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About the book

Set against the sharp, unforgiving backdrop of a snow-blanketed New

England town, "Ethan Frome" unfolds as a haunting tale of love, longing,

and the ironclad grip of duty. Sparknotes delves into the intricacies of Edith

Wharton's classic novella, revealing the murky depths of human emotion

and the chilling consequences of unfulfilled desires. As Ethan Frome, a man

beaten down by life's relentless hardships, grapples with his affections for

the luminous Mattie Silver and the suffocating obligations to his ailing wife

Zeena, readers are drawn into a web of tension that balances precariously

between passion and responsibility. This penetrating examination of choice

versus obligation and the eternal question of "what-if" is as urgent now as

when it was written, urging readers to ponder the complexities within their

own life's narrative and consider the paths not taken. Dive into this vivid

examination of the human condition, where even the starkest winters cannot

quell the warmth of yearning hearts.
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About the author

SparkNotes, a widely recognized online resource, serves as an educational

platform offering study guides for literature, math, science, and other

subjects. Established in 1999, the site revolutionized academic assistance by

providing students with thorough yet succinct explanations of complex

subjects. SparkNotes aims to enhance comprehension through chapter

summaries, character analyses, and thematic explorations, making classic

and contemporary texts more accessible. A notable product of Barnes &

Noble, SparkNotes marries traditional educational support with digital

innovation, solidifying its standing as an indispensable tool for learners,

educators, and lifelong readers around the globe.
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Chapter 1 Summary: PLOT OVERVIEW

Plot Overview of "Ethan Frome"

"Ethan Frome," written by Edith Wharton in 1911, departs from her usual

urban settings to explore the rugged landscape of rural New England. The

novel's somber and poignant narrative centers on Ethan Frome, a man

encumbered by duty and tragic love, secluded within the isolated village of

Starkfield.

The story begins with an unnamed narrator who, due to an injury, spends the

winter in Starkfield, intrigued by Ethan Frome, a local enigma with a

mysterious past. The narrator's curiosity is piqued further by an accident the

townspeople refer to only as "the smash-up." A snowstorm eventually forces

the narrator to seek refuge in Ethan's home, where he learns the full,

sorrowful tale of Ethan's life, beginning two decades earlier.

Ethan's backstory unfolds with him secretly observing Mattie Silver, his

wife's cousin, at a church dance. Mattie's presence in the Frome household is

a necessity due to Zeena, Ethan's ailing wife, who is often bed-bound and

difficult. Despite the constraints of his bleak life, Ethan finds joy in Mattie's

company, and the tension of forbidden love simmers between them.
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One evening, seizing the opportunity of having the house to themselves

while Zeena is away seeking treatment, Ethan and Mattie enjoy a quiet

supper. However, the evening is marred when their shared moment of

domesticity leads to an accident: the breaking of Zeena's cherished pickle

dish, a symbol of their fractured marriage.

Aware of the growing bond between Ethan and Mattie, Zeena announces her

decision to replace Mattie with a more competent helper. This sparks Ethan's

desperate contemplation of escape with Mattie, but financial realities crush

this dream. He is momentarily lifted by thoughts of nostalgia as they take a

detour to enjoy a sledding adventure they once dreamed of. This nostalgic

sled ride turns tragic when Mattie suggests they end their suffering by

steering the sled into a tree. Ethan hesitates but ultimately is swayed by her

plea for a final embrace in death.

The attempt to escape life’s burdens ends in disaster. Despite surviving the

crash, Mattie is left paralyzed and Ethan permanently disabled.

