
The Age of Innocence
At the Opera
Chapters 1-7

LECTURE OVERVIEW

Topic
'A theatre of petty prohibitions and broken dreams.' Comment on the ways in which Wharton presents 
New York in The Age of Innocence. 

Thesis
Wharton coldly portrays ‘Old New York’ of the 1870s as a cruel, tragic world that ‘buries’ the individual 
with its arbitrary rules. Ironic and often condescending in manner, Wharton’s omniscient narrator 
critiques the privileged class for their parochial, venomous ways.

Methods
- Setting and metaphor: the opera motif
- Diction and style: presentation of men and women
- Perspective and tone: the omniscient, ironic narrator
- Genre: the novel as bildungsroman (a novel of learning)

Concerns
- The social and moral codes of Old New York
- Social class, wealth and acceptance
- The role of women in patriarchal or matriarchal society
- Freedom of the individual

Literary Questions
- What is being suggested about the ‘Old New York’ and its customs?
- How does Wharton present New York and her characters? What are the e!ects of her choice of style?
- How does the opening set the tone and concerns of the novel? How do Wharton’s choices foreshadow 

Newland Archer’s story?
- Why does Wharton employ the motifs of theatre and tribe to portray New York? What is the 

significance of these motifs?

Synopsis of  the opening chapters
This historical novel of the 1870s opens at the opera during a performance of Faust. Newland Archer trains his opera 
glasses on his  soon-to-be fiancée, May Welland, occupying a box with her mother, and notes  with satisfaction that she 
holds the lilies  he had sent her.  He sees that they are joined by May’s cousin, Ellen Olenska, the family ‘black sheep,’ 
whose gypsy-like aunt had raised her primarily in Europe, and dressed her in the ‘wrong’ fashions, and even now, 
opera glasses everywhere deem her elegant blue empire dress too décolleté. She has escaped her abusive husband, a 
Polish Count, and has returned to New York to pursue a divorce. Newland finds her fascinating;  the rest of old New 
York finds the Welland family’s social protection of  such an ‘immoral’ woman most shocking (Helen Killoran).
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THE THEATRE
On a January evening of the early seventies, Christine Nilsson was singing in Faust at the Academy of Music in 

New York. 
Though there was already talk of the erection, in remote metropolitan distances  "above the Forties," of a new 

Opera House which should compete in costliness and splendour with those of the great European capitals,  the world of 
fashion was still content to reassemble every winter in the shabby red and gold boxes of  the sociable old Academy. (3)

How does the opening set the context of the novel? What are the concerns of New York society?
The opening line places Wharton’s New York in the season of winter (setting), alluding already to the 
‘wintry’, cold lives of its denizens. Equally obtrusive is the ‘competition’ between the European and the 
American: a Swede performing (in Italian) a French opera written in German in a New York venue 
inferior to those in Europe.

In what ways is the opera theatre symbolic? What are the e!ects of this motif?
Yet, splendour is not the concern for New York society. Rather, it is the atmosphere of the “Old 
Academy” – it is a symbol of wealth and the established elite rather than any new, ‘vulgar’ trend. 
Crucially, the academy is depicted as a playground for the ‘sociable’ ‘world of fashion’ who congregate to 
not just watch a performance, but also perform to the boxes watching them. The privileged class of Old 
New York is itself a ‘dramatic’ theatre. Even their arrival in carriages becomes a spectacle.

TO SEE AND BE SEEN
It was Madame Nilsson's first appearance that winter, and what the daily press had already learned to describe 

as  "an exceptionally brilliant audience" had gathered to hear her, transported through the slippery, snowy 
streets in private broughams, in the spacious family landau, or in the humbler but more convenient "Brown coupe." (3)

It was  one of the great livery-stableman's most masterly intuitions to have discovered that Americans want to 
get away from amusement even more quickly than they want to get to it.  (3)

Newland Archer, leaning against the wall at the back of the club box, turned his eyes from the stage and scanned 
the opposite side of the house. Directly facing him was  the box of old Mrs. Manson Mingott… the front of the box 
was filled by her daughter-in-law, Mrs.  Lovell Mingott,  and her daughter, Mrs. Welland;  and slightly withdrawn 
behind these brocaded matrons sat a young girl in white with eyes ecstatically fixed on the stagelovers. As Madame 
Nilsson's "M'ama!" thrilled out above the silent house (the boxes always stopped talking  during  the Daisy 
Song)  a warm  pink mounted to the girl's cheek… Newland Archer saw her white-gloved finger-tips touch the flowers 
softly. He drew a breath of  satisfied vanity and his eyes returned to the stage. (5)

How does Wharton portray the privileged / leisure class? What is the narrator’s tone / attitude?
The reader begins to sense the narrator’s ironic tone here. While we expect a review from the press on 
Mme Nilsson’s performance, we instead hear about how the audience is ‘exceptionally brilliant’ and their 
mode of transportation. Old New York, the narrator mockingly implies, is preoccupied with appearance 
and image over anything else.

