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LLOYD M. DAIGREPONT 

The Cult of Passion in The Age of Innocence 

In the protagonists' story of attraction and restraint?one marked by alter 

nating states of tenderness and anger, of fascination and renunciation?The 

Age of Innocence depicts not only the tumult but also the insidious self-ab 

sorption of passion mistaken for love. With roots in Eastern mysticism as 

well as in ancient movements such as catharism and gnosticism, passion 

ate love has since the time of the troubadours and the medieval courts of 

love insinuated itself into Western consciousness in such a way that much 

genuine confusion exists concerning "true love," friendship between the 

sexes, and marriage. In what has become a "cult of passion," malcontented 

lovers?in history as in literature?seek to transcend the frustrations and 

limitations of social and material existence through ardent devotion to some 

"beloved other" who represents or 
provides thereby 

an 
all-encompassing 

passage into divine oneness. Ironically, such "love" proves narcissistic in 

that devotees cultivate feeling?including the highly gratifying sensation of 

being objects of others' adoration?as a means of finding their own release 

from life's imperfections. This emphasis upon feeling in turn fosters interest 

in "forbidden" or adulterous love, since interdiction and restraint merely 
increase the intensity of passion. Thus the passionate lovers themselves 

often engage in self-frustrating disputes and separations?the passion of 

"unhappy mutual love" enhanced and sustained through suffering instead 

of being diminished through familiarity in friendship or in marriage.1 
The thematic conflict between such passionate love and some more stable 

relationship between man and woman is evident throughout The Age of 
Innocence. Critical discussions have in general tended to focus on Newland 
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Archer?his obligation to marriage and to society or his need for self-fulfill 

ment through a romantic love unbound by custom.2 However, Edith Whar 

ton's development of the characters of both lovers suggests a confusion of 

passion and love mutually nurtured and perpetuated; told through Archer's 

eyes, the narrative nonetheless reveals that Ellen?a countess doubtlessly 

experienced in courtly customs?plays 
a 

complicit and even at times a lead 

ing part as the lovers waver between infatuation and revulsion, tenderness 

and resentment. In the nuances of plot as determined by this wavering and 

in the novel's forlorn conclusion Wharton also reveals how opportunities 

for genuine fulfillment may be garnered yet lost owing to the persistence 
of romantic delusion. 

From the beginning of The Age of Innocence Newland Archer evinces a 

romanticism that causes him to expect transformation through passion and 

thus renders him susceptible to Ellen's exotic and scandalous allure. Ac 

cording to Denis de Rougemont, the era of Romanticism with its emphasis 
upon sentiment, sensibility, melancholy, and transcendence through the 

cultivation of the sense of the sublime was particularly given to notions 

of passionate love. In the Romantic Era "the Western mind . . . [again] 

adopted the old heresy of passion and sought to achieve the ideal trans 

gression of all limitations and the negation of the world through extreme 

desire."3 From the outset of the novel, it is quite evident that Newland 

cultivates desire, delaying his appearance at the opera on the evening of 

his engagement "because he was at heart a dilettante, and thinking over 
a 

pleasure to come often gave him a subtler satisfaction than its realisa 

tion. This was especially the case when the pleasure was a delicate one, 

as his pleasures mostly were."4 Newland's taste in literature leans to the 

romantic, especially writings evocative of passionate or romantic love. As 

he observes May during a performance of Gounod's Faust at the Academy 
of Music, he smugly envisions himself reading Goethe's classic to her "by 
the Italian lakes [. . .] somewhat hazily confusing the scene of his projected 
honeymoon with the masterpieces of literature which it would be his manly 

privilege to reveal to his bride" (27). As Emily J. Orlando has ably shown, 
Newland prefers poetry "that reaches for the ideal and conceptualizes the 
woman as a poem"?including works by authors such as Dante, Petrarch, 