The present-day narrator witnesses the somber aftermath: Ethan remains

trapped in his stark reality, living in isolation and poverty with both Zeena,

his wife, and Mattie, now disabled and bitter. The house is a cold, dreary

space that echoes the despair of its inhabitants, leaving the narrator and the

community to mourn the sorrowful lives intertwined within its walls.
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The novel ends with a reflection on fate and endurance, as the narrator and

local residents ponder the destiny of Ethan Frome—a man whose life has

been irrevocably marked by duty, love, and tragedy.
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Chapter 2 Summary: CHARACTER LIST

In Edith Wharton's "Ethan Frome," the character dynamics and complex

 interpersonal relationships drive the storyline, which is set against the bleak,

unforgiving backdrop of a New England winter. The novel centers around

Ethan Frome, a sensitive and introspective farmer who inherits both the land

and the burdens of generations before him. Ethan is deeply connected to the

natural world, finding solace in its beauty, yet he feels trapped by his

oppressive marriage to his sickly wife, Zenobia, commonly known as Zeena.

Zeena, portrayed as prematurely aged and irritable, manages to dominate

their household despite her frail health, thanks largely to her hypochondriac

nature that allows her to manipulate Ethan’s sense of duty and guilt.

Complicating this strained marital relationship is Mattie Silver, Zeena's

youthful and spirited cousin, who comes to live with the Fromes to help

manage domestic chores. Through Ethan’s eyes, Mattie becomes a symbol

of hope and rebellion, embodying a world of youth and vitality that stands in

stark contrast to the stagnation of his life with Zeena. Their mutual

infatuation grows against the grim isolation of Starkfield, a fictional

Massachusetts town characterized by its harsh winters and insular

community, effectively trapping its inhabitants in place, both physically and

emotionally.

The novel’s narrative is relayed by an unnamed engineer who visits
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Starkfield years after Ethan’s tale has become local lore. Through probing

conversations and his growing acquaintance with the locals—such as the

chatty former stage-driver Harmon Gow and Mrs. Ned Hale, the widow who

hesitantly opens up about the past—the narrator begins to piece together

Ethan's tragic story. Denis Eady, the wealthy Irish grocer’s son, adds layers

of jealousy and tension as Ethan initially perceives him as a rival for Mattie's

affection, though this proves to be a misunderstanding as Mattie’s feelings

for Ethan become clear.

Ethan's fragile plans to escape the suffocating constraints of his life with

Zeena and elope with Mattie hinge on financial support from Andrew Hale,

a builder involved in lumber transactions with Ethan. However, Ethan’s

hopes are dashed when Hale, despite his friendly disposition, is unable to

extend a loan, complicating Ethan's increasingly desperate predicament.

The supporting characters, such as the silent and observant hired man

Jotham Powell, further illustrate the undercurrents of tension within the

Frome household, while Mrs. Andrew Hale’s unexpected kindness toward

Ethan reveals the complexities of social and personal obligations that tether

Ethan to his fate.

As the narrator delves deeper, Ethan’s story unravels as a poignant

exploration of thwarted dreams and unescapable circumstances, set against

the harsh physical and emotional landscape of Starkfield. Through this tragic
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tale, Wharton masterfully examines themes of isolation, duty, and the

complex interplay between individual desires and societal conventions.

Character Description

Ethan Frome
The protagonist, a sensitive farmer trapped
in a loveless marriage with Zeena and
attracted to Mattie.

Zeena (Zenobia) Frome
Ethan's sickly wife, who is portrayed as
irritable and dominating due to her
hypochondria.

Mattie Silver
Zeena's cousin, who represents hope and
vitality for Ethan and becomes the focus of
his affections.

Narrator
An unnamed engineer piecing together
Ethan's story through his encounters in
Starkfield.

Harmon Gow Former stage-driver who provides insights
into Ethan's story to the narrator.

Mrs. Ned Hale A widow who reluctantly shares information
about Ethan's past.

Denis Eady
A grocer’s son and perceived rival for
Mattie's affection, though it turns out to be
a misunderstanding.

Andrew Hale
A builder involved with Ethan in lumber
transactions, unable to provide financial
support to Ethan.

Jotham Powell
The hired man, representing the silent
observations of the tension within the
Frome home.
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Character Description

Mrs. Andrew Hale Known for unexpected kindness towards
Ethan, highlighting societal obligations.

