
Lecture Two
XOXO, Edith Wharton
An introduction to the writer, her world and her novel

LECTURE OVERVIEW

GUIDE
This page outlines your learning outcomes and is useful for revision. Read the pages that follow, 
highlighting what the slides and the lecturer reinforce. Take down additional ideas and points.

CONCERNS
1. Social class and wealth: Wharton’s life of privilege, the compact ‘tribe’ of Old New York
2. Social form and conventions: appearances and presentability, honour and conformity
3. Freedom of the individual: the ‘narrow’, ‘rigid’ and oppressive life of Old New York
4. Role of women in society: marginalisation of women writers and artists
5. The novel as bildungsroman: Wharton’s regrets about her past evolve into a form of acceptance

METHODS
1. Similarities between Wharton and her two principal characters: Newland Archer, Ellen Olenska
2. Reflections of real-life people in Wharton’s characters: van der Luydens, Mrs Archer, Beaufort
3. Wharton’s fiction is considered ‘Jamesian’ in style and content: distant narrator, ironic humour, the 

novel of ‘learning’ (bildungsroman), the privileged class, the clash between Europe and America

QUESTIONS
1. When and where is the novel set? How is the New York of the 1870s like or unlike that of today?
2. What kind of life did the writer lead and how are these experiences reflected in the novel?
3. What were some of Wharton’s personal and social concerns about this period of her life?
4. In what ways do the characters of Newland and Ellen echo Wharton’s struggles in life?
5. How is the New York in the nineteenth century an ‘age of innocence’?

Synopsis of  The Age of Innocence
The story centres around Newland Archer, an educated gentleman, his  wife, born May Welland, and the Countess 
Ellen Olenska. Archer is a normal man who wishes the right to some little spontaneity of thought and expression. He 
marries a lovely girl, product of her narrow society, and therefore incapable of spontaneous feeling or flexible 
sympathies. He knows even before marriage, that she is all this, but he discovers it just too late to make a decent 
withdrawal. His discovery comes from  growing acquaintance with Countess  Olenska, a well-born New Yorker, who 
has married a European scamp, and has been forced to leave him. She longs  for the protection of respectable 
surroundings and friends, but after years of living in Europe she has lost the arts of suppression and evasion, which 
are needed for the social game of hide-and-go-seek as  it is played in respectable society. Archer and the Countess love 
each other devotedly, but she gives him up on account of her respect for his  wife, who is honest and dependent and a 
product of  the conditions which have made her the limited thing she is.

Percy H. Boynton, “American Authors of  Today”
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NEW YORK: YOU KNOW YOU LOVE ME
Not far from the lives of the Archibalds, Waldorfs and van der Woodsens on the Upper East Side are 
those of the Archers, Wellands and van der Luydens along Fifth Avenue. That is not to say that writer 
Cecily von Ziegesar and TV series creator Josh Schwartz are indebted to the work of a certain Edith 
Wharton but ‘The Age of Dissonance’ (S2E18) will spell out the similarities clearly enough: wealth, 
privilege, society snobs, exclusion and elitism, scandals and a!airs and above all, ‘looking pretty’.

NEW LAND, OLD WAYS
Discovered by the French in 1524, ruled by the Dutch from 1609 and renamed New York by the 
English in 1664, New York would become a major trading port, a nucleus for immigration and the 
cultural capital of America. This was America, a brave ‘new world’ of opportunity that broke free from 
the ‘old world’ of Europe. This was the Gilded Age (1877-1889), a period of unparalleled growth in 
wealth and industry when Andrew Carnegie, J. P. Morgan and John Rockefeller reigned.

The New York of the 1870s was ruled by a few a"uent families of English and Dutch heritage, When 
one thinks of ‘old money’, one remembers the Vanderbilt family, famous for their myriad luxurious 
residences and extensive array of businesses. They were part of the ‘leisure class’, who spent their days 
travelling extensively all across Europe and leading what we would call ‘the high life’.

On the other hand, the face of the city was gradually changing with an increasing number of immigrants 
from Germany, Ireland and later, Italy. The influx of the nouveaux riches (literally ‘new rich’), mostly 
bankers and businessmen in the same period would also upset the ‘social machine’ established by the 
upper classes. In The Age of Innocence, the likes of Julius Beaufort (a shady English Banker) and Mrs 
Lemuel Struthers (widow of a shoe-polish businessman) infiltrate the social circles of the Mingotts and 
van der Luydens. The ‘old money’ would attempt to cling onto their place in the social hierarchy and 
preserve a rigid social code to all who wanted to join their league. This small clan would come to be 
known as ‘Old New York’.

