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TOPIC 
How far do you agree that The Age of Innocence is more concerned with social change than with 
stability? (2013 ‘A’ Level Question 2a) !
THESIS 
As a ‘cutting analysis’ of a New York’s outmoded and ‘meaningless’ strictures, The Age of Innocence 
serves as a call for social change. Yet, it can also be read as an ‘elegy for a lost world’ of great stability 
and tender memories. The reader, entering the ‘long-vanished’ Old New York of Wharton’s childhood, 
might begin to see the novel as a work of nostalgia — less concerned with criticising the ‘old’ ritualised 
order, than with honouring and remembering an ‘age of innocence’. !
METHODS 
1. Structure: Ch 34 takes the reader to New York twenty-six years after the events of Ch 33 
2. Perspective: the reader is aligned to Archer’s point of view; he questions, then values the ‘old ways’ 
3. Perspective: the ironic narrator’s criticism of society is balanced by Mrs Archer’s mature reasoning  
4. Motif: Old New York as a ‘tribe’ and ‘citadel’ that keeps out foreign practices and threats 
5. Motif: allusions to archaeology (‘excavate’, ‘preserve’), anthropology (‘Spencer’) and museums 
6. Motif: surveillance by countless ‘ears’ and ‘eyes’ occurs in a social theatre where ‘nothing is private’ 
7. Enumeration: Wharton’s ‘lists’ of cultural artefacts, from furniture to books to clothing to food 
8. Setting: The ending of the novel is set in Paris, where the protagonist walks away from his ‘visions’ !
CONCERNS 
1. Social form and customs: New York’s religious emphasis on social amenity and tradition stands out 
2. Social code and conventions: are seen as rigid and narrow, but are also necessary for social order 
3. Old New York as ‘hieroglyphic world’: bonded by ‘ignoring the unpleasant’ and unspoken ‘signs’ 
4. Old New York as ‘tribe’: gossip and surveillance protect its manners and customs from outsiders 
5. The novel as bildungsroman: Archer learns to accept the importance of social dictates and ‘old ways’ !
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“...because, if  we don’t all stand together, there’ll be no such thing as Society left.” (Mrs Archer, Ch 6, 41) !
Remember the days we set out together with faith? Remember the times so fine when we thought that nothing could 
stand in our way? The life that we knew had to change… I’ll play my part, I will share with family and friends, 
together we’ll stand. And in the end, hand in hand, we will get there… So why don’t we try? If  we stand side by 
side, I know we’ll build a new world, a world of  hope for ever after. !
Wharton was searching when she wrote The Age of  Innocence for an order irrevocably lost by World War I. 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. Its response to this crisis was to draw the circle tighter, becoming more exclusive and ritualised. 
Indeed, she writes Age as a guidebook to that primitive culture of  Old New York (Carol J. Singley).



ONE NEW YORK - ONE CITY STRONG AND FREE 
The reader encounters a vastly different New York in Ch 34 from the close-knit ‘tribe’ of the preceding 
thirty-three chapters. The narrator herself remarks on the technological ‘change’ that has taken place 
and the socio-cultural ‘differences’ (289) from the old ‘standards’ (290). !

!
This ‘new order’ would seem to be heralded as a period of long overdue ‘social change’ and progress. The 
final chapter of the novel is dedicated to presenting ‘a larger life’ in which people ‘held more tolerant 
views’ (288) and were not nearly as ‘narrow-minded’ as the past (290). Dallas Archer, son of Newland 
Archer, becomes a symbol of this progressiveness. He labels the New York of his father’s time as a ‘deaf 
and dumb asylum’, mocking both its preference for ‘silence’ and its compulsion towards ‘meaningless’ 
rituals. This view is echoed by the avant-garde Ellen Olenska, whose audacious choice of words (‘stupid’, 
‘blind’) exemplifies the novel’s critical tone towards the ‘staid’ traditions of the 1870s: !

