
Lecture Twelve
A House in Order
Revision for the Promotional Exam

OBJECTIVES
1. Review the key concerns of the text, linking them to narrative methods we have learned.
2. Test your ability to explain how the writer’s methods present the concerns of the text.

TIPS FOR REVISION
1. Do study your lecture notes comprehensively and religiously, from the first to the last. The essay 

question will particularly call for a range of evidence and methods, so your response should not be 
restricted (or strictly reproduce) to a section of the text or just one lecture.

2. As the passage will not mirror any of the assignments or presentations (for the sake of fairness), you 
should ‘pre-highlight’ possible extracts from Ch 13 to Ch 31.

3. Transfer key quotations from your lecture and tutorial notes into your text. This is really nanny-type 
nagging from us but you don’t want to devote too much time to sourcing for evidence.

TIPS FOR WRITING 
1. Identify the narrative perspective as often as possible. Acknowledge when Wharton’s narrator (the 

voice within the text) is speaking or when Archer’s thoughts are being articulated. When characters 
are speaking, let your reader know that you can identify the use of direct discourse. The cardinal sin 
is to assume that everything written on the page is ‘factual’. Everything literary is ‘subjective’.

2. To substantiate your ideas, provide textual evidence in quotation marks and avoid describing.  In fact, 
try to begin a few sentences with the method (e.g. The prison motif is used in this passage to show…) 
rather than with character (e.g. Newland feels like he is being imprisoned by society).

3. Refer to ‘Wharton’ and not ‘Edith’ when discussing the writer’s purpose. Try to refer to what the 
reader knows or learns from the passage or through the course of the novel. For instance, our 
impression of May changes in Book Two, particularly when Archer’s unreliable views dissolve and the 
narrator clues the reader on May’s awareness and silent authority.

LECTURE SUMMARY
Lecture 3  At the Opera - Ellen’s arrival; Archer’s unquestioning conformity; men and women; Europe and New York.

Lecture 4  The Outside - Ellen as outsider; Archer’s enchantment by her foreignness; Ellen as tragic victim. 

Lecture 5  Archer’s Dilemma - the quest towards maturity; his questioning of social norms and his union with May.

Lecture 6  The Spectre of Divorce - The social code; the disgrace of divorce; Archer’s growing desire for Ellen.

Lecture 7  Bohemian Rhapsody - Archer’s romantic visions of Ellen set against the realities of life in Old New York.

Lecture 8  The Newlyweds - Social form and amenity; Archer’s distaste for his marriage, for tradition, for society.

Lecture 9  Honour and Honesty - The social code; Old New York’s emphasis on financial and familial propriety.

Lecture 10  Brave New Land - Archer’s attaining maturity vis-a-vis ‘the flower of life’; a ‘new’ progressive New York

Lecture 11  Innocence - New York’s growth, Archer’s naiveté / ignorance, May’s purity and Ellen’s maturity.
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A BIRD’S EYE VIEW
The Age of Innocence presents a culture under attack from within, rather than from external threats 
(Wagner-Martin). The novel aptly opens in an opera house, where this society of ‘spies and observers’ 
trains its eyes and ears on the appearance of the Countess Olenska. As the chapters unfold, the reader 
witnesses how ‘the manners, social customs, conventions, traditions, and mores of a given social group… 
play a dominant role in the lives of characters, exert control over their thought and behaviour’ (Lee).

THE TRIBE OF OLD NEW YORK
Described by the narrator as a ‘small and slippery pyramid’ (39), Old New York comprises a small 
number of ‘respectable families’ ranked in a ‘strict angelic hierarchy’ by ancestry and financial means 
(Nevins). This insular ‘clan’ is intent on preserving ‘old traditions’ and values, keeping their ‘tight little 
citadel’ (25) free from the outside world as well as ‘traitors’ from within.

Wharton… had come to view old New York as  ‘childish’. It conferred assurances but was fundamentally 
immature, unwilling to look beyond its own narrow interests and unable to accommodate passion or change.

The novel is set in the 1870s, when the New York society that had evolved slowly over two centuries was under 
siege by newly moneyed classes. [New York’s] response to this crisis was to draw the circle tighter,  becoming more 
exclusive and ritualised… Indeed, Wharton uses [the] tribal motif to suggest that instinct, not reason, rules Old 
New York; and she writes The Age of  Innocence as a guidebook to that primitive culture [of  Old New York].