THE LIFE AND TIMES OF EDITH WHARTON
Edith Newbold Jones was born in the year 1862 and initiated into a life of inherited wealth and social 
privilege. Her parents, George Frederic Jones and Lucretia Stevens Jones were ‘descendants of 
prosperous English and Dutch businessmen, bankers, and lawyers’ and were considered ‘pillars of the 
fashionable New York society’. Their lavish habits would inspire the idiom, ‘Keeping up with the Joneses’. 
Like Newland Archer, Edith Jones was every bit a member of old-moneyed Old New York.

No major American novelist has led a more privileged life than Wharton did. Although she was seldom entirely free 
of money worries, she always lived as  if she were. To be rich like Wharton may be what all of us secretly or not so 
secretly want, but privilege like hers isn’t easy to like; it puts her at a moral disadvantage. 

Jonathan Franzen, ‘A Rooting Interest’, The New Yorker
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A PRISONER IN OLD NEW YORK
Wharton lived in a society of ‘precise and inflexible rituals’, a ‘little world so well-ordered and well-to-do’ 
that few stray from ‘the straight path of the usual’. It would maintain ‘strict standards’ in manners and 
customs, holding sternly to its principles of ‘social amenity’ and ‘financial incorruptibility’.

Where Wharton would aspire in her childhood to be ‘the best-dressed woman in New York’ like her 
mother, the absolute emphasis on ‘social amenity’— short for beauty and grace—is obvious throughout 
The Age of Innocence. Social form and appearances were of the utmost importance in Wharton’s social 
circles, where no expense was spared for exquisite Parisian dresses or lavish balls.

The Newport Archery Club always  held its August meeting at the Beauforts’… as an opportunity to show off pretty 
dresses and graceful attitudes. (Ch 21, 168)

Every one (including Mr. Sillerton Jackson) was agreed that old Catherine had never had beauty—a gift which, in 
the eyes of  New York, justified every success, and excused a certain number of  failings. (Ch 2, 11)

Regina Beaufort... was indolent, passive, the caustic even called her dull;  but dressed like an idol, hung with pearls, 
growing younger and blonder and more beautiful each year… (Ch 3, 17)

Old New York was ‘a tightly controlled society that positively discouraged women from achieving 
anything beyond a proper marriage’ (The Mount). In The House of Mirth (1905), the protagonist Lily Bart 
is defined by beauty and artistic perfection and has only one ‘career’—to marry and to marry well.

It was ‘a world that had no need of letters’ and literature. Lucretia Jones was notoriously critical of her 
daughter’s artistic ambitions. Wharton demonstrated a great love for European literature (mirrored by 
Newland Archer’s keen interest) and mastered three languages before adolescence. Despite her 
mother’s disapproval, Wharton became a published author at the age of thirteen when a magazine 
published her translations of several German poems. Unafraid to go against the grain (and her mother’s 
wishes), Wharton would enjoy a flourishing literary career, publishing 21 novels, 9 non-fiction texts and 
many more collections of poetry and short stories.

MARRIAGE AND OTHER MEN
Aged twenty-three, Edith Jones married Edward ‘Teddy’ Wharton, an a!able man of modest means 
from Boston who shared none of her artistic or intellectual inclinations. The first years of her marriage 
were spent in frequent travel and making the proper social rounds in New York and Newport. As she 
became more and more involved in her writing, her ‘intellectually unimaginative husband and their 
predictable, possibly sexless married life began to drain her spirits’ (Penguin). She would have ‘only one 
other sexual relationship’, with journalist and serial two-timer Morton Fullerton before eventually 
divorcing her husband in 1913 (Franzen). She would also form an intimate friendship with Walter Berry. 
Yet, nobody would more significant to her writing career than the mentor and close friend she found in 
the American-born writer Henry James, whose narrative style was a constant source for her prose.
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FROM WORLD WAR TO THE AGE OF INNOCENCE
After her divorce, Wharton settled in France, her ‘second country’ and committed herself heroically to 
wartime e!orts. She ‘spent her days organising institutions to feed, clothe, and shelter the refugees who 
were pouring into Paris’ (Waid). These experiences would ‘change her forever’ and culminate in the 
publication of her war chronicles in Fighting France (1918). Her fiction would later reflect a concern with  
the survival of an entire community (Wol!). It is significant that The Age of Innocence (1920) was 
written in the wake of the First World War and recalls an America a whole fifty years before the time of 
its publication. Wharton saw writing Age as a ‘retreat to childish memories of a long-vanished America’. 
The novel would be distinguished as an ‘elegy for a lost world that is both a tribute and a cutting analysis’ 
of 1870s America (Waid).

