
Lecture Seven
Bohemian Rhapsody
Chapters 13-18

OVERVIEW

TOPIC
‘For all his aspirations and fantasies, Newland Archer learns nothing of reality.’ Comment on the ways in 
which this view bears out in the novel.

THESIS
The Age of Innocence is at a heart a bildungsroman, a novel of education in which its protagonist finally 
achieves the wisdom and accepts the ‘reality’ of his narrow world. To an extent, Book One does present 
a Newland Archer who by persisting in his romantic fantasies, ‘learns nothing’. Yet, one must 
acknowledge that it is his temptation — his entrancement by Ellen Olenska and all that she represents 
— that will lead him to the maturity to be ‘at peace with himself’.

METHODS
1. Perspective: Archer’s romantic fantasies are reflected in his ‘thoughts’ (presented by the narrator)
2. Perspective: Ellen Olenska provides a comparatively mature point of view in Ch 18
3. Perspective: narrative interjections are used to undermine Archer’s confabulations and vanities
4. Motif: these visions are often presented through the theatre motif and literary allusions
5. Motif: Archer dreads the lifeless, icy, mechanical ‘buried life’ of Old New York
6. Characterisation: both Ned Winsett and Ellen Olenska can be read as Archer’s foils
7. Narrative structure: Three conversations occur in Ch 17 meant to warn and ‘guide’ Archer

CONCERNS
1. The novel as bildungsroman: Newland Archer’s quest for happiness vs his quest for maturity
2. Archer’s dilemma: he has to choose between a ‘buried life’ and a life of passion and romance
3. Visions and realities: Archer ‘misreads’ Ellen as a pathetic figure and ‘neglects’ his real life
4. Freedom of the individual: Old New York’s ‘tribal’ parochiality and conventions oppress Archer

QUESTIONS
1. Who and what is Newland Archer torn between? How does he see his future life with May?
2. How is the novel structured around Archer’s journey of self-realisation and self-discovery?
3. How do the characters of Ned Winsett and Ellen Olenska contrast Newland Archer?
4. How does Ch 18 o!er an ironic contrast from Archer’s lecture to Ellen in Ch 12?
5. How and why does Book One end on the wedding announcement and Newland’s strange laughter?
6. Why does Archer act against his better judgement? What is akrasia? 
7. Why does the writer present her protagonist as flawed, overly idealistic?



AN AGE FOR INNOCENCE
Newland Archer’s ‘quest for happiness’ coincides with his contemplation of May as an ‘artificial product’ 
of society and his feeling oppressed by the ‘inexorable conventions that tied things together and bound 
people down to the old pattern’ (35). His doubts about the prospective ‘placid’ marriage with May 
reflect his swelling dissatisfaction with the cold brutalities of his reality. As a dilettante at heart (4), 
Archer clearly aspires to be more than a cog in the ‘powerful engine’ of Old New York (61). In a 
conversation with May, Archer renounces social conventions, reflected in various images of conformity 
(‘dolls’, ‘patterns’), and rebelliously calls for them to ‘strike out for’ themselves. Archer’s ideal world is 
one of independence and dramatic expression, where he can ‘behave like people in novels’. This ideal is 
a fantastical one free from the dictates and shackles of Old New York.

“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?” […]

“We can't behave like people in novels, though, can we?”
“Why not—why not—why not?” (Ch 10, p68)

In this light, it would be unfair to say that our protagonist will learn nothing of his reality. Archer’s 
frustrations with the dull uniformity of Old New York reflect a growing understanding of both his social 
environment and his own identity. The lines above also foreshadow Archer’s attempt to break away from  
the ‘narrow margins of life’ (103) in Old New York and seek a less ‘placid’, more ‘pleasurable’ experience 
with Ellen Olenska. In the course of this lecture, we will present how Archer’s dilemma will only sink him 
further into romantic visions that can never be realised. In Emily Orlando’s interpretation, he is a failed 
Archer, who by taking aim at a childish fantasy, has yet to anticipate his own failure.

