
The Age of Innocence
The Newlyweds
Chapters 19-22

LECTURE OVERVIEW

Topics
- Discuss the presentation and importance of marriage in the social world of the novel.
- ‘A man twice removed from reality.’ How far would you agree with this comment on Newland Archer?
- Discuss the role and significance of May Welland in the novel.

Methods
- Perspective: Newland Archer’s point of view (his psyche, thoughts, feelings)
- Perspective: The cold, distant narrator commenting on Newland and society
- Diction and style: Vivid description of items and interiors
- Diction: Cumulation of (i) ‘ritual’, ‘rite’, ‘tradition’ and ‘custom’ and (ii) ‘primitive’, ancient
- Diction: Repetition of words evincing routine and predictability (e.g. ‘the same’)
- Humour: Comic portrayal of Mrs Mingott and Lawrence Le!erts (and the ‘invisible deity’)
- Motifs: Reality and the ‘buried life’ / ‘Pompeiian vestibule’, visions and dreams, ‘air’ and ‘blood’
- Motif: May Welland as Diana-like - the goddess of hunting and fertility / childbirth 
- Characterisation: Medora Manson as plot device - to reawaken memories of Ellen

Concerns
- The social customs / traditions of Old New York
- The social ladder / hierarchy of Old New York
- Archer’s dilemma: the conflict between security and freedom
- Innocence and maturity; visions and realities

Literary Questions
- What are the various motives for / functions of marriage in Old New  York?
- How is Newland and May’s wedding portrayed? In what ways does the wedding reflect social ‘form’?
- How does the writer present the annual ‘ritual’ at the Newport Archery Club?
- In what ways is May Welland portrayed (in Archer’s mind) as a simpleton?
- In what ways is Archer’s disdain for his ‘reality’ presented?
- Why does the writer portray May as one preoccupied with her dressing in Ch 21?
- What are the roles of Miss Blenker, Medora Manson and M. Riviere in the novel?
- What is the significance of the wedding if we were to read the novel as a bildungsroman?
- How is Archer’s marriage used to present a discontent with New York’s ‘deficiencies’?
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MARRIAGE AS RENEWAL
Book Two begins, like Book One, with setting. Winter has passed and it is now spring in New York, a 
season of hope, life and renewal. The announcement of a wedding conventionally promises a sense of 
growth and joy but Wharton undermines this promise within the opening line. As Newland accepts the 
‘lively… wind’ of change to begin a ‘fresh’ phase of his life, Wharton casts images of decay. The ‘old 
ladies’ attending the wedding bring with them the bitter smell of camphor and their ‘faded’ and 
‘yellowing’ items, as if their role were solely destructive (‘almost smothered’). This portrayal equally 
reflects Newland’s own sentiments: the narrator describes the wedding as the ‘same black abyss’ that 
Newland feels himself ‘sinking’ into. The connotations here are undoubtedly negative, where the use of 
‘yawned’ and ‘sink’ convey the dullness and degradation that Newland associates with the life planned 
for him. This hellish fate, Wharton suggests, is an ‘abyss’ that Newland will not be able to escape, 
however hard he imagines ‘every horror1 that might possibly’ disrupt his wedding. 

The day was  fresh, with a lively spring wind full of dust. All the old ladies in both families  had got out their 
faded sables and yellowing  ermines, and the smell of camphor from the front pews almost smothered the faint 
spring scent of  the lilies banking the altar. (Ch 19, 147)

"Darling!" Archer said—and suddenly the same black abyss yawned before him and he felt himself sinking into 
it, deeper and deeper, while his voice rambled on smoothly and cheerfully: "Yes, of course I thought I'd lost the ring; 
no wedding would be complete if the poor devil of a bridegroom didn't go through that. But you did keep me waiting, 
you know! I had time to think of  every horror that might possibly happen." (Ch 19, 153)

once more it was borne in on him that marriage was not the safe anchorage he had been taught to think, but a 
voyage on uncharted seas. (Ch 6, 35)

This cynicism towards marriage (he thinks no wedding complete without ‘horror[s]’) in Chapter 19 is 
reflected in the novel’s early stages, but it is his desire to be with Ellen Olenska that compounds these 
misgivings. A marriage with May is compared to ‘uncharted’ territory that may lead him to happiness or 
grief. Wharton’s use of ‘taught to think’ in the same line underscores the repressive social conditioning 
that Newland seems to have broken out of as he contemplates his ‘initiation’ into society.

