
The Age of Innocence
This May
JC2 Revision Lecture

OVERVIEW

TOPIC
Write a critical commentary on the following passage, relating it to the presentation of the relationship 
between Newland and May here and elsewhere in the novel (Ch 32, Pages 266-7).

THESIS
The passage presents a ‘conversation’ between Newland and May in the wake of Newland and Ellen’s 
final meeting at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, wherein Newland attempts in vain to confess the 
truth. The reader sees a more ‘transparent’ May than the ‘young creature who knew nothing’ Archer 
imagines her to be; she shrewdly pushes Archer to secede from his a!air from Ellen. Thus, the passage 
marks both her ‘triumph’ over Ellen and Newland and the definitive end to Archer’s ‘dilemma’.

METHODS
1. Perspective: the reader largely ‘sees’ and ‘hears’ May Welland from Newland Archer’s perspective
2. Perspective: Archer is ‘determined’ to speak his case but is e!ectively silenced by May
3. Perspective: May’s persuasive dialogue is indicative of a passive authority over Archer’s fate
4. Motif: May’s swimming blue eyes are now ‘transparent’, symbolic of clarity and knowledge
5. Motif: Archer feels ‘imprisoned’ (prison motif) in the ‘unreality’ (vision motif) of his marriage
6. Characterisation: May’s relative stillness is both disconcerting for Archer and implies that she knows
7. Characterisation: Archer’s nervous reaction to May’s revelation is arguably a mark of his ‘defeat’

CONCERNS
1. The novel as bildungsroman: Archer’s dilemma surfaces here but is brought to an end by May
2. The role of women: May presents herself as passive but her machinations are revealed via dialogue
3. Social code and conventions: The Ellen a!air poses a threat to the Archer and Mingott family

HOW TO STRUCTURE YOUR ESSAY
While you should most certainly avoid a line-by-line approach, you can still ‘divide’ the passage into 
manageable sections in your analysis. There is some chronological flow: you are building your essay from 
GENERAL impression to COMPLEX argument; you are analysing the first part of the passage before 
the last; you are linking your ideas to EARLIER in the novel first, then LATER in the novel.

The OPENING of the extract and other relevant lines should help you introduce / contextualise the 
Newland-May relationship. The MIDDLE with other relevant lines is likely to present a tension for you to 
discuss. The CLOSING lines or paragraphs are likely to be significant to later developments, particularly 
with regard to Archer’s dilemma (or the dimming prospects of the Newland-Ellen romance).
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HOW TO STRUCTURE YOUR PARAGRAPHS
Keep our W-H-Y flow, trying your best to avoid narrating / re-telling the passage. Under ‘HOW’, 
closely analyse evidence from the passage. Do not use the passage as a launchpad into the rest of the 
novel (seriously, for the millionth time). Connections to elsewhere should start from the ‘WHY’.

WHAT   Start with a character or concern in a topic sentence; the paragraph must develop this IDEA
HOW    Use most of the paragraph to CLOSELY ANALYSE methods and evidence from the passage
WHY     Link your analysis to a CONCERN and/or make connections to ‘ELSEWHERE in the novel’

WHAT TO DO IN FIFTEEN MINUTES
1. Focus on the TOPIC in the question and identify the CHAPTER REFERENCE. 

- Character relationship between Newland Archer and May Welland in Ch 32.

2. Consider the CONTEXT of the passage, also referring to the chapters before and after Ch 32. You 
are beginning to consider NARRATIVE STRUCTURE here.
- In this passage, Archer desperately tries to confess to May the truth before she ‘silences’ him with 
a figurative death sentence: Ellen is to return to Europe with the full approval of the family.
- In Ch 31, Archer pursues the ‘deep inner radiance’ of Ellen once more, despite dissuading himself 
from doing so. He is left in ‘inarticulate despair’ as he struggles to accept the ‘dying fire’.
- In Ch 33, May holds a farewell dinner to ‘eliminate’ Ellen from the ‘tribe’. The ‘doors of the family 
vault’ close in on Archer as May’s eyes express ‘the glitter of victory’.