      
        Isolation
        Duty
        Complexity of Interpersonal
Relationships
        Individual Desires vs. Societal
Conventions
      
    

Starkfield, a fictional Massachusetts town
characterized by harsh winters and
emotional isolation.
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Chapter 3 Summary: ANALYSIS OF MAJOR
CHARACTERS

In Edith Wharton's "Ethan Frome," the narrative revolves primarily around

 Ethan Frome, whose perspective shapes the bulk of the novel. Though some

passages are narrated from an external point of view, it is Ethan's inner

world and experiences that drive the story forward. He emerges as the

protagonist, a generally sympathetic character whose struggles and desires

are laid bare against the backdrop of a harsh and unforgiving winter

landscape in Starkfield. Despite contemplating an affair with Mattie Silver,

Ethan's moral compass and the oppressive circumstances of his life—his

duty to his wife, Zeena, and his impoverished and bleak existence—foster a

deep sympathy for him among readers.

The novel hinges on two central themes: the conflict between personal

passion and societal norms, and the stifling effect of Starkfield’s winter,

which seems to mirror and amplify Ethan’s sense of entrapment. While

Ethan dreams of a different life, his aspirations are continually crushed by

Zeena's illness, his financial limitations, and his inability to break free from

his responsibilities. His timid nature prevents him from acting on his desires,

making him a tragic figure confined by his own passivity and the harsh

realities around him.

Zeena, Ethan’s wife, is depicted through a particularly negative lens. Her
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character is fleshed out primarily as an oppressive force in Ethan's life. She

is portrayed as sickly, manipulative, and harsh, often seen as the antagonist

of the narrative. Zeena's constant ailments and complaining nature portray

her as a martyr-like figure who relishes her role as a sufferer, often suspected

of hypochondria. Her vitality only surfaces when overseeing the well-being

of Ethan and Mattie after their failed suicide attempt, a moment that suggests

she takes pleasure in their suffering.

Mattie Silver, whose presence catalyzes the novel's events, is viewed from

Ethan's enamored perspective, which highlights her youth, vitality, and

beauty—qualities starkly opposite to those of Zeena. Symbolized by her red

decorations, Mattie represents passion and transgression. Yet, as the story

unfolds, her impulsive suggestion to commit suicide with Ethan reveals her

immaturity and penchant for melodrama. Although she's portrayed as a

preferable alternative to Zeena, Mattie's character is somewhat superficial,

representing more of a fantasy escape than a substantive companion for

Ethan.

In summary, "Ethan Frome" is a poignant exploration of human desires

thwarted by societal expectations and environmental hardships. The

characters are intricately developed to reflect the larger themes of passion,

duty, and constraint, painting a complex portrait of a man trapped by his

circumstances and choices.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Desire vs. Duty

Critical Interpretation: In Ethan Frome, you are invited to explore the

delicate balance between your inherent desires and the obligations that

life places upon you. Just like Ethan, whose dream for a life with

Mattie is thwarted by his loyalty to his wife Zeena and the oppressive

weight of his circumstances, you may often find yourself caught

between what the heart seeks and where duties pull you. This pivotal

theme inspires introspection on how you can navigate these

conflicting forces to lead an honest life. As you tread the path of

responsibility, remember Ethan's journey as a lesson: that the

harmonization of personal passion with duty isn't just about sacrifice

but about seeking freedom within constraints. It's about finding peace

within limits and learning that facing the reality of duty doesn't always

bury dreams but can reshape them into something new and lasting.
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Chapter 4: THEMES, MOTIFS & SYMBOLS

In Edith Wharton's "Ethan Frome," themes of desire, societal constraints,

 and the oppressive nature of winter are prominently explored. The novel's

protagonist, Ethan Frome, struggles between his deep affection for Mattie, a

vibrant and attractive woman, and his obligations to his austere, sickly wife,

Zeena. Wharton paints a picture of Ethan's inner turmoil caused by societal

and moral pressures that prevent the fulfillment of his desires. Despite his

unwavering feelings for Mattie, Ethan's conscience, molded by social

conventions, repeatedly obstructs his pursuit of happiness. Ultimately,

Ethan's inability to counter these forces leads him to a tragic decision to

escape his burdens through an attempted suicide.