Carol J. Singley, ‘Puritan Hellenism in The Age of  Innocence’

It is for this reason that Old New York is a world ‘in which nothing is private’ and its citizens are deprived 
of autonomy and individuality. Constant surveillance and intense scrutiny are normative in this society; 
the narrator and various characters take turns to acknowledge that ‘everybody has always known… 
everybody’ (24) or how each member of this exclusive tribe — from the butler to Archer to Mrs 
Mingott — is aware of what the other is doing.

Wharton seems to portray these Puritanical1  qualities as ‘deficiencies’ and ‘flaws’ to be frowned upon. 
Particularly, Old New York’s doctrinal belief in its own values is conveyed to be su!ocating. Divorce is 
seen as ‘scandalous’ and ‘distasteful’, an unremovable stain on a family’s honour. Financial dishonesty, 
surfacing in the questionable figure of Julius Beaufort, is despised and greeted with ‘social extinction’. 
As the commanding narrator proclaims, to ‘open its doors to vulgar women’ and ‘tainted wealth’ would 
spell ‘total disintegration’ — the ‘end’ of Old New York of the first thirty-three chapters (279).

Yet, Old New York is more than content to ‘ignore’ these ugly deeds on the surface. The narrator 
emphatically declares that it is ‘a society wholly absorbed in barricading itself against the unpleasant’, a 
‘hieroglyphic world, where the real thing was never said or done or even thought’. Silence is more 
prevalent than communication: the van der Luydens speak about Ellen by a ‘prolonged and serious 
consultation’ of their ‘pale eyes’ and ‘faint smiles’ (46); May is likewise portrayed to ‘communicate 
unpleasant things to each other’ in a ‘code in which they had both been trained’ (219). It does so to 
maintain a congenial facade, most evident in the ‘farewell tribute’ conducted for Ellen in Ch 33.
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FORM OVER FUNCTION
This relentless pursuit of order is equally evident in Old New York’s emphasis on social form and amenity 
(pleasantness). Appearance matters, as much as the rules that govern the ‘newest fashions’ (211) and 
‘handsomest jewels’ (50). With Lawrence Le!erts as its ‘foremost authority’, the rest of society would 
come to regard the wearing of ‘such good clothes’ with ‘so much lounging grace’ (7) as a matter ‘fraught 
with worldwide significance’ (149). While the modern reader might deem such observances superficial 
or even trifling, one must acknowledge that these ‘dictates of Taste’ are all part of an elaborate, never-
ending ‘stage’ performance of social roles and conventions. 

The myriad of rituals and customary practices scattered throughout the novel reinforce the theatrical 
dimension of Old New York social life. Nothing is shunned as much as ‘indecency’ (150), roughness and 
inelegance (169). Instead, ‘every detail of the day’ is ‘carefully thought out’ (153) to create a ‘familiar 
spectacle’ of ‘pretty dresses and graceful attitudes’ (169). From the various nights at the opera to the 
Newport Archery Club tournament, Old New York indelibly pays intricate attention to form and 
presentability2  on every social occasion.

As a kind of outsider, [Wharton] felt she could see more deeply into the American soul;  […] only after she had left 
Old New York could she see its value. As a young woman, she had chafed against her society's prejudices and 
conventions, its narrow-mindedness, its insistence on ignoring all things “unpleasant.” 

Cheryl Miller, ‘The Genius of  Old New York.’

NEWLAND ARCHER’S DILEMMA
On the other hand, the weight of these social observances and inhibitions is the source of Newland 
Archer’s frustration and by extension, the central ‘tension’ in the narrative. He begins the novel as an 
archetypal ‘New Yorker’ (26) but soon comes to view his life — as a married man and as a member of 
the tribe — as empty and futile. Our protagonist is caught in a ‘losing struggle between individual 
aspiration and the silent, forbidding authority of the social tribe’ (Lewis); to attain a subjective ‘victory’, 
this ‘hero’ must ironically accept defeat by the ‘armed camp’ and its battalion of social values.

He remains  the centre of attention throughout the novel. As the narrative progresses,  Newland’s is the active 
dilemma. He must make the choices: whether or not to continue courting May;  whether or not to marry her; 
whether or not to woo Ellen (sending her yellow roses is  the beginning of this  formal courtship).  After Newland 
marries May, in a scene touchingly poignant in its hollowness, his decisions continue: whether or not to see Ellen; 
whether or not to set up Ellen as  his  mistress;  whether or not to divorce May;  whether or not to abandon her and go 
to Europe to live with Ellen. Ironically, the only act Newland accomplishes is  that of marrying May, and in that act he 
has the support—and the complicity—of his entire culture.  Wharton suggests that without this overwhelming 
approval, Archer would continue to live in the fantasy world he finds in his books, his daydreams and his 
idealisations of what ‘life’ is  meant to be. That he might act on his own—against odds, and against social mandates
—would be unlikely (28).