The hyperbole continues in the narrator’s description of the livery-stableman (‘most masterly’), just as 
the behaviour of Wharton’s New Yorkers is seemingly ridiculed.
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THE CRITICS
all the carefully-brushed, white-waistcoated, button-hole-flowered gentlemen who succeeded each other in the 

club box, exchanged friendly greetings with him, and turned their opera-glasses critically  on  the circle of ladies who were the 
product of  the system.

...grouped together they represented "New York," and the habit of masculine solidarity made him accept 
their doctrine on all the issues called moral. He instinctively felt that in this respect it would be troublesome—and also rather 
bad form—to strike out for himself. (7)

"It didn't last long, though: I  heard of her a few months later living alone in Venice.  I believe Lovell Mingott went 
out to get her. He said she was desperately unhappy. That's all right—but this  parading  her at the Opera's another 
thing." (13)

Comment on the role and power of the ‘button-hole-flowered gentlemen’ in society.
A complex, nepotistic ‘ruling class’ of its own, the figures of Sillerton Jackson and Lawrence Le!erts are 
master critics of New York, itself a ‘show’. In the ‘theatre’ that is Old New York, one is not free to simply 
appear in public without being judged, if not condemned.

Old New York is also set up as a patriarchal society - one ruled by men. Each ‘masculine’ generation 
‘succeed[s] each other’ to enforce their ‘doctrine’ on the rest of New York as if they were a religious or 
political body.

How does the word ‘parade’ suggest that Old New York is a ‘world in which nothing is private’? 

What symbol does Wharton use to represent the power of the critics and their constant surveillance?
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THE SOCIAL HIERARCHY
The Men
Newland Archer, leaning against the wall at the back of 
the club box, turned his  eyes from the stage and scanned 
the opposite side of  the house.

"Well—upon my soul!" exclaimed Lawrence Lefferts, 
turning his opera-glass abruptly away from the stage. 

Mr. Sillerton Jackson had returned the opera-glass  to 
Lawrence Lefferts. The whole of the club turned 
instinctively, waiting to hear what the old man had to say… 
For a moment he silently scrutinised  the attentive group out 
of his  filmy blue eyes overhung  by old veined lids;  then he 
gave his  moustache a thoughtful twist, and said simply: "I 
didn't think the Mingotts would have tried it on." 

The Women
...sat a young  girl in white (May Welland)  with eyes  ecstatically 
fixed on the stagelovers... a warm pink mounted to the girl's 
cheek,  mantled her brow to the roots of her fair braids, and 
suffused the young slope of her breast to the line where it  met 
a modest tulle tucker fastened with a single gardenia.

It was  that of a slim young woman (Ellen Olenska),  a little less 
tall than May Welland,  with brown hair growing in close curls 
about her temples  and held in place by a narrow band of 
diamonds. The suggestion of this  headdress,  which gave her 
what was then called a "Josephine look," was carried out in the 
cut of the dark blue velvet gown rather theatrically caught up 
under her bosom by a girdle with a large old-fashioned clasp. 

In the centre of this enchanted garden Madame Nilsson,  in 
white cashmere slashed with pale blue satin,  a reticule 
dangling from a blue girdle, and large yellow braids  carefully 
disposed on each side of her muslin chemisette,  listened with 
downcast eyes to M. Capoul's impassioned wooing...

Focusing on what is described (and what is not) about Wharton’s male and female characters, what is 
suggested about the role of men?

How does Wharton portray the role of women in Old New York?
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THE TRIBE OF NEW YORK
Conservatives cherished it for being small and inconvenient,  and thus keeping  out the "new people" whom 

New York was beginning  to dread and yet be drawn to;  and the sentimental clung  to it for its historic associations, and 
the musical for its excellent acoustics, always so problematic a quality in halls built for the hearing of  music. (3)

He saw that Mrs. Welland and her sister-in-law were facing  their semicircle of critics with the Mingottian aplomb 
which old Catherine had inculcated in all her tribe (Ch 2, 10).

But then New York, as far back as the mind of man could travel, had been divided into the two great fundamental groups 
of the Mingotts  and Mansons and all their clan,  who cared about eating and clothes and money, and the Archer-
Newland-van-der-Luyden tribe, who were devoted to travel, horticulture and the best fiction, and looked down  on  the 
grosser forms of  pleasure (Ch 5, 27).

The company indeed was perfectly  assorted, since all the members belonged to the little inner group of people 
who, during the long New York season, disported themselves together daily and nightly with apparently  undiminished 
zest… New York society was, in those days, far too small, and too scant in its  resources,  for every one in it (including 
livery-stable-keepers, butlers and cooks) not to know exactly on which evenings people were free (Ch 6, 39).

He saw in a flash that if the family had ceased to consult him it was because some deep tribal instinct warned 
them  that he was no longer on their side... He admired the tribal discipline which made May  bow to this decision. She 
would not have done so, he knew, had her conscience protested(Ch 25, 207)

There were certain things that had to be done, and if done at all, done handsomely and thoroughly;  and one of 
these, in the old New York code, was the tribal rally around a kinswoman about to be eliminated from the tribe. 

