
The Age of Innocence
O Brave New Land
Chapters 31-34

LECTURE OVERVIEW

Topic
‘The ending of the novel is one of hope and fulfilment for the protagonist and his world.’ How is this a 
helpful comment in your reading of The Age of Innocence?

Methods
- Narrative structure: 26 year gap between Ch 33 and Ch 34
- Motifs: Museum, flowers, technology, visions and realities
- Characterisation: ‘New generation’ (Dallas and Fanny) introduced in Ch 34
- Perspective: Dallas recounts May’s words to Newland
- Perspective: Archer’s flashbacks (on Le!erts, May, Ellen)
- Diction: Reflective, introspective mood (e.g. ‘regret’, ‘stifled memories’)

Concerns
- The novel as bildungsroman: Archer’s growth and maturation
- Archer’s dilemma: the conflict between security and freedom
- The social customs / traditions of Old New York
- Modernity and progress: America’s growth from innocence to experience

Literary Questions
- Is a romantic ending the only possible type of ‘happy ending’ in a novel?
- What does the title signify? Is it ironic? Is it an ‘age of innocence’ for New York, Newland or both?
- How is May’s death essential to the thematic concerns of progress, experience and the individual?
- Why does the writer portray a ‘new generation’ in the concluding chapter?
- How e!ective or satisfactory do you find the ending of the novel? How might you change it?

“O wonder! / How many goodly creatures are there here!  / How beauteous mankind is!  O brave new world, / That 
has such people in't.”

Miranda, The Tempest, 5.1

Lecture 11 / Ch 31-34 1



NEW YORK STATE OF MIND
Published in 1920, The Age of Innocence was born of a period of social, economic and moral upheaval 
that the world had never yet witnessed. Indeed, the First World War left Paris in tatters and in its wake, 
a brokenness of spirit which rallied the French people to rebuild their community. This, to paraphrase 
Cynthia Gri"n Wol!, provoked Wharton into creating a work that would place America, her own nation 
still caught in its adolescent years, under the microscope:

The new dimension introduced by the First World War was  a concern for the survival not merely of individual 
men and women, but of a culture—an entire society. Just before the war began and throughout its duration Wharton 
educated herself in the fields of archaeology and anthropology. She learned about ancient and primitive cultures;  but 
perhaps most important, she also realised with new clarity that cultures can die, become ‘extinct,’  like species who 
have failed the test of evolution... The war’s  conclusion had revealed France’s heroic ability to withstand this assault 
to endure and even to grow stronger.

Wharton’s experiences during the war changed her forever;  and it is  no accident that The Age of Innocence is  a post-
Civil War novel, set in the 1870s, but designed to discover those cultural strengths that might enable America to 
survive the postwar years of  the 1920s. (Introduction, viii)

As Wharton’s ‘war novel’ and also most illuminating novel, Age can be understood as a ‘salute to the new 
age’ as well as a ‘memorial to the age departed’ (vii). While we have often cast the novel as a social 
critique, we will argue in this lecture that the novel is in some manner an anthropological study that 
defies any singular interpretation1 . The purpose of the novel, Wol! posits, is to then take a neutral  
position to discover America’s own ‘cultural strengths’ in a time of overwhelming uncertainty and 
fissure. To do so, it must first remember the values and strengths of Gilded Age (1870s) America, an 
‘age of innocence’ untainted by war. The novel, as we have discussed before, is no simple work of 
nostalgia. As a ‘salute to the new age’, it also celebrates the collapse of these cultural walls and the birth 
of a modern era where traditions and tribal discipline matter less. The closing chapter is testament to 
the socio-cultural and economic progress of New York in the early 20th century: the predominance of 
technology in all its early forms far exceed yet cannot have existed without the industries of the late 
19th century. In similar fashion, Old New York’s conservatism, for all its deficiencies, is given a fitting 
(but muted) tribute in The Age of Innocence.

