
Frome was inspired by a sledding accident in Lenox in 1904 
that killed one young woman and gravely injured four of her 
companions (Wharton knew one of the victims). The fatal 
paralysis of Wharton’s neighbor Ethel Cram after a pony-cart 
accident in 1905 also played a role in shaping the narrative. 
The novel also provides accurate social commentary on life 
in urban and rural areas in turn-of-the-century New England, 
including transactions between farmers and builders, the 
effects of the new railway system, the inadequate education 
of girls, the status of doctors, attitudes toward debt, and 
levels of unemployment.

Extra Credit
Views on Marriage: Wharton frequently wrote about unhappy 
marriages, and herself divorced a mentally-ill husband at a 
time when divorce was a hot topic (divorce figures doubled 
between 1880 and 1900, and doubled again by 1920, owing 
to new laws and changing social mores). Wharton was par-
ticularly critical of American marriages in which the husband 
looked down on the wife because she took no interest in his 
business affairs, and the wife retaliated by spending enormous 
amounts of money. Although Ethan Frome is sometimes seen 
as anomalous among Wharton’s novels because it is not about 
upper-class New York society, it is typical in its concern with 
how traditional institutions and values perpetuate an imbal-
ance of power between men and women that often destroys 
their relationships with one another.
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Robert Browning’s The Ring and the Book and Balzac’s 
short story “La Grande Bretèche,” from which she drew her 
narrative method, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Blithedale 
Romance, from which Zeena’s name is taken (Ethan’s name 
was based on another Hawthorne character, Ethan Brand), 
and John Keats’ poem “The Eve Of St. Agnes.” Wharton’s 
1920 novel The Age of Innocence features a male hero, 
Newland Archer, who like the character Ethan Frome allows 
circumstances to determine the outcome of his love affair 
with a beautiful woman who is not his wife.

Related Historical Events: The climactic scene in Ethan 

Author Bio
Full Name:  Edith Jones Wharton
Pen Name: Edith Wharton
Date of Birth: January 24, 1862
Place of Birth: New York, NY
Date of Death: August 11, 1937
Brief Life Story: Born Edith Newbold Jones to socially 

prominent middle-class parents (the phrase “keeping up with 
the Joneses” refers to two of her great-aunts), Edith Wharton’s 
literary ambitions surprised and slightly embarrassed her 
merchant-class family. Married off at 23 to Teddy Wharton, a 
wealthy Bostonian, Wharton did not begin to write full-time 
and publish novels until she was in her 40s, when she was 
living in Lenox, MA. She achieved literary celebrity with The 
House of Mirth (1905), followed by Ethan Frome (1911), The 
Reef (1912), The Custom of the Country (1913), Summer (1917), 
and The Age of Innocence (1920), for which she won a Pulitzer 
Prize, becoming the first woman to achieve that distinction. 
Over that same period, however, her marriage unraveled, and 
ended in divorce in 1913. Wharton was a prolific writer, writing 
in total 22 novels and novellas, 87 short stories, nine volumes 
of nonfiction, and two volumes of poetry. In 1910 Wharton 
moved permanently to France, where in 1916 she was named 
an officer of the Legion of Honor for her wartime work on 
behalf of refugees.

The Narrator, an engineer assigned to a job at a power plant 
near the town of Starkfield, MA, is intrigued by a tall crippled 
man he sees at the local post office. He learns that the man, 
Ethan Frome, was injured in a sledding accident 24 years 
earlier, but can get little more from the secretive locals. Cir-
cumstances lead the narrator to hire Ethan to drive him to and 
from his work. One night a violent winter storm forces Ethan to 
invite the Narrator to stay overnight at the Frome farm, where 
what he sees inspires him to reconstruct the tragedy.
	 The Narrator’s vision begins with 28-year-old Ethan Frome 
peering through a church window at 21-year-old Mattie Sil-
ver, Ethan’s wife’s cousin. Mattie works at the Frome farm, 
where she provides domestic help to Zeena, Ethan’s ailing 
wife, in return for room and board. As Ethan watches, Mat-
tie dances with the arrogant Denis Eady, son of the town’s 
wealthy grocer. Jealous, Ethan eavesdrops as Mattie refuses 
Denis’s offer of a ride home and begins the two-mile walk back 
to the farm alone. Ethan hurries after her and they continue 
past a dangerous sledding hill, where Mattie’s friend Ruth 
Varnum and Ruth’s fiancé Ned Hale have recently avoided 
a serious accident. The attraction between Mattie and Ethan 
is palpable, but unspoken. When they reach the farm, they 
are surprised to find the door locked. Zeena greets them at 
the door, complaining that she is feeling “too mean to sleep.” 
Ethan goes to bed with an uneasy feeling that Zeena guesses 
his feelings for Mattie, though she gives no outward sign.
	 The next day, Ethan postpones hauling a delivery of lumber 
to Andrew Hale, a local builder. Stopping at the farmhouse, 
Zeena, dressed in traveling clothes, informs him that she is 
making an overnight trip to Bettsbridge to consult a promising 
new doctor about her “shooting pains.” Ethan quickly agrees to 
the plan, realizing that it will allow him to be alone at the farm 

with Mattie. He lies to Zeena that he can’t take her to the station 
because he must collect payment from Andrew Hale.
	 Although he knows Hale never pays in advance, Ethan 
goes to him for the money in order to avoid being exposed as 
a liar. But Hale politely declines his request, and Ethan does 
not press him. Returning empty-handed to the farm, he finds 
Mattie presiding over a carefully-laid supper table. The blissful 
scene is shattered, however, when Zeena’s red pickle-dish, 
a favorite wedding present, is knocked to the floor by the cat. 
Anticipating Zeena’s anger, Mattie is terrified, but Ethan as-
sures her that he will glue the fragments together before Zeena 
returns. The two go upstairs to bed without declaring their 
passion for one another or so much as touching.
	 The next day, farm work and bad weather conditions de-
lay his errand to buy glue to mend the pickle-dish. When he 
returns home, he learns from Mattie that Zeena has already 
arrived and gone straight up to their room. Collecting himself, 
Ethan goes up to greet her, only to learn that the doctor has 
told her she will die unless she hires more efficient domestic 
help. She tells him a new hired girl will arrive the following day, 
and that Mattie must go immediately.
	 Mattie, waiting at the supper table, learns of her dismissal 
from Ethan, who kisses her passionately, no longer able to hide 
his feelings. Zeena approaches and interrupts them. She joins 
them at the dinner table, although previously she had claimed 
to be too ill to eat. Complaining of heartburn, Zeena leaves 
the table in search of stomach powders, but returns carrying 
the broken pickle-dish. Mattie confesses, which only fuels 
Zeena’s determination to replace Mattie.
	 That night, Ethan starts to write a letter informing Zeena he 
has decided to elope with Mattie and go out West. Considering 
the plan further, though, Ethan realizes that he has no way of 

getting even the bit of money needed to travel West. He’s also 
afraid of what will become of Zeena if she can’t sell the farm. 
He falls asleep, leaving the letter unfinished.
	 Ethan decides to approach Hale and lie in order to get the 
money he needs. But at Hale’s house he meets Hale’s wife,  
who praises his dedication to Zeena. Her compassion makes 
Ethan ashamed of his plan to lie, and he gives it up. He returns 
to the farm to find Mattie’s departure already underway. He 
tells Zeena that he, not the farmhand Jotham Powell, will 
drive Mattie to the train.
	 Instead of driving directly to the train station, Ethan and 
Mattie first go to Shadow Pond, the site where they had first 
fallen in love. Afterwards, they stop at the sledding hill and 
Ethan proposes that they go for the ride they’ve often consid-
ered taking. The first ride is accomplished without incident, but 
then Mattie suggests that they go down again, but steer into a 
big elm tree at the bottom of the hill rather than face parting 
from one another. Ethan complies—but just before they strike 
the tree Ethan sees a vision of Zeena’s face, and momentarily 
swerves. Neither of the two are killed by the collision, but both 
are crippled for life.
	 The frame story resumes 24 years later, as the Narrator fol-
lows Ethan into the farmhouse kitchen. There he encounters 
two gray-haired women, one tall and thin, the other huddled in 
a chair. The tall one is Zeena, and the paralyzed woman, whose 
voice whines just like Zeena’s, is Mattie Silver.
	 The following day, the Narrator tells his landlady, Mrs. Ned 
Hale, about his night at the Frome farm. The Narrator and 
Mrs. Hale talk sympathetically about Ethan. They describe him 
as imprisoned on the poverty-stricken farm with two discon-
tented hags, doomed to contemplate the ruin of his hopes and 
to blame himself for his role in their destruction.

Plot Summary

Characters
Ethan Frome – The protagonist of the novel and its tragic 
hero, Ethan is 28 years old in the main narrative and 52 years 
old in the frame story. According to the Narrator, he is a tall 
striking figure, despite being “a ruin of a man,” an allusion 

both to the crippling injury and the disappointments he has 
suffered. Circumstances are partly responsible for Ethan’s 
troubles, but his failure to act decisively in his own interest 
contributes to the unhappy condition of all three of the major 

characters by the end of the novel. Sensitive to natural beauty 
and intellectually curious, Ethan finds in Mattie a companion 
who appreciates his learning and respects his authority.
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Zenobia (Zeena) Frome – Ethan’s wife, who is 35 at 
the time of the main narrative, is described as “already an 
old woman,” with false teeth, wrinkles, a skeletal physique, 
and a sallow complexion. Ethan was dazzled by her efficiency 
when she came to nurse his mother, and marries her in order 
to avoid being left alone after his mother died. He realizes his 
mistake When Zeena is afflicted by illness and pain that thwart 
his hopes of moving to a bigger town. Though Ethan suspects 
that Zeena’s illnesses are faked, his sense of duty forces him 
to take care of Zeena, and she uses her illness to manipulate 
and control Ethan. The behavior of Zeena’s cat implies that 
Zeena has certain witch-like powers, though this is probably 
the Narrator’s attempt to convey the power she has gained 
over Ethan and Mattie.

