
OBJECTIVES 
In the first half of the lecture, we will review the essay question with the aim of: (i) concentrating on a 
‘most relevant’ method; (ii) crystallising concerns relevant to Ellen’s ‘realism’ and; (iii) constructing an 
argument that considers context or plot progression (character development). 

THE ESSAY QUESTION 
‘Ellen, for all her extravagances and eccentricities, is a realist.’ How far would you agree with this 
comment? 

METHODS 
1. Characterisation: Ellen’s appearance early in the text is markedly ‘eccentric’ and ‘extravagant’. 
2. Direct discourse: other characters’ voices similarly impose this impressions upon the reader. 
3. Visions and literary allusions: she is filtered in Archer’s thoughts as otherworldly and dramatic. 
4. Direct discourse: the tone of Ellen’s dialogue moves from childishly naive to reasoned, mature. 

CONCERNS 
1. Otherness and alienation: Ellen is primarily seen as an ‘outsider’ who yearns to belong to the tribe. 
2. Social code and conventions: Ellen finally conforms, urging Archer to fulfil his role and reality. 
3. The novel as bildungsroman: Ellen undergoes a realisation of her place and duty in society. 

THESIS 
The figure of Ellen Olenska provides the reader an early glimpse of the path to maturity that Newland 
Archer eventually takes at the end of the novel. While entering the world of Old New York as a clear 
outsider to its codes and conventions, she learns to appreciate their ‘exquisite’ and ‘delicate’ emphasis on 
family honour and duty. She is indeed a ‘realist’ who relays the novel’s call to relinquish extravagant 
ideals and therein, embrace the ‘deeper pleasures’ of life’s obligations. 
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QUESTION ANALYSIS

‘Eccentricities’ is the more familiar term that refers to Ellen’s otherness, foreignness and essentially individualism. In this 
context, the idea that Ellen is a ‘realist’ might allude to her desire for acceptance and belonging within society.

‘Extravagances’ draws upon Archer’s point of view: Ellen is dramatic, romantic and transcendent. Here, ‘realism’ attains a 
down-to-earth, mature quality, rooted in her appreciation of social obligations and conventions. A clever H2 student 
might draw on Streetcar to see Ellen’s muted realism in contrast to Archer’s magical interpretation of her; likewise, her 
realism can be located as a willingness to give up the ‘pleasures’ of their relationship.

‘For all’ establishes contrast between the first two terms and ‘realist’. Most scripts tended to consider the three concepts 
separately; while these would pass and maybe excel, a strong response would show us the progression in the reader’s 
understanding of Ellen and the growth that Ellen seems to undergo in the novel.



PARA 2 - FOREIGN OBJECT 
(What) Entering the novel through Archer’s limited perspective, the reader’s eyes are trained on her 
eccentric, often extravagant appearance and action. One might even argue that the two concepts are 
inextricable from each other. 

- (How) Theatrical portrayal of her eccentric clothing: ‘Josephine look’, ’dark blue velvet gown rather 
theatrically caught up under her bosom’ (Ch 1, 7), ‘her own pale-gloved hands clasped on her huge 
fan of eagle feathers’ (Ch 2, 14), ‘plumed fan’, ‘Viennese fan of eagle feathers’ (Ch 8, 53). 

- (How) Continued romanticisation of her appearance, via theatre motif: ‘She struck Archer, of a sudden, 
as a pathetic and even pitiful figure.’, ’She sank down on the sofa again, crouching among the festive 
ripples of her dress like a stricken masquerader’, ‘He had her in his arms, her face like a wet flower at 
his lips, and all their vain terrors shrivelling up like ghosts at sunrise’ (Ch 18, 139). 

- (How) Elevated ‘effect’ on Archer: ‘It was the lightest touch, but it thrilled him like a caress’ (Ch 8, 53) 
- (How) Medora Manson’s associations with Ellen: ‘Jewels—historic pearls: the Sobieski emeralds—

sables… Art and beauty… Pictures, priceless furniture, music, brilliant conversation’ (Ch 17, 132). 
- (Why) The enigmatic figure of Ellen Olenska, thus exoticised and excluded, comes to symbolise a foil 

to Old New York’s colourless, frigid reality: she is in the protagonist’s eyes an answer to his call for 
adventure and in the view of society, a deviant figure whose beliefs and values do not fit its ‘reality’. 

