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Practice exam question 

New York, new man? 

Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 25 of the magazine. 

The end of an answer 
As we can see, settings create much more than atmosphere, but the tone of the statement might be 

taken to suggest that atmosphere is merely decorative. Yet for Wharton and Fitzgerald, atmosphere 

and settings are extremely important. The Age of Innocence is a historical novel, set in the 1870s, 

some fifty years before it was written. Edith Wharton took great pains to ensure that the details chosen 

to create the atmosphere of that gilded era are right. As the website of the Mount, the museum of 

Edith Wharton’s home, points out, ‘Wharton took particular care’ in creating the setting crammed with 

specific details of the place and period in ‘the masterful opening of The Age of Innocence’. Wharton 

researched historical details carefully, but in her own words, ‘the accuracy’ of aspects like dates and 

names was not so ‘important as the rendering of the atmosphere’. In part this creation of atmosphere 

came from making the time in which the novel is set less specific — ‘the early seventies’ rather than 

her initial 1875 — and by allowing inaccuracies where they enhance atmosphere and help develop 

ideas. This is the case with the use of Christine Nilsson as the singer of Faust rather than the more 

historically accurate Louise Kellogg (who sang, in English, at the Academy of Music in 1875). The use 

of the celebrated Swedish soprano had more resonance for early readers and allowed for the inclusion 

of the witty observation that playfully mocks the pretentions and hide-bound rules of the New York elite 

that ‘an unalterable and unquestioned law of the musical world required that the text of French operas 

sung by Swedish artists should be translated into Italian for the clearer understanding of English-

speaking audiences’. The Italian lyrics quoted in the opening pages provide not only atmosphere, but 

develop character and announce theme. Archer ‘could not have entered at a more significant 

moment’, since Nilsson sings ‘“M’ama!”’ (he loves me), foreshadowing Archer’s role as a lover and, by 

allusion to the Faust story, suggesting that his love will be tragic. 

The settings of The Great Gatsby also develop character and theme, and, as with The Age of 

Innocence, atmosphere is an important part of the novel’s effects. Indeed, it might be argued that the 

evocation of the atmosphere of the 1920s is a primary part of the novel’s appeal. This is particularly 

evident in Chapter III, when the mood of one of Gatsby’s parties is evoked. Through sensuous details 

like the lights growing brighter and the ‘Orchestra…playing yellow cocktail music and the opera of 

voices’ pitching ‘a key higher’, Fitzgerald builds layers of atmosphere, and while equally evocative as 

Wharton’s description of the society opera night, his descriptions have a greater sense of movement, 

informality and unpredictability in keeping with the looser morals of the Jazz Age: ‘Laughter is easier, 

minute by minute, spilled with prodigality, tipped out at a cheerful word. The groups change more 

swiftly, swell with new arrivals, dissolve and confident girls…excited with triumph glide on through the 

sea-change of faces and voices and color under the constantly changing light.’ The semantic field of 

the sea suggests the organic, changing nature of the movements and the social interactions, unlike 
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the largely static situation of Wharton’s opera goers, whose main actions are not to move but to watch 

— and mostly each other rather than the singers on stage. Like Wharton, Fitzgerald refers to real 

performers for authenticity: one dancer moves ‘her hands like Frisco’ (the performer who invented the 

‘black bottom’ jazz dance) and ‘dances out alone on the canvas platform.’ The relationship between 

performers and audience is more fluid and interactive than at the opera: ‘the orchestra leader varies 

his rhythm obligingly for her and there is a burst of chatter as the erroneous news goes around that 

she is Gilda Gray’s understudy from the “Follies”’ (Gilda Gray popularised a 1920s dance known as 

the ‘shimmy’). 