3. Identify the CONCERNS relevant to the Newland-May relationship on your first reading.
- Given the prominence of Ellen from Ch 31-33, we reasonably infer that ARCHER’S DILEMMA 
deserves at least one paragraph in your answer. While Ch 33 presents this more clearly through the 
prison motif on p277, the dilemma is e!ectively sealed by May’s pronouncement.
- As with any question (essay or passage-based) featuring May Welland, the ROLE OF WOMEN 
in the novel can be discussed moderately. May’s ‘abysmal purity’ is dispelled here.
- The inevitability of Ellen’s departure is linked to Archer’s FREEDOM as well as the sanctity of the 
family in Old New York’s SOCIAL CODE: this threat to the relationship is forcibly removed.

4. Read the passage again, identifying relevant METHODS and underlining key words.
- PERSPECTIVE and TONE are fundamental. The intrusive, ironic NARRATOR is a near-given. 
Pay attention to various character points-of-view, from dialogue to Archer’s consciousness.
- MOTIFS, symbols, metaphors and SETTING are likely to appear somewhere in the extract.
- LINGUISTIC features like absolute words, intensifiers, repetition and reporting verbs matter.

5. Evaluate the PURPOSE of the passage in the novel by looking ‘before and after’.
- The passage anticipates the elimination of Ellen Olenska from the tribe but more significantly, 
marks the end of the protagonist’s active dilemma. 
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HERE AND ELSEWHERE IN THE NOVEL
Newland-May relationshipNewland-May relationship

Book OneBook One CH 32

CH 6 Book TwoBook Two

Archer’s dilemmaArcher’s dilemma

ARCHER’S MISREADING OF MAY ‘ELSEWHERE IN THE NOVEL’
And he contemplated her absorbed young  face with a thrill of possessorship  in which pride in his  own masculine initiation was 
mingled with a tender reverence for her abysmal purity… He did not in the least wish the future Mrs. Newland Archer to be a 
simpleton (Ch 1, p6).

With a new sense of awe he looked at the frank forehead,  serious  eyes  and gay innocent mouth of the young creature whose soul's 
custodian he was to be. That terrifying product of the social system he belonged to and believed in, the young girl who knew 
nothing and expected everything… (Ch 6, p35)

He had always foreseen that she would not disappoint him;  and he had been right. He had married (as most young  men did) because he 
had met a perfectly charming  girl at the moment when a series  of rather aimless sentimental adventures  were ending in premature 
disgust; and she had represented peace, stability, comradeship, and the steadying sense of  an unescapable duty. (Ch 21, p170)

In the interval not a thought seemed to have passed behind her eyes  or a feeling through her heart;  and though her husband knew 
that she had the capacity for both he marvelled afresh  at the way in which experience dropped away from her… What if “niceness” 
carried to that supreme degree were only a negation,  the curtain dropped before an emptiness? As  he looked at May, 
returning flushed and calm from her final bull's-eye, he had the feeling that he had never yet lifted that curtain. (Ch 21, p173)

MAY WELLAND ‘ELSEWHERE IN THE NOVEL’
She dropped back into her seat and went on: “You mustn't think that a girl knows as  little as  her parents  imagine. One  hears and 
one notices—one has  one's  feelings and ideas. And of course,  long before you told me that you cared for me, I'd known that 
there was some one else you were interested in; every one was talking about it two years ago at Newport.” (Ch 16, p121)

Archer had no heart to go on pleading  with her;  he was too much disappointed at the vanishing  of the new being who had cast 
that one deep look at him from her transparent eyes. May seemed to be aware of  his disappointment... (Ch 16, p123)

… she added, looking him straight in the eyes with her cloudless smile… In the code in which they had both been trained it 
meant: “Of course you understand that I know all that people have been saying  about Ellen... I also know that, for some reason you have 
not chosen to tell me… by letting you understand that I know you mean to see Ellen when you are in Washington,  and are perhaps 
going  there expressly for that purpose;  and that, since you are sure to see her, I wish you to do so with my full and explicit  approval
—and to take the opportunity of letting her know what the course of conduct you have encouraged her in is  likely to lead to.”  Her 
hand was still on the key of the lamp when the last word of this  mute message reached him. She turned the wick down,  lifted off 
the globe, and breathed on the sulky flame. (Ch 26, p219)

She flung her arms about his neck and pressed her cheek to his. "You haven't kissed me today," she said in a whisper;  and he felt 
her tremble in his arms. (Ch 31, p260)

May gave him a glance of comprehension, and he saw her whisper to his mother, who nodded sympathetically;  then she 
murmured an excuse... and rose from her seat just as Marguerite fell into Faust's arms. (Ch 32, p265)

