
The Age of Innocence
The Outside
Chapters 6-13

LECTURE OVERVIEW

Topic
'An outsider su!ocated by New York.' How far would you agree with this assessment of Ellen Olenska?

Thesis
Ellen Olenska is portrayed as an outsider, a New Woman who represents freedom and independence. 
Entrapped and then expelled, the character of Ellen Olenska underlines, for Wharton’s reader, the rigid 
conventions and cruelty of the prison-like Old New York.

Methods
- Perspective: Newland Archer’s point of view adopted by the narrator
- Perspective: New York society’s opinions conveyed by the narrator
- Perspective: Ellen Olenska’s unreserved, uninhibited ‘direct speech’
- Characterisation: name, clothing and setting
- Motifs: Fire, yellow roses, paleness, ‘poor Ellen’
- Juxtaposition: Contrast to May (ice, lilies of the valley, ‘darling May’)

Concerns
- The ‘New Woman’ and her place in patriarchal Old New York
- The conflict between the European and the American
- The social and moral codes of Old New York

Literary Questions
- What does the reader come to associate with the Countess Olenska?
- What is Ellen Olenska’s role in relation to Old New York and Newland Archer?
- How is Ellen Olenska portrayed as an independent, ‘free-spirited’ woman?
- How does Wharton present Ellen’s and Newland’s worlds as incompatible?
- Why are May Welland and Ellen Olenska set up in the novel as opposites?
- Why does Wharton characterise Ellen as a ‘new woman’ without the ability to choose?

Perhaps it is not surprising that at the beginning of her writing career, it was the deficiencies of Old New York—
and particularly the scarcity of options for talented and vigorous women in these circumstances—that dominated Edith 
Wharton’s imagination (Introduction, xviii).
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UNDERSTANDING ELLEN OLENSKA
*How does Edith Wharton’s background inform our response to the character Ellen Olenska?

Compounding the angst between socialite and writer was the opposition between educated, independent woman and 
submissive, dependent woman.  Wharton was “critical of the old mores that restricted women’s freedoms,” 
but she was also “skeptical of new dispensations that left women without secure boundaries” (Singley 9). She valued 
the order that supported, even cared for women, but disparaged a code that undervalued her sex’s intelligence and 
strength. This  was a true paradox for a woman who thwarted convention by divorcing her husband and by choosing 
to live as an expatriate for much of  her life.

Alisa Mariva DeBorde, ‘Fire and Ice in The Age of  Innocence’

THE OUTSIDER
The Countess Olenska is cast out by New York almost as soon as she appears at the Academy of Music, 
where her ‘parading’ creates a ‘stir in the box’. Ostensibly, the character of Ellen Olenska is premised on 
her exclusion from society: in both word and appearance, Ellen Olenska embodies ‘French ways’ that 
single her out as a ‘strange foreign woman’ (21) who belongs outside the theatre of New York.

- She is introduced in the novel wearing the foreign ‘Josephine look’ (7) and an improper ‘blue velvet 
gown’ showing a ‘little more shoulder and bosom than New York was accustomed to seeing’ (12). The 
‘red velvet gown’ she wears to the dinner at the van der Luydens’ reminds Newland Archer of the 
typically Parisian dressing in Carolus-Duran’s The Lady with the Glove. The unconventional choice of 
‘glossy black fur’ is deemed ‘perverse and provocative’, compared to the ‘usual’ simple dinner dresses 
that adorn the women of New York (85).

- She is identified foremost by her husband’s surname and not by her first or maiden names. The 
narrator repeatedly uses the formal title ‘the Countess Olenska’ or ‘Madame Olenska’, as if to remind 
the reader of her Europeanness and the past she now carries with her. Simultaneously, this 
appellation conveys New York’s perception of Ellen Olenska: she is not to be seen as the Ellen 
Mingott of old but as the disgraced Countess who has left her husband.

- Setting is also used to reflect her apparent ‘Europeanness’. Her name is associated with ‘princely 
establishments in Paris, Nice and Florence’ and holidays in the Isle of Wight and Romania. Even her 
house in New York, located in a poor ‘Bohemian’ area of writers and artists, appears ‘strange’ (55) and 
‘foreign’ (58) to mark her as an outsider within New York. Her drawing room is littered with works by 
the French authors, ‘Paul Bourget, Huysmans, and the Goncourt brothers’ (84). 