THESIS
The prompt quotation then captures the essence of the latter interpretation (the novel as a tribute to 
New York) but ignores the complexities of the former. Newland Archer, symbolically left behind as 
Dallas visits the ‘new woman’ (the Countess Olenska) and marries another (Fanny Beaufort,) finds 
fulfilment in being an ‘old fashioned’ relic in the novel’s final poignant moment. He does not regret 
having chosen the ‘real’ over the imagined ‘flower of his life’. Thus, the closing chapter recognises the 
protagonist’s maturity (having grown out of his personal age of innocence) and his various achievements 
as a ‘good citizen’ (286) of New York. 
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1 Put simply, we are exploring how the novel is both positive and negative in its outlook. Although we have observed how social form and customs imprison 
and ‘torture’ Ellen and Newland, we can also see how the novel seemingly presents them in a positive light (in much the same way that you will long for your 
parents and their sometimes overbearing concern for you). For the record, I have yet to reach that age.



However, the reader would come to a fuller appreciation of the novel by looking for more than closure 
and optimism. Age does instil the idea that one has to embrace change in order to find fulfilment but it 
also suggests that one must simultaneously re-evaluate the past (Newland and America’s age of 
innocence) in order to achieve genuine progress. It is a balance between the old and the new that will 
sustain America’s social, cultural and economic survival. By combining two parallel thoughts in Archer’s 
mind, the reader might suppose that ‘after all, there was good in the old ways’ (287) ... but ‘there was 
good in the new order too’ (288).

THE MUSEUM OF MODERN ARCHERS
This equilibrium between the old and new order is presented in the opening of Chapter 34, set twenty 
six years after the events of Chapter 33. Wharton’s protagonist, now fifty-seven years old, has opened 
‘new galleries’ containing old ‘treasures’ and ‘spoils of the ages’.  There seems to be a paradox at work 
here, where something new is established to preserve and display the old but that is perhaps Wharton’s 
purpose. With Newland striving to hold onto ‘rusted spring of memory’ (284), the reader is meant to 
recall Newland and Ellen’s visit to the museum in Chapter 31.

Presently he rose and approached the case before which she stood. Its glass shelves  were crowded with small 
broken objects—hardly recognisable domestic utensils, ornaments and personal trifles—made of glass, of clay, of 
discoloured bronze and other time-blurred substances. 

"It seems cruel," she said, "that after a while nothing matters  ... any more than these little things, that used to be 
necessary and important to forgotten people, and now have to be guessed at under a magnifying glass and labelled: 
'Use unknown.'" (Ch 31, 255)

The ‘broken objects’ might be symbolic of Newland and Ellen, the latter having referred to herself as a 
‘relic’ (235) and her house containing ‘bits of wreckage’ (57). These ‘time-blurred substances’ in the 
museum might also represent the ‘personal trifles’ and customs of Old New York, which once so 
‘necessary and important’ have now shadows in a di!erent age. Twenty six years on, these ‘relics’ of a 
forgotten people are ignored by the Dallas Archers and Fanny Beauforts of 20th century New York. Yet, 
the museum motif, so pronounced in the final chapters of the novel, posits otherwise. After all, the 
novel itself records and preserves these ‘time-blurred substances’ to suggest that even amidst 
unremitting change, one must visit the past, acknowledge and come to an appreciation of it. We may 
think little of the ‘rusted’, useless past or even reject it but there is still the need to remember it. In this 
light, The Age of Innocence can be read as a work of historical fiction, preserving, critiquing but also 
appreciating America’s own ‘age of innocence’ as a museum showpiece.

PAST IMPERFECT, FUTURE TENSE
It is no surprise that the reader witnesses the fruits of Gilded Age America realised in Chapter 34:

As he paced the platform, waiting for the Washington express, he remembered that there were people who 
thought there would one day be a tunnel under the Hudson through which the trains of the Pennsylvania railway 
would run straight into New York. They were of the brotherhood of visionaries who likewise predicted the building 
of ships that would cross the Atlantic in five days, the invention of a flying machine, lighting by electricity, telephonic 
communication without wires, and other Arabian Night marvels. (Ch 29, 234)
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The prediction of newfangled ‘flying machines’, ‘electricity’ and wireless communication are trumpeted 
as ‘Arabian Night marvels’ in 1870s New York but are no longer a ‘surprise’ to Newland Archer in Ch 
34. The enumeration of technological advances in the following excerpt illustrate - in reverse order - 
the promises laid out in Ch 29. Archer’s thoughts reiterate ‘how far they were from the’ old days.