Mattie Silver – Zeena’s vivacious 21-year-old cousin, who 
comes to live with the Fromes when her parents die and leave 
her penniless. With no education or job skills, Mattie is forced 
to rely on the charity of her relatives, performing menial work 
in return for room and board. Her only hope of escape lies in 
attracting a suitor who will marry her and remove her from the 
Frome household, so her infatuation with Ethan is reckless, 
endangering her employment and her future. Mattie’s red 
scarf and red ribbon symbolize her passionate nature.

The Narrator – An engineer who is temporarily residing 
in Starkfield while assigned to work at a nearby power plant, 
and who is sympathetic to Ethan’s troubles. Wharton’s use 
of a narrator who is an outsider in the community contributes 
to the suspense of the tale, as the narrator tries to recon-
struct the tragedy from a few direct observations and details 
provided by Mrs. Ned Hale and Harmon Gow. Wharton 
also intended the narrator to serve as a bridge between her 
“simple” characters and the sophisticated readers who were 
the audience for her novels.

Mrs. Ned Hale (Ruth Varnum) – As a young woman, 
a close friend of Mattie’s. In the frame story, she is the Nar-
rator’s landlady. Initially reluctant to reveal what she knows 
about the tragedy, she is nonetheless the source of many 
important details, and confirms the Narrator’s story.

Harmon Gow – A former stagecoach driver. He’s the first to 
provide information about Ethan to the Narrator, and it is he 
who suggests that the narrator hire Ethan as a driver.

Denis Eady – An arrogant young man, the son of Michael 
Eady, a wealthy Starkfield grocer. Until Ethan learns the true 
nature of Mattie’s feelings, he feels inferior to Denis and 
threatened by Denis’s romantic pursuit of Mattie.

Jotham Powell – A hired man at the Frome farm. A quiet 
fellow who follows Zeena‘s orders to get rid of Mattie.

Andrew Hale – A Starkfield builder who buys lumber from 
Ethan. He has a reputation for never paying until three months 
after delivery.

Mrs. Andrew Hale – Andrew Hale’s wife and Ned Hale’s 
mother. A kindly, sympathetic woman.

Ned Hale – Ruth Varnum’s fiancé and later her husband, 
and son of Andrew and Mrs. Andrew Hale. He has died by 
the time the Narrator comes to Starkfield.

Aunt Martha Pierce – Zeena’s relative, whom she goes to 
stay with in Bettsbridge.

Old Mrs. Varnum – Ruth’s mother and the wife of Lawyer 
Varnum. She appears only in the frame story.

Michael Eady – A rich Starkfield grocer. Denis Eady’s 
father.

Mrs. Homan – Owner of a grocery store, where Ethan buys 
glue to fix the broken pickle-dish.

Determinism and Free Will
In Ethan Frome, Wharton explores the concept of determin-
ism—the idea that human lives are determined by outside 
forces, including social customs, heredity, environment, his-
tory, and laws of nature. For instance, Ethan’s life is “deter-
mined” in a variety of ways: his desire to become an engineer 
is thwarted by the moral necessity of returning to Starkfield to 
care for his dying parents; his plans to leave Starkfield after 
his marriage are thwarted by the infertility of his farm, which 
no one wants to buy, and his wife Zeena’s “sickliness;” and 
Ethan‘s desire to abandon Zeena in favor of Mattie is blocked 
by the feeling, imbued in him by his New England culture with 
its Puritan roots, that such an action would be immoral. As a 
result, Ethan has the sense that he is helpless to affect his own 
life and, rather than acting, he indulges in his naïve wish that 
Mattie will always live at the farm without him having to do 
anything decisive at all.
	 Despite all these factors, Ethan could act decisively. Other 
characters in the novel do: Ruth Varnum and Ned Hale kiss 
secretly even though they aren’t yet married; Mr. Hale turns 
down Ethan’s request for an advance because he can’t afford it 
at the time; and Zeena summarily acts to replace Mattie with a 
new girl. Yet every time Ethan seems on the verge of action, he 
finds himself facing some obstacle and instead of facing it gives 
in, all the while blaming the external forces that are thwarting 
him without ever recognizing his own lack of courage.

Duty and Morality vs. Desire
Ethan struggles against the customs and rules of society, fight-
ing an inner battle between what he feels he needs in order to 
be happy and what he feels he must do to appease his family 
and society. Most prominently, this theme plays out in Ethan’s 

struggle between his desire for Mattie and his sense of duty 
toward Zeena, his wife. Wharton portrays Zeena as horribly 
shrewish, devoid of any redeeming attributes, while Mattie is 
kind, gentle, radiant, and a perfect match for Ethan. Ethan’s 
desire to leave Zeena for Mattie is therefore completely under-
standable. Yet, because Ethan knows that society would severely 
judge a man who abandoned his wife, and because he knows 
that without him Zeena would suffer in poverty, he can’t bring 
himself to leave her. Similarly, Ethan avoids entering into an affair 
with Mattie because he knows that an affair would ruin Mattie’s 
reputation. He therefore continually thinks of their relationship in 
terms of marriage, takes great pleasure in their domesticity, and 
displays an intense physical shyness, avoiding even touching 
Mattie when they are alone together in the house.
	 Ethan’s sense of duty and morality conflict with his desires in 
a variety of other ways. His desire to leave Starkfield to pursue 
a career in engineering conflicts with his obligation to provide 
for his wife and continue running the family farm. His strict code 
of ethics won’t allow him to lie to the Hales to get the money to 
run away with Mattie. Even in his great act of defiance, when 
Ethan and Mattie decide to commit suicide to try to escape the 
constraints placed on them by the world, Ethan can’t stop think-
ing about his duties. As the sled speeds downhill, he remembers 
that he must feed his horse and thinks of Zeena—these distrac-
tions make him lose control of the sled and botch the suicide 
attempt, crippling instead of killing himself and Mattie, and 
condemning them both to a kind of living death.

Gender Roles and Marriage
As in many of Wharton’s novels, Ethan Frome makes the 
case that traditional gender roles limit the potential of men 
and women, and destroy male-female relationships. Through 
Mattie, the novel critiques gender expectations that resulted 
in young women being raised to become nothing more than 
domestic servants and companions for men. Mattie is an ex-
ample of a middle-class girl who was educated only to trim a 
hat, make molasses candy, recite poetry, and play the piano, 
accomplishments that would have helped her to attract a 
husband but were of little practical use when it came to earn-
ing a living. The novel also shows how the traditional division 
of labor in marriage resulted in women staying at home much 

of the time, occupied with dull household chores, while men 
were out working. In the novel, the isolation women suffer is 
literally maddening: Ethan’s mother goes insane from loneli-
ness. Through the passive aggressive “sickliness” that Zeena 
uses to control Ethan, and Ethan’s own feelings of inferiority 
and revulsion for Zeena that result from his lack of control, the 
novel shows how traditional marriage sets up a destructive 
power struggle between man and wife. In fact, Ethan’s attrac-
tion to Mattie depends in part on her submissiveness to him. 
Though the novel never explicitly mentions divorce, the obvi-
ously flawed match of Ethan and Zeena, and the toll the mar-
riage takes on both of them, makes it clear that Wharton felt 
that the social taboo against divorce and, in particular divorced 
women, were harsh and destructive.

Work, Industry and Progress
Technology, symbolized in Ethan Frome by the railroad, was 
developing rapidly at the turn of the century. Cities were grow-
ing, their populations swelled by the arrival of immigrants and 
people from the countryside, lured by jobs in factories and 
mills. Young women in particular often suffered serious health 
problems owing to the harsh working conditions that existed 
before protective labor laws were passed. In rural communi-
ties, technology provided new connections to the outside 
world, but also caused upset and change, as shown by the 
arrival of the railroad, which eliminates traffic on the road to 
the Frome farm.

Hostile or Indifferent Nature
In the rural Berkshires where Ethan Frome is set, the charac-
ters are at the mercy of nature. The short New England growing 
season and thin mountain soils discouraged large-scale agri-
culture, ensuring that most farms, like the Frome farm, allowed 
for only “subsistence” farming that prevented farm owners 
from overcoming poverty. In addition, as Harmon Gow’s com-
ment that Ethan has “been in Starkfield too many winters” 
suggests, the prolonged and brutal winters  of the region had 
a profound effect on the personalities of the inhabitants of 
rural villages, resulting in reserved social behavior, a tendency 
toward pathological illness (especially in women), and a sense 
of disconnectedness from the larger world.

Themes

Mattie’s Red Scarf and Ribbon
The red scarf and red ribbon Mattie wears at the dance and 
later at the farmhouse represent her passionate nature and 
the passion that Ethan feels for her. The color red also makes 
her stand out from the crowd, confirming Ethan’s belief that 
she is exceptional.

The Red Glass Pickle-dish
The pickle-dish, Zeena’s favorite wedding present, is a symbol 
of Ethan and Zeena’s marriage. For this reason, its destruction 
is particularly devastating to Zeena. The red color of the dish 
can be interpreted as symbolizing the passion that the couple 
no longer share.

Symbols

In LitCharts, each theme gets its own corresponding color, 
which you can use to track where the themes occur in the 
work. There are two ways to track themes: 

Refer to the color-coded bars next to each plot point •	
throughout the Summary and Analysis sections. 
Use the •	 ThemeTracker section to get a quick overview of 
where the themes appear throughout the entire work. 

Symbols are shown in red text whenever they appear in the 
Plot Summary and Summary and Analysis sections of this 
LitChart.
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Summary and Analysis
Chapter 1

The Narrator’s “vision” of Ethan Frome’s story , told 
in the third person, begins. It is winter in Starkfield. 
Young Ethan Frome walks through the deep snow 
to the church where a dance is being held. As he 
walks, Ethan is reminded of a physics course he took 
four or five years earlier at a technological college in 
Worcester, before his father’s accidental death forced 
him to drop out of school and return to Starkfield to 
take over the Frome farm.

Ethan’s educational ambitions 
were thwarted by events 
outside of his control—a horse 
kick to his father’s head—and 
by his own sense of duty to 
return and take over the farm. 