SAMPLE PARAGRAPH 1 
At the beginning, she was already being assessed for her extravagance in her appearance which contrasted the way the 
other women in Old New York dressed. Her ‘Josephine look’ and ‘dark blue velvet gown’ were deemed unusual and caused 
a stir in the opera through her violation of Old New York’s social form. This violation of social form is reinforced by 
Lefferts’ exclamation ‘Well - upon my soul!’ showing how her extravagance and eccentricities was unaccepted in Old New 
York society. Despite her unusual and somewhat ‘sinful’ way of dressing, her realism is displayed through her frank and detailed 
recount of her past with Archer, with her ‘flippant’ words like ‘horrid boy’, ‘kissed me once behind a door’ and 
‘knickerbockers and pantalettes’, showing how she wastes no effort in having to sugar coat what she says to suit the given 
social situation. This vividly presents to readers her raw and honest thoughts regarding the past and Old New York, thus 
reinforcing the fact that she is realistic despite her extravagant and eccentric appearance. 
Comments: the interpretation of Ellen’s ‘realism’ is somewhat inaccurate; this paragraph also tries to deal with all the ideas 
(extravagant, eccentric, realist) at once to its own detriment. Focus on her ‘extravagant appearance’ first. 

SAMPLE PARAGRAPH 2 
Ellen is criticised by Old New York for revealing ‘a little more shoulder and bosom than New York was accustomed to 
seeing, where she is dressed in a ‘perverse and provocative’ fashion… Furthermore, ‘it was generally agreed that’… 
Comments: while appropriate evidence of Ellen’s eccentricity is given, methods should be labelled. It is recommended 
that you fully analyse a pattern of quotations for Ellen’s appearance before moving onto words of deviance, defiance.

ANALYSING METHODS EFFECTIVELY 
Almost all scripts substantiated the idea that Ellen is seen as ‘eccentric’ with ample evidence. We frowned a little when a 
script moved from Ellen’s appearance to the narrator’s description to Ellen’s dialogue to criticism by other voices. The 
variety of methods was a positive, but it may be more efficient to focus on 1-2 methods with a pattern of quotations for 
each method (i.e.. give us 3-4 quotations on Ellen’s appearance, 3-4 quotations of critical ‘labels’ on Ellen).
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PARA 3 - ELECTRIC DREAMS 
(What) The novel’s romantic plot serves to further shine this ‘idealistic’, ‘extravagant’ image of Ellen 
Olenska. Archer’s sinking into his romantic visions coincides with the portrayal of Ellen as an ‘incredible 
dream’, a woman who can only exist in imagination, not reality. 

- (How) Setting of Ellen’s ‘Bohemian quarter’: magicality in ‘trick’, ‘turn of the hand’, ‘skilful use of a few 
properties’, ‘transformed’; representative of an exotic ‘other’ in its ‘scent of some far-off bazaar, a 
smell made up of Turkish coffee and ambergris and dried roses’ or ‘pictures ‘of the Italian school’’, 
‘suggestive of old romantic scenes and sentiments’ (Ch 9, 58). 

- (How) Literary allusions, printed in effusive superlatives: ‘enchanted pages’, ‘so warm, so rich, and yet so 
ineffably tender’, ‘most elementary of human passions’ (Ch 15, 114). 

- (How) Theatricality / over-dramatisation of Ellen: ‘a projection of her mysterious and outlandish 
background or of something inherently dramatic, passionate and unusual in herself’, ‘the kind of 
person to whom things were bound to happen’, ‘an atmosphere so thick with drama’ (Ch 13, 94). 

- (How) Lexis of emotion and imagination at the sight or thought of Ellen: ‘the blood in his veins’ (Ch 21, 
179), ‘The blood rose to his temples’, ‘His spirits… rose with an irrational leap’ (Ch 15, 108-109), ‘the 
memory of their kiss had burned and burned on his lips… run through him like fire… drifting forth into 
this unknown world’ (Ch 22, 183), ‘this passion that was closer than his bones was not to be 
superficially satisfied’ (Ch 24, 200). 