The telephone clicked, and Archer, turning from the photographs, unhooked the transmitter at his elbow. How far 
they were from  the days when the legs  of the brass-buttoned messenger boy had been New York's only means of 
quick communication! 

Dallas seemed to be speaking in the room: the voice was as near by and natural as  if he had been lounging in his 
favourite arm-chair by the fire. The fact would not ordinarily have surprised Archer, for long-distance 
telephoning  had become as much a matter of course as  electric lighting  and five-day Atlantic voyages. But 
the laugh did startle him;  it still seemed wonderful that across all those miles  and miles of country—forest, river, 
mountain, prairie, roaring cities  and busy indifferent millions—Dallas's  laugh should be able to say: "Of course, 
whatever happens, I must get back on the first, because Fanny Beaufort and I are to be married on the fifth." (Ch 34, 
288)

Significantly, Dallas’s technologically ‘wonderful’ long-distance call is matched by his message. Not only 
has Newland Archer’s society seen social and geographic change, the parochialism and tribal code of old 
too has disintegrated. His son will marry Beaufort’s daughter, disregarding what the Lawrence 
Le!ertses of Old New York might gossip. The code is in dissolution, if not already dissolved.

DALLAS AND THE NEW LAND
With Dallas who ‘belonged body and soul to the new generation’ (293), the narrator firmly establishes 
that the ‘old generation’ - Newland Archer’s generation - has come to pass. The narrator sets Dallas 
apart as one of the ‘young men nowadays’ who is like the old Newland, ‘restless and curious’ but can now 
pursue the world of art and architecture in ways that Newland could not. This choice of occupation is a 
symbolic departure from the ‘law and business’ careers that ‘imprisoned’ Archer’s generation. Dallas 
Archer, the architect-to-be, is su"ciently free (‘emancipating’) to contribute to the building of the new 
land.

It was  in the library that he and May had always  discussed the future of the children:  the studies of Dallas and his 
young brother Bill, Mary's incurable indifference to "accomplishments," and passion for sport and philanthropy, and 
the vague leanings toward "art" which had finally landed the restless and curious Dallas  in the office of a rising 
New York architect. 

The young men nowadays were emancipating  themselves from  the law and business and taking up all sorts of 
new things. If they were not absorbed in state politics  or municipal reform, the chances  were that they were going 
in for Central American archaeology, for architecture or landscape-engineering;  taking a keen and learned interest in 
the prerevolutionary buildings of their own country,  studying and adapting Georgian types, and protesting at the 
meaningless use of the word "Colonial." Nobody nowadays had "Colonial" houses except the millionaire grocers  of 
the suburbs. (Ch 34, 285)

Indeed, the physical and social structure of the old world - its ‘Colonial’ houses and petty obsession with 
one’s ‘past and origin’ - has changed. As the narrator suggests, Archer’s little world has been overwritten 
by a more tolerant and progressive society ready to accept Fanny Beaufort and even Madame Olenska 
‘joyfully’. The concept of ‘notoriety’ and ‘fear’ (of extra-marital a!airs and financial dishonesty) is 
reiterated once more as a figment of time past.

4



What was left of the little world he had grown up in, and whose standards had bent and bound him? He 
remembered a sneering prophecy of poor Lawrence Lefferts's, uttered years ago in that very room: "If things go on at 
this rate, our children will be marrying Beaufort's bastards." 