Hiding outside the church, Ethan peeps through a 
window and sees Mattie Silver, his wife’s younger 
cousin, dancing with Denis Eady, the son of Michael 
Eady, a wealthy shopkeeper. Mattie, wearing a 
cherry-colored scarf called a “fascinator,” appears 
happy and exhilarated. Ethan is dismayed that Mattie 
doesn’t see what an arrogant, offensive fellow Denis 
is. Since Ethan is only happy when he is with Mattie, 
he’s confused by Mattie’s high spirits, and worries 
that she may be in love with Denis.

Ethan standing out in the snow 
while the dance goes on inside 
shows his isolation from society. 
Ethan’s jealousy of Denis Eady’s 
wealth shows his sense of inferi-
ority as well as his tendency to 
blame external forces, like his 
poverty, for his situation in life.
The red scarf sets Mattie apart 
from the crowd, and is the first 
of several images that associate 
her with warmth and light.

Mattie lives with the Fromes because her own 
parents lost their money and died a year earlier. 
She now helps Ethan’s sickly wife Zeena with 
household chores in exchange for room and board. 
To make the transition from city life easier, Zeena 
has encouraged Mattie to attend social events in 
Starkfield occasionally. Ethan enjoys walking Mattie 
the two miles back to the farm after these events. 
Ethan and Mattie share a love of nature, and during 
the walk he likes to point out the constellations to her 
and impress her with his knowledge.

19th-century America offered 
few employment opportunities 
for uneducated single women. 
As an orphan with no inheri-
tance, Mattie is dependent on 
her relatives for support. Ethan 
is attracted to Mattie partly be-
cause she listens respectfully to 
what he tells her and admires 
his learning. Unlike Zeena, who 
questions his authority, Mattie 
makes Ethan feel masterful.

Recently, however, Zeena pointed out to Ethan how 
inefficiently Mattie does the housework. Ethan 
tried to cover up for Mattie by secretly helping her 
with the chores. Zeena noticed his efforts, however, 
and suggested that they look for a new hired girl, 
adding that Mattie will soon be leaving them when 
she marries Denis Eady. Although Mattie has given 
no indication that she is interested in Denis, the sight 
of them dancing together arouses Ethan’s fears, as he 
realizes that he can no longer live without her.

Zeena has the exclusive right to 
Ethan’s love and loyalty. To pro-
tect her marriage and ensure 
her security, Zeena reminds 
Ethan that it is in Mattie’s best 
interest to marry a promising 
young bachelor like Denis Eady. 
Despite his love and concern for 
Mattie, Ethan cannot bear to 
lose her to a younger and more 
successful rival.

Chapter 2

As Mattie leaves the church after the dance, Denis 
approaches and talks with her. Ethan, shyly hiding 
in the shadows, eavesdrops on their conversation. 
Denis brags that he has his father’s “cutter,” a light 
sled, with him, and offers to drive Mattie home. To 
Ethan’s relief and delight, she refuses the ride.

Mattie rebuffs Denis, and his 
fast high-end sled, in favor of 
walking with the married Ethan. 
For a woman in her position, 
who can gain security only 
through marriage, this action 
is reckless.

After Denis leaves, Ethan joins Mattie and they 
begin the walk back to the farm. They pause near the 
top of a hill on the road home, and Mattie tells Ethan 
that Ned Hale and Ruth Varnum narrowly escaped 
sledding into a big elm tree at the bottom of the icy 
slope. Ethan promises Mattie that the two of them 
can return to “coast” when there is a moon, boasting 
that with him steering there will be no danger of 
striking the tree. Mattie claims that she is not the 
kind of person who would be afraid of a possible 
sledding accident.

The love Ethan and Mattie 
share is palpable, in their boast-
ful, flirting language, but they 
never actually get up the cour-
age to admit their feelings. The 
tale of another young couple’s 
narrow escape foreshadows 
Ethan and Mattie’s sledding 
accident. Ethan’s boast that he 
can guide the sled to safety 
indicates his desire to prove his 
masculinity to Mattie. 

Wanting to find out for sure whether Mattie has 
feelings for Denis, Ethan mentions that other people 
have been saying that Mattie will be leaving the 
Frome household. Mattie, however, thinks that Ethan 
is referring to Zeena’s dissatisfaction with the way 
she does the housework. Mattie is clearly distressed 
at the prospect of having to leave, and this reassures 
Ethan.

Though Mattie’s feelings for 
Ethan are obvious, Ethan can’t 
quite believe it. Meanwhile, the 
mention of Zeena’s dissatisfac-
tion with Mattie already makes 
clear that if they want to stay 
together they will have to act 
in some way. Instead, they do 
nothing.

Prologue

An unnamed Narrator, an engineer assigned to a job 
at a power plant in Corbury Junction, Massachusetts, 
describes his first impressions of Ethan Frome. 
Frome is a badly crippled but still striking older man 
whom the Narrator has seen at the post office in 
Starkfield, the town where he is staying. Harmon 
Gow, a former stagecoach driver who knows the 
histories of all the Starkfield families, responds to the 
Narrator’s questions about Frome by telling him that 
Frome was disfigured in a “smash-up,” an accident 
that occurred 24 years ago. But Gow provides few 
details.

The “frame story,” told in the 
first-person by the Narrator 
builds suspense around Ethan 
Frome and the events lead-
ing to the “smash-up” that 
disfigured him. By telling the 
story through the device of the 
“frame,” so that the Narrator 
is trying to learn a story that 
has already happened, Wharton 
gives Ethan’s story a sense of 
inevitability.

A strike at the power plant extends the Narrator’s 
stay in Starkfield through the winter. The Narrator 
observes the effect of the harsh climate on the 
psychology of the town’s inhabitants, and compares 
their situation to that of an army under siege. He 
thinks about Gow’s comment that Ethan has “been 
in Starkfield too many winters.”

The long, cold New England 
winters have a negative effect 
on the mental health of the 
inhabitants of the area. Gow’s 
comment implies that in addi-
tion to the winters, Ethan’s fate 
was largely determined by his 
failure to leave Starkfield. 

The Narrator hopes to learn more about Ethan’s 
story from his landlady, Mrs. Ned Hale (formerly 
Ruth Varnum), but she is strangely reluctant to 
speak of the accident. Gow relates that the accident 
happened in front of her childhood home, and that 
she had been a close friend of the victims.

Mrs. Hale’s distressed reaction 
to the Narrator’s inquiries adds 
to the suspense about what 
happened to Ethan.

When the local livery stable owner Denis Eady’s 
horses fall ill from an epidemic, Gow suggests that 
the Narrator hire Ethan to drive him to the train 
station and back every day. Gow explains that the 
Fromes are desperately poor, and that their farm 
has poor soil and an obsolete mill. In addition, Ethan 
has been plagued with “sickness and trouble”—his  
father was kicked in the head by a horse, resulting in 
disability, insanity, and death; his mother also went 
insane; and Ethan’s wife Zenobia (also called Zeena) 
suffers from frequent real or imagined illnesses.

Rather than explaining what 
Ethan did to end up in his 
current situation, Gow describes 
Ethan in terms of the external 
forces that have plagued him: 
a family history of infirmity and 
insanity, poverty, poor soil, and 
obsolete technology. 

Although Ethan says little as he drives the Narrator 
to the station, the Narrator learns that Ethan is 
interested in engineering, and lends him a book on 
popular science. To the Narrator, Ethan seems a 
tragic hero, “frozen” in silence, who’s inner need for 
knowledge and learning contrasts with his outwardly 
simple life. The Narrator realizes that he and Ethan 
have more in common than he expected.

The Narrator’s discovery of 
Ethan’s interest in engineering 
and science indicates that 
Ethan had ambitions that for 
some reason he never fulfilled. 
That Ethan has been “frozen” 
into silence links his condition to 
the brutal winters of the region.

One day, a severe winter storm blocks the railroad. 
Ethan drives the Narrator the full ten miles to 
the power station, along a road that passes by the 
Frome farm. Ethan tells the Narrator that the coming 
of the railroad resulted in less traffic along the road 
to the farm, and relates that Ethan’s mother died 
of loneliness and insanity as a consequence of the 
Fromes’ isolation.

Even the railroad bends to the 
whims of nature in this region. 
Technological progress has not 
improved life for the Fromes, in-
stead causing them to become 
even more isolated. The Frome 
women, who do domestic work 
at home, are forced into even 
deeper isolation than the men.

On the way home the storm worsens and Ethan and 
the Narrator are forced to take shelter at the Frome 
farm. As they enter the house, the Narrator hears 
a woman’s complaining voice, but cannot make out 
her words. The narrator says that he then discovered 
the “clue” to Ethan Frome that allowed him to “put 
together this vision of his story.”

The narrator does not reveal 
the “clue” until the end of 
the novel, injecting even more 
suspense into the novel. At 
this point, the reader is left to 
assume that the whining voice 
belongs to Ethan’s sickly wife, 
Zeena.

The color-coded bars in Summary and Analysis make it easy to track the themes through the 
work. Each color corresponds to one of the themes explained in the Themes section. For in-
stance, a bar of  indicates that all five themes apply to that part of the summary.
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As Ethan and Mattie walk through the snowy 
landscape to the farm, they pass under hemlock 
trees and the graveyard where Ethan’s ancestors are 
buried. Normally Ethan feels that the gravestones are 
mocking his inability to get away from Starkfield, but 
this night he wants things to stay as they are forever, 
with Mattie at his side. 

Ethan’s feelings that the 
gravestones mock him show 
his frustrated ambitions. But his 
delusional belief that things will 
just stay as they are hints that 
his ambitions were thwarted at 
least in part by his own failure 
to take action. 

As they approach the darkened farmhouse, Ethan 
puts his arms around Mattie. She does not resist. A 
dead cucumber vine dangling from the porch reminds 
Ethan that if Zeena were to die, he and Mattie would 
be free to marry.

The dead vine’s appearance at 
this intimate moment between 
Ethan and Mattie is foreboding. 
Ethan’s hope that Zeena will 
die is another example of 
Ethan’s passive daydreaming.