In e!ect, the reader is rarely allowed to forget the ‘trailing slightly foreign accent’ (15) in anything she 
says, wears or does. Countess Olenska is, avant la lettre1, an outsider to New York.
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Wharton employs a multitude of perspectives to reinforce Ellen Olenska’s ‘otherness’ 2 , each voice 
adding to a chorus of disapproval towards this outsider. Even if the reader does not explicitly witness 
Ellen’s ‘su!ocation’, the atmosphere of vilification and condemnation certainly suggests it.

- Cold and commanding in tone, the narrator informs us that ‘it was generally agreed in New York that 
the Countess Olenska had “lost her looks”’ (48); the use of quotation marks and ‘generally agreed’ 
imply that this is the collective opinion of New York’s hypercritical elite. This criticism is frequently 
conveyed early in the novel, where even Ellen’s ‘crimson’ outfit as a child is disparaged as like that of ‘a 
gipsy foundling’ (48).

- Wharton also uses direct discourse in the form of Lawrence Le!erts’ hyperbolic exclamations (‘My 
God!’, ‘Well—upon my soul!’) and Sillerton Jackson’s cutting remark that ‘I didn’t think the Mingotts 
would have tried it on’ (9). This method allows the reader ‘direct access’ to New York’s disfavour, again 
depicting Ellen on the wrong side of the city’s conservative, ‘unalterable’ social code (48).

- An archetypal follower of Old New York’s norms, Mrs. Welland adds to the chorus by labelling 
Madame Olenska ‘completely Europeanised’ and insisting that her ‘ideas are not at all like ours’ (118). 
Mrs. Archer expresses a stronger sense of reproach, deeming it ‘in better taste’ for Ellen ‘not to go to 
the ball’ with the dress she was wearing (32). 

- More crucial to our understanding of Ellen Olenska is Newland Archer’s perspective, one that is 
supposedly ‘cosmopolitan’ but ultimately that of a ‘New Yorker’ (26). In the excerpt below, the 
narration shifts from the omniscient narrator, who first reports her ‘[un]usual’, ‘heedless’ manner to 
Newland’s thoughts: he deems her dress ‘perverse and provocative’ but later, ‘pleasing’.

It was  usual for ladies who received in the evenings to wear what were called ‘simple dinner dresses’… But Madame 
Olenska, heedless of tradition, was attired in a long robe of red velvet bordered about the chin and down the 
front with glossy black fur. Archer remembered, on his last visit to Paris, seeing a portrait by the new painter, 
Carolus Duran, whose pictures were the sensation of the Salon... There was something perverse and 
provocative in the notion of fur worn in the evening in a heated drawing room, and in the combination of a 
muffled throat and barearms; but the effect was undeniably pleasing. (Ch 12, 85)

THE NEW WOMAN
Through the eyes of Newland Archer, Ellen Olenska is portrayed with this ‘pleasing’ e!ect as more than 
an outsider: she is, to Newland and the reader, a fiercely independent and Europeanised ‘New Woman’.

- Her disregard for ‘American ways’ is emphasised through words that express both boldness and 
violation. She is judged at length to be ‘unseemly’ (15), ‘flippant’ (15, 60), audacious (20), 
‘heedless’ (85), a ‘culprit’ and ‘outcast’ (33) whose ‘shadow[ed]’ reputation is an ‘embarrassment’ (24) 
to the Wellands and soon, Newland Archer himself. 
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- Her behaviour, especially around men, is illustrated in similar terms. Her appearance with Julius 
Beaufort is euphemistically described as ‘unexpected’ (25). She flouts etiquette, rules and customs:

It was  not the custom in New York drawing-rooms for a lady to get up and walk away from one gentleman in order 
to seek the company of another. Etiquette required that she should wait… while the men who wished to converse 
with her succeeded each other at her side. But the Countess was apparently unaware of having broken any rule;  she 
sat at perfect ease in a corner of  the sofa beside Archer, and looked at him with the kindest eyes. (Ch 8, 52)

- Through Newland’s point of view, the reader is led to see Ellen as a ‘rebellious’ free spirit through her 
direct speech. Her lines are su"ciently uninhibited and undiplomatic to give Newland ‘an electric 
shock’.  She declares her desires and opinions openly. She brandishes the Duke of St. Austrey ‘the 
dullest man [she] ever met’. She mocks the van der Luydens and their ‘gloomy’ home. Her short 
sentences are delivered vehemently, ‘independently’ without a care for conventionalities.