As with Wharton’s novel, setting and the creation of atmosphere contribute to the development of 

themes and characters and, unlike in The Age of Innocence, where Archer is still hemmed in by the 

conventions of old New York when he visits Paris in the last chapter, in The Great Gatsby a character 

can be a different person when in a different setting. As Andrew Ward shows, once removed from the 

Valley of Ashes — a setting that perhaps symbolises the waste and spiritual emptiness produced by 

the consumption and carelessness of the New York rich — Myrtle ‘becomes a new woman, a rich 

man’s mistress or even the rich lady herself in her Upper Manhattan pied-à-terre’. This ‘queenly 

charade’, however, is false and unpleasant. Myrtle’s ‘intense vitality that had been so remarkable’ in 

the Valley of Ashes ‘was converted into impressive hauteur’ in New York. Falseness beneath an 

atmosphere of glamour is everywhere in the novel. For example, the girl who was the centre of 

attention at the party is described as ‘one of these gypsies’. The sense of her being like one from a 

low-status, transient community undermines the glamour of her ‘trembling opal’ dress. It also suggests 

that Gatsby’s parties aren’t populated by friends so much as those who travel to have a good time at 

someone else’s expense. And beneath the superficial impressiveness of Gatsby’s mansion are clues 

to his falseness — he is not of the leisure class, but a social climber with a dubious past. While a 

‘colossal affair by any standard’, his house is not the authentic ‘Georgian Colonial mansion’ of the old 

money couple, Tom and Daisy, but a ‘factual imitation of some Hôtel de Ville in Normandy, with a 

tower on one side’ that is ‘spanking new’ and ‘under a thin beard of raw ivy’. 

Overall, it is fair to say that settings are vital in developing the authors’ themes and ideas’, but it seems 

unfair to suggest that settings, and the atmosphere created by them, are somehow of lesser 

importance to the novelists and their readers. Such elements are fully integrated not only into the 

authors’ themes and ideas, but also their characters, stories and plots. It is impossible to understand 

Newland Archer and his story without understanding his New York and his place in it just as it is 

impossible to understand Jay Gatsby (or James Gatz) without understanding his. Furthermore, 

settings and atmosphere provide pleasures for readers through escapism as well as by offering an 

insider’s look into glamorous and wealthy worlds. This is perhaps easy for today’s readers to 

appreciate, since they devour opulent dramas set in wealthy worlds such as those in Downton Abbey, 

The Crown and Bridgerton. Hilary Kelly’s comment is true of both The Great Gatsby and The Age of 

Innocence and points to the pre-eminence of setting and atmosphere in our reading pleasure: 

‘There’s a perverse satisfaction to taking in the couture, jewel-box dining rooms, and Dutch-still-life 

feasts that populate these tales of the one per cent. The glamour and excess is bait for readers and 

viewers who want to admire the trappings of wealth even as they root for the downfall of the wealthy.’ 

Commentary 
The dominant assessment objective for this answer is AO3 (demonstrate understanding of the 

significance and influence of the contexts in which literary texts are written and received). The answer 
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shows consistently developed and detailed understanding of contexts. Contextual comments are well-

integrated into the argument as well as being appropriate to the exact terms of the question. The uses 

are flexible and varied. For example, the first paragraph quotes Wharton herself and gives specific 

details of actual opera singers of the 1870s to develop the point about strict accuracy and atmospheric 

authenticity. Unobtrusive references to the opera, Faust, also enhance the authority of the argument 

and help to develop the point about the presentation of Archer. When discussing The Great Gatsby 

contextual understanding also underpins the argument. The references to the real-life dancers and to 

the styles of architecture of Gatsby’s and Tom’s homes are well-integrated and lend the argument 

authority. The final comment in the conclusion with its quoted critical view uses the context of 

reception to seal the point that setting and atmosphere are of great importance to today’s readers of 

both texts. 

AO4 is the second most valuable assessment objective in this type of answer and this example shows 

evidence of detailed comparative analysis of the relationships between the texts. Connections are 

made, for example, between the settings of social events and the use of real performers in fiction. The 

closer analysis of the movements of the people at Gatsby’s party compared to the static behaviour of 

the opera goers in The Age of Innocence helpfully analyses differences between the texts and the 

societies they present. 

The argument takes account of different interpretations by exploring both how settings and 

atmosphere are important in developing other aspects such as characters and ideas as well as how 

they are important in themselves. The critical view from Andrew Ward’s article adds complexity to the 

point about setting and characters and the student uses it as a springboard to explore Myrtle’s 

characterisation and an important idea about the novel as a whole — beneath the atmosphere of 

glamour lurks falseness.  
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