- (Why) Ellen might seem then nothing more than an ‘extravagant’ fantasy for Archer, an object to be 
lusted after rather than a true subject. In this light, Ellen Olenska is the siren who leads the hero 
away from reality and towards his ruin. 

PARA 4 - REBEL HEART 
(What) Despite the focus on her foreign upbringing and displacement, Ellen’s entrance into the world of 
Old New York is premised on a pragmatic, genuine search for belonging. She naively conceives of New 
York as a ‘heaven’ of a ‘home’ at first, but later sees that this ‘ideal’ is detached from her social reality.  

- (How) The narrator highlights her exclusion: ‘Everybody knew that… no longer in the good graces of 
her family. Even her devoted champion, old Mrs. Manson Mingott, had been unable to defend 
her...’ (Ch 26, 214). 

- (How) Direct discourse from Lefferts, Jackson, Mrs. Archer, Mrs. Welland and Sophy Jackson’s 
criticism: ‘completely Europeanised’, ‘foreigners’, ‘poor Ellen’, ‘always a wayward child’ (Ch 16, 118), 
‘poor Ellen’, ‘Bohemian’, ‘foreigners’, ‘great favourite with the gentlemen’ (Ch 26, 214). 

- (How) Ellen’s dialogue shows a fervent, idealistic wish for acceptance that never comes to fruition: New 
York is a ‘dear old place is heaven’ (Ch 2, 15) ‘That's why I came home’, ’to become a complete 

FROM BROAD METHOD TO CLOSE ANALYSIS 
Be careful not to ‘jump into’ detailed close analysis too soon. Your marker needs a bit of context, so quote the entire 
sentence or a specific phrase (if the sentence is too long). As a general guide, you should (i) label the method and effect; 
(ii) provide a pattern of bite-sized quotations or just one to two long quotations; (iii) closely analyse one quotation or a few 
of the key words (e.g. wayward, Bohemian) to explain the effect(s).
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American again…’ (Ch 8, 53), ‘Yes: I want… to become just like everybody else here.’ (Ch 12, 88), 
‘New York simply meant peace and freedom to me: it was coming home. And I was so happy at being 
among my own people’ (Ch 18, 140). 

- (How) Ellen’s dialogue at the end of Book One reveals a newfound self-awareness: ‘every one I met 
seemed kind and good, and glad to see me.’, “Just imagine,’ she said, ‘how stupid and unobservant I 
was! I knew nothing of all this” (Ch 18, 140). 

- (Why) While persistently cast as ‘eccentric’ in her new circumstances, Ellen’s desire to fit in is fact 
easily relatable. This down-to-earth ‘realism’ wins the reader’s sympathy, especially when she makes a 
belated realisation of Old New York’s fiendish, unforgiving treatment of her behind closed doors. 

PARA 5 - TAME FIRE 
(What) This growth in awareness of her surroundings parallels her journey towards maturity. While the 
tone of her speech is initially idealistic and naive, the Ellen Olenska of the later chapters emerges as a 
voice of reason and restraint, showing acceptance of her obligations and duties. 

- (How) Direct discourse appears naive and child-like in its insistence (‘want’): ‘I want to forget everything 
else’ (Ch 8, 53), ’Yes: I want to cast off all my old life… I want to get away from it all,’ she insisted. ‘I 
want to be free; I want to wipe out all the past’ (Ch 12, 88). 

- (How) Direct discourse that shows restraint and steadfast refusal (‘must’): ‘I must go where I am invited, 
or I should be too lonely.’, ’All I feared was to bring notoriety, scandal, on the family—on you and 
May’, ‘No, no—it mustn’t, it can’t. You’re engaged to May Welland; and I’m married’  (Ch 18, 138). 

- (How) Direct discourse that shows appreciation of these customs: ‘under the dullness there are things so 
fine and sensitive and delicate that even those I most cared for in my other life look cheap in 
comparison.’, ‘but it seems as if I’d never before understood with how much that is hard and shabby 
and base the most exquisite pleasures may be paid’ (Ch 24, 198). 

- (Why) Ellen arguably presents the reader a glimpse of Archer’s path to maturity: she will learn to 
relinquish her ‘wants’, accept what she ‘must’ and ‘mustn’t’ do and appreciate the ‘pleasures’ of life. 