Winter serves as a powerful metaphor for stifling force throughout the novel.

The town of Starkfield is depicted as being gripped by harsh, unyielding

winters, which paralyze both land and spirit. A local describes Ethan as

having "been in Starkfield too many winters," suggesting that the relentless

cold and isolation have taken a significant toll on him and the townspeople.

The harsh climate mirrors the emotional desolation and unfulfilled dreams of

Ethan, who once aspired to leave the farm for a more promising future. The

unforgiving environment acts as a constant barrier, symbolizing a fate that

traps Ethan and other residents in hopeless inertia.

Recurring motifs of illness and disability emphasize the pervasive theme of

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


inner decay and helplessness. Ethan's life centers on attending to the sick,

from caring for his ailing mother and hypochondriac wife to tending the

now-disabled Mattie after their failed suicide pact. The physical afflictions

of the characters highlight their emotional and psychological suffering,

portraying lives marked by decline and destitution.

Cold imagery, laden with snow and ice, reinforces the oppressive

atmosphere, linking it to the psychological constriction faced by Ethan.

Initially seen as beautiful, the winter scenery gradually becomes stifling,

reflecting the bleakness that engulfs the narrative. The relentless winter

amplifies the sense of entrapment Ethan feels, akin to being "in Starkfield

too many winters."

Symbols play a crucial role in depicting abstract concepts within the story.

Mattie's red scarf and ribbon, contrasting starkly against Starkfield's

whiteness, symbolize vitality and desire, highlighting her role as a tempting

presence in Ethan's life. The color red further signifies moral transgression,

akin to the adulterous connotations found in Hawthorne's "The Scarlet

Letter."

The presence of the family cat during Ethan and Mattie's time alone

symbolizes Zeena's persistent, unseen presence, acting as a reminder of

Ethan's marital obligations. When the cat shatters Zeena's prized pickle dish,

it signifies the fracturing of Ethan and Zeena's marriage, encapsulating
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Zeena's deeper emotional anguish.

Finally, the climactic sled run, where Ethan relinquishes control as they

attempt to coalesce in suicide, manifests the ultimate surrender to external

forces, symbolizing Ethan’s hopeless bid to escape the insurmountable

restrictions of his life.

Thus, through the exploration of themes, motifs, and symbols, Wharton

paints a poignant picture of Ethan Frome's internal struggle against the

oppressive forces of duty, morality, and environmental fate.
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Chapter 5 Summary: SUMMARY & ANALYSIS

Summary of the Introduction:

The narrator, an engineer stranded by a carpenters' strike in Starkfield, a

small Massachusetts town, gradually uncovers the story of Ethan Frome, a

grim figure with a disfigured face. As the narrator engages with locals like

Harmon Gow and Mrs. Ned Hale, he learns of Ethan's accident and his

melancholic life. A series of circumstances lead Ethan to offer the narrator a

ride, sparking conversations about science and inadvertently revealing

Ethan's tragic history. During a snowstorm, the narrator is taken to Ethan's

dilapidated farmhouse, where Ethan's life is unveiled. The subtle

foreshadowing of the novel establishes a sense of inevitability and fatality

surrounding Ethan's story. The narrative explores themes like the influence

of geography on human lives and the psychological distance that preserves

the enigmatic nature of Ethan's tragedy.

Summary of Chapter I:

Young Ethan Frome, haunted by unfulfilled desires, spies on a dance at the

church where his wife's cousin, Mattie Silver, captures his attention. Denis

Eady, a potential rival, offers Mattie a ride which she politely declines,
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reinforcing Ethan's attachment to her. A conversation with Zeena, Ethan's

sickly wife, underscores the tension in his life. As Ethan escorts Mattie

home, the unspoken emotions between them are palpable. Mattie embodies

vibrancy and life, contrasting sharply with Zeena's ailment. This chapter sets

the stage for Ethan's internal conflict, marked by the bleak New England

winters and circumstances leading him to a loveless marriage.