- That Newland frequently ‘blushes’ and ‘reddens’ upon hearing the Countess underlines how she is at 
once ‘disconcerting’ and ‘undeniably exciting’ to Newland (52). His clear attraction to Ellen’s 
‘precocious’ nature (he ‘laughed’, he is ‘glad’) arguably redeems this outsider. The reader is seemingly 
asked to appreciate her ‘outlandishness’ as a passion and independence to ‘make one’s own fashions’; 
Ellen is, to Newland, the embodiment of intellect and imagination — a path out of the rigid, frozen 
system of New York society.

She was  a fearless  and familiar little thing, who asked disconcerting questions, made precocious comments,  and possessed 
outlandish arts, such as dancing a Spanish shawl dance and singing Neapolitan love-songs to a guitar. (Ch 8, 48)

"Oh, it's a poor little place. My relations despise it. But at any rate it's less gloomy than the van der Luydens'." 
The words  gave him an electric shock,  for few were the rebellious spirits who would have dared to call the stately home 

of the van der Luydens gloomy. Those privileged to enter it shivered there, and spoke of it as "handsome." But suddenly he was 
glad that she had given voice to the general shiver. (Ch 9, 59)

At a stroke she had pricked the van der Luydens and they collapsed. He laughed, and sacrificed them. (Ch 9, 61)

"Fashionable! Do you all think so much of that? Why not make one's own fashions? But I suppose I've lived too 
independently; at any rate, I want to do what you all do—I want to feel cared for and safe." (Ch 9, 60)

Madame Olenska broke out with unexpected vehemence: "I want to be free; I want to wipe out all the past." (Ch 12, 88)

But there was about her the mysterious authority of beauty,  a sureness in the carriage of the head,  the movement of the eyes, 
which, without being in the least theatrical, struck his as highly trained and full of  a conscious power. (Ch 8, 50)

Newland will discover this ‘mysterious authority of beauty’ mirrored in the ‘fiery beauty’ of the yellow 
roses at the florist. In this episode, Wharton juxtaposes May, who ‘did not look like’ the yellow roses (65) 
with Ellen, to whom Newland sends the yellow roses.

‘POOR’ ELLEN AND ‘DARLING’ MAY
Ellen and May are presented as character foils to each other, therein emphasising the former’s 
alienation and ‘su!ocation’. In contrast to the blighted, ‘poor Ellen Olenska’, the figure of May Welland 
is celebrated as Mrs. Archer’s ‘ideal’ (124) and New York’s ‘handsomest girl’ (52). Ellen is seen as liberal 
and vehement, whereas May is described as an ‘artificial product’ ‘cunningly manufactured’ by society 
(37). Ellen is the New Woman and May takes on the conventional role of the docile wife.
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- Wharton employs epithets3 to highlight the contrast in their circumstance . The Countess is often 
referred to as ‘poor Ellen’ and May as a ‘darling’ of society.

- Contrasting motifs of ice / fire and lilies-of-the-valley / yellow roses underpin this presentation:

May Welland

hung on the threshold, her lilies-of-the-valley in 
her hand (she carried no other bouquet) (Ch 3, 19). 

He turned into his  florist's to send her the daily box of 
lilies-of-the-valley (Ch 9, 65)

“A ‘terrifying  product of the social system’  (36),  May 
is frequently described in terms of water. When 
Newland looks into  her eyes, they figuratively float 
‘away on the soft waves  of the Blue Danube’ (20). 
Later Newland mentions her ‘swimming blue’ 
eyes” (DeBorde 14).

They sat  down on a bench under the orange-trees  and 
he put his  arm about her and kissed her. It was like 
drinking at a cold spring with the sun on it (123).

Ellen Olenska

..his  eye lit  on a cluster of yellow roses. He had never seen any as 
sun-golden  before,  and his first impulse was  to send them to May 
instead of the lilies. But they did not look like her—there was 
something too rich, too strong, in their fiery beauty. (Ch 9, 65)

“Wharton repetitively empowers Ellen with fire: Ellen ‘smokes’, 
‘glows’ and emits ‘electric shocks’”(DeBorde 21).