!
OUR NEW YORK… THIS IS OUR HOMELAND 
Even though the novel ends hopefully with ‘change’, most of Wharton’s portrayal of America in her 
younger years is coloured by feelings of ‘cruelty, loss and grief’. Indeed, The Age of Innocence (1920) is 
set almost fifty years before its time of publication as a ‘retrospect on a vanished age, a retrospect that 
the word ‘innocence’ suggests, is going to be at once ironic and tender’ (Hermione Lee). While the 
working title , ‘Old New York’ makes obvious the subject, the final title reflects the writer’s longing to 1

appreciate (hence ‘tender’) and critique (hence ‘ironic’) Gilded-Age Old New York as she remembers it. !
The archaeology and tribal motifs in the novel underpin this ‘intention’ to preserve a forgotten age. One 
might argue that its thirty-four chapters are themselves a historical ‘museum’ of ideas, beliefs and 
cultural artefacts. In Ch 31, Wharton has her thwarted lovers, Newland and Ellen, visit the ‘unvisited’ 
and ‘melancholy’ rooms of the Metropolitan Museum of Art that provides us a sense of civilisations 
passing and succeeding each other, of once-‘important’ but ‘forgotten’ values. The Old New York’s 
artefacts—from the houses to the dresses women wore—and its myriad characters, from the eccentric 
Medora Manson to the regal van der Luydens, are intricately preserved like the ‘time-blurred’ ‘broken 
objects’ in the museum. The novel is an attempt to record this past and remind readers like ourselves 
that Old New York’s codes and structures once ‘mattered’ and to recognise their ‘use’. 

The telephone clicked, and Archer, turning from the photographs, unhooked the transmitter at his elbow. How far they 
were from the days when the legs of  the brass-buttoned messenger boy had been New York’s only means of  quick 
communication! (Ch 34, 288) !
What was left of the little world he had grown up in, and whose standards had bent and bound him? He 
remembered a sneering prophecy of  poor Lawrence Lefferts's, uttered years ago in that very room: ‘If  things go on at 
this rate, our children will be marrying Beaufort's bastards.’ It was just what Archer's eldest son, the pride of  his life, 
was doing; and nobody wondered or reproved (Ch 34, 290).

“To all sorts of  new and crazy social schemes. But, do you know, they interest me more than the blind conformity 
to tradition—somebody else’s tradition—that I see among our own friends. It seems stupid to have discovered America 
only to make it into a copy of  another country.” (Ch 24, 197)
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 One imagines that Newland or The Archer or Catching Fire would have been apt titles but Wharton’s lens is trained on her society, not her protagonist.1



!

!
This lecture dutifully seeks to recover ‘stability’ from a time of sweeping ‘change’. Over the hour, we will 
catalogue the artefacts and cultural values that Wharton had, in 1919, come to see as ‘lost’ and sought to 
reaffirm in writing. You might find the appendix, an archival room of evidence, useful in your own 
revision. We can only hope that you will begin to appreciate how, as our fifty-seven year old  protagonist 
does by the end of the novel, ‘there was good in the old ways’ too (286). !
THE NEW YORK HEARTBEAT 
The novel sets out to highlight the importance of traditions to the world of Old New York almost as 
soon as its protagonist Newland Archer is introduced. !

!
These customs, referred to as ‘the thing’, literally and figuratively overshadow Archer and his world in 
the sentence, as he deliberates whether or not to ‘arrive early at the opera’. As the narrator implies, 
such ‘things’ bear both religious adherence (‘totem terrors’) and the weight of history (‘forefathers 
thousands of years ago’). What ornaments are displayed, what plates are used, who one can or cannot be 
seen with and what one is expected to say or not say are all ‘tyrannical trifles’ (179) that one is expected 
to fear and abide… simply because they have been feared and obeyed for a long time. The tribal motif is 
hardly coincidental: Wharton’s interest in studying ancient civilisations and the survival of Old New 
York’s customs is foregrounded in this all-important first chapter. !
However, the novel continues to exude a concern with social change. There is a certain irony in a 
cosmopolitan ‘metropolis’ erecting ‘inscrutable totem terrors’ of a primitive tribe. Old New York’s 
prejudices and conventions are portrayed as ‘terrors’ that tower over the lives of its characters — 
namely Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska — ‘trapping’ (56), ‘burying’ (34) and eventually ‘eliminating’  
(276) them altogether. The death and prison motifs used to depict their lives suggest that the codes of 
Old New York in the 1870s were ultimately regressive and so, due for change. This sense of 
backwardness extends itself into the most significant instance of the archaeological motif in the text: !

!

In The Age of  Innocence, the archaeological metaphors, including images suggestive of  a prehistoric time, not only have 
the effect of  foregrounding the idiosyncrasies of  Old New York but also allude to its destiny and the necessity of  
preserving the memory of  endangered civilisations, which Wharton is attempting to consider as part of  the 
long stream of  time. As is obvious in the museum scene, her use of  archaeological motifs represents her grief  over the 
loss of  tradition that, whether she likes it or not, she may have made sacrifices for, as Ellen Olenska is shown to do. !