The key that Zeena normally leaves under the 
doormat isn’t there, and the guilty lovers experience 
a moment of panic. A moment later, Zeena opens the 
door, looking bony and unattractive. Standing in the 
“vault”-like kitchen, Zeena says she felt “too mean to 
sleep,” meaning that she feels ill. Not wanting Mattie 
to see him follow Zeena upstairs, Ethan claims that 
he wants to stay up and go over the mill accounts. 
Mattie warns him with her eyes not to resist, and he 
follows Zeena to bed.

The word “vault” is used to 
describe a tomb. Using that 
word to describe a kitchen, a 
room that is usually a source 
of warmth, emphasizes how 
Zeena has trapped Ethan and 
made his life like a living death. 

Chapter 3

The next morning Ethan wonders why he didn’t kiss 
Mattie the night before when he had the chance. The 
red sunrise reminds him of the rosy color of Mattie’s 
cheeks. In contrast to Zeena’s constant discontent, 
Mattie’s positive attitude seems remarkable to him, 
considering how difficult her life has been. Penniless 
and orphaned after the failure of her father’s business 
and her parents’ death, Mattie worked for a while in 
a department store, but her health broke down. She 
was forced to seek help from relatives, who had lost 
their own savings when Mattie’s father’s business 
collapsed. In revenge, these relatives sent  Mattie to 
work for Zeena without pay.

The contrast between the 
vibrant Mattie and sour Zeena 
couldn’t be more strong. Mattie 
is what, in Ethan’s traditionalist 
estimation, a woman should 
be. Unlike Ethan, Mattie’s father 
escaped rural Massachusetts by 
moving to the city of Stamford, 
but did not succeed there 
despite his ambitious nature. 
Like many daughters of middle-
class families, Mattie has no 
education, so she is reduced to 
working menial jobs for a living.

The next morning, Zeena informs Ethan that she is 
going to Bettsbridge to consult a new doctor and stay 
overnight with her Aunt Martha Pierce. Despite 
his fear that Zeena will spend what little money 
the Fromes have on expensive medicines, he looks 
forward to being alone with Mattie. Zeena appears 
old and wrinkled even though she is only 35, eight 
years older than Ethan.

Zeena’s ugliness and the fact 
that she is eight years older 
than Ethan further emphasizes 
what a bad match they are. 
Ethan’s concerns about money, 
which he feels he can do noth-
ing about, make it apparent 
that Zeena’s “illness” allows her 
to control Ethan. 

At the last minute, in order to buy more time with 
Mattie, Ethan lies to Zeena—he says he needs to 
collect payment for the delivery of lumber from his 
mill to Andrew Hale, a builder in Starkfield, and that 
therefore Jotham Powell, the hired man, will have to 
take Zeena to the train.

Ethan finally takes action—he 
lies, compromising his ethics, in 
order to spend more time alone 
with Mattie.

Chapter 4

Ethan looks forward to an evening alone with Mattie, 
and recalls how warm and inviting the kitchen was in 
the days when his mother was alive. He remembers 
that his mother had been a “talker,” until her illness, 
when she fell silent and began to hear voices. When 
Zenobia Pierce, his cousin, came to help nurse his 
mother, Ethan was grateful for the company and 
conversation, and when his mother died, rather than 
being alone again he asked Zeena to marry him.

Ethan married Zeena because 
he was afraid of silence, just 
as his mother was. The Fromes 
appear to suffer from a fear 
of loneliness, which causes 
them to make poor decisions. 
Ethan associates Mattie with 
his mother, who unlike Zeena 
makes the farmhouse kitchen a 
warm and inviting place.

When they married, Zeena and Ethan agreed that 
they would sell the farm and saw-mill and move 
to a larger town, where Ethan would become an 
engineer. But no one wanted to buy the farm, and 
as they waited for a year Zeena developed her 
“sickliness,” making any move to a larger town 
impossible, though Ethan suspects Zeena’s illness 
may be imagined or faked.

Ethan’s passivity causes him 
to accept setbacks too easily. 
Though he suspects Zeena 
of faking her illness, he uses 
it as an excuse to do nothing. 
Wharton implies that Zeena 
got “ill” because she couldn’t 
bear moving to a larger town 
where Ethan would be out of 
her control. 

After a while, Zeena had stopped talking almost 
entirely, except to complain. Ethan wonders if Zeena 
is going crazy like his mother (and many other women 
who lived on isolated farms). But at other times he 
wonders if maybe she is deliberately holding her 
tongue and plotting revenge.

The isolation of New England 
farms was particularly hard 
on women, who were confined 
to their houses with domestic 
chores, whereas the men had 
more opportunities to socialize 
when they conducted business.

Not wanting to be caught in the lie he has told to 
Zeena, Ethan goes to Andrew Hale with his load 
of lumber and asks for an advance payment, even 
though he knows Hale never pays sooner than three 
months after delivery. Hale refuses politely, explaining 
he needs the money for his son’s upcoming wedding 
to Ruth Varnum. Ethan’s pride keeps him from 
pursuing the matter, and he leaves without the 
money.

Ethan’s typical New England 
simplicity and rigid code of 
ethics prevent him from looking 
after his own interests. Just as 
he does nothing in the face 
of the illness he suspects that 
Zeena is faking, now he doesn’t 
protest or insist on payment 
from Hale.

In the village Ethan is passed by Denis Eady in his 
father’s cutter (a fancy sled for the time). Ethan’s 
heart sinks as he imagines that Denis is on his way to 
the farm to meet Mattie. Retrieving his horses from 
Andrew Hale’s stable, he surprises Ned Hale and 
Ruth Varnum secretly kissing at the top of the hill 
where he and Mattie paused the night before—the 
couple, startled, quickly part. 

The sight of Ned and Ruth 
quickly parting when Ethan 
appears is a reminder of New 
England society’s strict rules 
regarding male-female relations. 
But it is also a reminder that 
Ned and Ruth were willing to 
break those rules for love. 

On the way home, Ethan passes the Frome 
graveyard again and sees the headstone of his 
namesake, another Ethan Frome, and his wife, named 
Endurance. The inscription on their headstone reads: 
“Dwelled Together in Peace for Fifty Years.” He 
wonders if his own headstone with Zeena will bear 
the same words.

The name “Endurance” sug-
gests the only course of action 
open to husbands and wives 
in an unhappy marriage, in a 
time when divorce was rare and 
against most people’s religious 
principles. “Dwelling in peace” is 
not the same as sharing love.

The farmhouse door is locked—then Mattie opens 
the door, silhouetted in lamplight as Zeena had been 
the night before. She has run a crimson ribbon 
through her hair. The table is carefully laid for supper, 
with Ethan’s favorite pickles in a red glass pickle 
-dish. The room is warm and bright, and Zeena’s 
cat lies contentedly by the fire. Ethan jealously asks 
if Mattie has had any visitors. She teases him by 
describing how she entertained Jotham Powell over 
a cup of coffee.

The contrast between Zeena 
and Mattie is emphasized by 
the parallel between Mattie’s 
appearance at the door and 
Zeena’s in chapter 2. The extra 
effort Mattie has made to 
make the kitchen inviting con-
firms Ethan’s belief that she’ll 
be a good wife to someone. 
The red ribbon and pickle-dish 
symbolize the couple’s passion 
and their sin against Zeena. 

As Ethan and Mattie sit down at the table, Zeena’s 
cat jumps between them onto Zeena’s chair. 
Conversation is strained as they feel that somehow 
Zeena is in the room with them. The cat goes after 
the milk and as Ethan and Mattie’s hands meet on 
the handle of the milk-jug the cat knocks over the 
pickle-dish, shattering it.

The cat can be interpreted as 
an almost supernatural exten-
sion of Zeena, or as a manifes-
tation of Ethan and Mattie’s 
guilt about their illicit love. 

Mattie is distraught. The pickle-dish was one of 
Zeena‘s most prized wedding gifts. In fact, Zeena 
prizes it so highly that she never ever uses it. Ethan 
consoles Mattie by replacing the broken fragments 
on the top shelf of the china-closet, saying that if he 
cannot replace it he will glue it together the next day. 
Mattie is reassured, and they return to supper.

Now it’s clear that the pickle-
dish symbolized Ethan and 
Zeena’s marriage. The breaking 
of the dish represents their 
failed marriage in contrast 
to Mattie and Ethan’s love. 
Yet Ethan’s response is not to 
acknowledge his love affair with 
Mattie, but to try to hide it by 
fixing the dish and pretending 
nothing happened.

Chapter 5

After supper, Mattie sews while Ethan smokes his 
pipe and sits by the fire. Ethan wishes this scene 
of domestic bliss would go on forever. But he can’t 
see Mattie where she is sitting so he tells her to 
sit in Zeena’s rocking-chair. When she does, Ethan 
is unsettled to see Zeena’s face superimposed on 
Mattie’s. Mattie also feels uncomfortable and slips 
back to her usual chair. Zeena’s cat jumps onto the 
rocking-chair and watches them.

Ethan and Mattie finally get a 
night alone together, and they 
spend it in domestic, rather 
than physical, bliss. Ethan, with 
his strict morals, doesn’t want 
to have an affair with Mattie. 
He wants to be married to 
her. But marriage is impossible 
because he’s already married 
to Zeena, as the superimposed 
faces show. Faced with this 
dilemma, Ethan does nothing. 
He just wishes his time with 
Mattie would last forever.  
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Gradually, Ethan and Mattie find it easier to talk, 
and the illusion that they are husband and wife and 
will always be together grows. Ethan mentions that 
this was the night they were to have gone sledding, 
and suggests that they go the following night. They 
discuss the dangerous elm tree, and Ethan feels sure 
of his ability to protect Mattie from danger.

In Zeena’s absence, the love 
between Ethan and Mattie 
flourishes. Their love affair is 
traditional—Ethan, the compe-
tent powerful male protector 
guards his love from dangerous 
outside forces, as symbolized by 
the tree in this scene.