Linda-Wagner Martin, ‘Edith Wharton’s View of  The Age of  Innocence.’

Nevertheless, the first half of the novel is premised on a dilemma. Even if the reader knows that Archer 
is denied options avant la lettre (to begin with), he contemplates a life with the ‘vacant serenity’ (115) of 
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May Welland or with the ‘most elementary of human passions’ in Ellen Olenska (114). Placed as 
character foils, May and Ellen would symbolically come to represent — through Archer’s tinted lens — 
placidity, security and reality set against adventure, freedom and romance respectively.

Ellen is  expelled from the community. She becomes the means by which old New York reaffirms its 
traditions and seals cracks in its social fortress. 

Ellen represents  more than a social or romantic threat: she also challenges  New York’s ethical code. By the tribe’s 
standards, Archer lives an exemplary life and Ellen a suspect one. Through the contrast of the two worlds, however, 
Wharton asks  exactly what constitutes a good life. Old New York is  a reactive, instinctual society whose ritualistic acts 
bring about concrete results—Girard notes the ‘strongly functional nature of the scapegoat operation’ in such 
societies. Throughout the novel, Ellen is  committed to reasoned truth, not instinct. She bravely follows her conscience 
without regard for personal or material outcome. Specifically, Ellen represents… a metaphysical quest for love and 
truth, which also embraces passion; and, to some extent, beauty and truth itself.

Carol J. Singley, ‘Puritan Hellenism in The Age of  Innocence’

Archer finds himself helplessly drawn to the ‘outside’ in the guise of the New Woman, the free-spirited 
Ellen Olenska. It is Ellen who ‘stirred up old settled convictions and set them drifting dangerously 
through his mind’ (35); the reader is witness to Archer’s journey in Book One from a distant critic of 
Ellen in Ch 2, first to a sympathiser in Ch 5-6 to infatuated boy in Ch 8-9 and Ch 12-18. After his 
wedding in Ch 19, he tentatively resigns himself to an empty life without Ellen in Ch 21, only to pursue 
her to Boston in Ch 23-24 and rekindle their a!air up to Ch 31. It is May, recast in a position of silent 
authority, who puts an end to these romantic visions by initiating Ellen’s departure from New York.

Louis  Auchincloss (1965) states that Newland Archer’s  coming to awareness  is that of a ‘creature trapped and 
doomed’, while for Ellen, ‘rules and regulations have… validity’. Newland had come to believe that marriage had the 
‘dignity of a duty’  without which ‘it became a mere battle of ugly appetites.’ R. W. B. Lewis (1968) points to 
Wharton’s mastery of place to dramatise Newland Archer’s futile attempts to find a ground where he and Ellen might 
move away from public into private space to communicate their love— to locate that ‘country’, that ‘world’ where 
the social and moral ‘categories’ they wish to violate to not exist. […] Ellen is the catalyst who teaches Newland 
acceptance of reality and dedication to ‘generativity’. […] At the novel’s  end, Newland, at peace, has evolved 
into a good citizen who understands himself.

Helen Killoran, ‘The Age of  Innocence—A Buried Life.’

The persistence of Archer’s fantasies is inextricable from his disa!ection with Old New York and the 
‘brownstone’ uniformity of his ‘buried’ existence (114). In an e!usive yet immature outpouring in Ch 29, 
he yearns to ‘get away with [Ellen] into a world where’ they can ‘be simply two human beings who love 
each other’ (238). His ‘quest for happiness’ can come to a close only when he recognises that no such 
country or world exists (239), that the ‘flower of life’ is beyond his reach and that the ‘dignity of a duty’ 
awaits him (286).