It was just what Archer’s eldest son (Dallas), the pride of  his life, was doing...
Fanny Beaufort, who had appeared in New York at eighteen, after the death of her parents, had won its heart 

much as Madame Olenska had won it thirty years  earlier;  only instead of being distrustful and afraid of her, society 
took her joyfully for granted. She was pretty,  amusing and accomplished: what more did any one want?  Nobody was 
narrow-minded enough to rake up against her the half-forgotten facts of her father's past and her 
own origin.  Only the older people remembered so obscure an incident in the business life of New York as Beaufort's 
failure, or the fact that after his wife's death he had been quietly married to the notorious Fanny Ring, and had left 
the country with his new wife, and a little girl who inherited her beauty. (Ch 34, 290)

Thus, Dallas represents change: the dissipation of the old world and the introduction of the new, for he 
is ‘the spokesman of the new generation which had swept away all the old landmarks, and with them the 
sign-posts and the danger-signal’ (295). So complete is this change that the many barriers and 
prohibitions that Newland once faced - symbolised by the ‘sign-posts’ and ‘danger-signal’ - are 
e!ectively swept away. Le!erts’s fear of ‘our children... marrying Beaufort’s bastards’ is brought to 
fruition, not as a ‘prophecy’ of doom and destruction but as a prophecy of progress and modernity. The 
narrator reminds us of the ‘narrow-minded[ness]’ of Old New York as she describes the ‘older people’ 
who would commit such trivialities to memory. The marriage between Dallas Archer and Fanny 
Beaufort marks the new direction open and free New York has taken. Listening to Dallas speak about 
Versailles, Newland’s ‘sense of inadequacy and inexpressiveness increased’ (295), aware and perhaps 
acquiescent that his desire for an ‘authentic’, transcendent life will be fulfilled through his son.

THE BALLAD OF ELLEN AND NEWLAND
Chapter 34 reintroduces the leitmotif of visions and realities to show how Newland Archer continues to 
contend with the past. The reader is told once more of Newland’s ‘visions’ (‘pictured’, ‘evoked’) but even 
in the early years, that it had since ‘faded’. The natural images of ‘flowers’, ‘lilacs’ and the ‘river’ in 
‘spring’ convey the artistic and romantic energy that these visions of Ellen represented. By contrast, 
Newland Archer is portrayed as a diminished ‘inadequate’, ‘mere grey speck of a man’ what he feared he 
might become.

Archer had pictured often enough, in the first impatient years, the scene of his  return to Paris;  then the personal 
vision had faded, and he had simply tried to see the city as the setting of Madame Olenska's life. Sitting alone at night 
in his library, after the household had gone to bed,  he had evoked the radiant outbreak of spring... the flowers and 
statues in the public gardens, the whiff of lilacs from the flower-carts, the majestic roll of the river under the great 
bridges, and the life of art and study and pleasure that filled each mighty artery to bursting. Now the spectacle 
was before him in its glory, and as he looked out on it he felt shy,  old-fashioned, inadequate: a mere grey speck of 
a man compared with the ruthless magnificent fellow he had dreamed of  being.... (Ch 34, 292)

In the introspective mood (‘He preferred’, ‘He had to deal’) that dominates the concluding chapter, 
Newland Archer seems to be characterised by a language of failure. The narrator sympathetically alludes 
to his ‘regrets’ of an ‘inarticulate lifetime’ and ‘stifled memories’ that disrupt the reader’s search for 
fulfilment and closure. Instead, Archer’s past is brought back to the present as an empty canvas - a life 
‘too starved’ to contemplate, let alone celebrate. The image of an old man speaking to himself, filling  
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himself with the hope that there is time (‘But, I’m only fifty-seven’) elicits our pity. Standing before 
‘e!ulgen[ce]’ and splendour, Wharton’s protagonist appears by comparison dim and forlorn.

Archer did not accompany his son to Versailles. He preferred to spend the afternoon in solitary roamings through 
Paris. He had to deal all at once with the packed regrets and stifled memories of  an inarticulate lifetime. 

For a long time Archer sat on a bench in the Champs Elysees and wondered, while the stream of  life rolled by.... 
A few streets away, a few hours  away, Ellen Olenska waited. She had never gone back to her husband, and when 

he had died, some years before, she had made no change in her way of living. There was nothing now to keep her 
and Archer apart—and that afternoon he was to see her... one by one the pictures burst on him in their half-forgotten 
splendour, filling his soul with the long echoes of  beauty. After all, his life had been too starved...

