ETHAN FROME, by Edith Wharton
Plot Summary
The novel is set in the small town of Starkfield. The narrator is stuck in Starkfield for the winter and Ethan Frome offers to give the narrator rides to the train station. During one winter night the narrator is unable to go back to his place to stay, because of a snowstorm. Ethan Frome offers his home for the night, and the narrator learns of the details of the “smash-up” from twenty years ago. 

Characters:
Ethan Frome- This character has lived on his family’s farm for generations. Ethan Frome is the protagonist of the story. He met Zeena when she was caring for his sick mother. He faces both love and jealousy after meeting Mattie Silver.

Zenobia (Zeena) Frome- Ethan’s wife is a woman who is seen as “sickly, ” though many of her illness are imagined. This character receives the least sympathy in the novel. 

The Narrator-This character plays a minor part in the story. His purpose is to introduce the story thru someone who has no part in it. The narrator’s name is never mentioned.

Mattie Silver- Zeena’s cousin who had nowhere to go after losing her parents, and who came to live with the Frome family. The character performs the household chores for the Frome family. She becomes attracted to Ethan Frome.

Denis Eady- The son of a local grocer. This character was attracted to Mattie Silver, which causes Ethan Frome to become jealous.

Harmon Gow- The local gossip who first tells the narrator about Ethan Frome and his “smash-up”. 

Jotham Powell- He is the hired help for the Fromes.

Andrew Hale- A builder who buys lumber from Ethan. Due to financial problems, he asks Ethan if he can delay the payment. Not wanting to lose his pride, Ethan says that he is financially stable and that the delayed payment won’t be a problem.

Mrs. Hale- Andrew Hale’s wife. Ethan considers asking her for money to go away with Mattie Silver. 


Themes: Consider how you would discuss any of these in an essay paragraph. What examples could you find to support the thesis that any of these IS an important theme of the novel?

Morality/Expectations of Society vs. Desire	
Winter and Cold

Questions for Thought: 

1. How do Ethan and Mattie rationalize trying to kill themselves?

2. Zenobia Frome is weak and sickly, yet holds the position of power in the Frome household. How does this disparity make the reader the least sympathetic towards Zenna? Or, if Zeena does not garner the least sympathy, who does and why?

3. Ethan is torn between his love for Mattie and his obligation to stay with Zeena. Is Ethan a coward for trying to kill himself to get out of the situation? Why or why not?

4. The sled is referenced several times in the book. What does it symbolize?

5. Throughout the story, Ethan is reminded of Zeena because of her cat. In what ways does this affect his actions? Why would Edith Wharton include the symbolic cat in her story?

6. Do you as the reader sympathize with Mattie?

7. Are we as readers meant to feel pity for Ethan? Or should we be angry with his unfaithfulness? From her perspective, why are either eloping with Ethan and stealing him away from his marriage or committing suicide acceptable?

8. What does the author accomplish by writing the first and last chapters of the book from the perspective of an outsider visiting the town?

9. How and why is the motif of sickness and disability used throughout the book?

10. On the final sled run, it is Mattie, not Ethan, who suggests committing suicide. Why does Ethan give in to her will and what does this suggest about his character?

11. What do Mattie's red scarf and red ribbon symbolize?

12. At the end of the story, do you think that Zeena understands what has happened between Ethan and Mattie? 


	