COHESION AND CLARITY ARE IMPERATIVE  
Just a guess on our part: students who write fluently, coherently and communicate their ideas clearly tend to be the ones 
who do well at the ‘A’ Levels. A few ‘brilliant’ students who may write in a convoluted, confused manner stumbled. So… 
make sure your WHY (purpose / concern) develops WHAT (idea / TS). Don’t go from x to y! Stick to your intended point.

SAMPLE PARAGRAPH 3 
However, Ellen is definitely much more realistic as compared to the childishness of Archer’s romantic visions as seen in 
the direct discourse between them that portrays Ellen to be much more realistic and mature about their social 
possibilities. This is often seen during the interaction between Archer and Ellen that highlights his maturity as seen in ‘I 
don’t understand you!’. On the other hand, Ellen’s emotionally outraged and imperative ‘No-no-no’ shows that she is 
strongly rooted in her realism and awareness of what is clearly Archer’s childish and impossible desires. 
Comments: satisfactory idea but not sufficiently clear how Ellen is more realistic or mature. Better choice of evidence 
needed, as effects (‘outrage’) not aligned to ‘realism’. We might select evidence (Ellen’s dialogue) that suggests her stoical 
rejection of Archer’s infantile desires. 
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PARA 6 - FOR REHABILITATION 
(What) If the novel’s message is for one to ‘abandon unrealisable fantasies’ and embrace the satisfaction 
of the real, Ellen approximates the author’s voice in her dialogue with Archer. We might from this infer 
Ellen as being integral to the main bildungsroman narrative in the novel — Ellen’s lesson on ‘realism’ 
comes to fruition in the novel’s final scene, where Archer clings to what is ‘more real to (him)’ than the 
fading yet persistent personal vision. 

- (How) Exhortative in tone, then dismissive of Archer’s visions - via rhetorical questions and negation: ‘And 
you’ll sit beside me, and we’ll look, not at visions, but at realities.’, ‘Oh, my dear—where is that 
country? Have you ever been there?’ (Ch 29, 238-9). 

- (How) Condescension towards Archer’s infantile wishes, presented in her actions and speech: ‘burst into a 
sudden hard laugh’, ‘drew a deep sigh that ended in another laugh’, ‘My dear’ (Ch 29, 238). 

- (How) Her experience and wisdom are expressed in a confident tone:  ‘I know so many who’ve tried to 
find it; and, believe me, they all got out by mistake…’ (Ch 29, 238). 

- (How) Emphasis on familial duty and pleading tone points to Ellen’s ‘realism’: ‘there’s no us in that 
sense… Otherwise we’re only Newland Archer, the husband of Ellen Olenska's cousin, and Ellen 
Olenska, the cousin of Newland Archer's wife’ (Ch 29, 239), ‘Safer from doing irreparable harm. 
Don’t let us be like all the others!’ she protested’ (Ch 31, 257). 

- (How) Ellen’s earlier dialogue already predicts her sacrifice: ‘I've made no secret of having done it for 
you!’ (Ch 18, 138), ‘if it’s not worth while to have given up, to have missed things, so that others may 
be saved from disillusionment and misery’ (Ch 24, 199). 

- (Why) Ellen almost becomes an authorial figure: like in the novel’s closing scene, she shines the 
metaphorical light on Archer by reminding him of his place in society and the need to protect the 
family. Cemented by her departure in Ch 33, Ellen’s willingness to sacrifice herself for others is 
perhaps the definition of what it means to be ‘real’ in the novel. This brand of realism is arguably 
worthy of the reader’s respect, more so than her eccentricity or her extravagance. 