In the drawing-room, where they presently joined the ladies,  he met May's triumphant eyes, and read in them the conviction 
that everything had "gone off" beautifully.  […] Archer once more disengaged the fact that  New York believed him to be Madame 
Olenska's  lover. He caught the glitter of victory in his  wife's  eyes,  and for the first time understood that she shared the belief. (Ch 
33, p280)

Her colour burned deeper,  but she held his  gaze. “No;  I wasn't  sure then—but I told her I was. And you see I was right!”  she 
exclaimed, her blue eyes wet with victory. (Ch 33, p283)

“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.” (Dallas, Ch 34, p293)
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Section B

EDITH WHARTON: The Age of Innocence

Either

Or

(a)

(b)

‘Newland Archer’s failing is his overly romanticised view of his life.’ 

How far do you agree with this comment?

Write a critical commentary  on the following passage, relating it to the presentation of 
the relationship between Newland and May here and elsewhere in the novel.

Archer mounted the stairs, turned up the light, and put a match to the 
brackets on each side of the library  mantelpiece. The curtains were drawn, 
and the warm friendly  aspect of the room smote him like that of a familiar face 
met during an unavowable errand. 

He noticed that his wife was very  pale, and asked if he should get her 
some brandy. 

"Oh, no," she exclaimed with a momentary flush, as she took off her cloak. 
"But hadn't you better go to bed at once?" she added, as he opened a silver 
box on the table and took out a cigarette. 

Archer threw down the cigarette and walked to his usual place by the fire. 
"No; my  head is not as bad as that." He paused. "And there's something I 

want to say; something important—that I must tell you at once." 
She had dropped into an armchair, and raised her head as he spoke. "Yes, 

dear?" she rejoined, so gently that he wondered at the lack of wonder with 
which she received this preamble. 

"May—" he began, standing a few feet from her chair, and looking over at 
her as if the slight distance between them were an unbridgeable abyss. The 
sound of his voice echoed uncannily  through the homelike hush, and he 
repeated: "There is something I've got to tell you ... about myself ..." 

She sat silent, without a movement or a tremor of her lashes. She was still 
extremely  pale, but her face had a curious tranquillity  of expression that 
seemed drawn from some secret inner source. 

Archer checked the conventional phrases of self-accusal that were 
crowding to his lips. He was determined to put the case baldly, without vain 
recrimination or excuse. 

"Madame Olenska—" he said; but at the name his wife raised her hand 
as if to silence him. As she did so the gaslight struck on the gold of her 
wedding-ring. 

"Oh, why  should we talk about Ellen tonight?" she asked, with a slight pout 
of impatience. 

"Because I ought to have spoken before." 
Her face remained calm. "Is it really  worth while, dear? I know I've been 

unfair to her at times—perhaps we all have. You've understood her, no doubt, 
better than we did: you've always been kind to her. But  what does it matter, 
now it's all over?" 

Archer looked at her blankly. Could it be possible that the sense of 
unreality  in which he felt himself imprisoned had communicated itself to his 
wife?

"All over—what do you mean?" he asked in an indistinct stammer. 
May still looked at him with transparent eyes. "Why—since she's going 

back to Europe so soon; since Granny  approves and understands, and has 
arranged to make her independent of her husband—" 

She broke off, and Archer, grasping the corner of the mantelpiece in one 
convulsed hand, and steadying himself against it, made a vain effort to extend 
the same control to his reeling thoughts. 
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"I supposed," he heard his wife's even voice go on, "that you had been 
kept at the office this evening about the business arrangements. It was settled 
this morning, I believe." She lowered her eyes under his unseeing stare, and 
another fugitive flush passed over her face. He understood that his own eyes 
must be unbearable, and turning away, rested his elbows on the mantel-shelf 
and covered his face. Something drummed and clanged furiously  in his ears; 
he could not tell if it were the blood in his veins, or the tick of the clock on the 
mantel. 

May sat without moving or speaking while the clock slowly  measured out 
five minutes. A lump of coal fell forward in the grate, and hearing her rise to 
push it back, Archer at length turned and faced her. 