Sachiko Hiroshima, ‘Archaeological Metaphors in The Age of  Innocence’.

But, in the first place, New York was a metropolis, and perfectly aware that in metropolises it was “not the thing” to 
arrive early at the opera; and what was or was not “the thing” played a part as important in Newland Archer's New 
York as the inscrutable totem terrors that had ruled the destinies of  his forefathers thousands of  years ago (Ch 1, 3).

In reality they all lived in 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; as when Mrs. Welland, who knew exactly why Archer 
had pressed her to announce her daughter's engagement at the Beaufort ball (and had indeed expected him to do 
no less), yet felt obliged to simulate reluctance, and the air of  having had her hand forced (Ch 6, 36).
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NEW YORK UNDIVIDED - HEARTS IN HARMONY 
The portrayal of Old New York as a ‘hieroglyphic world’ built on pretence (‘obliged to simulate’, ‘air’) and 
censorship (‘never said or done or even thought’) appears similarly critical in effect. The behaviour and 
codes in this ‘elaborate system of mystification’ seem designed to alienate and possibly even used to 
annihilate those who, like Ellen and Beaufort, do not conform. From the narrator’s point of view, these 
practices are primitive in outlook (‘hieroglyphic’) and senseless in implementation (‘arbitrary’). !
As much as the narrator’s words are roundly scathing, the enlightened reader might understand the 
significance of these ‘hieroglyphs’ to social stability. In Old New York, these ‘arbitrary signs’ form an 
unspoken language that binds Newland to May, the Wellands to the Mingotts and the Archers to the 
van der Luydens. Their eyes ‘cling together in prolonged and serious consultation’ (46), ‘implore’ each 
other (163) and speak in a shared ‘code’ testament to their telepathic connection (219). There is a 
tenderness where the Archers are described to have ‘identical mannerisms’ and the ‘same 
vocabulary’ (28). Evidently, this sacred ‘language’ is used to evoke a sense of community, where 
‘everybody… has always known everybody’ (24). In translating the hidden ‘codes’ of 1870s New York 
into print, Age exhorts us to appraise the harmony and cultural solidarity of a bygone era.  !
NEW YORK PARADE - WHAT DO YOU SEE? 
In this light, the extensive ‘list-making’ (i.e. enumeration) in the novel — from clothing to decorations —
is Wharton’s means of archiving her memories and shedding light on a society ‘that accorded great value 
to such trivia’ (Wagner-Martin). This obsession with social form and amenity is most vividly illustrated in 
Ch 19, at the scene of the Newland Archers’ wedding procession. !

!
Appearance, described in number, colour and material, is indeed ‘fraught with world-wide significance’ 
in Old New York (149). Wharton’s women characters are scrutinised for what they wear—and what they 
do not wear—and this is where the cinematic detailing in the text hits its threshold. From Archer’s point 
of view, the reader is asked to survey May’s ‘modest tulle tucker’, Mme Nilsson’s ‘white cashmere’ 
costume (5), Mrs van der Luyden’s ‘Venetian’ lace (42), Mrs Archer’s ‘Chantilly veil’ (149), the ‘pale 
muslins and flower-wreathed hats’ (173) at Newport Archery Club and the ‘diamond necklaces and 
towering ostrich feathers’ worn by the ‘plump elderly’ women at New York’s social functions (51).  !
Clothing represents one’s status and virtue, where it is ‘vulgar’ to wear ‘the newest fashions’ from Paris 
(211) and the ‘old-fashioned’, non-conforming fashions are reviled. The use of adjective upon adjective 
testifies to  the upper-class fashions that ruled Gilded-Age New York. One could even argue that the 
novel is a fitting tribute to the elaborate sartorial culture of the time. Lest one forgets, all of Wharton’s 
Old New York is a stage, and all the men and women merely players in a grand spectacle of opera nights, 
weddings, dinner parties and social occasions. The costumes and accessories are part of an ongoing 
performance of custom, carefully preserved in Wharton’s portrait of her little ‘tribe’. !

