
Lecture Five
The Dilemma Rises
Chapters 6-12

TOPIC
In what ways do the early chapters of The Age of Innocence reflect the beginnings of a bildungsroman?

THESIS
The Age of Innocence is at its core a bildungsroman, a novel of education in which its protagonist finally 
achieves wisdom and accepts the ‘reality’ of his narrow world. It is also a quest for real happiness 
(Cynthia Wol!); a quest that coincides with the growing maturity of Archer.

Archer evolves from an ‘untried youth’ to an admirable, contented, middle aged man through his ‘ordeal 
by love’. Ellen is the catalyst who teaches Archer acceptance of reality so that at the end of the novel, 
Archer, has matured into a ‘good citizen’ that understands himself and is at peace.

CONCERNS
1. Growth and maturity: learning about one’s place in society
2. Freedom and independence from Old New York
3. Archer’s growing romance with Ellen Olenska
4. The social conventions and moral codes of Old New York

START OF LECTURE 
At the start of the novel, Archer is presented as man who thoroughly abides by the forms and strictures 
of his society:

This seemed as  natural to Newland Archer as  all the 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. (Ch 1, 4)

The initial chapters also o!er an unflattering portrayal of Archer as vain, self-important and a ‘romantic’ 
who is ‘impelled to act heroically’. He is even presented as brash (‘impulse’).

Madame Olenska's pale and serious face appealed to his fancy as suited to the occasion and to her unhappy 
situation;  but the way her dress (which had no tucker) sloped away from  her thin shoulders shocked and troubled him. 
(Ch 2, 12)

Suddenly Newland Archer felt himself impelled to decisive action. The desire to be the first man to enter Mrs. 
Mingott's box, to proclaim  to the waiting world his engagement to May Welland, and to see her through whatever 
difficulties her cousin's  anomalous situation might involve her in;  this impulse had abruptly overruled all scruples  and 
hesitations… (Ch 2, 13)

Lecture 5 / Ch 6-12 1



Cynthia Gri"n Wol! notes in her introduction:
When we first encounter him, Newland is  decent and honorable enough… The most appalling  possibility 
presented by the novel is that Newland might never grow beyond his smug, limited understanding...

The potential fatuousness (i.e. silliness) of the young man’s personality can be seen in his plans for May’s 
future to develop tact and readiness of wit enabling her to hold her own with ‘the most popular married 
women of the “younger set”’ (6); his attitude towards his future wife mirrors that of Lawrence Le!erts. 
Newland Archer is shown to embody the very patriarchal excesses he deems himself superior to; the 
narrator repeatedly tells us that he is no di!erent from the other men.

The beginnings of growing maturity can perhaps be said to begin in Chapter 6. Archer begins to have 
doubts about the life he has laid out for himself in choosing to marry May. This dilemma is created by 
the return of Countess Olenska. She makes him question the dictates by which he has lived his life.

The case of the Countess Olenska had stirred up old settled convictions  and set them drifting dangerously through 
his mind. (Ch 6, 35)

He expresses his doubts about the rights of women in an exclamation, ‘Women should be free—as free 
as we are,’ struck to the root of a problem that it was agreed in his world to regard as non-existent (35). 
Archer starts to examine his own beliefs and values with regard to women and their position in society, 
to look deeper into the societal norm / belief. He reflects that ‘generous-minded men’ like him were 
only willing to concede this right to freedom since they knew ‘nice’ women would never claim it — yet 
another deception that ‘bound people down to the old pattern’ (35).

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)

The narrator is careful to show that Archer can see the irony of being asked to defend behaviour that he 
would condemn in his own wife through the use of contrast. Does he struggle with this because he 
believes women should be free? Or is he guilty of the same deceptiveness he accuses his society of? 
Archer begins to realise personally the power of the ‘inexorable conventions’ (35) which trap him and 
others in Old New York.

