Ethan Frome quote explication practice #1

"Guess he's been in Starkfield too many winters.  Most of the smart ones got away." 

Example 1

Harmon Gow laments the idea that Ethan “has been in Starkfield too many winters” when the narrator gets his first glimpse of Ethan Frome in the prologue.  The narrator quickly learns that Starkfield in the winter is a place of desolate isolation.  The snow and ice literally and figuratively trap the townspeople in Starkfield and their homes with limited access to the resources needed to survive.  This immense physical isolation manifests in Ethan Frome’s character as he is physically isolated in his home but suffers from emotional starvation as well.  The long and cold the winter season causes conditions at the Frome household to diminish leaving the characters cut off from not only society but each other.  Mattie is the one person Ethan feels an emotional connection; however, Ethan is unable to forge the connection much like the physical landscape and harshness of winter prevents him from having any means to escape Starkfield.  The narrator later reflects that the physical and emotional isolation that Ethan suffers mirrors the diminished and shrunken nature of Ethan’s physical appearance.  While the “smart ones got away,” the cruel winter and solitude of Starkfield traps Ethan with all of its sinister force.  

Example 2

Harmon Gow’s statement intrigues the narrator and spurs him on to find the story behind the shell of Ethan Frome. Although a strong man with much potential in his youth, Frome becomes trapped in the winter wasteland of Starkfield because family obligations and his sense of duty supersede his own personal aspirations.   Overwhelming family and financial hardships not only force him to endure the tenacious grasp Starkfield winters, but beguile him into making detrimental life altering decisions.    By the time Zenobia comes to help with Ethan’s mother, Ethan has been living in a state of silent oppression for years, and “Zeena’s volubility [is] music in his ears” (44).  Mere conversation turns into a siren song for the young Ethan.  It is the combination of Zeena’s voice and the oppressive winter of his mother’s death that sentences him to a lifetime of winters that will cause his dreams to become “snowed under” (15).  Later, suffocating from an “oppressive reality” much like the outcroppings of slate appearing to “[push] out their noses to breathe,” Ethan receives a new spark of life through Mattie Silver, but the spark is no match for the relentless clutch of Starkfield and her winters staking their claim to Ethan Frome (27, 18).

Example quote explications from To Kill a Mockingbird

1. "I said to him 'Mr. Everett,' I said, 'the ladies of the Maycomb Alabama Methodist Episcopal Church South..." (etc)

As Mrs. Merriweather tries to impart to Scout the importance of helping the oppressed folks in Africa, she conveniently (and ironically) denies the need to help the oppressed in her own hometown of Maycomb. During the Missionary Ladies Circle meeting, right before Tom is shot, Mrs. Merriweather waxes eloquently about saving those who need God's help. However, the "pledge in her heart" only extends to popular causes told to her by Mr. Everett; while she may be a dedicated Christian at face value, the reality is that she shuns the Negroes in her community. specifically Tom Robinson and his family, and condemns anyone who tries to help them, like Atticus--a very un-Christian thing to do. Like the ironic discrepancies between Ms. Maudie and Aunt Alexandra, this event shows the hypocrisy of the social hierarchy in Maycomb, and how being a "lady" is not always a title worth having if it comes at the price of integrity.

2. "All the little man on the witness stand had that made him any better..." (etc)

As Mr. Ewell takes the stand during Tom's trial, Scout remarks on the injustice surrounding the color of someone's skin versus their social standing. Even though the Ewell household has been described as a dirty pigpen of a place and the Negro establishment as a safe haven of comfort, one's lifestyle does not account for much in 1930s Alabama--only the color of one's skin. All that makes Bob Ewell "better," or more reliable a witness, than Tom is that if someone "scrubbed him with lye soap in very hot water"--two components whose harshness is unmatched--he would prove to be white. It would take an intense scrubbing with abrasive chemicals to remove the filth that is Bob Ewell, both inside and out; nevertheless, underneath it all, he is still a white man, meaning that his word falls above that of Tom. Scout's perception of the irony of social hierarchy shows that she finally understands the injustice that she has seen before with Dolphus Raymond and Calpurnia--two characters whose social standings do not fully reveal their own worth.