‘dusky red cheeks’ and ‘in crimson merrino’ (48).

Her face looked pale and extinguished,  as  if dimmed by the rich 
red of her dress. (88) A little travelling clock ticked purringly at her 
elbow, and a log  broke in two and sent up a shower of sparks (90). 
Madame Olenska rose, wound it up and returned to  the fire, but 
without resuming  her seat (91). He still saw her… drooping over the 
fire with her indolent smile (110). Everything about her 
shimmered and glimmered (133). He looked away into the fire, 
and then back at her shining presence (135).

INTERACTIVE SEGMENT
*How are lilies-of-the-valley and yellow roses symbolic of May and Ellen respectively?

*What is the e!ect and purpose of the ice and fire motifs? What do they suggest about Old New York 
and how Ellen is regarded in Old New York? 

*How does the fire motif present Newland’s attraction and foreshadow Ellen’s eventual ‘expulsion’?
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THE TRIBE HAS SPOKEN
The narrator’s adoption of Newland Archer’s perspective creates pathos for the ‘su!ocating’ Countess: 
the reader identifies with the protagonist’s thoughts and start to sympathise with ‘poor Ellen’.

- The reader learns from Archer’s observations how the Countess is ‘quite unconscious’ (8) and 
‘apparently unaware’ (52) of the social code. We are privy to her displays of vulnerability in Chapters 
9, 12 and 18. Newland himself champions her rights, at one point exclaiming, ‘I hope she will [get a 
divorce]!’ (33). 

Regardless, this sympathy for the New Woman is not shared by the rest of New York. Her desire for 
freedom from her marriage is berated and condemned by multiple voices:

“Countess Olenska is a New Yorker, and should have respected the feelings of  New York.” (Ch 10, 72)

Such verbal generosities were in fact only a humbugging disguise of the inexorable conventions that tied things 
together and bound people down to the old pattern. But here he was pledged to defend, on the part of his 
betrothed's  cousin,  conduct that, on his  own wife's part, would justify him  in calling down on her all the thunders of 
Church and State. (Ch 6, 35)

Instead, he answered... "New York society is a very small world compared with the one you've lived in. And it's 
ruled, in spite of  appearances, by a few people with—well, rather old-fashioned ideas." 

She said nothing, and he continued: "Our ideas  about marriage and divorce are particularly old-fashioned. Our 
legislation favours divorce—our social customs don't." (Ch 12, 89)

- Mrs. Archer emphasises, through the word ‘should’, the Countess’ obligation to society and to the 
Welland family. Likewise, Mr. Letterblair frames her potential divorce-suit as ‘scandalous’ and an 
‘always unpleasant’ a!air to be avoided (81).

- Even Newland believes that ‘the thunders of Church and State’ are justified to preserve the family’s 
reputation. The wrathful tone of ‘thunders’, together with the use of absolute words like ‘inexorable’ 
and ‘always’ suggest that the Countess’ struggle will be futile. The ‘old pattern’ of patriarchal customs 
are too powerful for the New Woman (or man) to overcome; Newland compels Ellen to avoid divorce 
to the ‘infinite relief’ (95) of the Welland family.

Not content with ‘su!ocating’ the New Woman, the tribe of Old New York will eventually remove this 
outsider, even if she is now willing to endure its ways. 

Such ‘women’ (as  they were called)  were few in New York,  those driving their own carriages still fewer, and the 
appearance of Miss Fanny Ring in Fifth Avenue at the fashionable hour had profoundly agitated society... Archer 
could hear Lawrence Lefferts, at that very hour, holding forth on the disintegration of  society.  (Ch 10, 69)

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. 
(Ch 33, 276)
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- The language employed above portrays New Women like Fanny Ring (and Ellen Olenska) as a 
disruptive force that must be curtailed. Their independence ‘agitate[s]’ the status quo and threatens 
its balance. Furthermore, the narrative interjection highlights how they are referred to as ‘women’ in a 
rather derogatory manner.

- This cold savagery is likewise reflected in Wharton’s use of the tribe motif. The ‘elimination’ of the 
Countess is written in a detached tone, as one of ‘certain things that had to be done’.

Her dalliances with Beaufort and Archer mean that she still poses danger to the ‘happiness’ of the 
Welland-Archer marriage. It is imperative that the Other must be ‘sacrificed’ for the ‘collective interest’ 
of Old New York, or specifically, its illusion of happy marriages and lives of luxury.