CONCLUSION - BACK TO BLACK 
(What) For the reader, the character of Ellen Olenska is a study of contrasts and contradictions. 
(Summary) Mercilessly shunned by society from the onset, Ellen is initially typecast as the eccentric 
‘European’ teetering on expulsion. Out of New York’s prying eyes for most of Book Two, she mostly 
abides by its rules on divorce and family honour. In Archer’s eyes, she is a painting resplendent with 
colour, a poem effulgent with emotion or a drama of  explosive, ‘moving possibilities’. By the end of the 
narrative, the reader sees her as a patient, graceful novel. (Personal response) This ‘realistic novel’ offers 
both Archer and the reader the concept of steady growth — the courage to reverse our course, to let go 
of what we hunger for, to ‘sacrifice’ ourselves as a guiding light. In spite of the above contrasts, she 
transforms herself to become the novel’s source of resolution and enlightenment, without which there 
would be no growth for Archer or the return to order. END  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EVIDENCE 
Oh, centuries and centuries; [I’ve been away for] so long,’ she said, ‘that I’m sure I’m dead and buried and this dear 
old place is heaven’ (Ch 2, 15) 

‘Being here is like—like—being taken on a holiday when one has been a good little girl and done all one's 
lessons.’ (Ch 9, 60) 

‘Just imagine,’ she said, ‘how stupid and unobservant I was! I knew nothing of  all this till Granny blurted it out one day. 
New York simply meant peace and freedom to me: it was coming home. And I was so happy at being among my own 
people that every one I met seemed kind and good, and glad to see me.’ (Ch 18, 140)

‘That's why I came home. I want to forget everything else, to become a complete American again…’ (Ch 8, 53) 

‘Yes: I want to cast off  all my old life, to become just like everybody else here.’ ‘I want to get away from it all,’ she 
insisted. ‘I want to be free; I want to wipe out all the past.’ (Ch 12, 88) 

She smiled and added: ‘I must go where I am invited, or I should be too lonely.’ (Ch 18, 137)

‘And you’ll sit beside me, and we’ll look, not at visions, but at realities.’ […] She drew a deep sigh that ended in 
another laugh. ‘Oh, my dear—where is that country? Have you ever been there?’ she asked; and as he remained sullenly 
dumb she went on: ‘I know so many who've tried to find it; and, believe me, they all got out by mistake…’ (Ch 29, 238) 

‘But there's no us in that sense! We’re near each other only if  we stay far from each other. Then we can be ourselves. 
Otherwise we’re only Newland Archer, the husband of  Ellen Olenska’s cousin, and Ellen Olenska, the cousin of  
Newland Archer’s wife, trying to be happy behind the backs of  the people who trust them.’ (Ch 29, 239)

It seemed to be in Madame Olenska’s mysterious faculty of  suggesting tragic and moving possibilities outside the daily 
run of  experience… 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)  

What struck him was the way in which… by a turn of  the hand… transformed into something intimate, ‘foreign’, 
subtly suggestive of old romantic scenes and sentiments. He tried to analyse the trick… (Ch 9, 58) All through the night he 
pursued through those enchanted pages the vision of  a woman who had the face of  Ellen Olenska. (Ch 15, 114)

She lowered her voice. ‘Is it a bad business—for May?’ ‘For that's the thing we’ve always got to think of—haven’t we
—by your own showing?’ she insisted … ‘Or if  not,’ she continued, pursuing her own thought with a painful 
application, ‘if  it’s not worth while to have given up, to have missed things, so that others may be saved from 
disillusionment and misery.’ (Ch 24, 199).  

Instead of  answering she murmured: ‘I promised Granny to stay with her because it seemed to me that here I should 
be safer… Safer from doing irreparable harm. Don’t let us be like all the others!’ she protested (Ch 31, 257).
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THE PASSAGE-BASED QUESTION 
Write a critical commentary on the following passage, relating it to the portrayal of Archer’s awareness 
of his social environment here and elsewhere in the novel. 

START: The talk swept past Archer like some senseless river running and running because it did not 
know enough to stop 
END: ‘I say, old chap: do you mind just letting it be understood that I'm dining with you at the club 
tomorrow night? Thanks so much, you old brick! Good-night.’ 