MARRIAGE AS RITE OF PASSAGE 
Yet, it is irrefutable that marriage remains a ‘safe anchorage’ not of the romantic variety, but of social 
standing and economic means in the novel. Where marriage is conventionally seen as a rite of passage 
marking the transition from childhood to adulthood, it is also a means of climbing the social ladder or 
maintaining one’s position atop the ‘pyramid’ of Old New York. The reader recalls, from Chapter 3, the 
narrator’s introduction of Regina Dallas as a ‘penniless’ beauty belonging to ‘one of America’s most 
honoured’  families and harsh portrayal of Julius Beaufort as a ‘millionaire’ with a ‘regrettable past’. The 
juxtaposition of these two characters implies that their marriage is one of convenience, between good 
name and wealth, with each compensating for the other’s flaws. This is perhaps indicative of the writer’s 
caustic view of Old New York’s materialistic, highly pragmatic ways.
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There was no better match in New York than May Welland, look at the question from whatever point you chose. 
Of course such a marriage was only what Newland was entitled to;  but young men are so foolish and incalculable—
and some women so ensnaring and unscrupulous—that it was nothing short of a miracle to see one's  only son safe 
past the Siren Isle and in the haven of  a blameless domesticity. (Ch 5, 30)

The New York of Newland Archer's day was a small and slippery pyramid... (where)  an honourable but obscure 
majority of respectable families who (as  in the case of the Spicers  or the Leffertses  or the Jacksons) had been raised 
above their level by marriage with one of  the ruling clans. (Ch 6, 39)

The reader is seemingly asked to see the May-Newland union in the light of the Beauforts’. Like the 
Beauforts and the Dallases, both the Welland and Archer families stand to gain economically and 
socially from their union. Through direct address (‘you’) and absolutes, the narrator assures us that 
‘there was no better match than May Welland’ presumably in appearance, wealth and name. So perfect is 
May that the couple is magnified as a ‘blameless’ ‘haven’ that keeps both individuals nestled within ‘the 
ruling clans’. We are retold that Archer will not just grow out of being another ‘foolish and incalculable’ 
young man but also march into high society with the Van der Luyden and Mingott2 names in his halo. 

MARRIAGE AS GOOD ‘FORM’
To accomplish this transition, one must (to add to Wharton’s celestial motifs) obey the invisible ‘deity’ of 
social form (149). Newland’s wedding procession is lavishly ornamental: ‘eight bouquets of white lilac 
and lilies-of-the-valley’, ‘gold and sapphire sleeve-links’, ‘cat’s-eye scarf-pin’ (147) to the tune of 
Handel’s March (148), Mrs Welland’s ‘plum-coloured satin with blue side-panels, and blue ostrich 
plumes in a small satin bonnet, met with general approval’ (150). The copious references to colour and 
material in Wharton’s adjective-laden, paratactical sentences contribute to a plodding rhythm, as if to 
force the reader to see how prohibitively ritualistic the wedding is. With a near-countless number of 
antiquated customs to follow, the narrator satirically refers to the wedding as a ‘prehistoric ritual’ (147) 
that is laughably out-of-sync with modern, Gilded-Age America. Wharton repeats this witticism several 
times in the novel (‘dawn of history’, ‘old-fashioned’) to illustrate how Newland Archer has ‘committed’ 
to keep good ‘form’ in spite of his discontent with these very observances. 