Wolff, reading the book as a bildungsroman,  claims  that Archer learns the same lessons as Goethe’s Wilhem Meister: 
‘acceptance of reality and dedication to [conformity]’;  Archer has been a ‘victim of society’s well-mannered 
brutalities” and is by the close of the novel ‘a man at peace with himself.’ I wish to argue on the contrary… Rather 
than a victor, a kind of hero, Newland Archer is a failed man.  Wharton’s  Archer is much like the ‘wooden Cupid’ 
atop the Newport summer-house “who had lost his  bow and arrow but continued to take ineffectual aim”. He is 
indeed a “Poor Archer”.

Emily J Orlando, ‘Rereading Wharton’s “Poor Archer”

A WHOLE NEW WORLD TO HIM
His pursuit of a life outside Old New York is clearest in his attraction to the freedom, mystery and 
‘adventure’ of Ellen Olenska. His encounters with Ellen are often described in sensory terms, where her 
fan gives him the ‘thrill of a caress’ and her speech ‘touched him’. Unlike the ‘placid and luxurious 
routine’ that he is destined to lead, the sight and sound of Ellen triggers a surge of emotion in Archer as 
seen from the narrator’s description: ‘The blood rose to his temples’ (108); ‘His spirits, which had 
dropped at her last words, rose with an irrational leap’ (110); ‘Archer’s heart was beating 
insubordinately’ (110). These often indescribable feelings (soaring, tumbling, freewheeling) overcome 
Archer so much that he even imagines Ellen’s ‘homely little house’ to be ‘magically created to receive 
them’ (109). Repeatedly throughout the novel, Wharton’s distant narrator speaks of the relationship 
between Newland and Ellen in view of his ‘deeper feelings’ and the ‘pleasurable excitement of being in a 
world where action followed on emotion with such Olympian speed’ (134). 
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IMAGINING HIS HEAVEN (EASY IF YOU TRY)
However, Wharton suggests that Archer’s passion, e!usively expressed from Chapters 8 to 15, are but 
romantic visions that are fantastical, unrealistic, delusory. These ‘visions’, a recurring motif in the 
novel, prove to be a sign of his enduring innocence, rather than his growing maturity. Just as Archer 
fancies himself and Ellen as ‘two lovers parting in heart-broken silence’ like the characters in The 
Shaughraun, the narrator swiftly undermines this daydream (94). She interjects in her typically cold, 
cutting tone, ‘Wherein, then, lay the resemblance that made the young man’s heart beat with a kind of 
retrospective excitement?’ The rhetorical question, coupled with the formal, detached reference to 
Archer as ‘the young man’, enlightens the reader on the imaginary nature of Archer’s ‘retrospective 
excitement’, for ‘they were’ only ‘client and lawyer separating after a talk’ (94). It is also through the 
narrator (as opposed to Archer’s own dialogue) that we learn of Archer’s many flights of fancy: the 
cumulative use of ‘He felt’ (95, 126), ‘He imagined’ (113, 152, 155) and ‘He was beginning to think’ (112) 
marks out his delusions for the careful reader.

He spoke without shifting his position, without even turning to look at her: if the thing was to happen, it was to 
happen in this way, with the whole width of  the room between them, and his eyes still fixed on the outer snow. 