Swinburne (Chastelard), and Tennyson (because of his penchant for myth 
and medieval romance). Most telling perhaps is his absorption at the end 
of chapter fifteen?following his jealous reaction to Beaufort's unexpected 
appearance at Skuytercliff?in Rossetti's The House of Life, which Archer 

reads envisioning Ellen Olenska as the poet's idealized beloved.5 

Typical of passion's devotees, Newland is drawn to Ellen because her 

presence in New York enhances his own sense of himself as romantic in 
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dividualist. Somewhat na?ve and pompous, he prefers to think of himself 
as unconventional and liberal as he easily contrasts himself with the elite, 
custom-ridden New Yorkers who form his social milieu. Yet he is himself 

given to triteness, arriving fashionably late at the opera and devoted to a 

host of "other conventions on which his life was moulded: such as the duty 
of using two silver-backed brushes with his monogram in blue enamel to 

part his hair, and of never appearing in society without a flower (preferably 
a gardenia) in his buttonhole" (24-25). His determination to furnish his 

library with the "sincere" designs of Charles Eastlake (a vogue of Archer's 

generation) represents an ironic attempt to evade his wife's conventional 

tastes, signifying that Newland "is not as rebellious, as independent of his 

surroundings, as he considers himself to be."6 Fittingly, Newland is embar 

rassed by the scandalous Ellen's appearance at the opera. He hastily decides 
to announce his engagement at the evening ball in order to place his family 
in support of the Wellands and Mingotts at this awkward moment, and he 

meets Ellen's irreverent recollection of the audience "in knickerbockers 

and pantalettes" (37) with tight-lipped formality. Later, he is filled with 

consternation and contempt when in the presence of May and Mrs. Weiland 

she quite unconventionally invites him to "come and see [her] some day" 

(so. 
Archer's reserve fades, however, as 

through 
a series of developments 

he is enticed into the role of Ellen's champion, one that irresistibly ap 

peals to his romantic nature as well as his male ego. At a dinner given 

by his mother for the notorious gossip Sillerton Jackson, Newland finds 

himself not only defending Ellen (for May's sake) but also attacking the 

conventional mores of New York: "Why shouldn't she be conspicuous if 

she chooses? [. . .] She's 'poor Ellen' certainly, because she had the bad 

luck to make a wretched marriage; but I don't see that that's a reason for 

hiding her head as if she were the culprit" (60). Next, the unanimous 

rejection of the Lovell Mingotts' dinner invitations in Ellen's honor leads 
to Newland's appeal to the van der Luydens?whose invitations no one 

will turn down. At the van der Luydens', Ellen's self-possession and con 

fidence are romantically appealing: 

She came rather late, one hand still ungloved, and fastening a bracelet about 

her wrist; yet she entered without any appearance of haste or embarrassment 

the drawing room in which New York's most chosen company was somewhat 

awfully assembled. 

In the middle of the room she paused, looking about her with a grave mouth 

and smiling eyes; and in that instant Newland Archer rejected the general 
verdict on her looks. It was true that her early radiance was gone. [. . .] But 

there was about her the mysterious authority of beauty, a sureness in the car 
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riage of the head, the movement of the eyes, which, without being in the least 

theatrical, struck him as highly trained and full of a conscious power. At the 

same time she was simpler in manner than most of the ladies present. (80) 

Newland not only finds Ellen attractive in her seemingly unaffected poise, 
but he is also quite complimented as she turns from the Duke of St. Aus 

trey (quite against "the custom of New York") and seats herself next to 

Newland, gazing at him "with the kindest eyes" while declaring the Duke 

"the dullest man [she] ever met." The formerly reserved Newland suddenly 
finds Ellen "undeniably exciting" and longs "to question her, to hear more 

about the life of which her careless words had given him so illuminating a 

glimpse" (83). Beckoning to him "in a low tone" to remain near her even 

after May's arrival, Ellen touches Newland's knee "with her plumed fan. It 

was the lightest touch, but it thrilled him like a caress" (85). Interrupted 

by Mr. van der Luyden, Ellen rises to greet another guest, and, as Newland 

relinquishes his seat, she makes a sudden appointment: "Tomorrow, then, 

after five?I shall expect you" (85). Despite the wording, the invitation is 

precipitate; there has been no discussion of a visit. But Ellen's imperious 
claim upon Newland's attention has evidently "thrilled" him all the more. 