He then questions the anticipated happiness of his upcoming nuptials (i.e. marriage): 

That terrifying product of the social system he belonged to and believed in, the young girl who knew nothing and 
expected everything,  looked back at him like a stranger through May Welland's familiar features;  and 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)

He reviewed his friends' marriages—the supposedly happy ones—and saw none that answered, even remotely, 
to the passionate and tender comradeship which he pictured as his permanent relation with May Welland. (Ch 6, 35)
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The society they lived in was ‘a kind of hieroglyphic world, where the real thing was never said or done or 
even thought, but only represented by a set of arbitrary signs’ (36). This meant that communication was 
wordless and through subtle ‘hints’; May and Archer would have to be completely in sync with another, 
for instance, at the van der Luydens’ dinner. 

What could he and she really know of each other, since it was his duty, as a "decent" fellow, to conceal his past from 
her, and hers, as a marriageable girl, to have no past to conceal? What if, for some one of the subtler reasons that 
would tell with both of  them, they should tire of  each other, misunderstand or irritate each other? (Ch 6)

Archer also expresses dissatisfaction with May. The narrator hints at the questionable, insipid ‘quality’ of 
Archer’s love for May: ‘the young man was sincerely but placidly in love’. Archer ‘felt himself oppressed 
by this creation of factitious purity, so cunningly manufactured by a conspiracy of mothers and aunts 
and grandmothers and long-dead ancestresses…’ He feels oppressed by the thought of tying himself 
even more tightly to Old New York in a marriage that epitomises compliance to ‘social form’. 

Delight in the prospect of ‘arousing’ May’s passion in marriage is now misgiving as he recognises her 
innocence as ‘artificial’. Archer is also ‘honest’ enough to admit that there is no ‘honest’ reason why May 
cannot have the same freedom of experience as himself. Such questions, the narrator tells us in her 
usual authoritative way, were ‘bound to drift through his mind’.

...he was conscious that their uncomfortable persistence and precision were due to the inopportune arrival of the 
Countess Olenska. (36)

We see how Archer is unhappy with the word ‘inopportune’. This statement is repeated twice at the 
beginning and at the end of Archer’s reflection. 

In summary, Archer is beginning to be disillusioned by the cold brutalities of the reality that confronts 
him. In trying to decide between the two women and what they represent, Wharton shows Archer 
wavering between May and Ellen in Book One of the novel. Wharton meticulously establishes 
Newland’s dilemma by alternating between scenes of Newland ‘pursuing’ May and Newland ‘thrown’ 
with Ellen; Newland’s movement is ostensibly towards May, but also towards Ellen.

In subsequent encounters, Archer’s dilemma is revealed in both his duality in UNDERSTANDING 
AND YET BEING CRITICAL OF the mores of Old New York and his attraction to Ellen whilst still in 
‘love’ with May. The Europe / New York divide is also constantly highlighted in this event. (E.g. the 
Duke’s status). Archer sees the flaws of his society but can still appreciate the fineness of its 
distinctions; his DUALITY - his ‘confusion’ or ‘in-betweenness’ is established once more.

At the Van Der Luyden dinner, the narrator informs the reader that...
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It was for just such distinctions that the young man cherished his old New York even while he smiled at it. (Ch 8)

...and in that instant Newland Archer rejected the general verdict on her looks. It was true that her early radiance was 
gone. The red cheeks  had paled;  she was thin, worn, a little older-looking than her age, which must have been nearly 
thirty.  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, 52)

Archer is fully cognisant of Ellen’s beauty despite the judgement of his peers. In the narrative, Archer is 
conscious of Ellen’s apparent lack of ‘etiquette’ but is still ‘excited’ by her refreshing di!erence / 
boldness. 

It was  undeniably exciting to meet a lady who found the van der Luydens' Duke dull,  and dared to utter the opinion. 
He longed to question her, to hear more about the life of which her careless words had given him so illuminating a 
glimpse...

In her dialogue, Ellen’s free and open discourse contrasts against Archer’s more cautious and discreet 
words. Archer’s emotions are awakened and he is attracted to the freedom of the life that allows one to 
speak ‘carelessly’. In contrast, he is repressed; he ‘longs to question’… by tact.