SAMPLE INTRODUCTION 
The passage takes place in the second half of Chapter 33 where Newland Archer witnesses Old New 
York’s conniving expulsion of Ellen Olenska at the Van der Luyden’s under the guise of a convivial 
farewell party hosted by May Welland, and depicts Archer’s last chance at a poignant parting from Ellen 
and all that she represents to him. (literal description of actual events of passage, stating placement within 
narrative structure with a hint of analysis of significance through the adjectives employed) Archer’s growing 
awareness of his social environment is presented through his heightened perspective as he realises and 
understands the ruthlessness of Old New York and its hypocrisy. Significantly, this chapter also presents 
Archer’s growing awareness of May’s triumph although his understanding is never fully crystallised and 
sustained. It is precisely this grasp of Archer’s social environment and his powerlessness to resist his 
place in society that effectively outlines the height of the protagonist’s awareness in the bildungsroman 
arc. True to the narrator’s promise, Archer learns how he is indeed an ‘ineffectual’ Archer at best, always 
a prisoner to social conventions, always subservient to the ‘collective interest’. (provides evaluation in 
assessing the significance of the passage through the main ideas, asserting a concern-based thesis) 

The Age of Innocence 
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FIRST IMPRESSIONS DICTATE HOW THE SUBSEQUENT ENCOUNTER WILL GO 
INTRODUCTIONS are not simply important to delineate boundaries or give an overview for your overall thesis/ essay 
but really, the more cogent and accurate your intro is, the greater depth you will demonstrate in your essay, ensuring tight 
links back to the main, most significant parts of the passage to focus on. The introduction alone should be organized 
strategically, BEGINNING with an apt depiction/ overview of the passage (the action of what occurs within the passage, 
alluding to narrative purpose) before moving on to clarify broad effects/methods and ending with a more summative 
statement elucidating the LARGER significance of the passage in relation to thematic purpose. 
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SAMPLE PARAGRAPH 1 
WHAT: The passage outlines Archer’s awareness newly taking shape as he gradually acquires a keen 
understanding of the ‘silent organisation’ that governs his fate.  

- HOW: The use of mental verbs in ‘He saw… he listened’ reflects Archer’s observation of ONY and an 
understanding of their keenly exacted behaviour. The suggestion by the narrator that he is ‘dimly 
aware’ of the ‘general attitude’ alludes more to an increased realisation than the blindness thus far 
associated with the protagonist (re: Ch 29-32). (alludes to context whereby the realisation now 
supersedes and trumps his nebulous thoughts/suspicions about the negative qualities of his society from 
earlier on) 

- The enumerative, detailed description of the ‘faces around him’ (spanning the authority figures and 
the nameless ‘younger men’) evokes the appearance of celebration and hospitality (‘interest, 
amusement and even mirth’, ‘laughter’, ‘praise’) that [contrasts with Archer’s own feelings illustrated 
by the growing sense of detachment from what seemed to him a façade of merriment against the 
reality of his plight (alludes to context; how this is the endgame for him and Ellen; the inescapability that 
will be elaborated on later) 

- The employment use of the prison motif in ‘as if the guard of the prisoner he felt himself to be were 
trying to soften his captivity; and ‘the perception increased his passionate determination to be free’ 
reflects Archer’s perception of Old New York as a suffocating captor, [whose newfound discernment of 
the very nature of his society unnerves him even more than his previous mode of disenchantment] 
(alludes to context) enhanced by the delicacy with which society is in fact trapping him and keeping 
him bound to societal expectations. (links to purpose) 

- WHY: Archer’s growing understanding of Old New York and his almost appalled disillusionment with 
it, is a far cry from the blindly supportive young man we saw in the earlier parts of the novel, 
concretising the growth and maturity of Archer even as he is placed at the brink of the imposed end 
of the fantastical visions of an alternate reality. (considers significance of the strain of awareness he is 
depicted to have against broader concerns; bildungsroman, and still anchored in context of the passage) 

THINGS TAKEN OUT OF CONTEXT HAVE A TENDENCY TO FALL FLAT 
Without anchoring your entire view/analysis of the passage and its content upon the SPECIFIC point (CONTEXT) at 
which it occurs within the novel, every attempt at close analysis may end up generic or vague simply because it is not 
perceptibly coloured by the currency of the events of the particular passage at hand. In other words, by simply stating that 
this passage shows that Archer is aware but not alluding what exactly he is becoming aware of or what point on the 
trajectory of awareness he is gaining we are at, we may end up missing the precise significance of the given passage and the 
nuances captured in its events.   (Remember also to always be guided by the QUESTION TRIGGER; here we FOCUS on 
ARCHER’S AWARENESS (REALISATION AND UNDERSTANDING) OF HIS SOCIAL WORLD (ONY’S POWER 
and his position within society) and not just depict Old New York itself.
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SAMPLE PARAGRAPH 2 
WHAT: We are also made privy to Archer’s recognition of the collective ruthlessness and hypocrisy of Old 
New York in the very manner with which they so deftly enact their sovereignty and dispose with 
unpleasantries even upon a member of their very tribe. 