Summary of Chapter II:

The chapter delves into Ethan's longing for Mattie, reflecting on his internal

struggle and Zeena's dominating presence in the household. When Ethan and

Mattie finally have an evening alone, the unvoiced affection between them

intensifies but remains unacted upon. Zeena’s spectral presence lingers,

epitomized by the cat that shadows their moves, a metaphor for Zeena’s

ever-watchful and oppressive influence. Ethan fantasizes about a life with

Mattie, vividly contrasting with his reality tied to Zeena. The story

foreshadows the tragic outcome through the recurring motif of sledding and

references to potential danger.

Summary of Chapters V-VI:

Ethan and Mattie's unshared feelings persist, hindered by Zeena's imposing
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shadow and the cat symbolically echoing her presence. Their silent evening

is shattered literally and metaphorically by a broken pickle dish, a wedding

gift representing their fractured marriage. Ethan's hopes for escape are

continually thwarted by societal and personal constraints. The narrative

highlights Ethan's recurring theme of passivity and reluctance to act on his

desires, paralleled by his symbolic reluctance to fix the broken dish

permanently, preferring temporary solutions over confronting the hard

realities of his life.

Summary of Chapter VII:

Ethan is confronted with Zeena's perceived triumph when she announces a

replacement for Mattie. A fierce argument follows, exposing Ethan's

financial deceit and Zeena's manipulative nature. Ultimately, Ethan’s

momentary rebellion is quashed by Zeena's authority, further amplified

when she discovers the broken dish. The chapter captures Ethan’s internal

torment and Zeena's symbolic power in trapping Ethan and Mattie in a

loveless, deteriorating cycle from which they cannot escape.

Summary of Chapter VIII:

Trapped in a cycle of despair, Ethan's renewed decision to escape with
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Mattie falters under the influence of duty and ethical responsibility after a

moving encounter with Mrs. Hale. His practical constraints, particularly

finances, prevent him from pursuing his dreams and eloping. The snowy

landscape now symbolizes both Ethan’s emotional crisis and the potential

for hope that remains unattainable. Ethan is left unable to counter Zeena's

authority or the manifestations of social obligation that surround him,

ultimately highlighting his incapacity for decisive action and change.

Summary of Chapter IX:

With Mattie's departure imminent, Ethan finds himself torn between duty to

Zeena and love for Mattie. An emotional parting turns to desperation as

Ethan and Mattie decide to undertake a symbolic final sled ride down the

hill. The looming tree signifies their desire for escape through death, as fate

seems to pull them toward inevitable tragedy. Ethan's surrender to the ride

mirrors his tendency to let external forces dictate his path, but their attempt

to evade their doomed reality results in a new, crippling form of stagnation.

Conclusion Summary:

Back in the present, the narrator witnesses the outcome of Ethan and Mattie's

fateful decision. Crippled and trapped, they live in a state reflecting
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death-in-life, with Mattie transformed into a bitter facsimile of her antithesis,

Zeena. Zeena's surprising role as caretaker further enforces the inescapable

irony of their situation. The narrative closes with Mrs. Hale’s poignant

observation highlighting the blurring of lines between life and death in the

Frome household, encapsulating the novel’s overarching themes of

entrapment and the inexorable influence of fate.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Ethan's passive acceptance of external circumstances over

pursuing his desires.

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter IX, Ethan Frome is faced with the

choice of escaping with Mattie or remaining trapped in a cycle of duty

and obligation towards Zeena. But his decision to embark on a

symbolic sled ride signifies his tendency to allow external forces to

determine his path, prioritizing duty over desire. This passive

approach serves as a powerful lesson to embrace active

decision-making in your life. By not letting circumstances dictate your

actions, you can take charge of your destiny and pursue what truly

brings you fulfillment and happiness. Breaking free from inertia and

fear of change can lead to the life you envision, rather than settling

into a stagnant existence defined by the expectations of others.
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Chapter 6 Summary: IMPORTANT QUOTATIONS
EXPLAINED

In Edith Wharton's "Ethan Frome," the central theme is that of entrapment

 by both the physical environment and personal circumstances, which shape

the destinies of the characters. Ethan, his ailing wife Zeena, and the lively

Mattie Silver are all ensnared in the decaying Frome farmhouse, a symbol of

their dour existence under the tyrannies of snow, poverty, and health.