"It's impossible," he exclaimed. 
Chapter 32
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INTRODUCTION - FROM DESCRIPTION TO INTERPRETATION
Nearing the end of the novel, the passage presents a conversation between Newland and May in the 
wake of Newland and Ellen’s final meeting at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, wherein Newland 
attempts in vain to confess the truth. This episode further develops the bildungsroman arc, starting with 
Archer’s attraction to the ‘fire’ and ending with him coming to terms with the truth. Also, the reader is 
shown a more ‘transparent’ May than the ‘young creature who knew nothing’ Archer imagines her to be; 
she shrewdly silences Archer, manipulating him to secede from his a!air from Ellen. Thus, this passage 
at once marks May’s ‘triumph’ over Ellen and Newland and the definitive end to Archer’s ‘dilemma’;   
the protagonist is left to contemplate the reality, and duties, that have ‘closed in’ on him. 

TS1 - CLOSE ANALYSIS OF THE OPENING SECTION
Recalling his ‘first meeting with Ellen Olenska’ (263) two years ago in a previous scene, Archer remains 
symbolically drawn to the ‘fire’ of Ellen and repelled by May’s figurative ‘iciness’.
- HOW The fire motif is evident in the setting of the Archers’ library. Significantly, it is Archer who 

‘turned up the light’ with ‘a match’ to create the ‘warm friendly aspect’ of the room, as if to suggest 
that he is unable to put his passionate a!air behind him. This is further supported by the narrator’s 
implicit reference to a ‘familiar face met during an unavowable errand’, e!ectively a reminder that 
Archer’s ‘errand’ with Ellen is illicit in the eyes of Old New York and therefore untenable.

- HOW The choice of the word ‘smote’ likewise illustrates the depth of Archer’s visions. He is 
hopelessly beguiled and smitten by the warmth of the fireplace.

- HOW The veiled presentation of Ellen as ‘fire’ is juxtaposed with the ‘very pale’ and ‘extremely pale’ 
appearance of May Welland. Wharton allows her only a ‘momentary flush’ in Archer’s field of view, 
upon which he ‘walked to his usual place by the fire’ as if turning away from May’s dull ‘innocence’ 
and ‘girlish transparency’ (264).

- HOW That Archer feels an ‘unbridgeable abyss’ between them, through the intensity of diction, 
suggests the immutable divide between husband and wife cannot be healed and that Archer may 
choose to forsake May for Ellen.

- WHY The opening of the extract frames the protagonist as the ‘dilettante’ still entwined in the last  
phase of his romantic visions. Yet to accept the cold reality of his duties to May and the Mingott-
Archer alliance, he seeks refuge in the warmth, unaware that the fire will soon be put out.

TS2 - LINKING TO EARLIER PARTS OF THE NOVEL
The reader is led to cast doubt on Archer’s understanding of May. While he continues to projects the 
‘abysmal purity’ (6) of a child onto her, May’s direct speech hints at a wisdom beneath her calmness.
- HOW Adopting Archer’s point of view (‘he wondered at’), the narrator describes the ‘lack of wonder’ 

in her expression. Compounded by the use of ‘so’ in ‘so gently’, May is portrayed here as a naive 
simpleton who ‘knew nothing’ (35) as in the opening chapters but whose purity and tender a!ection 
place her as ‘one of the sweetest-tempered’ wives in Old New York (170).

- HOW Thus, she is repeatedly pictured by Newland in a calm stillness (‘sat silent, without a 
movement’), seemingly impervious to emotion and knowledge. On the other hand, we observe the 
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narrator’s description of her ‘curious tranquility’ as ‘drawn from some secret inner source’.  These 
allusions to an unknown are perhaps a clue that Archer’s perspective is not wholly reliable.

- HOW The use of direct discourse allows the reader immediate access to May’s point of view. Her 
questions to Archer may each convey a wifely concern for what is ‘better’ and ‘worth while’, as shown 
in her a!ectionate reference to Archer as ‘dear’. However, the questions themselves can be read as 
subtle directives or skilful manipulation: a brief ‘Yes, dear?’ underscores May’s control over the 
conversation; ‘But hadn’t you better go?‘ is in fact an instruction and; ‘Is it really worth while, dear?’ 
appears persuasive but the intensifier ‘really’ makes it more coercive than concerned.

- WHY (LINK) This silent authoritativeness to the character is in fact foregrounded as early as 
Chapter 16. There, May’s call to not ‘give [another woman] up because of me’ (122) shows an 
assuredness and even mastery over Archer’s thoughts and intentions; she knows he will not leave 
their marriage if she discloses what she knows. If the May Welland of Chapter 16 already ‘hears’ and 
‘notices’ the illicit a!air, it is in this passage that she plays her trump card.