For a long moment she was silent;  and in that moment Archer imagined her, almost heard her, stealing up 
behind him to throw her light arms about his neck. While he waited,  soul and body throbbing with the miracle to 
come, his eyes mechanically received the image of a heavily-coated man with his fur collar turned up who was 
advancing along the path to the house. The man was Julius Beaufort. (Ch 15, p110)

We will watch a short clip from Martin Scorsese’s adaptation, which should help you visualise (quite literally) 
these romantic visions. Evaluate the EFFECTS and PURPOSE of both portrayals in the space below:

*

NEWLAND’S THEATRE OF DREAMS
The portrayal of the Countess as a tragic victim, from Archer’s perspective, is understandable. From his 
early ‘decisive action’ (13) in Ch 2, our protagonist envisages himself as a valiant ‘rescuer’ (94) to the 
‘pathetic and even pitiful figure’ (88) of the ‘helpless and defenceless’ Ellen (108). Her playful teasing, 
‘And what does it matter, now you’re here to protect me?’ (108) in Ch 15, play right into Archer’s self-
image. As Emily Orlando suggests below, the various depictions of Ellen from his point of view, whether 
fixed on her ‘pale and extinguished face’ (88) or ‘long pale fingers’ (275), are immensely unreliable. A 
‘poor Archer’ caught in a landslide, our protagonist mistakes fantasy for real life.

An important part of this fantasy world is the conviction that Olenska is  necessarily a helpless  ‘damsel in distress’; 
Archer reads her as such, despite her inherent independence and her resistance to the code that asks a woman to 
remain “immovable as an idol”. Having accepted the family’s charge to step in and discourage Ellen from seeking 
divorce, Archer imagines  her as an exposed and pitiful figure to be saved at all costs from farther wounding herself in 
her mad plagues  against fate. Archer’s depiction of Ellen as weak and frail is  further enhanced by the attention he 
pays to her supposed paleness; he makes much of  her “excessively pale” countenance.

Emily J Orlando, ‘Rereading Wharton’s “Poor Archer”
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The conditions  from which she had fled were intolerable, past speaking of, past believing: she was young, she was 
frightened, she was desperate—what more natural than that she should be grateful to her rescuer? […] He felt 
himself drawn to her by obscure feelings  of jealousy and pity, as if her dumbly-confessed error had put her at his 
mercy, humbling yet endearing her (Ch 13, p94-95).

It is worth emphasising that Archer’s sympathy for the Countess is born out of his own vanity and self-
importance. Fundamental to this is the narrator’s presentation of Archer’s thoughts and perceptions. In 
the quotation below, we notice the anaphoric repetition of ‘she was…’ and the enumeration of Ellen’s 
supposed vulnerabilities (‘young’, ‘frightened’, ‘desperate’, ‘humbling’) and Newland’s mastery over her 
unpleasant circumstances (‘pity’, ‘at his mercy’). These arguably contribute to the reader’s ‘alliance’ with 
Newland’s indulgences and imagination. We might ask, is he not like one of the romantic heroes we 
know1 who saves the day, rescues the damsel from the clutches of evil? The answer is an emphatic ‘no’.

READING NEWLAND’S MIND
By tracing Archer’s pretensions and romantic aspirations to the beginning of the novel, we might begin 
to comprehend the ways in which Wharton constructs her protagonist’s relative ‘immaturity’.

Wharton’s Archer,  a man whose conception of life is fundamentally literary, habitually brings  his books to 
his daily experiences. As is his  custom, we find him, in a scene at Newport, with Olenska on his mind: anticipating 
seeing her after what has been over a year’s time, he finds himself remembering her “fire-lit drawing-room”;  his 
memory then leaps to “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, p176).

Emily J Orlando, ‘Rereading Wharton’s “Poor Archer”

He is presented by the narrator as a dilettante and aesthete at heart, who ‘had preferred the prospect of 
a quiet Sunday at home with his’ books (105). Even May identifies Archer by his intellectual interests, 
speaking of how ‘when there's nothing particular to do he reads a book’ (182). Most crucially, the 
innumerable literary allusions spread across the text establish a wide repertoire of knowledge but also 
Archer’s avid ‘pursuit of the ideal’. He reads the quixotic2  tales of Alphonse Daudet and the Romantic 
poetry of Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s The House of Life (113), Emily Dickinson’s Sonnets from the 
Portuguese and Robert Browning (116). He is especially attached to the art of Renaissance Italy, 
perusing the critical works of Ruskin and Pater whilst appreciating the art of Botticelli and Fra Angelico 
(57). Orlando posits that ‘he is enamoured with beauty for its own sake’, perhaps to the point of being 
drawn to his vision of Ellen Olenska rather than the ‘real’ Ellen Olenska:

...by a turn of the hand, and the skilful use of a few properties, been transformed into something intimate, “foreign,” 
subtly suggestive of  old romantic scenes and sentiments (Ch 9, p58).