Suddenly, before an effulgent Titian,  he found himself saying: “But I’m only fifty-seven—” and then he turned 
away. (Ch 34, 294-5)

The near-‘despairing’ loss of these visions amounts to missing ‘the flower of life’, a metaphor that recalls 
the passionate intensity of the yellow roses. Indeed, the thought of Ellen at once becomes an immense 
‘composite vision of all that he had missed’, of art and literature (‘book or a picture’), of beauty and love 
(symbolised by ‘flower’) and of a ‘first prize’ unattainable even in ‘his’ lottery. 

Something he knew he had missed: the flower of life. But he thought of it now as a thing so unattainable 
and improbable that to have repined would have been like despairing because one had not drawn the first prize in a 
lottery. There were a hundred million tickets  in his lottery, and there was only one prize;  the chances had been too 
decidedly against him. When he thought of Ellen Olenska it was abstractly, serenely, as one might think of some 
imaginary beloved in a book or a picture: she had become the composite vision of all that he had missed. 
That vision, faint and tenuous as it was, had kept him from thinking of  other women. (Ch 34, 286)

The collective emphasis - on what Archer ‘had missed’ but holds onto as distant ‘echoes of beauty’ - 
renders the ending a tragic one. In this light, Archer’s decision to walk away from Ellen’s apartment at 
the end can be read as a culmination of their unrequited relationship; does Archer give up his final 
chance to be with Ellen because he cannot bring himself to or because he knows renewing their 
relationship would not restore his perfect imagination of their past? Either perspective can only a"rm 
Ellen’s outright declaration that ‘there is no us in that sense’ (239). Newland Archer has perhaps 
grasped that, just as Wharton haunts her reader with the same message, it is non-fulfilment, ‘stifled’ 
passion and ‘packed’ regrets that will give him closure. If so, Newland’s ‘hope’ is found only in the 
absence of hope: he must accept that he is ‘old-fashioned’ and belongs to wherever is ‘more real to’ him 
(298).  After all, his envisioned world, one where he and Ellen can simply be together and ‘nothing else 
on earth will matter’ simply does not exist.

"I want—I want somehow to get away with you into a world where words like that—categories  like that—won't 
exist. Where we shall be simply two human beings  who love each other, who are the whole of life to each other;  and 
nothing else on earth will matter." 

She drew a deep sigh that ended in another laugh. "Oh, my dear—where is that country? Have you ever been 
there?" she asked. (Ch 29)
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FORWARD, NEWLAND ARCHER
Yet, one does detect a degree of hope and fulfilment in the closing moments of Newland’s narrative. For 
the reader finding the last pieces of a bildungsroman (education novel), Newland’s reflection on the past 
is one of regret and acceptance. From the discontent son-in-law who questions his responsibilities 
(“What am I? A son-in-law”), Archer has dutifully and ‘faithful[ly]‘ embraced the role of husband and 
father in the missing years. The narrator invites the reader to perceive Newland as a man of ‘dignity’ and 
‘honour’ for his acceptance of this role: the narrative emphasis on the success of his two children in Ch 
34 is arguably a tribute to Newland’s qualified triumph.

He had been what was  called a faithful husband;  and when May had suddenly died—carried off by the 
infectious pneumonia through which she had nursed their youngest child—he had honestly mourned her. Their long 
years together had shown him that it did not so much matter if marriage was a dull duty, as long as  it kept the 
dignity of a duty: lapsing from that, it became a mere battle of ugly appetites. Looking about him, he honoured his 
own past, and mourned for it. After all, there was good in the old ways. (Ch 34, 286)

The twenty-six year gap between Ellen’s departure and Newland’s visit to Paris is further testimony to 
Newland’s resolve towards his duty. In another flashback, the narrator alludes to his conscious decision 
to avoid Paris on a family tour of Europe. In declining Paris, he symbolically ‘declined’ the artistic and 
intellectual realm of Ellen Olenska and chooses, in the one and only line of dialogue, ‘stick together’ 
with his family and with New York. Emphatically, Newland concludes that ‘there was good in the old 
ways’, putting aside all the what-could-have-beens for the realities of what he had chosen because 
‘that’s enough’. 

