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The Age of Innocence
Preliminary Examination passage-based question review





the 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.’



first impressions (i was enchanted to meet you)

introductions


should not be taken as simply a formality. 

delineates boundaries and guides the focus of your response. 

should be organised strategically. 

should convey both narrative & thematic purpose elucidating the 
larger significance of the passage. 



sample introduction (part 1)

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. 



sample introduction (part 2)

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’.



― Raheel Farooq 
“Wisdom is intelligence in context.”  



your entire view/analysis of the passage and 
its content must be anchored in its context

always be guided by the QUESTION TRIGGER to gain your focus



sample body 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.



sample body paragraph 1(how)

-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). 

-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.



sample body paragraph 1(how)

-The employment 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)



sample body paragraph 1(why)
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. 



COME CLOSER 



CLOSE ANALYSIS
-close analysis is not mere paraphrasing or unpacking of 
dictionary meanings 
the links between the evidence and its embedded methods and its 
specific 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



sample body paragraph 2 (what)

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. 



sample body paragraph 2 (how)

-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 their almost primitive instinct in colluding to purge 
themselves of any potential deviant that may threaten the purity 
of their social ‘race’ and species. 



sample body paragraph 2 (how)

-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 pretence 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’  



sample body paragraph 2 (how)

-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. 



sample body paragraph 2 (how)

-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.



sample body paragraph 2 (how)

-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 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. 



sample body paragraph 2 (why)

-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.



progression and breaking down of parts  
of same overarching idea



track movement and progression of ideas

according to the progression in the passage we should depict the shift from  

a) Archer’s awareness of his social environment  

in its collective behaviour 

towards 

b) Archer’s awareness/understanding of May



sample body paragraph 3 (what)

-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) 



sample body paragraph 3 (how)
-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.  



sample body paragraph 3 (why)
-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. 



significance of the ending



sample body paragraph 4 (what)

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’.  



sample body paragraph 4 (how)

-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. 



sample body paragraph 4 (how)

‘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’  

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



sample body paragraph 4 (why)

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.



to conclude. . .