It seemed to be in Madame Olenska's mysterious faculty of suggesting tragic and moving  possibilities outside 
the daily run of experience. She had hardly  ever said a word to him to produce this impression, but it was a part of her, either a 
projection of her mysterious  and outlandish background or of something inherently dramatic, passionate and 
unusual in herself  (Ch 13, p94).
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ESCAPE TO SOMEWHERE ONLY HE KNOWS
The use of the word ‘breathed’ in the quotation below is particularly illuminating. Archer ‘plunges’ 
himself in a passionate, romantic fantasy that represents everything outside of Old New York — the 
warmth and richness of yellow roses and the tenderness of Ellen’s touch, qualities forever absent from a 
‘buried’ life to be spent with May (114). Wharton thus suggests that it is only ‘in books’ that Archer finds 
life, or what he wants from life3: ‘a new and haunting beauty’, ‘enchanted pages’, ‘passions’ and ‘the face 
of Ellen Olenska’ (113). Discontent (and stuck) within the walls of his oppressive, colourless citadel, the 
dilettante escapes from reality and seeks solace from his own imagined world. Unable to accept reality, 
Archer dedicates himself to the pursuit of his visions.

He took it up, and found himself plunged in an atmosphere unlike any he had ever breathed in books;  so warm, so 
rich, and yet so ineffably tender, that it gave a new and haunting beauty to the most elementary of human passions. 
All through the night he pursued through those enchanted pages the vision of a woman who had the face of Ellen 
Olenska (Ch 15, p113).

WARNING SIGN(S)
Yet, the chapters that surround Wharton’s portrayal of these romantic fantasies provide ‘lessons’ for our 
flawed, infantile protagonist that he ignores or is oblivious to. In the appendix of this lecture on page 8, 
you will find an analysis of Ch 17 and its three ‘sections’: Mrs Archer, Mrs Mingott and Medora Manson 
all suggest that Archer is better o! with ‘darling’ May and not blemish his fate by continuing to pursue 
the ‘finished’ Ellen. In Ch 16, Wharton’s imperious narrator declares that a ‘life’ with May is what 
‘belonged to him’; no matter arbitrary, scorned or unjust, the time will come for Archer to accept the 
‘truth’, the ‘restraints’ that are an inevitable part of his ‘reality’. Indeed, as the lecture title implies, the 
visions easy come, the visions easy go but the Old New York bastion will never let him go.

When Archer walked down the sandy main street of St. Augustine to the house which had been pointed out to 
him as Mr. Welland's, and saw May Welland standing under a magnolia with the sun in her hair, he wondered why he 
had waited so long to come.

Here was the truth,  here was reality,  here was  the life that belonged to him;  and he, who fancied himself so 
scornful of arbitrary restraints, had been afraid to break away from his desk because of what people might think of 
his stealing a holiday! (Ch 16, p115)

LA VIE BOHEME, C’EST LA MERDE
Of greater import is the character of Ned Winsett, who seems to o!er Archer a cautionary tale for his 
continued pursuit of the ‘ideal’ in Ch 14. He is portrayed as a character foil / counter-point to Newland, 
who might share a ‘common fund of intellectual interests and curiosities’ but little else. While Newland 
is socially ‘free’ and financially ‘well-o!’, Ned is ‘down and out’ (he’s just a poor boy from a poor family). 