CONCLUSION
Read as a social critique of a culture that ‘maims’ and ‘destroys’ its people or a tragic story of a man’s 
search for love, The Age of Innocence is most resonant where it presents hard choices that the individual 
must make in the limited possibilities that he or she faces.
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CLASS-BASED ELIMINATION TIME

MAY WELLAND AND ELLEN OLENSKA - FOR 1T03/05 AND 1T22/29
Only the day before he had received a letter from May Welland in which, with characteristic candour, she had 
asked him to “be kind to Ellen” in their absence. “She likes you and admires you so much—and you know, though she 
doesn't show it,  she's still very lonely and unhappy. I don't think Granny understands her, or uncle Lovell Mingott 
either;  they really think she's much worldlier and fonder of society than she is. And I can quite see that New York must 
seem dull to her, though the family won't admit it. I think she's been used to lots  of things we haven't got;  wonderful 
music, and picture shows,  and celebrities—artists  and authors  and all the clever people you admire. Granny can't 
understand her wanting anything but lots of dinners  and clothes—but I can  see that you're almost the only person in 
New York who can talk to her about what she really cares for.” (Ch 13, p98)

1. Comment on the presentation of Ellen Olenska from May’s perspective (i.e. her letter), focusing on 
the use of adjectives and associations with Ellen 3.

2. Paying attention to her tone and how each of her sentences start, what does May’s view of Ellen tell 
us about May herself?

THE WAYS OF OLD NEW YORK - FOR 1T01/23 AND 1T02/30
In obedience to a long-established habit, the Wellands had left the previous  week for St.  Augustine, where… they 
always spent the latter part of the winter. Mr. Welland was  a mild and silent man, with  no opinions but with many habits. 
With these habits none might interfere;  and one of them demanded that his wife and daughter should always go with 
him on his annual journey to the south. To preserve an unbroken domesticity was essential to his peace of mind;  he 
would not have known where his hair-brushes were, or how to provide stamps for his letters, if Mrs. Welland had not 
been there to tell him. (Ch 13, p96)

1. How does the narrator describe Mr. Welland as representative of Old New York’s staid conventions, 
with reference to a particular pattern of words and similarities with other characters in the text?

2. Focusing on the final sentence, in what ways is Mr. Welland portrayed ironically or satirically? What 
is suggested about the role of women in Old New York in the process?
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SOCIAL FORM AND CONVENTIONS - FOR 1T07/04 AND 1T35
But a big dinner,  with a hired chef and two borrowed footmen, with Roman punch, roses from Henderson’s,  and 
menus on gilt-edged cards, was  a different affair,  and not to be lightly undertaken. As Mrs. Archer remarked, the 
Roman punch made all the difference;  not in itself but by its manifold implications—since it signified either 
canvas-backs or terrapin, two soups, a hot and a cold sweet, full décolletage with short sleeves, and guests of a 
proportionate importance. (Ch 33)

1. Comment on the use of sentence structure and vivid detail to portray the scale of this ‘big dinner’.

2. What does the use of formal diction reflect on Old New York’s ‘values’? Examine the reference to 
‘manifold implications’ and ‘guests of a proportionate importance’ at this social function.

ARCHER’S DILEMMA - FOR 1T06 AND 1T34/17
Through all his confusion of mind he had held fast to the resolve to say nothing that might startle or disturb 

her. Convinced that no power could now turn him  from his purpose he had found strength to let events shape 
themselves  as  they would. But as he followed Madame Olenska into the hall he thought with a sudden hunger of 
being for a moment alone with her at the door of  her carriage. 

“Is your carriage here?” he asked;  and at that moment Mrs. van der Luyden, who was  being majestically inserted 
into her sables, said gently: “We are driving dear Ellen home.”

Archer's heart gave a jerk, and Madame Olenska, clasping her cloak and fan with one hand, held out the other 
to him. “Good-bye,” she said. 

“Good-bye—but I shall see you soon in Paris,” he answered aloud—it seemed to him that he had shouted it. (Ch 33, 
p280)

1. How is Archer’s initial silence and his answering ‘aloud’ suggest about his feelings for Ellen Olenska? 

2. Focusing on motifs and character action, comment on the development of Newland Archer and his 
romantic visions at this late stage in the novel.
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APPENDIX

NARRATIVE STRUCTURE: THE BIG PICTURE
Take into account the way the plot unfolds. If we were to discuss the portrayal of Ellen, we cannot 
ignore her entrance in Ch 1 and 2, her presence at the van der Luydens’ dinner in Ch 8, her various 
meetings with Newland until her formal departure in Ch 33. When tested on a character or concern in 
option (a), you should provide a range of evidence and simultaneously ‘track’ the shifts in portrayal.

