, ‘draw us in’. 

A novel may begin with a set-piece description of  a landscape or townscape that is to be the primary 
setting of  the story, the mise-en-scène as film criticism terms it: for example, the sombre description of  Egdon Heath 
at the beginning of  Thomas Hardy's The Return of  the Native, or E.M. Forster's account of  Chandrapore, in elegant, 
urbane guide-book prose, at the outset of  A Passage to India. A novel may begin in the middle of  a conversation, 
like Evelyn Waugh’s A Handful of  Dust, or Ivy Compton-Burnett's idiosyncratic works. It may begin with an arresting 
self-introduction by the narrator, "Call me Ishmael" (Herman Melville's Moby Dick), or with a rude gesture at the 
literary tradition of  autobiography: "...the first thing you'll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my 
lousy childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all before they had me, and all that David 
Copperfield kind of  crap, but I don't feel like going into it" (J. D. Salinger's The Catcher in the Rye). A novelist may begin 
with a philosophical reflection - "The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there" (L. P. Hartley, The 
Go-Between), or pitch a character into extreme jeopardy with the very first sentence: "Hale knew they meant to murder 
him before he had been in Brighton three hours" (Graham Greene, Brighton Rock). Many novels begin with a "frame-
story" which explains how the main story was discovered, or describes it being told to a fictional audience.
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