“The fact is,  life isn't much a fit for either of us,” Winsett had once said. “I'm down and out;  nothing to be done 
about it.  I've got only one ware to produce, and there's  no market for it here, and won't be in my time. But you're 
free and you're well-off. Why don't you get into touch? There's only one way to do it: to go into politics.” 

Archer threw his head back and laughed. There one saw at a flash the unbridgeable difference between men 
like Winsett and the others—Archer's kind. (Ch 14, 101).
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The use of the word ‘but’ underscores the ‘unbridgeable di!erence’ between them. Even his name 
(‘Winsett’) is justifiably ironic, a wry suggestion that he is a complete failure left with no choice but to 
become a journalist for a third-rate publication, a women’s weekly magazine. He has had to abandon his 
‘exquisite literary’ aspirations because reality—evidently, the need to earn a decent wage—set in:

Winsett was not a journalist by choice. He was a pure man of letters,  untimely born in a world that had no 
need of letters;  but after publishing one volume of brief and exquisite literary appreciations, of which one hundred 
and twenty copies  were sold, thirty given away, and the balance eventually destroyed by the publishers  (as  per 
contract) to make room for more marketable material, he had abandoned his real calling, and taken a sub-
editorial job on a women's weekly [which published] love-stories and advertisements of  temperance drinks.

On the subject of "Hearth-fires" (as the paper was called)  he was inexhaustibly entertaining;  but beneath his fun 
lurked the sterile bitterness of the still young man who has tried and given up. His conversation always made 
Archer take the measure of  his own life, and feel how little it contained (Ch 14, 101).

The narrator, in her usual authoritative tone, crystallises the connection between the two ‘still young’ 
men. If Ned ‘always made Archer take the measure of his own life’, Archer too should come to realise 
that his romantic and artistic fantasies are untenable. As the narrator simultaneously implies, Archer too 
may reach a ‘sterile bitterness’ when he realises that he will have to relinquish his desires and accept 
reality. Ned Winsett thus can be seen as a pivotal ‘minor’ character in Archer’s quest for maturity, who 
outlines the path of ‘trying and giving up’… even if Archer chooses to recklessly indulge in his visions.

ARCHER AND AKRASIA
Yet, the final third of Book One o!ers the reader compelling evidence of Archer’s akrasia. This ancient 
Greek term refers to a weakness or will or (more precisely) the state of acting against one’s better 
judgement. In Ch 9, the cognitive verbs that dominate his conversation with Ellen (he ‘wondered’ and 
‘inclined’) express a more controlled, lawyer-like state of mind. These are replaced by a more emotive 
lexicon in Ch 14 and 15, where he ‘felt himself drawn to’ Ellen and ‘felt a distinct disappointment on 
learning that she was away’. Yet, this Archer astutely recognises that his predecessors ‘had dreamed his 
dream’ and chosen a ‘placid and luxurious routine’ over the ‘narrow’, Bohemian ‘margin’ he prefers. 

It made Archer shiver to think that it might be spreading over him  too. He had, to be sure, other tastes and 
interests;  he spent his vacations in European travel, cultivated the “clever people” May spoke of, and generally tried 
to “keep up,” as  he had somewhat wistfully put it to Madame Olenska. But once he was married,  what would become 
of this narrow margin of life in which his real experiences  were lived?  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. (Ch 14, 103) 

The use of the word, ‘pursued’ in Ch 15 enhances the sense that Archer is perfectly conscious of his 
choices. Instead of seeing, like Orlando, Archer as a ‘failed man’ who acts impulsively, we can also argue 
that he deliberately acts against his own understanding of ‘reality’—his obligations to his society, his 
work, his family and his church. Archer has perhaps learned something of his reality, but chooses to 
‘pursue’ the far more attractive ‘vision of a woman who had the face of Ellen Olenska’ (114). These 
thoughts and visions, as Book Two later establishes, become ‘the scene of his real life, of his only rational 
activities’. Even if the rigid rules and savage scrutiny enter his field of view, he continues to enclose 
himself in the ideal ‘sanctuary’ of his romantic imagination (even after marrying May).
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There had been days and nights when the memory of their kiss  had burned and burned on his  lips;  the day before 
even, on the drive to Portsmouth, the thought of her had run through him like fire;  but now that she was 
beside him, and they were drifting forth into this  unknown world, they seemed to have reached the kind of deeper 
nearness that a touch may sunder. (Ch 23, p195)