- WHY (CONCERN) This extract certainly places May far above the ‘young creature who knew 
nothing’ of Archer’s imagination. Beneath the appearance of purity and conformity lies a much more 
complex matriarchal figure who, like Mrs Mingott and Mrs Welland, maintains a stronghold over the 
family, and her husband.

TS3 - MAKING MEANINGFUL LINKS TO ELSEWHERE
Similarly, the importance of honour is evident in the way May e!ectively ‘silences’ Newland’s desire to 
‘put the case baldly, without vain recrimination or excuse.’
- HOW The adverb ‘baldly’ and absolute term ‘without’ accentuate Archer’s longing to break free 

from his marriage or at the very least, to purge his guilt by confessing the truth. Moreover, the 
choice of ‘got to’ in Archer’s dialogue (‘something I’ve got to tell you’) drives the idea that Archer has 
grown to be aware his obligation to the family.

- HOW Yet, May interrupts this confession on the words ‘Madame Olenska—’ by raising ‘her hand as 
if to silence him’. The choice of ‘as if’ here reinforces the sense of May’s non-verbal assertiveness — a 
totem of the ‘hieroglyphic world, where the real thing was never said or done’ (36). 

- WHY (LINK) May’s direct speech, from ‘I know’ to ‘no doubt’ to ‘But what does it matter…?’ also 
displays her self-assurance. The use of ‘I know’ and ‘I believe’ here is reminiscent of May’s mute 
message in Chapter 26, where the narrator repeatedly conveys how May ‘knows’ about the a!air. 
This passage is significant because...

- WHY (CONCERN) In one simple gesture, May plays to the Old New York code of ‘ignoring the 
unpleasant’ (21) news of the Ellen-Newland a!air, and quells her husband’s desires. Even if a 
‘determined’ Archer manifests a continued yearning to escape the walls of the citadel, the social 
code — represented here by May — reins him in.
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TS4 - CLOSE ANALYSIS AND LINKING TO ELSEWHERE
The passage hence marks the spiritual death of Archer’s dilemma, as he is left helpless and forlorn with a 
‘blank’ expression in response to May’s passive aggression.

- HOW The rhetorical question ‘Could it be possible that… to his wife?‘ points the reader towards...

- HOW Archer’s awareness of the ‘unreality in which he felt himself imprisoned’ suggests that… 

- HOW Archer is now cast as the naive dilettante, whereas May’s ‘transparent eyes’ are a sign of… 

- WHY (LINK) The above allusion anticipates the events in Chapter 33, where May is portrayed… 

- WHY (CONCERN) Contending with the ‘buried life’ and ‘Pompeian vestibule’ of his marriage for 
much of the novel, Archer here is locked out of his imagined heaven. With the news of Ellen’s 
departure and May’s ‘victory’ over the two, the passage predicts the ‘doors of the family vault’ closing 
in on Archer, the ‘prisoner in the centre of’ Old New York’s codes and strictures (277).

CONCLUSION1

As the final curtain draws upon Archer’s ‘flower of life’, the passage ends on a note of denial.
- HOW Archer exclaims that ‘It’s impossible’ for Ellen to have ‘settled’ her departure that morning in a 

chagrined fit. His distress is presented in physical actions — ‘convulsed’, ‘drummed’ and ‘clanged 
furiously‘ — each conveying a desperate struggle to keep hold of his emotions (‘blood in his veins’).

- HOW The narrator alludes to how Archer’s ‘e!ort to extend the same control’ is ‘vain’. The reader 
arguably bears witness to a failed Archer, the protagonist at his weakest. The images of the ‘tick of 
the clock’ and the ‘clock slowly measured out’ further evoke this sense of failure.

- WHY Familial duty, represented by the ‘disciplined clocks’ in Chapter 21 (179), has slowly creeped up 
on Archer’s romantic fantasies and are now ‘measuring’ the last hours of his dilemma.

- WHY In summary, the extract succinctly captures the crumbling of Archer’s visions (his inclination 
towards ‘fire’) under the watch of May’s ‘transparent eyes’. His repudiation of ‘reality’ in the last line 
will in turn be negated by the farewell dinner in the next chapter.

- WHY The passage is therefore significant in his ‘quest towards maturity’, a closing act to his romantic 
visions and an open door to his ‘dull duty’ — a life of this May. Reality beckons in this bildungsroman.
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1 I generally recommend that you devote the conclusion to summarising the key concerns of the passage and evaluating the purpose. Here, I have included 
analysis of the closing section because it fits quite nicely into my interpretation of the passage.