Archer’s attraction to Ellen is also described as passionate and almost involuntary:
It was the lightest touch, but it thrilled him like a caress.

"Yes, let me stay," he answered in the same tone, hardly knowing what he said;  but just then Mr. van der Luyden 
came up, followed by old Mr. Urban Dagonet. (Ch 8, 53)

The narration shows Archer as responding spontaneously, as if unable to stop himself. His responses 
come after May’s entry — delaying his ‘return to May’. Archer’s feelings for Ellen continue to 
strengthen as we are told by the narrator that he wilfully neglects to tell May about the intended visit 
on page 56. This happens even as Archer presses May to bring forward the marriage date. In their 
conversation, Archer allows himself to address Ellen by her name twice — a fact that was ‘burned into 
his consciousness‘ (p63) and which made May a ‘faint white figure — in New York’ whilst Archer felt 
himself transported to the exotic land of ‘Samarkand’ (62).

Archer and Ellen grow closer in mutual understanding and sharing confidences. 

“It's you who are telling me; opening my eyes to things I'd looked at so long that I'd ceased to see them.“ (61)

Archer is trapped by his environment. The irony lies in the fact that Archer himself realises this but is 
powerless to combat these forces. Pleading with May for a short engagement, he is aware that he is 
essentially a conformist:
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His  heart sank, for he saw that he was saying all the things that young men in the same situation were expected to say, 
and that she was  making the answers that instinct and tradition taught her to make—even to the point of calling him 
original. 

"Original! We're all as  like each other as those dolls cut out of the same folded paper. We're like patterns 
stencilled on a wall. Can't you and I strike out for ourselves, May?" (Ch 10)

Archer still yearns for a di!erent life even with May. Building on his dissatisfaction with May’s artificial 
innocence, Archer now also feels that May might also be lacking in depth — she is as superficial as she 
appears: ‘What if, when he had bidden May Welland to open hers, they could only look out blankly at 
blankness?’ (67). May’s reaction to his request only makes Archer feel more trapped: ‘a haunting horror 
of doing the same thing every day at the same hour besieged his brain.’; “Sameness—sameness!’ he 
muttered, the word running through his head like a persecuting tune…’ 

Archer’s sense of being trapped takes the form of a fear that his life will be one of endless routine. He 
wishes to avoid being overspread of ‘the green mould of the perfunctory’, trivial things Old New York is 
overruled with but the narrator tells us, ‘He had seen enough of other young men who had dreamed his 
dream, though perhaps less ardently, and who had gradually sunk into the placid and luxurious routine of 
their elders’ (103). The image of decay and ruin reinforces the sense of a ‘buried life’ (144) that Archer 
is afraid of. 

Can Archer break free from ‘good form’ to create his own identity and avoid decay? Possibly but not 
after facing reality and making hard choices. In this early portion of the novel, Archer continues to 
vacillate, to be indecisive. His growing knowledge of his surroundings do not yet lead to signs of 
maturity. From Chapters 6 to 15, Wharton subtly suggests that Archer’s passion, is a sign of innocence 
rather than maturity. His awkward boyish passion is but the signs of his romanticisation of Ellen. They 
merely create conditions which will form the basis of his maturity.

In attempting to dissuade Ellen from seeking a divorce from her European husband, Newland exclaims: 

"Well, then: is  it worth while to risk what may be infinitely disagreeable and painful? Think of the newspapers—their 
vileness! It's all stupid and narrow and unjust—but one can't make over society." (91)

Archer’s behaviour shows his lack of understanding — he judges Ellen’s silence as guilt for an a!air — 
not realising that it might be innocence that she is displaying — an innocence that needs no defence.

CONCLUSION
Archer’s dilemma shows the di"culty of transcending ‘training’ and ‘coercive manners’ in his society. It 
gives him greater insight into his society but also reminds him of how securely he is chained to his 
culture and ideology. The supreme irony is, that although Newland can ask the overwhelming questions 
and perhaps even articulate the answers, he has no strength to ‘force the moment to its crisis’. Archer is 
preternaturally inclined towards passivity rather than action, fantasy rather than harsh reality. END.
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