Since then there had been no farther communication between them, and 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. (Ch 26, p213)

Archer does reach the gates of an ‘awakening’ but refuses to pass through. Nearing the end of Book 
One, the reader may conclude that Archer’s ‘quest for maturity’ is incomplete until he can, in Wol!’s 
definition, conform to the hard expectations of his society. Instead of accepting the ‘pale 
probabilities’ (114) of his life, our dilettante protagonist continues to misread Ellen Olenska as a 
vulnerable, tragic heroine in his own ‘opera’ in Ch 18. From Newland’s point of view, the narrator 
describes Ellen’s ‘lip trembling like a child’s’ (138) and Archer hearing her ‘faint stifled crying like a 
child’s’ (139). The enlightened reader knows, by now, that these are but delusions; Archer is the more 
likely child in the relationship.

AN AGE FOR EXPERIENCE
Through the use of direct discourse in Ch 18, the reader sees the wisdom and maturity that Ellen 
Olenska embodies and that the ‘innocent’ Newland Archer has yet to attain. As early as Ch 13, Ellen is 
already presented as one who understands how ‘sometimes life is di"cult, perplexing’ (97). Based on 
the quotation below, Ellen can arguably be read as the protagonist of her own bildungsroman as she 
reflects on how ‘stupid and unobservant’ she was. The repeated use of the first-person pronoun (‘I’), 
coupled with the use of past tense (‘was’, ‘knew’) highlight how she has come to learn and accept her 
reality: Old New York is no ‘heaven’ of ‘peace and freedom’ or ‘kind and good’ people (140). Her 
dialogue is markedly resolute in tone (shan’t) and reveals a maturity absent from Archer’s vision from 
her as the ‘pale’ and ‘lonely’ victim of circumstance. 

She smiled a little under her wet lashes. “I shan't be lonely now. I was lonely;  I was afraid. But the emptiness and 
the darkness are gone;  when I turn back into myself now I'm like a child going at night into a room where there's 
always a light.” (Ch 18, 141)

“Just imagine,” she said, “how stupid and unobservant I was! I knew  nothing of all this  till Granny blurted it 
out one day.  New York simply meant peace and freedom to me: it was coming home. And I was so happy at being 
among my own people that every one I met seemed kind and good, and glad to see me.  But from the very beginning," 
she continued, "I felt there was no one as kind as you...” (Ch 18, 140)

“Ah, my poor Newland—I suppose this had to be. But it doesn't in the least alter things,” she said, looking 
down at him in her turn from the hearth. 

“It alters the whole of  life for me.”
“No, no—it mustn't, it can't. You're engaged to May Welland; and I'm married.”
He stood up too, flushed and resolute. "Nonsense! It's  too late for that sort of thing. We've no right to lie to other 

people or to ourselves. We won't talk of  your marriage; but do you see me marrying May after this?” (Ch 18, 142)
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OPEN YOUR EYES, LOOK UP AND SEE
Juxtaposed against Archer’s akrasia, the Countess Olenska is free from the illusions that pervade the 
protagonist’s outlook. Indeed, Ellen vehemently punctures Archer’s vision of a ‘we’ and the desire to act 
without regard for the social code. Her use of high-modality verbs (‘must’, ‘mustn’t’ and ‘had to be’) 
reflects her newfound awareness of her place in society and foreshadow how Ellen Olenska ultimately 
accedes to her obligation to only ‘go where [she is] invited’. By the end of Book One, it is Ellen, not 
Newland, who resigns herself to the ‘well-mannered brutalities’ (Wol!) of Old New York. The sacred 
institutions of marriage and social custom ‘mustn’t’ and ‘can’t’ always take supersede the individual’s 
desires. The irony of the situation is striking: it is Archer who lectures Ellen on the individual’s duty to 
the ‘inexorable conventions’ in Ch 12, a lesson she has heeded but has fallen on his own deaf ears.