- HOW: The use of the tribe motif and diction ‘it became clear to Archer that here also a conspiracy 
of rehabilitation and obliteration was going on’ alludes to the united and collective ruthlessness of 
society in purging themselves of any potential deviant that may threaten the purity of their social 
‘race’ and species.  (close analysis of evidence broken down to parts according to the ideas that are being 
conveyed. ) 

- Moreover, Archer’s understanding and disdain towards society’s hypocrisy is evident in the absolute 
and hyperbolic descriptions of society’s duplicitous behaviour in the passage that mock the pretense 
of propriety and benevolence of Old New York  
- ‘The silent organisation which held his little world together was determined to put itself on record as 
never for a moment having questioned the propriety of Madame Olenska’s conduct, or the 
completeness of Archer’s domestic felicity.’  
-‘All these amiable and inexorable persons were resolutely engaged in pretending to each other that 
they had never heard of, suspected, or even conceived possible’  

- The absolutes and hyperbole contained in ‘never for a moment’, ‘resolutely engaged’ and ‘they had 
never heard of, suspected, or even conceived possible’ emphasise the dexterity and utter devotion with 
which his society is intent on hiding behind a false veil of innocence of their true knowledge of 
participation in any tainted act that may undermine their chasteness.  

- Archer’s perspective when he observes that ‘from this tissue of elaborate mutual dissimulation 
Archer once more disengaged the fact that New York believed him to be Madame Olenska’s 
lover’ (evidence) alludes to Archer’s understanding and mockery (effect) of the unspoken, hypocritical 
social codes that arbitrarily dictate society’s treatment of individuals. (purpose/concern- which is 
anchored in the specific nuance not just on the rigidity of ONY society but the arbitrary nature of how it 
distributes its harsh treatment) 

- Moreover, the significance of Archer’s newfound realisation of these emergent truths about the 
nature of his society is poignant because of the subsequent impact it will have upon him (effect) as 
precipitated by ‘silent organisation which held his little world together’ (evidence) since it is this very 
social system that he bases his reality upon, almost as a foundational part of his being, (elaboration 

COME CLOSER 
CLOSE ANALYSIS is especially crucial in a PBQ response. Close analysis is not mere paraphrasing /spelling out what the 
lines mean or simply describing what it means in the style of a blow-by-blow commentary of a soccer match. In other 
words, the links between the evidence and its embedded methods and its specific (not assumed or implied with no real 
signposting) effect needs to be explained and elaborated on amply. Weak close analysis occurs when there is relevant 
evidence + method identified but either  
a) an insipid effect evoked, or  
b) effect with no real link to the context, or  
c) effect that does not eventually link to purpose; this renders your ‘points’ vague and generic. 
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based on other details) hence hinting at how eventually he will still allow his passions to be governed 
his awareness of social mores and expectations. (the elaboration acts as a nice transition to 
significance of the effects in relation to broader concerns and subsequent narrative significance) 
glossary:  1. dissimulation; concealment of one's thoughts, feelings, or character; pretense. 
2. nuance; a subtle difference in or shade of meaning, expression, or sound.  

- WHY: The passage thus effectively recaps and then develops the reader’s understanding of Old New 
York from Ch 6 (‘in reality they all lived...’) and Ch 11 (‘a society wholly absorbed in barricading itself 
against the unpleasant’). Only here in the passage can we detect an alignment between the 
protagonist and the reader’s awareness of the tribalism of Old New York, marking a semblance of 
dramatic irony. (further elaboration of purpose alluding to context by showing how this present 
significance can also be tied to earlier hints and distinctions between the narrator’s perspective vs 
Protagonist’s perspective and the significance of a merging between the two now.  