Though reminded by Mrs. van der Luyden of his fiancee's charms, Newland 

(without telling May) decides to call on Ellen the following day. 

Romantically, he thinks of his visit as an "adventure," and, as he waits 

in her drawing room, his budding infatuation is enhanced by anticipation 
as well as the room's quaintly exotic, bohemian decor, "the faded shadowy 
charm of a room unlike any room he had known" (89). Annoyed and jeal 
ous when Ellen arrives with the known womanizer Julius Beaufort, Newland 

is thus prepared for the charm of her ease of manner with him once Beaufort 

departs, humored by her observation that the van derLuydens enhance their 

appeal by seldom receiving guests (a provocative insight given an under 

standing of the practices of passion's devotees). As the pair frankly discuss 

the potential scandal of Ellen's desired independence through divorce, 
Newland's protectiveness is stimulated by her weeping and the sight of 

"her thin shoulders shaken by a sob" (97). Annoyed by the Duke's sudden 

arrival, Archer leaves in frustration but in "a sudden revulsion of mood, 
and almost without knowing what he did" (99) sends her a dozen yellow 
roses?a gesture suggestive of both infatuation and jealousy.7 

As Archer is engaged as an attorney by the Mingotts and his own employer 
to persuade Ellen not to seek divorce, his ambivalence is resolved into pity 
and fascination by an overwhelming sense of identification with her desire 

for freedom. He begins to view her not only protectively but dramatically 
as well, an emblem of "human frailty" requiring heroic rescue: "A great 
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wave of compassion had swept away his indifference and impatience: she 

stood before him as an exposed and pitiful figure, to be saved at all costs 

from farther wounding herself in her mad plunges against fate" ( 114). In 

meeting with Ellen, he becomes even more 
greatly moved by her romanti 

cally suggestive image than on his earlier visit: 

She sat silent, her head still propped by the arm that rested on the back of 

the sofa. Her face looked pale and extinguished, as if dimmed by the rich red 

of her dress. She struck Archer, of a sudden, as a pathetic and even pitiful 

figure. (127) 

As Ellen comes to realize the scandalous potential of divorce in America, 
Newland sentimentally casts her as the "individual" who must be "sacrificed" 

before "collective interest," and, after kissing her hand, he departs "into 

the winter night bursting with the belated eloquence of the inarticulate" 

(130-31). 
Newland's first two visits occasion not only the beginning of romantic at 

traction but, as well, the onset of the "trials of true love" that mark all major 

developments of the novel until Ellen's forced return to Europe, trials for 

the most part manufactured by the lovers themselves. As Rougemont ex 

plains, lovers in the tradition of the cult of passion perversely seek hardship, 
conflict, and separation, for it is thus that the sought-after passion?each 

lover's true object?is sustained and enhanced, whereas the familiarity of 

harmonious union would tend to diminish passionate intensity.8 Fittingly, 
then, the plot of The Age of Innocence largely consists in a pattern of lov 

ers' meetings that invariably conclude with separations marked by intense 

emotions, most often jealousy, anger, and contempt. Sustained desire thus 

becomes an enticing preoccupation charged with exquisite anticipation of 

future meetings, never to be diminished by the lovers' true knowledge of 

each other. 