Starkfield, the rural New England setting, is characterized by its harsh

winters that metaphorically besiege the town and its inhabitants, leading

them to a spiritual and emotional surrender. As noted by Mrs. Hale in the

novel, the Fromes are destined to join their ancestors in the local graveyard,

and for Ethan, endurance becomes his sole recourse as he remains trapped

by his circumstances.

The story is narrated by an outsider, whose observations of the grim

Starkfield winters liken the town to a starved garrison under siege,

reinforcing the notion that the environment exerts an oppressive force over

the characters’ lives. In this harsh setting, loftier dreams and emotions are

suffocated by the "sunless cold."

Zeena Frome is introduced as a stark contrast to her cousin Mattie. Zeena's

physical description is unflattering, emphasizing her complete lack of

femininity and vitality. Her thin, angular frame and aged appearance
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heighten her character's association with death and illness, setting her apart

from the youthful and spirited Mattie. This stark opposition between Zeena's

coldness and Mattie's warmth and energy heightens the tension around

Ethan's suppressed desires.

As the narrative explores the dynamics between Ethan, Zeena, and Mattie,

the setting plays a crucial role. The indoors, imbued with connotations of

conformity and duty, contrasts with the outdoors, which offers a brief

reprieve from marital obligations and the social order—yet these moments

are fleeting, and Ethan's self-awareness of societal ethics and familial

responsibility ultimately trap him in inaction. Ethan’s desire for Mattie is

constantly thwarted by the oppressive forces embodied by the home and

Zeena, further personified by the evident yet unspoken internal struggles

such as the brief episode of rage where Ethan's frustration with his life and

Zeena almost provokes violence, yet it too ends in abated bewilderment and

surrender.

The overarching tragedy of "Ethan Frome" is encapsulated in its dour

conclusion, as Mrs. Hale reflects on the circumstances following a critical

sledding accident meant as an escape route for Mattie and Ethan. Instead of

freeing them, the incident results in Mattie transforming into a reminder of

Zeena—an invalid dependent on Ethan. The household becomes a place of

perpetual silence, where the characters are psychologically and physically

entombed together. This living death is considered worse than an actual one,
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as it offers no peace, only torment, a theme symbolically reinforced by the

gravestones that ominously echo the story of Ethan’s failed attempt at

breaking free.
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Chapter 7 Summary: KEY FACTS

Summary of "Ethan Frome" by Edith Wharton

"Ethan Frome" is a novel set in the harsh, wintry landscape of Starkfield,

Massachusetts, during the late nineteenth to early twentieth century. Written

by Edith Wharton in 1910 and first published in 1911, this tragic romance

unfolds around the central character, Ethan Frome, whose life is a depiction

of unfulfilled desire against the backdrop of societal and moral constraints.

The novel is structured with a frame narrative and a flashback. An unnamed

visitor to Starkfield, who is curious about the life of Ethan, serves as the

first-person narrator in the introduction and conclusion. The main body of

the narrative is presented in a limited third-person perspective, primarily

focused on Ethan's point of view.

Ethan's life is a series of conflicts largely internal in nature, stemming from

his unvoiced love for Mattie Silver, the cousin of his ailing wife, Zeena.

Zeena's presence adds to the oppressive atmosphere of Ethan's life,

compounded by the bleak and stark environment of Starkfield. Despite

Ethan's growing affection for Mattie, he is paralyzed by a sense of duty and

moral obligation to his wife.
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The rising action begins with Ethan's increasing passion for Mattie,

particularly after accompanying her home from a dance. An opportunity

arises when Zeena leaves for a night, leaving Ethan and Mattie alone.