Ethan touches the end of the fabric Mattie is sewing, 
then tells her that he surprised Ned and Ruth kissing 
by the Varnums’ gate. Mattie blushes. He feels that 
he has crossed a line: inside the house he shares 
with Zeena, Mattie seems unapproachable. The 
two talk about Ruth and Ned’s upcoming marriage 
and Ethan, thinking of Denis Eady, says darkly that 
it will be Mattie’s turn to marry next. Mattie asks 
whether  Ethan is saying that because Zeena has said 
something against her. Ethan replies that nobody can 
tell what Zeena is thinking.

Ethan’s shyness, in addition to 
his sensitivity to traditional mor-
als, prevents him from acting on 
his feelings physically. He can 
do nothing more than touch 
the end of the piece of fabric 
Mattie is sewing. For her part, 
Mattie, playing the traditional 
woman’s role, is unable to make 
the first move.

Realizing that time is running out, Ethan touches 
the fabric a second time. This time Mattie notices, 
and it seems as if something might happen between 
them... But just then, the cat darts at a mouse and 
Zeena’s rocking-chair begins to rock, reminding them 
that Zeena will be back the following day. As they 
return to reality Ethan impulsively kisses the end of 
the fabric. Mattie silently rises, puts away the fabric, 
and moves the pots of geraniums Ethan has planted 
for her away from the window. They part without 
touching, going upstairs to their separate rooms.

Ethan and Mattie are helpless 
to act on their love, kept apart 
by the thought of Zeena and by 
their own moral hang-ups. The 
scene ends on an unresolved 
note: Mattie’s ambivalent 
reaction to Ethan’s kiss may 
communicate her discomfort 
or her longing for Ethan to 
act more decisively. Ethan’s 
unwillingness to act is typical of 
the passivity that prevents him 
from achieving happiness.

Chapter 6

The following day at breakfast Ethan thinks happily 
of the evening he shared with Mattie. He imagines 
that Mattie knew why he didn’t press her for signs 
of affection and tells himself he is glad that nothing 
between them has changed. 

Ethan justifies his cowardly 
inaction on the grounds that 
he doesn’t want to change 
anything for the worse. It’s clear 
that Ethan’s lack of success is 
in large part his own fault. 

Ethan tells Mattie he will be back from the mill in 
time for dinner. The weather has gotten warmer 
and a wet snow has fallen and made the roads icy. 
Ethan plans to drive another load of logs to town and 
buy some glue to fix the pickle-dish while sending 
Jotham to fetch Zeena at the train station. However, 
one of the horses slips on the ice and cuts its knee, 
and the sleety rain makes loading the logs difficult. 
Ethan is unable to make it to the village and is late 
for dinner. 

Outside forces do also seem 
to conspire against Ethan. 
While the thaw, which occurs 
simultaneously with Zeena’s 
absence, at first seems to signal 
an improvement over the frigid 
cold of previous chapters, the 
sleet interferes with Ethan’s 
search for glue. 

After dinner, Ethan hurries to the village with the 
logs, then to Michael Eady’s store for the glue. 
Denis Eady is unable to locate any glue, so Ethan 
goes to Mrs. Homan’s store, where after some delay 
a bottle of glue is found. Ethan drives home in the 
rain, hoping to beat Zeena and Jotham back to the 
farm. When he sees that the sorrel horse is not in the 
barn he believes he and Mattie are alone. 

More obstacles hinder Ethan’s 
efforts to prevent Zeena from 
finding out about him and 
Mattie. Mattie, for her part, is 
unable to leave the house and 
must rely on Ethan to save her 
from Zeena’s wrath. 

However, when Ethan bursts into the kitchen Mattie 
tells him Zeena has returned and has gone upstairs 
without saying a word. Ethan tells Mattie he will fix 
the pickle-dish later than night after Zeena has 
gone to bed.

Zeena’s silence is ominous. It 
makes Ethan’s optimism that 
he’ll get a chance to fix the 
pickle-dish seem naïve, and his 
efforts to protect Mattie seem 
doomed to failure. 

When Jotham drives up with the sorrel horse, which 
he has borrowed to carry some goods home to his 
wife, Ethan tries to persuade him to stay for supper, 
knowing Zeena will be less likely to make a scene if 
Jotham is present. Jotham, who normally would not 
turn down a free meal, refuses politely, and Ethan 
wonders what passed between him and Zeena on the 
drive home. When he re-enters the kitchen Mattie 
has set the table and it looks as welcoming as the 
night before.

Jotham’s refusal to stay for 
dinner is a final indication that 
something is terribly wrong. 
Ethan and Mattie’s guilt is no-
ticeable as they wait for Zeena 
to come down to dinner. Yet 
rather than act, they continue 
to pretend that nothing has 
happened, as if they have no 
choice but to wait for the storm 
that is brewing, and that will 
erupt in the next chapter. 

Chapter 7

Ethan calls Zeena’s name, but when she does not 
answer he goes up to their room. Zeena, sitting bolt 
upright by the window in her traveling clothes, reveals 
that the doctor has told her she has “complications.” 
Ethan is torn between wishing she would die and 
feeling compassion for her. Zeena implies that she 
has kidney trouble and that she ought to have an 
operation, but that she will settle for a hired girl on 
doctor’s orders. Before Ethan can reply she declares 
that Aunt Martha has already found her one, and 
that the girl will arrive the following afternoon.

Zeena continues to use her “ill-
ness” to exploit Ethan’s guilt in 
order to get what she wants. In 
this case, that means removing 
Mattie from the house because 
Mattie directly threatens her 
control over Ethan. Rather than 
act aggressively to keep Mattie 
in the house, Ethan is indecisive 
and finds himself unable to 
respond to the actions Zeena 
has taken..

When Ethan objects angrily to the cost, Zeena shouts 
back at him that she would have been ashamed to tell 
the doctor that Ethan refused her the money when 
the fact was she had lost her health nursing Ethan’s 
mother. She says her relatives all told her that Ethan 
couldn’t do less than marry her after that.

Zeena’s response to Ethan’s 
objections is to hurl accusations 
intended to deepen Ethan’s 
guilt and, consequently, further 
her control over him. Ethan 
does not argue with her or 
defend himself.

Struggling with rage and disgust, Ethan tells Zeena 
that he lacks the money to pay for a hired girl and 
that he will do the housework himself. Zeena reminds 
him that he is neglecting the farm already and taunts 
him with the suggestion that he send her to the 
almshouse (poorhouse). She asks him about the 
fifty dollars he was supposed to have gotten from 
Andrew Hale and without thinking he confesses 
that he doesn’t have it, since Hale always takes at 
least three months to pay. This is the first time Ethan 
has been caught in a lie.

Ethan’s offer to do women’s 
work would be seen as inap-
propriate and demeaning. His 
inability to make the farm prof-
itable is another slight to his 
sense of masculinity, and Zeena 
is not above taunting him. By 
exposing Ethan’s lie about the 
money he said he would get for 
the lumber, she makes him look 
and feel even weaker. 

Ethan humbly apologizes to Zeena for being a poor 
man and says he will do the best he can for her. She 
replies that they will manage since they won’t have to 
pay for Mattie’s board any longer. Ethan is confused, 
but Zeena shrilly insists that Mattie is a burden and 
that now it’s someone else’s turn to take her in.

Here Zeena springs her trap, 
using Ethan’s complaints about 
money against him. Zeena’s 
decisive actions shatter Ethan’s 
delusion that he can keep 
things as they are by doing 
nothing.

Mattie’s voice sounds from the landing, calling 
Ethan and Zeena to supper. Zeena says she’s not 
coming down and Ethan calls out that he will be there 
in a minute. Ethan tries to shame Zeena into agreeing 
to keep Mattie on, but Zeena replies that people are 
gossiping about him and Mattie, and that she should 
have let Mattie go long before. 

Zeena puts the final nail in 
the coffin when she insinuates 
that the villagers are talking 
about Mattie and Ethan. Ethan 
can’t bear the thought of being 
considered immoral by his 
community.

Realizing that he has been “mastered” by Zeena, 
Ethan looks at his wife with loathing. His helplessness 
makes him hate her, and he feels that she is the cause 
of all of his failures. For a moment he clenches his fist, 
then retreats to the kitchen.

Ethan hates Zeena for stripping 
him of the husbandly authority 
he feels he deserves. Instead 
of standing up for himself and 
Mattie, he again does nothing.

At the supper table Mattie looks at Ethan happily, 
oblivious to what has just occurred. Ethan is so 
upset that he can’t eat and Mattie realizes something 
is wrong. He takes her in his arms and they kiss 
passionately. He says he can’t and won’t let her go. 
Mattie is bewildered, and Ethan is forced to tell her 
that the doctor has ordered Zeena to get a hired girl, 
which Mattie realizes would force her to leave.

Mattie’s naïveté is striking in 
contrast to Zeena’s conniving 
strategies. Mattie’s helplessness 
also highlights Ethan’s lack of 
authority. He too is helpless in 
his desire to help her. Their kiss 
comes at the moment when 
hope seems lost, heightening its 
poignancy.

Mattie tries to console Ethan but she knows her 
prospects of getting work are poor. Ethan remembers 
stories he has heard about girls like Mattie who look 
for work in cities like Worcester and Stamford.

Workrooms in mills and facto-
ries were poorly ventilated, la-
bor laws were nonexistent, and 
wages were often extremely low.

Ethan says he won’t let her leave, and that he will stand 
up to Zeena. At that moment Zeena comes down from 
the bedroom and sits at the table. Zeena says she 
is feeling better and starts eating, while Ethan sits 
speechless and Mattie tries to act as if everything 
is normal. After eating, though, Zeena complains of 
heartburn and goes to get some stomach powder.

At this moment of crisis, 
it seems that Ethan has 
finally decided to act. Yet Ethan 
is speechless when Zeena 
appears. Zeena’s cheerfulness 
seem particularly cruel, and im-
plies that Zeena takes pleasure 
in hurting Ethan.
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When Zeena returns, she is furious and carrying the 
broken pickle-dish. Ethan tells her the cat knocked 
it over, to which Zeena replies that a cat couldn’t 
set the pieces neatly back on the shelf. Mattie then 
confesses that she took down the pickle-dish to 
make the dinner table pretty. Zeena accuses Mattie 
of taking from her the thing she cared for most of 
all. She says she always knew Mattie was a bad girl, 
and adds that she should have thrown Mattie out 
long ago.