That both lovers are given to such notions becomes evident upon their 

meeting at Wallack's Theatre when Ellen (following the scene of tender 

parting between lovers during a performance of Dion Boucicault's The 

Shaugran) alludes to Newland's gift of yellow roses.9 That Ellen should 

intimate such a comparison at this moment is particularly suggestive, for 

the "sad, almost monosyllabic scene of parting" between lovers typifies the 

sentiment for passion-sustaining trials within the cult of passion: 

The actress, who was standing near the mantelpiece and looking down into the 

fire, wore a grey cashmere dress without fashionable loopings or trimmings, 
moulded to her tall figure and flowing in long lines about her feet. Around her 

neck was a narrow black velvet ribbon with the ends falling down her back. 

When her wooer turned from her she rested her arms against the mantel 
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shelf and bowed her face in her hands. On the threshold he paused to look at 

her; then he stole back, lifted one of the ends of velvet ribbon, kissed it, and 

left the room without her hearing him or changing her attitude. And on this 

silent parting the curtain fell. (132) 

"It was 
always for the sake of that particular scene," the reader is told, "that 

Newland Archer went to see The Shaugran. ... [I]n its reticence, its dumb 

sorrow, it moved him more than the most famous histrionic outpourings" 
(132-33). Thus inclined, Newland is "filled with agitated pleasure" (136) 

by Ellen's comparison.10 
Not long after this enormously gratifying exchange, Newland follows 

Ellen to Skuytercliff, the rural retreat of the van der Luydens, where? 

ostensibly?Ellen has gone to remove herself from the attentions of Ju 
lius Beaufort. Newland finds Ellen wandering the wintry landscape, and 

together they retreat into a cozy old manse where a fire is lit and Archer 

(with his back to Ellen) vividly imagines that she "is stealing up behind him 
to throw her light arms about his neck," his "soul and body throbbing with 
the miracle to come" (152). Archer's vision, which self-indulgently re-cre 

ates the scene of undetected affection in The Shaugran, clearly suggests the 
latent narcissism of his fascination with Ellen. When instead of the expected 
embrace he opens his eyes to discover Beaufort approaching the manse, 
he becomes angry and jealous. He ignores the fact that she has placed her 
hand within his own?not the embrace he expected, but surely a gesture 
of solidity with him against the invading presence of Beaufort?and he 

insinuates an assignation. After sleeping fitfully that night, he ignores a 

message from Ellen and suddenly departs for St. Augustine, where May 
and her parents are spending the winter. Following the example of Ellen's 
retreat to Skuytercliff, Archer thus initiates his own pattern of seeking and 
renunciation that will sustain indefinitely the passion of romantic love. 

In the behavior surrounding their next meetings, both lovers indulge 
themselves in the excitation of indecisive desire and unsettled renunciation. 

After strongly suggesting to May that he may be interested in another woman, 
Newland returns to New York to discover that a very "stylishly dressed" ( 169) 
Countess Olenska has called on his mother. Flattered by her evident attempt 
to seek him out, Newland secretly arranges another visit. He experiences 
consternation upon his arrival, however, as he contemplates Beaufort's gift 
of "an extraordinarily large bouquet of crimson roses, with a knot of purple 
pansies at their base" ( 175)?a scandalous floral message,11 and a concerned 

Medora Manson, pointing to the bouquet, informs him that Ellen's hus 

band now favors reconciliation: "Am I to understand that you prefer that 

Mr. Archer? After all, marriage is marriage 
. . . and my niece is still a wife 

. . ." (179). Alone with Ellen, Archer injects the obstacle of his own marital 



DAiGREPONT ?* 
Essays 7 

commitment, informing Ellen that she is the other woman whom May has 

instinctively surmised. Ellen cries, they kiss passionately, and Newland in 

dulges in a shameless display of passionate worship; as Ellen bespeaks her 

deep appreciation of his sympathy and devotion, he suddenly kneels and 

kisses her satin slipper, his action clearly indicative of erotic subjection.12 
True to the passionate formula of seeking and renunciation, she at this 