“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,” he 
rambled on, pouring out all the stock phrases  that rose to his  lips in his intense desire to cover over the ugly reality 
which her silence seemed to have laid bare (Newland Archer, Ch 12, p91).

“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?” (Ellen Olenska, Ch 18, p138)

It is perhaps Ellen Olenska who will ‘teach’ Archer to ‘sacrifice’ his own aspirations and accept the reality 
of Old New York’s ‘powerful engine’. If we were to read Book One in isolation, ‘poor Archer’ certainly 
‘learns nothing of his reality’, choosing to wallow in his discontent, ‘cover over the ugly reality’ of his 
life and repeatedly escape into his doomed visions. In contrast, it is ‘poor Ellen’ who will achieve the 
self-realisation and maturity in her own ‘novel of learning’. The reader is thus left with a ‘poor Archer’ 
who shields himself away from the harsh, unrelenting light (‘illumination’) of reality. Even as late as Ch 
29, Newland Archer is resistant to his ‘buried life’ with May and refuses to let go of his romantic ideals. 
Ellen’s call to ‘look… at realities’ is once more pushed aside by his ‘vision of you and me together’ that 
has become his ‘only reality’.

“Your vision of you and me together?” She burst into a sudden hard laugh. “You choose your place well to put it 
to me!” 

“Do you mean because we're in my wife's brougham?  Shall we get out and walk, then?  I don't suppose you mind a 
little snow?” She laughed again, more gently. 

“No;  I shan't get out and walk, because my business is to get to Granny's as quickly as I can. And you'll sit beside 
me, and we'll look, not at visions, but at realities.”

“I don't know what you mean by realities. The only reality to me is this.”
She met the words  with a long silence,  during which the carriage rolled down an obscure side-street and then 

turned into the searching illumination of  Fifth Avenue. (Ch 29, 238)

NO ESCAPE FROM REALITY
It is appropriate then that thunderbolt and lightning (very, very frightening) befall Archer at the end of 
Book One. May sends a telegram to inform him of her parents’ consent to the wedding being brought 
forward. For all of Archer’s attempts to ‘annihilate the news’, a ‘light’ symbolically shines ‘through the 
door’ as if calling him to accept reality. Equally symbolic is the chosen date for his nuptials: Easter is the 
celebration of Jesus’s resurrection, an occasion of birth and hope. The reader will witness the ‘birth’ of a 
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‘man at peace with himself’ in Book Two, where Newland will first be o!ered an opportunity to re-enter 
the citadel of Old New York (by marrying into the Welland clan) and finally find himself ‘a prisoner in 
the centre of [this] armed camp’ (277).

CONCLUSION
While we might agree with Emily Orlando and see Newland as a ‘poor Archer’ who misses the mark, 
Wharton does develop the ‘innocent’ Archer of Book One into an introspective adult in Chapter 34 — 
‘victorious’ in his final acceptance of his place (away from Ellen Olenska and far-o!, ‘perverse’ lands). 
‘Poor Newland’, however tragic or pathetic he may be, does finally abandon his visions for mundane 
reality; his search, we are reminded, is ‘entirely internal. He cannot flee from the provincial world of Old 
New York; he must learn to transmute it into something valuable’ (Wol!). 

The novel is a bildungsroman, one with a poignant lesson from Wharton’s own romantic disappointments. 
In the circle of life, the lessons we learn are not always those we most want to learn. END.