...and he continued: ‘Our ideas about marriage and divorce are particularly old-fashioned.’ (Ch 12, 90)

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.  Everything was equally easy—or 
equally painful, as one chose to put it—in the path he was  committed to tread, and he had obeyed the flurried 
injunctions of his best man as  piously as other bridegrooms had obeyed his own, in the days  when he had guided 
them through the same labyrinth. (Ch 19, 147)

- The narrative interjection (‘or equally painful…’)

- The comparison of marriage to a ‘labyrinth’
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MARRIAGE AS IMPRISONMENT
The repetition of ‘obeyed’ increases the sense that Newland is living out his greatest fear: by marrying 
for ‘material and social interests’ rather than passion, he inches closer to becoming a carbon copy of 
Lawrence Le!erts (36). The notion that his life has been reduced to merely performing a pre-written 
script becomes even more evident when the reader is let into Newland’s thoughts. While Wharton 
draws our attention to the ‘sameness’ of the proceedings, it is Archer himself who sees his life at present 
as an opera performance for Old New York. 

"How like a first night at the Opera!" he thought,  recognising all the same faces in the same boxes (no, 
pews),  and wondering if, when the Last Trump sounded, Mrs.  Selfridge Merry would be there with the same 
towering ostrich feathers in her bonnet,  and Mrs. Beaufort with the same diamond earrings and the same smile—and 
whether suitable proscenium seats were already prepared for them in another world. (Ch 19, 148).

- The narrative interjection ‘no, pews’ serves to

- The repetition of ‘the same’ suggests that Archer’s ‘opera’

And on the dock, when Newland and his wife sailed for England, Mrs. Archer’s last word had been: “You must 
take May to see Mrs. Carfry.” (Ch 20, 158)

Archer had tried to persuade May to spend the summer on a remote island off the coast of Main… But the 
Wellands always went to Newport,  where they owned one of the square boxes  on the cliffs, and their son-in-law could 
adduce no good reason why he and May should not join them there. (Ch 21, 169)

That Archer accedes to Mrs. Archer’s request to visit Mrs Carfry in Ch 20 and the Wellands’ annual 
tradition of visiting Newport Archery Club out of obligation in Ch 21 suggests that he is now willing to 
conform to this ‘script’. The use of ‘But’ and ‘always’ reflects how routine and respect for his parents-in-
law take precedence over his idea of holidaymaking, as does the high modality of ‘must’. More 
importantly, the reader begins to see how Newland chooses to fulfil his social obligation over his 
individual desires.

It would thus appear that the Newland Archer of Book Two is prepared to abandon his romantic ‘visions’ 
to settle for the realities of marriage. Gone are the ‘theories’ of women’s freedom and ‘dream’ of 
marrying the Countess and in their place, is an openness to the ‘oppression’ and ‘train[ing]’ of the New 
York machine that the Archer of Book One vehemently rejected. However, the choice of metaphor, ‘a 
line of ghosts’ is telling. Even if his memories of the Countess are now as faint as ‘ghosts’, it is suggested 
that these memories will continue to haunt him, for the thought of marrying her had only become 
‘almost’ unthinkable. So long as the opportunity to live an artistic and intellectual life is there, Newland 
will never truly remain in a closed room (no matter how hard he convinces himself that life with May is 
not ‘stifling’ or ‘stu!y’).
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Archer had reverted to all his  old inherited ideas about marriage. It was less trouble to conform  with the 
tradition and treat May exactly as  all his friends  treated their wives than to try to put into practice the theories with 
which his untrammelled bachelorhood had dallied. (Ch 20, 160)

He had no fear of being  oppressed by (May’s dull qualities), for his artistic and intellectual life would go on, as 
it always had, outside the domestic circle;  and within it there would be nothing small and stifling—coming back to 
his wife would never be like entering a stuffy room... (Ch 20, 161)

As for the momentary madness which had fallen upon him  on the eve of his marriage, he had trained himself to 
regard it as the last of his discarded experiments. The idea that he could ever, in his senses, have dreamed of 
marrying the Countess Olenska had become almost unthinkable, and she remained in his memory simply as  the most 
plaintive and poignant of  a line of  ghosts. (Ch 21, 170)