More profoundly, The Age of Innocence carries the weight of many of her own feelings. Like Summer, it may feel worlds 
away from wartime France,  but it is also a novel of cruelty, loss and grief. It replays, in historical guise, her current 
feelings about America and Europe… Wharton’s  title implies a lost pre-war world. It also suggests a connection 
between the America of fifty years ago and the America of [1920], which she so often complains  about for its 
infantilism, naive optimism, and parochialism… That adjective is  more usually coupled with ‘ignorance’ and 
Wharton’s diagnosis of American innocence does often make it look like ignorance. So a novel which markets  itself as 
a historical escape into a vanished era is deeply bound up with her current feelings about her native country. (…)

Hermione Lee, ‘The Age of  Innocence’, Edith Wharton

Arguably the pinnacle of her literary career, Age is also her most personal novel. In R. W. B. Lewis’s 
view, the protagonist Newland Archer1  is, ‘to some limited degree’ a wistful image of Wharton’s own 
potential. Ellen Olenska ‘with her European associations and her aura of the exotic and the cultivated’ is 
another ‘incarnation of the life of art into which Edith Wharton did escape’ (Lewis).

Wharton told her own story more directly than she ever had before, by splitting herself into a male and female 
character… The novel’s  protagonist, Newland Archer, embodies Wharton’s origins: he is  an isolated misfit  who is 
nevertheless  inextricably enmeshed in the social conventions of Old New York and inescapably adapted, despite his 
yearning not to be, to the comforts  and norms of a steady,  conservative world. The object of Newland’s  grand 
passion, Ellen Olenska, is the person Wharton became: the self-sufficient exile,  the survivor of a disastrous and 
disillusioning marriage, the New York-born European free spirit.

Jonathan Franzen, ‘A Rooting Interest’, The New Yorker

Age tells Wharton’s own story of money and status, marriage and divorce, failures and betrayals, a life 
confined by society’s double standards. It recalls an imperfect past (and its terrible beauty) that would in 
Wharton’s old age, be accepted as an age of innocence. END.

RESOURCES
An online copy of these notes with a list of references and an appendix on Wharton’s interest in 
architecture and anthropology can be accessed on livreordie.wordpress.com. So too are the lecture slides 
from today, our ‘custom’ Google Map of New York, the e-text and other readings.
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APPENDIX

ON ARCHITECTURE AND INTERIORS
The Mount, the residence of Edith and Edward Wharton, was designed and decorated by the writer 
based on the principles established in her book, The Decoration of Houses (1897). Her ‘keen and leraned 
interest’ in architecture and decorative arts is reflected in the vivid attention to interiors and facades of 
buildings in her fiction (Ch 34, 284). 

Her parents’ residence was a ‘standard brownstone house’ just o! Fifth Avenue and Madison Square 
Park, opposite the grand new Fifth Avenue Hotel, with a facade similar to all the other houses (despite 
their riches). This ‘uniform hue (which) coated New York like a cold chocolate sauce’ is parodied in The 
Age of Innocence and would come to represent for Wharton and her protagonist Newland Archer, the 
‘desperate uniformity’ and dull rigidity of Old New York (58). The ‘Pompeiian vestibule’ that May and 
him will build in their East 39th Street home becomes symbolic of the airless, ‘buried life’ he will lead 
with her.