...for if nothing else,  this  piece of fiction is an urgent, encouraging appeal for its readers to abandon unrealizable 
fantasies for the actual, deep pleasures  that “real life” can afford. Newland Archer is Wharton’s quintessentially 
American hero... [who] can learn about himself and his native land only an encounter with the perversions of 
ancient European civilizations—an encounter that is provided by... a foreign visitor, Ellen (Introduction, xxii).

After the war had ended, Wharton hoped that America too would embrace maturity—that as a country it would 
begin to seek a balance between “tradition” and “experiment”, between “renunciation” and “satisfaction”—and 
would ultimately achieve the judicious wisdom that had fortified france in her mortal peril.  In the early postwar 
years, she was optimistic about America’s future.  “We are growing up at last;  and it is only in maturity that a man 
glances back along the past, and sees the use of  the constraints that irritated his impatient youth” (Introduction, xxii).

Cynthia Griffin Wolff, Introduction to Penguin edition of  The Age of  Innocence.

SUGGESTED READING
1. Cynthia Gri"n Wol!. ‘The Age of Innocence as a Bildungsroman.’
2. Emily J. Orlando. ‘Rereading Wharton’s “Poor Archer”: a Mr. “Might-have-been” in The Age of Innocence.’
3. Emily J. Orlando. ‘We’ll look, not at visions, but at realities: Women, Art and Representation in The Age of Innocence.’ 
4. Linda Wagner-Martin. ‘The Age of Innocence as Newland Archer’s novel.’
All articles cited above are available under the ‘Reading’ section of livreordie.
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APPENDIX

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
As Archer accelerates towards the ‘tragic and moving possibilities’ of a life with Ellen Olenska, Wharton 
places him in three separate dialogues with Mrs Archer, Mrs Mingott and Medora Manson in Chapter 
17. Each character subtly or decidedly o!ers him advice which he does not take.

Mrs Archer ‘drew her lips together. ‘She certainly lays  herself out to please... It’s just my old-fashioned feeling;  dear 
May is my ideal.’ Archer spells out the obvious: ‘Ah... they’re not alike’ (124). 

Wharton employs Mrs Archer’s dialogue to directly compare Ellen and May, insinuating that ‘poor’ 
Ellen is not an ‘ideal’ and that Archer’s romantic visions are reckless, impractical. Archer’s response 
shows that he is aware of the information (‘they’re not alike’) but not Mrs. Archer’s intent - to forewarn 
him of his decision.

Mrs Mingott asks, ‘Now, why in the world didn’t you marry my little Ellen?’, ‘And now it’s  too late;  her life is 
finished’ (125).

The satirical figure of Mrs Mingott seems to be aware of the romantic developments and teases Archer, 
drawing the reader’s attention to their ‘compatibility’. This playfulness is however overturned by caution; 
she serves to warn Archer that ‘it’s too late’ for him to pursue her now.

Medora Manson reminds Archer that Ellen ‘had it all’: the Count’s  ‘matchless terraced gardens’, ‘historic pearls’, 
‘Sobieski emeralds’ (131), ‘Pictures, priceless furniture, music’ and the ‘homage of  the greatest’ (132).

The use of absolute (‘all’, ‘always’) and superlative (‘priceless’, ‘greatest’) terms reflect the wealth and 
luxury of a life incomparable to one that might be spent with Archer. It is a life, as Medora Manson 
suggests, not worth ‘freedom’. The use of the truism, ‘marriage is marriage’ underlines the individual’s 
duty to society and the rules that bind it together.

The chapter ends resoundingly on a reminder that ‘After all, marriage is marriage... and [Ellen] is still a 
wife...’ (132). Wharton employs Mrs Mingott and Medora Manson, famous for their eccentricity and 
disregard for social customs, in the collective role of dissuader. Ironically, these figures call upon the 
need to observe social form and the dignity of marriage and abandon his romantic ‘visions’ of a life with 
Ellen Olenska. Clinging onto a life ‘outside’ narrow New York, Archer chooses to learn nothing from 
these voices of experience.
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