This probability is inextricably tied to how little Archer’s view of May and their supposedly unequal 
marriage has changed. May is characterised, through his perspective, as ‘still, in look and tone, the 
simple girl of yesterday’, ‘pure’ with an ‘absence of imagination’ and a ‘faculty of unawareness’ (154). 
These flaws are recycled almost word-for-word from Book One. Be that as it may, Archer’s perspective 
shifts focus to May’s multitudinous ‘feminine’ traits. In Book Two Presented in positively superlative 
(‘most’, ‘est’, ‘always’) terms, these qualities are now ‘virtues’ and ‘advantages’ that come to be 
embraced. Archer’s admiration is particularly stark in Chapter 21, where he is illuminated by her ‘Diana-
like aloofness’, ‘grace’ and ‘strength’ with bow and arrow in hand (173). However, the astute reader notes 
that May is (erroneously) perceived as an object who will never satiate his desire for the ‘foreign’ and  
the ‘romantic’ in the way Ellen Olenska is seen to.

...such a crisis could be brought about only by something visibly outrageous in his own conduct;  and the fineness 
of her feeling for him  made that unthinkable. Whatever happened, he knew, she would always  be loyal,  gallant and 
unresentful; and that pledged him to the practice of  the same virtues. (Ch 20, 161)

He could not say that he had been mistaken in his  choice, for she had fulfilled all that he had expected. It was 
undoubtedly gratifying to be the husband of one of the handsomest and most popular young married women in New 
York, especially when she was also one of the sweetest-tempered and most reasonable of wives;  and Archer had never 
been insensible to such advantages. (Ch 21, 169)

MARRIAGE AS DEATH 
Medora Manson appear in Ch 21 as a plot device that rekindles Newland’s suppressed passion for the 
Countess. First, she unwittingly reminds that his marriage is a ‘Pompeiian vestibule’ that will bury him 
alive and second, reanimates his memories of Ellen: 

To me the only death is monotony.  I always say to Ellen: Beware of monotony;  it's the mother of all the 
deadly sins.’ (Ch 21, 171)

He had listened to these accounts  (of Ellen) with the detachment with which one listens to reminiscences of some 
one long since dead;  not till Medora suddenly spoke her name at the archery match had Ellen Olenska become a 
living presence to him  again. The Marchioness's foolish lisp had called up a vision of the little fire-lit drawing-
room and the sound of the carriage-wheels returning down the deserted street. He thought of a story he had read, 
of some peasant children in Tuscany lighting a bunch of straw in a wayside cavern, and revealing old silent images in 
their painted tomb. (Ch 21, 176)
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- The ‘death’ motif is repeated here

- The ‘vision’ of Ellen Olenska, in combination with the fire and literary motifs 

The reintroduction of the Marchioness inverts reality and vision for Newland. The dull, predictable 
routine of Newland’s life as a ‘son-in-law’ is now portrayed as surreal and dream-like. The paratactic 
sentence structure reflects how unimportant, irrelevant items like clocks and carpets come to torment 
him (‘tyrannical trifles’) in an endless cycle (‘perpetually’, ‘whole chain… binding one hour’); it is almost 
as if New York is working as a collective to enclose his existence.

The same script ‘he was expected to lead’ becomes again a source of disillusionment that, ‘like a 
narcotic’ sedates him. We are immediately reminded of the ‘gloomy’ van der Luydens, Mrs. Archer’s 
preoccupation with gossip or similar ‘trifles’ and the rigid ritualism that May’s parents call living. 
Marriage has in fact solidified Archer’s place in the social pyramid but one might infer that this stability 
is the cause of Newland’s recurring nightmare.