However, an underlying tension makes their time together awkward rather

than romantic. The situation escalates when Zeena decides to dismiss Mattie,

planning to replace her with another household helper. As Ethan drives

Mattie to the train station, the weight of their impending separation becomes

unbearable.

The climax occurs when Ethan and Mattie finally confess their love for each

other and, driven by desperation, decide to end their lives by crashing a sled

into a large elm tree. However, their attempt at suicide fails, leaving them

both grievously injured.

In the novel's falling action, Ethan and Mattie regain consciousness, severely

disabled from the crash. Zeena, despite her own ailments, takes them both

in, caring for them into their old age. The novel illustrates themes such as

society and morality as impediments to personal desires, and the suffocating

nature of winter, which symbolizes Ethan's trapped existence.

Throughout the novel, motifs of illness and disability, alongside symbols

like Mattie's red scarf and ribbon, Zeena's cat, and her cherished pickle dish,

enrich the narrative with deeper meaning. The repeated emphasis on

sledding dangers foreshadows the tragic outcome, which the narrator hints at
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in the opening, describing Ethan as a crippled man who has met with an

accident. This foreshadowing creates an ironic and tragic tone, reflecting the

inevitable heartache of Ethan and Mattie's doomed relationship.

Element Description

Setting Starkfield, Massachusetts, late 19th to early 20th century with a harsh
winter landscape.

Author Edith Wharton (written in 1910, published in 1911).

Structure Frame narrative with a flashback: first-person introduction/conclusion and
third-person narrative focused on Ethan.

Main
Character

Ethan Frome - characterized by unfulfilled desires amidst societal and
moral constraints.

Conflict Internal struggle: unvoiced love for Mattie Silver vs. duty to wife Zeena.

Rising
Action Passion for Mattie intensifies, Zeena plans to send Mattie away.

Climax Ethan and Mattie confess their love and attempt suicide by sledding into
a tree, but they survive severely injured.

Falling
Action Both incapacitated Ethan and Mattie are cared for by Zeena.

Themes Social and moral constraints, winter's oppressiveness, and the futility of
escape.

Motifs and
Symbols

Illness and disability, Mattie's red scarf, Zeena’s cat and pickle dish,
foreshadowing sledding dangers.

Tone Ironic and tragic, emphasizing inevitability of Ethan/Mattie's fate.
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Chapter 8: STUDY QUESTIONS & ESSAY TOPICS

In Edith Wharton's "Ethan Frome," symbolism plays a crucial role in

 furthering plot development and portraying the evolving relationships

between Ethan, Mattie, and Zeena. Wharton uses a series of symbolic

devices that punctuate the events of the novel. For instance, Mattie's

connection to the color red—evident in her red scarf and ribbon—signifies

her liveliness and allure, contrasting with Zeena's coldness and symbolizing

temptation for Ethan. The cat, which disrupts Ethan and Mattie's meal by

breaking Zeena's favorite dish, represents Zeena's inescapable presence and

her spiritual dominance in the household. Ethan and Mattie’s sled ride,

marking a pivotal moment, symbolizes Ethan’s reckless abandonment of

responsibility in favor of yielding to a momentary, albeit dangerous,

passionate impulse. These scenes, filled with symbolic resonance, create a

sense of dramatic irony as the reader perceives meanings and impending

doom that the characters themselves miss.

Ethan Frome, as a character, is marked by physical strength but burdened by

a lack of inner resolve. Despite his good intentions and strong moral

compass, Ethan's inability to master his fate highlights how circumstances

often overpower personal desires. His passive nature is exemplified by his

failure to act decisively—he is trapped by Zeena’s illness and social

conventions, and even his attempt at active decision-making, seen in the sled

ride, is driven by Mattie’s urging, thereby substituting one form of passivity
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for another.

The oppressive cold of Starkfield mirrors the characters' desolate inner lives.