Though Zeena seems just as 
miserable in her marriage as 
Ethan does, her anger over the 
broken pickle-dish (a symbol of 
her marriage), shows her deep 
desire to save her marriage. 
This makes sense in the novel’s 
social context: Ethan (a man) 
has prospects beyond marriage, 
but for Zeena (a woman), 
marriage is the only option. So 
it’s not surprising that Zeena 
takes whatever steps she feels 
are necessary to preserve her 
marriage . 

Chapter 8

After the scene in the kitchen, Ethan goes on his 
nightly inspection of the farm. He returns to find the 
kitchen empty, with his pipe laid out for him, and 
a note from Mattie telling him not to worry. In the 
kitchen he finds a note from Mattie that reads, “Don’t 
trouble, Ethan.” He enters his cold unused study and 
thinks about how he has sacrificed his life for Zeena, 
and recalls a married man he knew who deserted his 
own wife and went west with the girl he loved. 

The study symbolizes Ethan’s 
lost dreams of getting an 
education. Yet Ethan’s willing-
ness to blame Zeena and fate 
for his failures shows how he 
refuses to accept that, above all, 
his own passivity and cowardice 
have created his predicament.

He begins writing a letter to Zeena, telling her he is 
leaving her to go west with Mattie, and will leave 
Zeena the farm.

Once again, Ethan is pushed to 
the verge of action...

As he writes, Ethan is besieged with doubts about 
whether Zeena will be able to sell the farm, and 
how she will keep it going until she finds a buyer. He 
also worries how he will be able to support Mattie, 
considering he has no money and he knows no one 
who will lend to him.

...only to come up with reason 
after reason why his plans will 
fail. Ethan is trapped by societal 
expectations, but only because 
he is unwilling to them and face 
the consequences.

As Ethan lies hopelessly on the sofa, he sees the 
moon through the window-pane and remembers 
that he had promised to take Mattie sledding. The 
beauty of the snowy landscape seems to mock his 
wretchedness, and he falls asleep.

The tranquility of the landscape 
contrasts with the turmoil in 
Ethan’s heart, as if nature 
itself is indifferent to human 
suffering.

At dawn, Mattie appears in the doorway wearing 
her red scarf. She is pale and says she has been 
awake all night, listening for him to come upstairs. 
As daylight comes and the stove warms the kitchen, 
Ethan feels more hopeful. He tells Mattie he thinks 
things will “straighten out” and not to take any notice 
of what Zeena says.

The red sun and the warmth 
of the stove, symbols of the 
passionate love Ethan feels for 
Mattie, contrast with the cold 
and darkness associated with 
Zeena and Starkfield in general.

Ethan goes out to the barn, where he meets Jotham 
Powell. Jotham tells Ethan that Daniel Byrne is 
willing to take Mattie’s trunk to Corbury Flats, so that 
the sleigh will be lighter when he takes Mattie to the 
station to catch the six o’clock train and to pick up the 
new hired girl. Ethan says it hasn’t been decided yet 
that Mattie is definitely leaving.

Though Jotham works for 
Ethan, he carries out Zeena’s 
orders, undermining Ethan’s 
authority. Zeena’s provisions for 
Mattie’s departure take Ethan 
by surprise, and the plot seems 
to race along as he hesitates.

At breakfast, Zeena is unusually alert and active. 
While Ethan looks on, she criticizes Mattie for 
neglecting the geraniums, accuses her of stealing 
a number of items, and discusses the logistics of 
Mattie’s departure with Jotham Powell. 

Zeena’s determination contrasts 
with Ethan’s inertia. Ethan’s 
failure to defend Mattie from 
Zeena’s slanderous accusations 
shows her power over him.

Ethan is ashamed at what Mattie must think of 
him and confused about what to do, though he has 
resolved to do something. He tells Jotham he is 
going to Starkfield and that he won’t be back for 
dinner. As he walks to the village the landscape 
reminds him of Mattie and he realizes he must act 
at once. He decides to ask Andrew Hale for an 
advance on the lumber, using the lie that he needs 
the money to pay the hired girl.

Once again, Ethan decides to 
act, reminded of Mattie’s im-
portance by everything he sees. 
His humiliation at seeing Mattie 
banished causes him to swallow 
his pride and seek assistance 
from Hale. His love for Mattie 
makes him blind to the fact 
that in doing so he will have to 
compromise his morals.

At the Hale’s house, Mrs. Andrew Hale greets 
Ethan and expresses sympathy for Zeena’s poor 
health and for Ethan’s troubles. Ethan is grateful for 
her sympathy, and continues on his mission, feeling 
sure that the Hales’ compassion will make it easy for 
him to get the money he needs from them. 

Mrs. Hale’s compassion for 
Ethan’s suffering and his 
devoted care for Zeena seems 
kind. In fact, it is kind—Mrs. 
Hale really does feel for Ethan’s 
plight. 

Ethan quickens his pace, but his conscience 
overwhelms him as he realizes the immorality of his 
plan to abandon his wife or to deceive two people  
who are kind enough to pity him. He turns back to 
the farm.

However, Mrs. Hale’s kindness 
also reinforces the social 
expectations that trap Ethan. 
He can’t bear to act in a way 
that he’s been raised to believe 
is immoral, even if his morality 
costs him his happiness.

Chapter 9

Back at the farm, Ethan finds Daniel Byrne waiting in 
his sleigh outside the kitchen door. Ethan is shocked 
to learn that Mattie is getting her trunk down from 
her room alone, since Jotham is at the wood-lot and 
Daniel Byrne doesn’t want to leave his horse. Ethan 
goes up to help, and finds Mattie sobbing in her 
empty room. They cling to each other and Mattie tells 
him she thought she would never see him again.

Without Ethan to look out for 
her, Mattie is forced to fend 
for herself. Believing Ethan has 
abandoned her, Mattie accepts 
her fate passively. 

Zeena calls to them to hurry and Ethan and Mattie 
maneuver the trunk down the stairs together. Zeena 
does not move from her chair or even look up. Before 
they go back into the house, Ethan tells Mattie that, 
despite Zeena’s orders, he—not Jotham—will drive 
her to the train station.

Ethan again resolves to take a 
stand. But Zeena seems certain 
of her power and unconcerned 
that Ethan will actually do 
anything to upset her plans.

At dinner, Ethan cannot bring himself to eat. Zeena 
eats hungrily and offers Jotham seconds, though 
ordinarily she ignores him. She also accuses Mattie of 
stealing various items. After dinner, Mattie washes 
the dishes.

Zeena’s kindness to Jotham 
makes her rudeness to Mattie 
even more vicious. Even when 
she’s on the verge of leaving, 
Mattie does her chores.

Ethan tells Jotham not to come for Mattie as he 
will be driving her to the train station himself. Zeena 
protests but Ethan is firm. Zeena tries a second 
time, demanding that Ethan stay to fix the stove for 
the hired girl. Ethan replies that the stove was good 
enough for Mattie, so it ought to be good enough 
for the new girl. He tells Mattie to be ready at three 
o’clock, saying he has business in Corbury.

At last Ethan asserts his 
authority. He stands up to 
Zeena when she objects to his 
driving Mattie to the station, 
and resists her attempts to 
manipulate him. To buy more 
time with Mattie, he lies a 
second time—he doesn’t really 
have business in Corbury.

As Ethan readies the horse for the trip, he notes 
the spring-like weather and remembers picking up 
Mattie at the station a little more than a year before, 
in similar weather. Zeena goes upstairs without 
saying goodbye, complaining of shooting pains in her 
legs. With a feeling of unreality, Ethan helps Mattie 
into the sleigh and they drive away.

The beautiful weather seems 
arbitrary to Ethan, since it’s the 
same whether Mattie is arriving 
for the first time or leaving 
forever. Zeena’s complaining re-
turns as she again feels anxious 
about her power over Ethan, 
and tries to control him.

Instead of going in the direction of Starkfield, Ethan 
turns the sleigh toward Bettsbridge. They drive to 
a beautiful spot in the woods called Shadow Pond, 
where at a church picnic the summer before Mattie 
and Ethan sat on a fallen log by the pond. As they sat, 
Mattie noticed she was missing her gold locket. All 
the young men began looking for it, but it was Ethan 
who found it in the moss. Now, sitting again on the 
fallen log, Ethan reminds her of how he found the 
locket, and Mattie says she never saw anybody with 
such sharp eyes.

The moment at the pond sums 
up Ethan and Mattie’s relation-
ship: their shared love of nature, 
Mattie’s status as a beautiful 
young woman desired by many 
young men, and Ethan’s ability 
to help and protect her better 
than any of those other men. 
Ethan’s sharp eyes symbolize 
both his strength and compe-
tence, and Mattie’s trust in him.

Ethan longs to reach out and touch Mattie, to tell 
her how he feels, but just then Mattie says, “We 
mustn’t stay here any longer.” After a moment in 
which they stare into one another’s eyes, they drive 
away as the sun sinks behind the hill. 

Ethan is on the verge of taking 
action, but once again he moves 
too slowly and the moment 
passes him by, as symbolized by 
the sun sinking behind the hill.
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As the sleigh winds through the fields back to the 
Starkfield road, Ethan asks Mattie what she plans to 
do when she gets to Stamford. When Mattie replies 
that she will try to get a job in a store, Ethan reminds 
her that it made her ill before, and asks if any of her 
father’s friends can help her. Mattie says she wouldn’t 
ask them, and Ethan says there isn’t anything he 
wouldn’t do for her if he could. At that moment Mattie 
pulls out the letter Ethan began writing to Zeena the 
night before. He asks Mattie if she would have gone 
west with him, but she says the question is pointless 
and tears the letter into pieces.