NARRATIVE STRUCTURE: CROSS-REFERENCING
When answering option (b), do not cite evidence from ‘elsewhere in the novel’ for the sake of it. Instead, 
be aware of the ‘placement’ of the passage. Is it a beginning, the middle or an end? Always try to link the 
given passage (‘here’) to ‘elsewhere in the novel’:
- Does the passage develop or maybe give closure to earlier events in the text? 
- Does the passage foreshadow later events in the text? Might it be a prelude to a subsequent event?

NARRATIVE PERSPECTIVE
Whose voices are heard through direct discourse and what is their tone?
How important is the narrator in the passage? What is the tone (e.g. ironic, satirical, commanding)?
Is the narrator used to vocalise Archer’s thoughts? What are the e!ects of the words chosen?
Does the narrator interject (often in brackets) to comment on characters or provide societal opinion?

DICTION AND SYNTAX
Always be sensitive to irony, exaggeration and the narrator’s satirical, mocking voice.
Analyse word choice, paying attention to adjectives, adverbs and reporting verbs.
Analyse grammatical features such as tense, active / dynamic verbs, intensifiers, ellipsis etc.
Pay attention to simple or complex sentence structures and consider their e!ects.

MOTIFS
Are the prison, architectural, air / burial / death motifs used to convey Archer’s dilemma?
Are the fire, ice, industrial, floral motifs used to present May or Ellen and their respective worlds?
Are the opera, tribe, industrial, architectural motifs used in Wharton’s portrayal of New York?
Are there references to ‘visions’ or ‘realities’? Are there mentions of hands or eyes?

SETTING / MOOD
Is it a private or public setting? Is the setting inside or outside of New York?
Is the description of interiors or exteriors significant or symbolic?

CHARACTERISATION / NAMES
Are certain minor characters employed as devices to address the given concern? (e.g. Riviere, Winsett)
How are names of characters or epithets (e.g. poor Ellen, darling May) significant?
What words, actions or clothing are associated with certain characters?
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Section B

EDITH WHARTON: The Age of Innocence

2

Either

Or

(a)

(b)

‘A society wholly absorbed in barricading itself against the unpleasant.’ (Chapter 11)

In what ways does the novel explore this view of Old New York?

Write a critical commentary  on the following passage, relating it to the presentation of 
social order and customs here and elsewhere in the novel.

Newland Archer was a quiet and self-controlled young man. Conformity 
to the discipline of a small society  had become almost his second nature. It 
was deeply  distasteful to him to do anything melodramatic and 
conspicuous, anything Mr. van der Luyden would have deprecated and the 
club box condemned as bad form. But he had become suddenly 
unconscious of the club box, of Mr. van der Luyden, of all that had so long 
enclosed him in the warm shelter of habit. He walked along the semi-
circular passage at the back of the house, and opened the door of Mrs. van 
der Luyden's box as if it had been a gate into the unknown. 

“M'ama!” thrilled out the triumphant Marguerite; and the occupants of 
the box looked up in surprise at Archer's entrance. He had already broken 
one of the rules of his world, which forbade the entering of a box during a 
solo. 

Slipping between Mr. van der Luyden and Sillerton Jackson, he leaned 
over his wife. 

“I've got a beastly  headache; don't tell any  one, but come home, won't 
you?” he whispered. 

May gave him a glance of comprehension, and he saw her whisper to 
his mother, who nodded sympathetically; then she murmured an excuse to 
Mrs. van der Luyden, and rose from her seat just as Marguerite fell into 
Faust's arms. Archer, while he helped her on with her Opera cloak, noticed 
the exchange of a significant smile between the older ladies. 

As they drove away May laid her hand shyly  on his. “I'm so sorry  you 
don't feel well. I'm afraid they've been overworking you again at the office.” 

“No—it's not that: do you mind if I open the window?” he returned 
confusedly, letting down the pane on his side. He sat staring out into the 
street, feeling his wife beside him as a silent watchful interrogation, and 
keeping his eyes steadily  fixed on the passing houses. At their door she 
caught her skirt in the step of the carriage, and fell against him. 

“Did you hurt yourself?” he asked, steadying her with his arm. 
“No; but my poor dress—see how I've torn it!” she exclaimed. She bent 

to gather up a mud-stained breadth, and followed him up  the steps into the 
hall. The servants had not expected them so early, and there was only  a 
glimmer of gas on the upper landing. 

Archer mounted the stairs, turned up the light, and put a match to the 
brackets on each side of the library  mantelpiece. The curtains were drawn, 
and the warm friendly  aspect of the room smote him like that of a familiar 
face met during an unavowable errand.

Chapter 32
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