There was no reason why he should not seize it, except the profound one that he had lost the habit of travel… the 
whole family had made the old-fashioned tour through England, Switzerland and Italy. Their time being limited (no 
one knew why) they had omitted France… [May] had indeed proposed that her husband should go to Paris for a 
fortnight, and join them on the Italian lakes after they had "done" Switzerland;  but Archer had declined. "We'll 
stick together," he said; and May's face had brightened at his setting such a good example to Dallas. (Ch 34, 289)

"Very well. I shall say you're old-fashioned, and prefer walking up the five flights because you don't like lifts." 
His father smiled again. "Say I'm old-fashioned: that's enough." [...]
"It's more real to me here than if I went up," he suddenly heard himself say;  and the fear lest that last shadow of 

reality should lose its edge kept him rooted to his seat as the minutes succeeded each other. (Ch 34, 297-8)

Dallas’s revelation—a plot twist that confirms May’s knowledge of the Newland-Ellen a!air—invokes 
the notion of sacrifice that Newland recites in Ch 12 but fails to practise.

“No: you date, you see, dear old boy. But mother said—”
“Your mother?”
“Yes: the day before she died. It was when she sent for me alone—you remember?  She said she knew we were safe 

with you, and always would be, because once, when she asked you to, you'd given up the thing you most 
wanted.”

Archer received this strange communication in silence. His  eyes remained unseeingly fixed on the thronged sunlit 
square below the window. At length he said in a low voice: "She never asked me." (Ch 34, 293)

In giving up the ‘thing [he] most wanted’, Newland Archer becomes the individual who sacrifices himself 
for the ‘collective interest’ of society. As the verb phrase ‘given up’ suggests, he actively chooses the 
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path that will keep his family ‘safe with’ him, even if it is upon May’s asking. The last scene in the novel 
shares a similar air of self-realisation and completion. he chooses to ‘stay rooted to ‘ his reality. As a ‘light 
shone through the windows’ (298), an enlightened Newland chooses to walk back alone. He may never 
have realised the romance he wanted but Wharton imbues her protagonist with a realisation of a far 
greater kind.

CONCLUSION

The young Newland Archer evaluates his world harshly and superficially. He sees its  innocence as a stifling and 
destructive element—“the innocence that seals the mind against imagination and the heart against experience”—and 
it weights insignificantly against Ellen’s world of intrigue.  Yet there is much in the novel that suggests intricate 
harmony where Archer perceives only emptiness and silence. [There is] a kind of totality of understanding that is 
possible precisely because the world of  old New York is small and limited (427).

In the end, he is forced to realize that there can be no real life for Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska together. 
And the magnitude of his  sacrifice measures  for him the value of what he has preserved. He relinquishes his 
Faustian dreams and turns his energies from imagination to the process of  generation (433).

Cynthia Griffin Wolff, ‘The Age of  Innocence as a Bildungsroman’

The real impetus for Wharton’s writing The Age of Innocence was less  her fascination with a ‘lost’ age than it was her 
desire to reaffirm many of the cultural values she had, in 1919, come to see as ‘lost’. The cataclysmic 
devastation of the Great War had not only isolated her from  America,  it had convinced her—perhaps necessarily—of 
the inherent madness of all civilization: any kind of destruction could be justified once a culture abandoned human 
principles… The continuum of human values, then, which had remained in place during the 1870s and 1880s,  had 
by 1914 been disrupted. What had replaced these decades of humane values, to Wharton’s dismay was a shrill 
enthusiasm for ‘telephones,  motors...wireless  telegraphy’—superficial products of modern times that had no bearing 
on moral principle (22-23).

 Linda Wagner-Martin, ‘Edith Wharton’s View of  The Age of  Innocence’

Indeed, his development can be said to mirror that of the writer and New York. In looking back, 
Newland Archer reconciles his ‘prehistoric’ self with his new surroundings. He emerges a wiser fifty-
seven year old father at peace with himself. For the modern reader though, he represents the ‘old-
fashioned’ New York of the 1870s. The novel itself looks back at this age of innocence as a relic of time, 
no longer important but not to be forgotten. Even if America has moved to an age of freedom and 
modernity, this New Land must always remember and appreciate the cultural values of the past.

END.
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