Mattie’s future seems bleak, 
and it’s questionable whether 
her feeble efforts will improve 
her situation. Her refusal to 
consider asking her father’s 
friends for help shows the 
shame she feels, but it’s 
also another instance of her 
resignation to the terrible fate 
she believes awaits her. She 
tears up the letter because she 
realizes it’s just another empty 
gesture toward action by Ethan 
that will never go anywhere.

Ethan persists, and Mattie tells him she has been 
fantasizing about going away with him since the day 
at Shadow Pond. Ethan sadly tells her that he is “tied 
hand and foot,” and that there isn’t anything he can 
do. Mattie asks him to write to her and Ethan replies 
that writing is no good, when what he wants to do is 
be with her, and take care of her when she’s sick or 
lonely. Mattie tries to reassure him, and Ethan says 
he supposes she’ll marry someone else, and that he’d 
almost rather have her dead than let that happen. 
Mattie begins to sob, and says she wishes she were 
dead. Ethan feels ashamed of himself and tells her 
not to talk like that, and Mattie says Ethan is the only 
person who has ever been good to her.

Ethan behaves and speaks 
romantically in this scene, 
but his claims that he can do 
nothing sound hollow. When he 
says he would rather she were 
dead than married to someone 
else, it’s hard not to despise him 
for his selfishness. Mattie’s re-
sponse introduces the idea that 
death might be the solution to 
their problems. Though she be-
lieves that Ethan has been good 
to her, her final statement is 
ironic because Ethan more than 
anyone has been the source of 
her troubles.

When they reach Starkfield they see some boys with 
sleds leaving the sledding-grounds, and at the top of 
the hill Ethan asks Mattie if she’d like to coast down 
with him one time before they drive to the station. 
Mattie says there isn’t time, but Ethan helps her onto 
a sled that’s lying under the trees and climbs on 
behind her. Mattie asks him if he can see, and Ethan 
says he could steer them down with his eyes closed. 
He peers through the dusk and they fly down the hill, 
passing safely by the elm. Ethan asks Mattie if she 
was scared, and she replies that she is never scared 
when she’s with him. Ethan boasts that he is a good 
judge of distances, but that one swerve would have 
sent them into the elm, and they’d “never ha’ come 
up again.” 

The topic of Ethan’s excellent 
vision comes up again, and the 
couple revel in the traditional 
roles they assume. Ethan feels 
strong and competent; Mattie 
feels protected and cared for. 
Ethan’s boast that his judgment 
saved them from a collision 
makes Mattie realize that they 
could easily kill themselves by 
steering into the tree. 

As they climb back up the hill, Ethan thinks to himself 
that it’s the last time they’ll ever walk together. Ethan 
says he thinks the sled is Ned Hale’s, and Mattie 
asks him if this is the place where he saw Ned and 
Ruth kissing. She kisses him, crying “Good-bye!” 
Ethan cries that he can’t let her go, and Mattie, 
sobbing, says she can’t bear to go either. They cling 
to each other as the church clock strikes five.

Mattie’s impulse to kiss Ethan 
on the spot where another 
couple have kissed indicates her 
wish that their relationship, like 
Ruth and Ned’s, were legitimate 
in the eyes of the community. 
The couple’s passion causes 
them to act recklessly. 

Suddenly, Mattie asks Ethan to sled down with her 
again, “So’t we’ll never come up any more.” Ethan 
asks her what she means, and she says she wants 
him to steer them into the big elm. He says she’s 
crazy, but Mattie responds that she will be if she 
has to leave him. Ethan thinks of going back to his 
intolerable life with Zeena, and kisses Mattie again, 
stroking her hair.

Mattie realizes that death 
offers them an escape of last 
resort. Society won’t let them 
be together in life, but society 
can’t touch them in death. For 
his part, Ethan decides that real 
death is preferable to the living 
death he shares with Zeena.

The train whistles in the distance. Ethan wonders if he 
will feel anything after he dies. His horse whinnies, and 
he thinks that the horse is probably wondering why it  
hasn’t gotten its supper. As Ethan gazes down at the 
empty slope his eyes feel less sharp than usual.

The horse’s whinny distracts 
Ethan, reminding him of the 
duties in life and at the farm 
that he has neglected because 
of his desire for Mattie. 

Ethan climbs onto the sled and Mattie gets on in 
front of him. He orders her to get on behind him, 
because he wants to feel her holding him. The horse 
whinnies as they start down the slope, and they 
feel like they’re flying up into the cloudy sky. Ethan 
repeats to himself, “I know we can fetch it,” and 
imagines that the tree knows what they are planning 
and is waiting for them. Just before they strike the 
tree, a vision of Zeena’s face appears before him, 
and as he tries to brush it aside the sled swerves, but 
he guides it back toward the tree.

The sled ride is a perfect 
metaphor for Ethan’s life. He 
wants Mattie to cling to him like 
a traditional wife as he steers 
them through life. But in the end, 
Ethan can’t maintain focus and 
gets distracted by outside forces, 
knocking him off course. The act 
of sledding can also be seen as 
a metaphor for Ethan’s failure 
to take control over his life, just 
as the sled goes wherever the 
snowy course takes it.

Lying in the snow after the crash, Ethan sees a 
star and wonders vaguely if it is the star Sirius. He 
feels very tired and hears a frightened twittering, 
like a small animal in pain, nearby under the snow. 
He wants to help it, and feels around with his 
hand, which finds something soft—Mattie’s hair. He 
realizes that his hand is on her face, and then he sees 
her eyes open and she says his name. Just then the 
horse whinnies, and he thinks, “I ought to be getting 
him his feed...” 

Stars symbolized the ideas that 
fate and human lives are prede-
termined, since stars move in 
prescribed arcs across the sky. 
The opposing view holds that 
human beings are responsible 
for the course their lives take, 
and can influence their fate 
by choosing to act—much as 
Ethan sought to control the 
path of the sled. Ethan found 
himself caught between these 
two views, trying to control his 
life even though it always felt 
beyond his control. The result 
is catastrophic. Just as Ethan 
failed to achieve any of his 
other goals, he fails to commit 
suicide and ends up crippled 
for life. 

Epilogue

The frame story resumes in the first-person voice 
of the Narrator. As he and Ethan enter the dark 
sparsely-furnished farmhouse kitchen, the whining 
voice grows silent. Two women are in the room: one 
tall, grey, and bony, who sets about preparing supper, 
the other smaller and huddled in an armchair, with a 
witch-like stare. 

Ethan’s life has gotten worse. 
Before he had one shrewish 
wife, but now he seems some-
how to have two. The identity of 
the second woman is a mystery 
to the reader, for the moment. 

Ethan comments that the fire seems almost out. The 
tall woman ignores him, but the woman in the chair 
complains in a high, thin voice that Zeena fell asleep 
and let the fire go out, and that while it was out she 
thought she would freeze to death. The Narrator 
realizes that it was she who was speaking when he 
entered the room. Ethan introduces the tall woman 
as his wife, and the complaining woman as “Miss 
Mattie Silver.” 

Until it is revealed that the sec-
ond woman is Mattie, and that 
she, not Zeena, is the owner 
of the whiny, demanding voice. 
As Mrs. Hale explains later, 
suffering has changed her from 
a sweet girl into a bitter hag. 
Mattie has gone from Zeena’s 
opposite to her mirror image.

Back in Starkfield the next morning the Narrator 
reveals to Mrs. Ned Hale and old Mrs. Varnum that 
he has spent the night at the Frome farm. Mrs. Hale 
is greatly surprised, and says she believes he is the 
only stranger who has set foot in that house in over 
twenty years. Though after the accident she went 
to the Frome’s quite often, Mrs. Hale says that she 
now only goes there twice a year, because she can’t 
stand to see the look on Ethan’s face when the two 
women “get going at each other.” She is about to tell 
the Narrator what Mattie said to her when she was 
carried up to the Varnum house after the accident, 
but she starts crying and cannot finish her sentence. 
No one knows what Zeena was thinking, she says, but 
as soon as Mattie could be moved, Zeena took her 
back to the farm. Mrs. Hale says it is a miracle that 
someone as sick as Zeena was able to care for two 
cripples for 20 years, when before the accident she 
couldn’t even care for herself. 

The novel never explains why 
Zeena takes in Mattie. One 
possible explanation is that 
Zeena saw an opportunity to 
torment both Ethan and Mattie 
by taking in Mattie. But it’s also 
possible that Zeena felt social 
pressure to take in Mattie 
because Mattie was a relative 
who had suffered so horribly. 
In other words, just as Zeena’s 
“illness” gave her power over 
Ethan, Mattie’s more profound 
and real suffering seems to 
have given her power over 
Zeena, as shown when Mattie 
complains about Zeena letting 
the fire go out.  At any rate, they 
are now all trapped by misery, 
poverty, and disability in their 
lonely, decaying farmhouse.

The Narrator comments that life must be horrible 
for them all. Mrs. Hale agrees, but says she thinks 
Ethan has it the worst. She confides to the Narrator 
that she thinks it’s a pity that Mattie survived the 
accident, because if she had died, “Ethan might 
ha’ lived.” She adds that the way it is now, there’s 
not much difference between the Fromes in the 
graveyard and the Fromes up at the farm, except 
that the women in the graveyard “have got to hold 
their tongues.”

Mrs. Hale describes Ethan’s life 
as a kind of living death. Ethan 
sought to keeps things just as 
they were by doing nothing. 
But by never making a choice, 
either to break the rules of 
society and go off with Mattie 
or to give up what he desired 
and follow society’s rules, he 
managed to destroy everything.
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Prologue Quotes 
“Guess he’s been in Starkfield too many winters. Most of the smart ones get away.” 
When I had been there a little longer, and had seen this phase of crystal clearness followed 
by long stretches of sunless cold; when the storms of February had pitched their white tents 
about the devoted village and the wild cavalry of March winds had charged down to their sup-
port; I began to understand why Starkfield emerged from its six months’ siege like a starved 
garrison capitulating without quarter.

“Sickness and trouble: that’s what Ethan’s had his plate full up with, ever since the very first 
helping.”