ON DARWIN AND SURVIVAL
The Age of Innocence ‘is obviously a novel about America’ (Lee). Lewis suggests in his biography that 
Wharton was ‘addicted to anthropology’ and ‘immersed herself enthusiastically in’ archaeology and 
ethnography. It is little coincidence that Wharton’s protagonist takes ‘a coarse view of… a simple and 
natural demonstration of family feeling’ as a result of his ‘readings in anthropology’ (Ch 9, 56). Culture, 
or specifically American culture and its relationship with the individual is indubitably one of Wharton’s 
principal subjects:

Edith Wharton was unique: she could remember the ‘old ways’ of the post-Civil War world that had comprised her 
childhood in New York;  yet she could understand the ‘new ways’ too. She could share the ‘lost generation’s’ 
disenchantment and even understand their sense of betrayal during the 1920’s;  yet perhaps as a consequence of her 
maturity, this  confrontation with the melancholy realities  of destruction led not to despair, but rather to a more 
complex understanding of  the human condition and a more fully developed sense of  compassion. (xx)

Cynthia Griffin Wolff, ‘Introduction’ to The Age of  Innocence

Unlike American modernists such as Fitzgerald, Hemingway and Steinbeck would write about the 
extinction of hope and psychological wounds of their age, Wharton would choose to recall a more 
‘innocent’ age concerned about survival of its own customs and conventions. The tribe motif, extending 
from ‘totem terrors’ (Ch 2) to the citadel (Ch 26) and the final ‘tribal rally around a kinswoman’ (Ch 
33), fundamentally presents to us the anthropological lens Wharton looks through. Are Old New York’s 
inward attempts at self-preservation to be celebrated or condemned? Does the novel memorialise an 
‘age of innocence’ obsessed with social form and taste at a time that still allowed such trivialities? Or is 
the novel a cynical ‘backward glance’ at a bygone era happy to see its conservative skin shed?
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ON HER LIFE
With Old New York as its working title, it is hardly surprising to find the characters and situations in The 
Age of Innocence borrowed from Wharton’s own relations and memories of the age.

There are recognisable portraits: Newland’s mother’s  views are Lucretia Jones’s;  the social commentator Ward 
McAllister appears as Sillerton Jackson, arbiter of ‘form’ and ‘taste’ and the repository of scandalous family histories. 
Wharton’s pioneering great-aunt, Mrs Mason Jones, is  robustly and brilliantly ‘done’  as Mrs Manson Mingott;  the 
shady financier August Belmont and his  scandalous  mistress are drawn on for Julius Beaufort and Fanny Ring;  the 
parvenu Mrs Paran Stevens inspires the Shoe-Polish millionairess, Mrs Lemuel Struthers. Nothing is  lost or wasted 
from the past: Wharton uses  her own street, her own work on the decoration of houses… her memories of Newport, 
her entire family network… in the most ruthless and lavish way (564).

Hermione Lee, ‘The Age of  Innocence’, Edith Wharton

Age is a fascinating novel on many levels. It is a biographical novel, a social commentary, an 
anthropological study, a post-World War I novel, a post-Civil War novel and finally, a bildungsroman. As 
di#cult a text as I found it on my first attempt, each subsequent reading would reap new insights into 
the complexities of Wharton’s narration and the intricate ideas weaved into it. While we are studying it 
as a Paper 1 text, I cannot help but feel that it encapsulates the theme of ‘The Individual and Society in 
Literature’ just as well as, if not better than, the three set texts on our list.

It is a novel about every social context its readers are born into (whether Jurong West or the Upper East 
Side) and the factors that constrain our individual desires. It is about how we must, amidst challenging 
circumstances, find who we are by methods we alone can define. Finally, it is about how we must learn 
to accept what we cannot change. The age of innocence, as the Joshua Reynolds painting the novel 
alludes to, is only that of childhood. Society, and we as individuals, must learn to grow and move on.

Thus  the seductive desires for ‘absolute personal fulfilment’  or ‘utter freedom’ could never be more than alluring, 
lethal phantoms;  and anyone who pursued such illusions would find only catastrophe. Insofar as Wharton’s novels 
have ‘happy endings’, the happiness is circumscribed because (as she often observed) in real life, joy always is 
limited.  The real challenge that confronts each man and woman, then, can never be that of finding perfect 
happiness;  rather it must be that of creating some form of possible happiness—achieving self-respect and the partial 
realisation of  one’s hopes and aspirations. In this life, no one can expect more.

Cynthia Griffin Wolff, ‘Introduction’ to The Age of  Innocence
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