moment informs him that she can only love him by giving him up, that is 

by not seeking "happiness bought by disloyalty and cruelty and indiffer 

ence" ( 189). Frustrated yet again, Newland angrily insinuates a liaison with 

Beaufort?willfully ignoring Ellen's discomfort with the bouquet, which 

she has ordered out of her house?and departs before she can read May's 

telegram. He returns home to discover his own telegram from May blithely 

announcing an updated wedding barely a month away. 
Newland's answer to Ellen's somewhat idealistic renunciation is to go 

through with his marriage to May, but this mutual renunciation merely 
stimulates further seeking. Following their European honeymoon, New 

land and May join the fashionable set who are summering in Newport, 
among them Ellen and Catherine Mingott?staying with the Blenker fam 

ily. Archer eagerly visits the Blenkers' ocean shore estate, where he ob 

serves Ellen standing at the pier, immovably facing the water. But instead 

of calling or going to her, he self-indulgently awaits her turning toward 

him. Recollecting the scene of parting in The Shaugran, he anticipates sen 

timental and intuitive response to his presence. When Ellen?as in the 
scene at Skuytercliff?fails to accede to his imaginings (she later claims 

to have known that he was there [see 251-52] ), he answers her supposed 
indifference by leaving the scene, deceptively stimulating passion rather 

than abandoning it. "All night," we are told, "he lay awake in the big chintz 

bedroom at May's side, watching the moonlight slant along the carpet, 
and thinking of Ellen Olenska driving home across the gleaming beaches 

behind Beaufort's trotters" (236). 
In the ensuing days, this pattern of mutual seeking and avoidance elevates 

Archer's desire to the level of mania: 

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 the sea enclosed it, the 

rest of the world might seem less empty (241 ). 

Moved by "indefinable craving" rather than love or even friendship, New 

land desires not Ellen herself so much as a "vision" that will allow him to 
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transcend the emptiness "of the world." That Newland's devotion lacks 

genuine personal interest is tellingly suggested by his inability before their 

meetings to recall the sound of her voice or even the features of her face 

(see 248, 301 ) .13 Newland Archer has clearly succumbed to the practices of 

the cult of passion. His infatuation and romantic self-indulgence become 

ridiculously manifest as he compulsively returns to the Blenkers', discovers 
a pink parasol in the summer house, and, assuming that it is Ellen's, kisses 

it reverently before discovering that it belongs to "the youngest and largest 
of the Blenker girls, blonde and blowsy, in bedraggled muslin" (243), who 

has remained at home because of a sore throat. 

At this point the lovers' renunciation assumes a 
seemingly moral and 

even spiritual demeanor, a form of self-deception that enhances ardor as it 

masks it. Newland follows Ellen to Boston where he is relieved to discover 

that she has decisively refused the Count's offer. His joy is momentary, 
however; at lunch in nearby Port Arley the lovers sentimentally lament 

their fate of "mutual unhappy love" amid tears and expressions of anger 
and jealousy. Finally affirming that she has refused the Count in order to 

be true to Newland, Ellen again introduces the paradox that their love is 

based upon mutual renunciation. Newland, "stirred and yet tranquillized" 

by "the perfect balance she had held between their loyalty to others and 

their honesty to themselves" (263), now endeavors to think of Ellen as she 

seemingly wishes?that is, in terms distinctly Platonic. With Ellen living in 

Washington and discouraging correspondence, he cultivates an idealized 

vision of her that provides transcendence through devotion: 

he had built up within himself a kind of sanctuary in which she throned among 
his secret thoughts and longings. Little by little it became the scene of his real 

life, of his only rational activities; thither he brought the books he read, the 

ideas and feelings which nourished him, his judgments and his visions. Outside 

it, in the scene of his actual life, he moved with a growing sense of unreality 
and insufficiency, blundering against familiar prejudices and traditional points 
of view as an absent-minded man goes on bumping into the furniture of his 

own room. (280) 