Wharton's description of Starkfield as a besieged city underlines the theme

of environmental determinism; just as the harsh winters tyrannize the town,

they stifle Ethan's aspirations. He had once dreamed of leaving Starkfield to

pursue a career in engineering, but is ultimately ensnared by the inertia of

his life’s circumstances. Even Mattie, a source of warmth and hope,

eventually succumbs to the chill of Starkfield, her bright presence dimmed

by her surroundings by the novel's conclusion.

The structure of "Ethan Frome" is framed by an unnamed narrator who

provides a contemporary perspective on the tragic events of Ethan's life.

This narrative device adds depth to the novel, allowing readers to view the

story both as an unfolding drama and a concluded tragedy. The portrayal of

Zeena is realistic in terms of her harshness, which appears justified by the

socioeconomic constraints and gender expectations of the era. The

gravestone of Ethan Frome and his wife, Endurance, poignantly underscores

themes of perseverance in adversity and the burdens of unfulfilled desires.

Through Ethan’s perspective, readers form an impression of Mattie as a

vibrant counter to the bleakness encircling him, yet Wharton reveals her own

nuanced thoughts on Mattie’s role and decisions. The fates of Ethan, Mattie,

and Zeena evoke both sympathy and a sense of inevitability, prompting
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readers to reflect on the interplay of choice, circumstance, and personal

responsibility woven throughout this evocative narrative.
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Chapter 9 Summary: REVIEW & RESOURCES

Summary of "Ethan Frome" by Edith Wharton

"Ethan Frome" is set against the backdrop of the harsh and desolate

 winter landscape of Starkfield, Massachusetts, the hometown of the

protagonist, Ethan Frome. The story is narrated by an unnamed visitor to

Starkfield, who becomes curious about Ethan after noticing his physical

deformity and learns about his tragic life through conversations with the

townspeople, most notably Harmon Gow and Mrs. Ned Hale.

Ethan Frome is trapped in an unhappy marriage with his sickly and

hypochondriac wife, Zeena (Zenobia Frome). The household becomes

 complicated with the arrival of Zeena's cousin, Mattie Silver, who comes

 to help with the housework. Mattie's presence brings a sense of vitality and

hope to Ethan's monotonous life, and he quickly develops romantic feelings

for her.

The narrative reveals Ethan's emotional turmoil as he becomes increasingly

drawn to Mattie. His affection is put to the test one night when he drives

Mattie home from a dance held at the local church hall, where a young man

named Denis Eady shows clear romantic interest in Mattie. The evening

 stirs latent feelings between Ethan and Mattie, leading to a tense atmosphere
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when Zeena decides to visit a doctor in a neighboring town, leaving Ethan

and Mattie alone for a night.

During their dinner, Mattie's red scarf symbolizes the passion and warmth

Ethan feels in her presence. An unfortunate accident occurs when the cat

breaks Zeena’s treasured pickle dish, leading to more tension upon Zeena’s

return. Zeena, revealing a more manipulative side, claims to have hired a

new girl, forcing Mattie out of the home. This catalyst drives Ethan and

Mattie to contemplate a desperate escape from their circumstances.

Ethan grapples with financial constraints, considering borrowing money

from Andrew Hale to run away with Mattie. However, he fails to do so. In a

poignant moment before her departure, Ethan and Mattie confess their

feelings but realize the impossibility of their situation. In a tragic climax,

Mattie proposes they sled into a tree to escape their doomed lives together.

The suicide pact leaves Mattie crippled and Ethan even more desolate.

The narrative concludes with a revelation by the narrator, who visits Ethan's

home and finds both Zeena and Mattie, now permanently disabled, in a

bitterly symbiotic relationship. This ending underscores the theme of

entrapment and the harshness of rural life, leaving a profound impression on

the narrator and readers alike.

Edith Wharton's "Ethan Frome" explores themes of obstructive morality, the
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constraints of societal expectations, and the inescapable nature of personal

and environmental conditions. Through Ethan's tragic story, Wharton

comments on the isolating effects of winter, the oppressive nature of illness,

and the futile pursuit of forbidden love.
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