He seemed a part of the mute melancholy landscape, an incarnation of its frozen woe, with 
all that was warm and sentient in him fast bound below the surface; but there was nothing 
unfriendly in his silence. I simply felt that he lived in a depth of moral isolation too remote for 
casual access, and I had the sense that his loneliness was not merely the result of his personal 
plight, tragic as I guessed that to be, but had in it, as Harmon Gow had hinted, the profound 
accumulated cold of many Starkfield winters.

Chapter 2 Quotes 
For years that quiet company had mocked his restlessness, his desire for change and freedom. 
“We never got away—how should you?” seemed to be written on every headstone; and when-
ever he went in or out of his gate he thought with a shiver: “I shall just go on living here till I join 
them.” But now all desire for change had vanished, and the sight of the little enclosure gave him 
a warm sense of continuance and stability.

Chapter 3 Quotes 
But when Zenobia’s doctor recommended her looking about for some one to help her with the 
house-work the clan instantly saw the chance of exacting a compensation from Mattie. 

She sat opposite the window, and the pale light reflected from the banks of snow made 
her face look more than usually drawn and bloodless, sharpened the three parallel creases 
between ear and cheek, and drew querulous lines from her thin nose to the corners of her 
mouth. Though she was but seven years her husband’s senior, and he was only twenty-eight, 
she was already an old woman. 

Chapter 4 Quotes 
After the mortal silence of his long imprisonment Zeena’s volubility was like music in his ears. 
He felt that he might have “gone like his mother” if the sound of a new voice had not come to 
steady him.

He recalled his mother’s growing taciturnity, and wondered if Zeena were also turning “queer.” 
Women did, he knew. Zeena, who had at her fingers’ ends the pathological chart of the whole 
region, had cited many cases of the kind while she was nursing his mother; and he himself 
knew of certain lonely farm-houses in the neighborhood where stricken creatures pined, and 
of others where sudden tragedy had come of their presence. At times, looking at Zeena’s shut 
face, he felt the chill of such forebodings. At other times her silence seemed deliberately as-
sumed to conceal far-reaching intentions, mysterious conclusions drawn from suspicions and 
resentments impossible to guess. 

She stood just as Zeena had stood, a lifted lamp in her hand, against the black background of 
the kitchen. She held the light at the same level, and it drew out with the same distinctness 
her slim young throat and the brown wrist no bigger than a child’s. Then, striking upward, it 
threw a lustrous fleck on her lips, edged her eyes with velvet shade, and laid a milky whiteness 
above the black curve of her brows. 

Completely reassured, she shone on him through tear-hung lashes, and his soul swelled with 
pride as he saw how his tone had subdued her. She did not even ask what he had done. Ex-
cept when he was steering a big log down the mountain to his mill he had never known such a 
thrilling sense of mastery. 

Important Quotes
Chapter 5 Quotes 

It was almost as if the other face, the face of the superseded woman, had obliterated that of 
the intruder.

Now, in the warm lamp-lit room,  with all its ancient implications of conformity and order, she 
seemed infinitely farther away from him and more unapproachable.

Chapter 7 Quotes 
She was no longer the listless creature who had lived at his side in a state of sullen self-ab-
sorption, but a mysterious alien presence, an evil energy secreted from the long years of silent 
brooding. It was the sense of his helplessness that sharpened his antipathy. There had never 
been anything in her that one could appeal to; but as long as he could ignore and command 
he had remained indifferent. Now she had mastered him and he abhorred her. . . . All the long 
misery of his baffled past, of his youth of failure, hardship and vain effort, rose up in his soul in 
bitterness and seemed to take shape before him in the woman who at every turn had barred 
his way. She had taken everything else from him; and now she meant to take the one thing 
that made up for all the others.

“If I’d ’a’ listened to folks, you’d ’a’ gone before now, and this wouldn’t ’a’ happened,” she said; 
and gathering up the bits of broken glass she went out of the room as if she carried a dead 
body . . .

Chapter 8 Quotes 
Must he wear out all his years at the side of a bitter querulous woman? Other possibilities had 
been in him, possibilities sacrificed, one by one, to Zeena’s narrow-mindedness and ignorance. 
And what good had come of it? She was a hundred times bitterer and more discontented than 
when he had married her: the one pleasure left her was to inflict pain on him.

The inexorable facts closed in on him like a prison-warder handcuffing a convict. There was no 
way out—none. He was a prisoner for life, and now his one ray of light was to be extinguished.

The early mist had vanished and the fields lay like a silver shield under the sun. It was one of 
the days when the glitter of winter shines through a pale haze of spring. Every yard of the road 
was alive with Mattie’s presence, and there was hardly a branch against the sky or a tangle 
of brambles on the bank in which some bright shred of memory was not caught. Once, in the 
stillness, the call of a bird in a mountain ash was so like her laughter that his heart tightened 
and then grew large; and all these things made him see that something must be done at once.

Chapter 9 Quotes 
	 “You won’t need me, you mean? I suppose you’ll marry!”
	 “Oh, Ethan!” she cried.
	 “I don’t know how it is you make me feel, Matt. I’d a’most rather have you dead than that!”
	 “Oh, I wish I was, I wish I was!” she sobbed.

He laughed contemptuously: “I could go down this coast with my eyes tied!” and she laughed 
with him, as if she liked his audacity. Nevertheless he sat still a moment, straining his eyes 
down the long hill, for it was the most confusing hour of the evening, the hour when the last 
clearness from the upper sky is merged with the rising night in a blur that disguises landmarks 
and falsifies distances.  

Her sombre violence constrained him: she seemed the embodied instrument of fate. He 
pulled the sled out, blinking like a night-bird as he passed from the shade of the spruces into 
the transparent dusk of the open. The slope below them was deserted. All Starkfield was at 
supper, and not a figure crossed the open space before the church. The sky, swollen with the 
clouds that announce a thaw, hung as low as before a summer storm. He strained his eyes 
through the dimness, and they seemed less keen, less capable than usual. 

Epilogue Quotes 
“And I say, if she’d ha’ died, Ethan might ha’ lived; and the way they are now, I don’t see’s 
there’s much difference between the Fromes up at the farm and the Fromes down in the 
graveyard; ‘cept that down there they’re all quiet, and the women have got to hold their 
tongues.”
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Theme Key
Determinism and Free Will

Duty and Morality vs. Desire

Gender Roles and Marriage

Work, Industry, and Progress

Hostile or Indifferent Nature

ThemeTrackerTM

Themes Chapter

Prologue

In the frame story, the –– Narrator, an engineer, sees Ethan at the Starkfield post office. Harmon Gow tells him that Ethan 
was crippled in a “smash-up” 24 years earlier.

Hoping to learn more, the –– Narrator asks his landlady, Mrs. Ned Hale, about the accident. She’s reluctant to talk.

The –– Narrator hires Ethan to drive him to and from the train station every day. A winter storm forces him to stay overnight 
at the Frome farm, where the Narrator discovers a clue that unlocks the Frome story.

1
The main narrative, imagined by the –– Narrator, begins. 

Young –– Ethan walks through the snow to the church, where he sees Mattie, wearing a red scarf, dancing with Denis Eady.

2

Mattie––  refuses Denis’s offer of a ride home, delighting Ethan, who is eavesdropping.

As –– Mattie and Ethan walk back to the farm, they pass by a steep hill used for sledding and the Frome graveyard.

Instead of leaving the key under the mat, –– Zeena greets them at the farmhouse door.

3
Zeena––  informs Ethan that she is going to Bettsbridge to see a new doctor, leaving him alone with Mattie.

Ethan––  lies that he can’t drive Zeena to the train station because he is collecting payment for a delivery of lumber to Andrew Hale.

4

To avoid being caught in a lie, –– Ethan goes to Andrew Hale and asks him for an advance. Hale politely refuses.

Ethan––  sees Ned Hale and Ruth Varnum kissing by the Varnum gate.

Ethan––  and Mattie eat supper and the cat knocks over Zeena’s pickle-dish. Ethan says he will glue it together the next day so that Zeena won’t see that it’s broken.

5
After supper, –– Ethan and Mattie sit by the stove and talk. The cat behaves strangely, reminding them of Zeena.

Ethan––  touches the end of the fabric Mattie is sewing, then kisses it. 

6 Bad weather prevents –– Ethan from getting the glue in time to fix the pickle-dish before Zeena returns from Bettsbridge.

7

Zeena––  tells Ethan she is very ill and that the doctor has ordered her to hire a girl to help her with the housework. 

Ethan––  tells her he can’t afford it, and his lie about getting money from Hale is discovered.

Zeena––  says the hired girl is arriving the next day and that, since they don’t have the money, Mattie will have to leave.

Zeena––  discovers the broken pickle-dish.

8

Ethan––  begins writing a letter to Zeena telling her he is leaving to go west with Mattie, but changes his mind when he realizes he doesn’t have enough money and 
considers what society will think of him for abandoning his wife.

Learning that –– Zeena has made arrangements for Mattie’s departure, Ethan decides to ask Andrew Hale for money with the lie that he needs it to pay the hired girl. 

Ethan encounters –– Mrs. Andrew Hale, whose sympathy discourages him from going through with his plan.

9

Ethan––  tells Zeena that he, not Jotham Powell, will drive Mattie to the train station.

On the way to the station, Ethan and Mattie stop to reminisce at Shadow Pond. ––

They stop also at the sledding hill. Mattie kisses Ethan, and they sled down the hill without incident.––

In despair, Mattie asks Ethan to take them on another sled run, but to steer the sled into the big elm tree.––

Ethan agrees, but is distracted by his chores at the farm and a vision of Zeena’s face. The sled goes slightly off course. They hit the tree, but the impact cripples rather ––
than kills them.

Epilogue

The frame story resumes. Ethan introduces the –– Narrator to Zeena and Mattie, now paralyzed, in the farmhouse kitchen. Suffering has turned Mattie into an exact 
copy of Zeena.

Mrs. Ned Hale––  confirms the Narrator’s story.

The LitCharts ThemeTracker is a mini-version of the entire LitChart. The ThemeTracker provides a quick timeline-style rundown of all the important plot points and allows you to track the themes throughout 
the work at a glance.
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