As Rougemont observes, notions of Platonic Love as developed by Plotinus 

and realized in the practices of the troubadours and the medieval courts 

of love rest well within the traditions of the cult of passion, the lovers (as 
in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight) almost self-consciously elevating desire 

through sexual abstinence and separation counterbalanced by intense dec 

larations of love.14 

Thus, Newland's efforts at idealizing Ellen only result in his obsessive 

determination to make her his mistress. He plans a business trip to Wash 

ington, intending to meet clandestinely with her, and then unaccountably 
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changes his plans when he learns that Ellen is coming to New York. Vol 

unteering to meet Ellen at Pennsylvania Station, he anticipates an hour of 

uninterrupted bliss in her presence. Although she kisses him passionately, 
Ellen resists his pleas that they live together, appealing to his sense of honor 

and to the shamefulness of her own experience. As in nearly all of their 

meetings, he becomes angry and removes himself from her presence, stop 

ping the brougham and (despite Ellen's attempts to detain him) walking 
home alone as the icy wind freezes his tears. His attempts at sublimating 
his attraction to the beautiful lady into idealism and virtue have merely sus 

tained the passionate lover in Newland, his feelings?even the very painful 

feelings caused by renunciation?a locus of identity preferable to virtue 

and even common sense. 

Following his bout of anger and self-pity, Newland continues to profess 
weariness, contemplating travel abroad and ignoring Catherine Mingott's 

highly insinuating plea that only he may help her keep Ellen in New York. 

He even resorts to Nietzschean rationalization in distinguishing his adul 

terous intentions from the habits of men such as Larry Lefferts: "Ellen 

Olenska was like no other woman, he was like no other man: their situa 

tion, therefore resembled no one else's, and they 
were answerable to no 

tribunal but that of their own judgment" (322). Arranging a clandestine 

meeting at the future Metropolitan Museum he presses his ardor upon 
her with an insistence that ironically (yet typically, within the tradition of 

the cult of passion) will drive her away. Ellen, who plans to see May later 

in the day, seemingly has no intention of yielding sexually, whether out 

of a sense of self-preservation, for honor's sake (the reason offered), or 

merely to stir Newland's passion further; insisting upon waiting two days 
before consummation, she departs for Washington the next, returning 
to New York for only a farewell dinner before permanently returning to 

Europe?her independence made possible by Old Catherine. While much 

may be made of May's manipulative influence in mentioning her as-yet 

unconfirmed pregnancy in her "real talk" (330) with Ellen following the 

meeting at the museum, it is nonetheless apparent that Newland's failure 

to honor Catherine Mingott's plea for assistance has led to her change of 
heart about keeping Ellen close at hand. However unconscious, Newland's 

insistence upon making Ellen his mistress amounts to yet another strategy 

for keeping the lovers apart and passion alive?beyond Ellen's departure, 

beyond May's disclosure, beyond even the end of his marriage. 

Many readers view May's all-too-evident provincialism as an excuse or 

explanation for Newland's interest in the rebellious and sophisticated El 

len Olenska.15 But despite her shortcomings May offers Newland genuine 

opportunities for understanding and fulfillment. As Cynthia Griffin Wolff 
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observes, "there is much in the novel that suggests intricate harmony where 

Archer perceives only emptiness and silence," a harmony enhanced by 
their shared participation in the customs and rituals of Old New York. 

In the novel's opening scene, for example, May instinctively understands 

Newland's gesture of support in joining her and Ellen at the opera, and 

May's glance so clearly communicates her appreciation that to Newland 

they can hardly become closer. May exhibits generosity in offering Newland 

his freedom during their engagement, "but once he rejects that offer, she 

dedicates herself to the task of holding him to the morality implicit in old 

New York's regulation of the process of generation." Like the goddess Di 

ana in her "'primitive' purity, she is committed to the most fundamental 

of human processes, and in this commitment she is as ruthless as nature 

itself."16 

Given May's shrewd enlistment of New York society and her manipulation 
of truth in the banishment of Ellen, one may ask if the bond of marriage 
and paternity by which she holds Newland is one that truly causes him, as 