SAMPLE PARAGRAPH 3 
WHAT: Along with Archer’s recognition and realisation about the manipulative forces of Old New York 
society, (transition between paragraphs) the passage also proffers Archer’s tentative but fleeting 
recognition of May Welland and her role in society (effect) signifying his symbolic ‘defeat’. (purpose) 

- HOW: Archer’s perspective in ‘He caught the glitter of victory in his wife’s eyes, and for the first 
time understood that she shared the belief.’, ‘he met May’s triumphant eyes, and read in them the 
conviction that everything had ‘gone off’ beautifully’ convey Archer’s fleeting comprehension of May’s 
character and role.  

- The motif of sight and victory where he reads May’s eyes as ‘triumphant’ and containing the 
‘conviction that everything had ‘gone off’ beautifully’ thus highlight his recognition of the triumph of 
May and by extension Old New York society.  

- WHY: The recurrence of the motif of sight now being presented in a new light signals a stark contrast 
from the perspective that Archer had of May in the past where he once only saw ‘transparent’, blank 
eyes, hence this passage ironically marks the ‘triumph’ in his greater understanding of his social world. 
Nonetheless, this also indicates how his awareness that both May and his society are in fact in the 
know and are deliberately enacting a form of rehabilitation on him, will further cement the certainty 
of his fate within the confines of his society, namely to keep his behaviour in check. (the purpose 
stated here also is expressed in a way to transition towards the next point) 

PROGRESSION AND BREAKING DOWN OF PARTS OF THE SAME OVERARCHING IDEA  
This next section will consider how we should track the progression of the ideas in the passage and be able to break down 
the parts such that while it may overlap we still need to highlight its specific significance. In the next paragraph we want to 
show the movement from a) Archer’s awareness of his social environment in its collective behavior towards b) Archer’s 
awareness/understanding of May (not simply as representative of Old New York). The key idea here is that he is no longer 
‘blind’ (or as blind) and that he can now detect the cunning in May’s eyes. (and what that now means for him conceptually 
not just in terms of the facts of his life)
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SAMPLE PARAGRAPH 4 
WHAT: Archer becomes acutely aware of his powerlessness to change or fight the forces of Old New 
York society, finally learning how he is indeed an ‘ineffectual’ Archer at best, one who will always remain 
a prisoner to social conventions and subservient to the ‘collective interest’.  

- HOW: Archer’s language of helplessness / powerlessness is distilled in a range of passive verbs: ‘he 
saw that Madame Olenska had risen and was saying good-bye’ 

- Through the presentation of Archer’s thoughts and emotions; ‘He understood that in a moment she 
would be gone, and tried to remember what he had said to her at dinner; but he could not recall a 
single word they had exchanged’, we can detect the contrast between Archer’s thoughts and his 
actions; ‘Through all his confusion of mind he had held fast to the resolve to say nothing that might 
startle or disturb her. Convinced that no power could now turn him from his purpose he had found 
strength to let events shape themselves as they would.’ almost as a promise of mature acquiescence in 
the active decision to ‘[hold] fast to the resolve’, and steel himself (‘had found strength’) in the need 
to stick within the confines of what his society expected of him.  
(Here we could bring in significant elsewhere, where this idea would be reinforced in the closing scene of the 
novel). 

- Motif of a senseless river and repetition of ‘running and running’ reveal Archer’s inability to resist the 
forces and conventions of society. Archer’s detached helplessness merely reinforce Archer being, while 
cognisant, overwhelmed by the expectations of society. 

- ‘The talk swept past Archer like some senseless river running and running because it did not know 
enough to stop’, ‘so the evening swept on, running and running like a senseless river that did not know 
how to stop’ 

- WHY: The passage’s conclusion where Lefferts reminds Archer of society’s conventions and Archer’s 
passivity in the face of society foreshadow the conclusion of Chapter 33 where Archer will willingly 
submit to his duty in society. Archer’s powerlessness here marks Archer’s growth to maturity as he 
gradually albeit reluctantly acknowledges his inability to resist the conventions and duties expected 
of him in Old New York. (link to broader concerns that considers the ending/whole of the novel/ in other 
words both thematic and narrative purpose of the given passage) 

YOUR TURN: WRITE A CONCLUSION 

END YOUR ESSAY TRACKING THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE ENDING PARTS OF THE PASSAGE 
With the last paragraph in your response you want to depict Archer’s understanding of his social position and his 
powerlessness to fight Old New York even if there was a last-ditch attempt to oppose it.
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