"The individual,  in such cases, is  nearly always sacrificed to what is supposed to be the collective interest: people 
cling to any convention that keeps the family together—protects the children, if  there are any…” (Ch 12, 90)

"You, you, you!" she cried,  her lip trembling like a child's on the verge of tears. "Isn't it you who made me give up 
divorcing—give it up because you showed me how selfish and wicked it was, how one must sacrifice one's self to 
preserve the dignity of marriage... and to spare one's  family the publicity, the scandal? And because my family 
was going to be your family—for May's  sake and for yours—I did what you told me,  what you proved to me that I 
ought to do. Ah," she broke out with a sudden laugh, "I've made no secret of  having done it for you!" 

She sank down on the sofa again, crouching among the festive ripples of her dress  like a stricken masquerader; 
and the young man stood by the fireplace and continued to gaze at her without moving (Ch 18, 138).

Ellen Olenska was lonely and she was unhappy (Ch 13, 98).

Like the character of Marguerite played by Christine Nilsson, ‘poor Ellen Olenska’ is presented as a 
tragic figure and ‘artless victim’ (4) of Old New York. ‘Lonely’, trapped and ‘stricken’ by its inhospitable 
and invisible codes, the strange foreign woman is forced to leave.

In James Joyce’s A Portrait of an Artist as a Young Man, the young artist Stephen Dedalus speaks about 
his aspirations in 19th century Ireland: "When the soul of a man is born in this country there are nets 
flung at it to hold it back from flight. You talk to me of nationality, language, religion. I shall try to fly by 
those nets." One could say the same of Ellen Olenska, Edith Wharton and indeed, the New Woman in 
New  York. To be free, they will have to fly by those nets.
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CONCLUSION
The Age of Innocence thus expresses a concern not just for the New Women in society, but also for the 
paradox of progress. The sympathetic portrayal of Ellen Olenska illustrates Wharton’s discontent with 
the regressive values and mores of America, a ‘New Land’ built on the principles of innovation and 
independence from the old ‘European’ ways. 

In the wasteland of Old New York, the New Woman represents freedom, ‘diversity’, ‘democracy’ and 
ultimately, progress. It is Old New York, Wharton suggests, that must ‘conform’ to the New Woman.

Wharton sharply contrasts  French and American attitudes and practices,  but her later characterisation of Ellen 
Olenska, a kind of cultural mixed breed, attempts  to reconcile these differences… A sign of diversity and democracy, 
Ellen is a new American woman.

Corrine Viglietta, ‘The Crisis of  a Countess’ 

The image that opens The Age of Innocence perfectly anticipates  Wharton’s theme. The novel begins with a 
performance of Faust,  and it is  the soprano Christine Nilsson, not any of the male artists, that Wharton asks us to 
imagine on stage. We are required to enter the novel with a real woman artist in mind. [The inclusion of] Christine 
Nilsson, Ada Dyas and Adelaide Neilson, real women who made their living as  artists in 1870s  New York is... 
revealing. These women are independent. They are not American. 

Elizabeth Ammons, ‘‘Cool Diana and the Blood-Red Muse’

The expulsion of Ellen so that Archer can remain one of the tribe provides an exaggerated illustration of the fact that 
women must sacrifice themselves to maintain the social order. Nancy Cott's  description of the expected 
role for women in the early nineteenth century clearly persists in Wharton's  old New York: ‘constant orientation 
toward the needs of others, especially men.’ Behind the differences between Ellen and May that Wharton so 
painstakingly articulates is  their fundamental similarity:  both resort to self-sacrifice at moments of crisis. As Ellen tells 
Newland, ‘You showed me ... how one must sacrifice one's self to preserve the dignity of marriage .  . . . I did what 
you told me . . .  .  I've made no secret of having done it for you!’. May, similarly, after her unorthodox moment of 
promising to free her fiance (not herself), reverts  to type, ‘and he understood that her courage and initiative were all 
for others, and that she had none for herself ’. The capacity for self-erasure that Ellen and May both exhibit shows old 
New York's triumph in silencing the free woman.

Clare Virginia Eby, ‘Silencing Women in Edith Wharton’s The Age of  Innocence’

All articles cited in these notes are available on COLAC.
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