he himself imagines, to miss "the flower of life" (362). Newland credits 

Ellen with having given him his "first glimpse of a rm/life" (260, emphasis 
added), and his Platonic idealization of her becomes "the scene of his real 

life" while all outward events and relationships impress him with "a growing 
sense of unreality and insufficiency" (280, emphasis added). Doubly ironic, 

then, is the narrator's description of Newland's library?his imagined re 

treat into solitude and romantic sensibility?as "the room in which most 

of the real things of his life had happened": 

There his wife, nearly twenty-six years ago, had broken to him, with a blushing 
circumlocution that would have caused the young women of the new genera 
tion to smile, the news that she was to have a child; and there their eldest boy, 

Dallas, too delicate to be taken to church in midwinter, had been christened 

by their old friend the Bishop of New York, the ample magnificent irreplace 
able Bishop, so long the pride and ornament of his diocese. There Dallas 

had first staggered across the floor shouting "Dad," while May and the nurse 

laughed behind the door; there their second child, Mary (who was so like her 

mother), had announced her engagement to the dullest and most reliable 

of Reggie Chivers's many sons; and there Archer had kissed her through her 

wedding veil before they went down to the motor which was to carry them to 

Grace Church .... 

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. (360, emphasis 

added) 
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Tn? fulfilling virtue of agape, countertype of passionate love,17 has entered 

Newland Archer's life in that he has come to appreciate May's humanity, 

having "honestly mourned her" when she was "carried off by the infectious 

pneumonia through which she had nursed their youngest child" (362). 
And he is "moved . . . indescribably" (372) when Dallas?the "pride of his 

life" (361)?reveals the extent of May's understanding of his sacrifice. 

As Newland's abiding conviction that he has missed "the flower of life" 

suggests, however, his self-absorption remains. Among all of the fulfilling 

experiences associated with the library, Newland places "above all" Governor 

Theodore Roosevelt's highly complimentary insistence that Newland enter 

the State Assembly. Moreover his misgivings are tinctured by a Platonic mel 

ancholy worthy of Poe: "When he thought of Ellen Olenska it was abstractly, 

serenely, as one might think of some imaginary beloved in a book or picture: 
she had become the composite vision of all that he had missed" (361-62). 
Given the great felicity of Newland's life since the departure of Ellen for 

Europe, his self-pity and regret are ironically appropriate. Somewhat like 

John Marcher in James' "The Beast in the Jungle" he has failed to realize the 
enormous 

potential for fulfillment presented in day-to-day existence. In a 

sense, Newland Archer is a man who has had a life and does not know it. 

Nowhere in the novel is the tension between genuine human relationship 
and self-indulgent passionate "love" more telling than in its final scene. With 

May many years deceased, there truly remains no obstacle to Newland's 

reunion with Ellen?except that he has not ever truly loved her. Standing 
outside her apartment house in Paris, he gazes upward at her awninged 

balcony and (typically) imagines the scene within her parlor as Dallas enters 

without him. His impulse, as ever, is toward the avoidance or renunciation 

that will stir passion by keeping it unfulfilled. 
" 
'It's more real to me here than 

if I went up,' he suddenly heard himself say; and the fear lest that shadow of 

reality should lose its edge kept him rooted to his seat as the minutes suc 

ceeded each other" (376, emphasis added). Despite his resolve, however, 
Newland remains seated on the bench below Ellen's balcony and gazing 

upward as if awaiting her acknowledgment or invitation; just as in the manse 

at Skuytercliff and at the beach near Newport he self-indulgently awaits her 

betrayal of affection for him. 