Archer stopped at the sight as  if he had waked from sleep. That vision of the past was a dream, and the 
reality was what awaited him in the house on the bank overhead:  was Mrs. Welland's pony-carriage circling around.. 
May sitting under the shameless Olympians  and glowing with secret hopes.. And Mr. Welland, already dressed for 
dinner, and pacing the drawing-room floor, watch in hand, with dyspeptic impatience—for it was one of the houses 
in which one always knew exactly what is happening at a given hour. 

"What am I? A son-in-law—" Archer thought. (Ch 21, 177)

There was something about the luxury of the Welland house and the density of the Welland atmosphere, so 
charged with minute observances and exactions, that always stole into his system like a narcotic. The heavy 
carpets,  the watchful servants, the perpetually reminding tick of disciplined clocks, the perpetually renewed stack of 
cards and invitations on the hall table,  the whole chain of tyrannical trifles binding  one hour to the next,  and 
each member of the household to all the others, made any less systematised and affluent existence seem unreal and 
precarious.  But now it was the Welland house, and the life he was expected to lead in it,  that had become unreal 
and irrelevant,  and the brief scene on the shore, when he had stood irresolute, halfway down the bank, was as  close 
to him as the blood in his veins. (Ch 21, 179)

On the other hand, it is the sight of Ellen at the shore in Ch 21, ‘the blood in his veins’, that manifests 
life and emancipates Newland from the drudgery of reality. The paragraph here gives prominence to 
exactly what Newland does not want of his life. His world, as the figure of M. Riviere in Ch 20 reminds 
the reader, is one with the works of Goncourt and Flaubert, the splendour of Europe and the vitality of 
romance. For Newland, these visions are his only reality and the grim realities of marriage ‘irrelevant’ 
once more3.
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IN SEARCH OF THE OUTSIDE
Consequently, marriage in the novel is symbolic of the ‘powerful’ New York ‘engine’ and its innumerable 
‘observances and exactions’. Just as the Countess’s ‘wretched’, abusive marriage confines and ruins her 
existence, the reader becomes attuned to the intense ‘su!ering’ Newland goes through in his:

The day was perfect. […] He had the feeling of unexplained excitement with which, on half-holidays  at 
school, he used to start off  into the unknown. […]

As soon as he heard of the Sillerton's party he had said to himself that the Marchioness  Manson would certainly 
come to Newport with the Blenkers,  and that Madame Olenska might again take the opportunity of spending the 
day with her grandmother. […] He was  not sure that he wanted to see the Countess  Olenska again;  but ever since he 
had looked at her from the path above the bay he had wanted, irrationally and indescribably, to see the place she was 
living in, and to follow the movements of her imagined figure as he had watched the real one in the summer-house. 
The longing  was with him day and night, an incessant undefinable craving,  like the sudden whim of a sick 
man for food or drink once tasted and long since forgotten. He could not see beyond the craving, or picture what it 
might lead to, for he was not conscious of any wish to speak to Madame Olenska or to hear her voice. He simply felt 
that if he could carry away the vision of the spot of earth she walked on, and the way the sky and sea enclosed it, the 
rest of  the world might seem less empty. (Ch 22, 183)

From the above excerpt, we garner from Newland’s renewed schoolboy infatuation (he is as excited as if 
it were ‘half-holidays at school’) his rapidly wavering commitment to his marriage. 

- The ‘hunger’ metaphor (‘incessant undefinable craving’) accentuates

- The melodramatic diction employed at the end (‘earth.. sky... sea’) foreshadows

CONCLUSION
The promise of maturation that marriage might bring in the opening of Book Two is evidently unrealised.  
Presented in various parts as a ‘stifling’ room that threatens to bring ‘death’ via monotony, marriage is 
set up more as a social obligation and observance than a consecration of romantic love. Despite 
relegating his passion for Ellen Olenska to a ‘ghost’ of a memory, the su!ocation he endures under the 
Welland household turns his eye back towards the past. In Chapters 22 and 23, Archer pursues Ellen to 
Boston, so that as one might imagine, he can escape being a ‘prisoner’ of Old New York. 

END.
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