It was  the old New York way of taking  life "without effusion of blood":  the way of people who dreaded 
scandal more than disease, who placed decency above courage, and who considered that nothing was more ill-bred 
than "scenes," except the behaviour of  those who gave rise to them. (Ch 33, 276-7)

Why does Wharton present Old New York as a ‘tribe’ made up of ‘clans’? 
The first quotation presents the insularity and parochiality of Old New York, again fraught with 
contradictions (It shuns ‘the new people’ but is ‘yet.. drawn’ to them). It is a small, closed world of 
wealthy individuals with ‘butlers and cooks’ where everybody knows ‘which evenings people were free’.

More importantly, ‘conservative’ Old New  York seeks to preserve tradition (‘historic associations’) and 
the existing power of its ‘little inner group[s]’. Wharton’s double use of ‘fundamental’ highlights not 
only the self-importance of New York’s clans, but also the need to abide by ‘tribal discipline’.

What is being suggested about Old New York and its treatment of those who break its code?
The concept of a ‘tribe’ and ‘clan’ is also used to depict an Old New York that is relentless and ruthless in 
its disdain for those who disregard its rules and class divisions. The strong use of ‘eliminate’ and ‘taking 
life’ and repeated references to the ‘Old New York code’ particularly convey this sense of violence and 
intolerance; the reader is seemingly called to object to this state of a!airs.
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THE ROLE OF NEWLAND ARCHER
In the course of the next day the first of the usual betrothal visits  were exchanged. The New York ritual was 

precise and inflexible in such matters;  and in conformity with it Newland Archer first went with his  mother and 
sister to call on Mrs. Welland (Ch 4, 22).

Archer had gone through this formality as  resignedly  as through all the others which made of a nineteenth century 
New York wedding a rite that seemed to belong  to the dawn of history  ...a private compartment had been engaged in the 
train that was to carry the young couple to their unknown destination—concealment of the spot in which the bridal 
night was to be spent being one of  the most sacred taboos of  the prehistoric ritual. (Ch 19, 147-8)

And, in spite of the cosmopolitan views on which he prided himself, he thanked heaven that he was a New Yorker, 
and about to ally himself  with one of  his own kind. (Ch 5, 26)

Based on Wharton’s repeated reference to tribal ‘rituals’ and ‘taboos’, is Newland Archer portrayed as an 
active or passive protagonist? How so?

NEWLAND ARCHER, FAUSTIAN HERO*
Synopsis of  Goethe’s Faust

Despite his scholarly eminence, Faust is  bored and disappointed. He decides to call on the Devil for further 
knowledge and magic powers with which to indulge all the pleasure and knowledge of the world. In response, the 
Devil's representative, Mephistopheles, appears. He makes a bargain with Faust: Mephistopheles will serve Faust with 
his magic powers for a term of years, but at the end of the term, the devil will claim Faust's soul and Faust will be 
eternally damned. 

The ending
He sat for a long time on the bench in the thickening  dusk,  his eyes never turning  from the balcony. At length a light 

shone through the windows, and a moment later a man-servant came out on the balcony, drew up the awnings, and 
closed the shutters. 

At that, as if it had been the signal he waited for, Newland Archer got up slowly and walked back alone to his 
hotel. (Ch 34, 298)

*Answer the following questions when you revise for the Promo Exam. The questions will make more sense then!

In what ways might Newland Archer be seen as similar to the character of Faust?

How is the ending similar to the opening of the text, where Newland ‘scan[s]’ and surveys the crowd?
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THE THEATRE OF NEW YORK
As these thoughts  succeeded each other in his mind Archer felt like a prisoner in the centre of an armed camp. 

He looked about the table, and guessed at the inexorableness  of his captors from the tone in which, over the 
asparagus from Florida, they were dealing with Beaufort and his wife. "It's to show me," he thought, "what would 
happen to me—" and a deathly sense of the superiority of implication and analogy over direct action, and of silence 
over rash words, closed in on him like the doors of  the family vault. (Ch 33, 277)

Archer tried to console himself with the thought that he was not quite such an ass as  Larry Lefferts, nor May such 
a simpleton as poor Gertrude;  but the difference was after all one of intelligence and not of standards. In reality they 
all lived in a kind of hieroglyphic world, where the real thing was never said or done or even thought, but only 
represented by a set of  arbitrary signs (Ch 6, 37).

A hieroglyph can be defined as a stylised picture of  an object representing a word, syllable, or sound, as found in ancient Egyptian and other writing systems.

In what ways is Newland portrayed as an actor ‘stuck’ in tragic roles?
It is this tribal, theatrical universe that entraps Wharton’s protagonist: he feels like a ‘prisoner’ as he 
follows through with the ‘rituals’ of society and conforms to ‘his own kind’.

In what ways is New York a theatre of ‘petty prohibitions’ that inevitably lead to ‘broken dreams’?
Wharton’s criticism of Old New York is perhaps most evident in the metaphor of a ‘hieroglyphic world’: 
it is seen as an illusion (like the theatre) that ultimately consumes Newland Archer and imprisons him. 
He finally chooses to follow a social code that is absurd and ‘arbitrary’, in so doing choosing misery over 
happiness.
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