Mindful of James' admission concerning the creation of Isabel Archer, 
critics find in Newland Archer Wharton's own self-portrait, representing the 

naive and decidedly provincial Edith NewboldJones, who was disappointed 
in love and who longed for a life of art and cosmopolitan sophistication.18 

To many, Ellen Olenska provides a more complete portrait of the artist: that 

of Edith Wharton the experienced woman of the world, who has outgrown 
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the narrow bounds of Old New York in her European residence, who (as 
Newland intuitively realizes must be the case with Ellen) has known "the 

incessant stir of ideas, curiosities, images and associations thrown out by an 

intensely social race" (374), and who has experienced marital disharmony 

ending in a degrading love affair and divorce.19 Viewed in this light, Ellen 

may well appear to be an unwilling participant in the game of love played by 
Newland, especially after his marriage. Seeming to take seriously Newland's 

intimation that her divorce would betray the acceptance and protection 
now offered by New York society, she repeatedly resists Newland's displays 
of affection in terms of loyalty and honor, virtues that Newland himself 
seems all too willing to ignore. As Cynthia Griffin Wolff observes, Ellen 

"demands a kind of moral substance from [Newland] that he cannot yet 

recognize in himself."20 

Still, Ellen's passionate nature and willfulness, her evident enjoyment of 

Newland's (and others') attentions during his engagement, the passionate 
kiss bestowed in May's brougham, and even her insistence that she can love 

Archer only by giving him up indicate a nature whose European experi 
ence surely includes a tradition of courtship outside the bonds of marriage. 
In this sense, her denials may be seen as self-indulgent; by insisting upon 
love based upon renunciation, she continues to enjoy a Platonic devotion 

that would be lost through either complete abnegation or the familiarity 
of connubial relationship. Significant in this regard is Ellen's penetrating 

analysis of the van der Luydens' great influence in Old New York?"that 

they make themselves so rare" (94). 
In this light, Ellen's unseen role in the final scene is provocative. Dallas 

has certainly informed the Countess of his father's unwillingness to go 

through with the arranged visit, and she has certainly surmised that New 

land may have remained in the courtyard?perhaps awaiting 
some sort of 

summons. And it is probably at her command that her man-servant, follow 

ing the sudden glow of light that radiates through the windows, "came out 

on the balcony, drew up the awnings, and closed the shutters" (377). To 

the Newland Archer who after twenty-six years still conceives of Ellen "as 

one might think of some imaginary beloved in a book or picture" (362), 
this seemingly routine preparation for evening becomes a "signal," one 

that he has "waited for" (377). Even if Ellen bears no responsibility for her 

butler's duties, her very silence in this moment of opportunity bespeaks an 

understanding of Newland's reluctance. If she thinks about him at all in 

this moment of nearness (and surely she must), she knows that for him no 

response is in a sense the response or 
"signal" he expects. If he has resorted 

to renunciation as a means of keeping passion alive, she has in some sense 

answered with her own renunciation. 
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Other explanations of Ellen's silence certainly present themselves. Per 

haps she merely respects Newland's reluctance. Perhaps she senses (as New 

land does) that after nearly thirty years within the "pervading illumination" 

of Paris culture she has become accustomed to a "rich atmosphere" that the 

provincial New Yorker would find "too dense and yet too stimulating for his 

lungs" (374). Even so, Ellen must also sense that her silence?whatever the 

explanation?frees Newland (assuming he desires it) to continue to nurture 

the view of her that has inhered within his consciousness for almost three 

decades. Moreover, she certainly realizes that her silence means that her 

image, like that of her namesake in Poe's poetic tribute "To Helen," may yet 
continue to provide the "pervading illumination" of Newland's inner life. 

Unmoved within the light that shines through the windows of her fifth-floor 

apartment?the awnings and shutters closed as dusk approaches?Ellen 
must also realize?she may even hope?that the view from without provides 

Newland with reason enough to interpret what he sees as the signal that he 

has awaited, the signal that he is yet free to nourish the reality of prolonged 
and transforming desire. 

?Lamar University 
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