The bridesmaids’ eight bouquets of  white lilac and lilies-of-the-valley had been sent in due time, as well as the 
gold and sapphire sleeve-links of  the eight ushers and the best man's cat's-eye scarf-pin (Ch 19, 147).
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ONE TRIBE - THE WAY WE WILL BE FOREVER MORE 
If clothing exhibits the stability of social norms, the dinners spread across the text (Ch 3, 5, 8, 17, 26, 
33) are used to present Old New York attempting to reinforce these norms. In the narrator’s own 
commanding tone, we are informed that these dinners are indeed ‘no light matter’ and have ‘manifold 
implications’ in the novel (270). Invitations and attendance are considered an ‘honour’ (27), denoting 
one’s place within the ‘little inner group’ of high society. !
This narrative device allows the writer to gather Old New York’s captious voices as they cast unkind 
judgements on social deviants like Ellen Olenska. The two dinners hosted by Mrs. Archer in Ch 5 for 
Sillerton Jackson and in Ch 26 for his sister Sophy Jackson are prime examples. At the former, the 
Ellen’s ‘blue velvet’ ‘night-gown’, her desire to seek a divorce and ‘rumours’ of her questionable conduct 
with other men become the subject of gossip (33). In the latter, her ‘ignoring of’ social distinctions and 
acting in a ‘Bohemian’ manner are decisively denounced by Sophy Jackson, Mrs Welland and even the 
usually ‘kind’ May (214). Moving a step further, the farewell dinner May holds for Ellen in Ch 33 
commemorates her final expulsion from New York — it becomes a ‘tribal rally around a kinswoman 
about to be eliminated from the tribe’ (276). While trivial on the surface, the dinners function as ‘tribal 
councils’ that present key members of society trying to stabilise the walls of the citadel.  !

!
Ironically, these dinners herald the social change taking place — the intrusion of the nouveau riche, or 
new money into the ‘closed world’ of Old New York. Ch 3 presents to the reader the success of the 
Beauforts’ annual ball. Here, the narrator emphasises that society consciously prefers Beaufort’s ‘hot 
canvas-back ducks and vintage wines’ over the esteemed Mrs Mingott’s ‘tepid Veuve Clicquot’. Despite 
being ‘vulgar’ (29), foreigners like Beaufort and Mrs Lemuel Struthers are able to ‘lay siege’ (25) and 
gain entrance into the citadel with the ticket of wealth and luxury. If the tone of the novel is nostalgic, it 
is because the text captures how ‘the way’ they ‘carried things off’ was slowly but surely changing (17). !

!
The patterns of stability, as Mrs Archer and Lawrence Lefferts lament, have been left in the past (‘as 
they used to be’). With the ‘shabby’ old Academy already displaced by a ‘new Opera House’ (3) in the 
opening chapter, the reader should expect the ‘old ways’ to come to ‘total disintegration’ (147).  

There was always a traitor in the citadel; and after he (or generally she) had surrendered the keys, what was the use 
of  pretending that it was impregnable? Once people had tasted of  Mrs. Struthers’s easy Sunday hospitality they 
were not likely to sit at home remembering that her champagne was transmuted Shoe-Polish (Ch 26, 214). 

People, Mrs. Archer always said, were not as particular as they used to be; and with old Catherine Spicer ruling one 
end of  Fifth Avenue and Julius Beaufort the other, you couldn't expect the old traditions to last much longer (Ch 6, 40). !
And what chance would there have been, Lefferts wrathfully questioned, of  his marrying into such a family as the 
Dallases, if  he had not already wormed his way into certain houses, as people like Mrs. Lemuel Struthers had 
managed to worm theirs in his wake? If  society chose to open its doors to vulgar women the harm was not great, 
though the gain was doubtful; but once it got in the way of  tolerating men of  obscure origin and tainted wealth the end 
was total disintegration—and at no distant date (Ch 33, 147).
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ONE UNITED PEOPLE - A THOUSAND EYES AND EARS 
The Academy of Music is perhaps the last vestige of stability in the novel. Claustrophobic, insular and 
unapologetically small in size, the theatre acts as a symbol for ‘a society of spies and observers’ that 
keeps watch over ‘taste’, ‘form’ and ‘conformity’ to its conventions (Lee).  !

!
The exclusiveness of this social strata is made possible only by keen surveillance from ‘countless silently 
observing eyes and patiently listening ears’ (276) because in Old New York, ‘every one… knows exactly 
on which evenings people were free’ (39). For the same reason, Old New York is presented as a ‘tight 
little citadel’ (25), a ‘little tribe’ (149) with countless ‘rites’ (147), ‘immemorial customs’ (34) and 
‘prehistoric rituals’ (148), a ‘small and slippery pyramid’ made up of only two ‘ruling clans’ (39). This 
ever-watchful tribe clamps down on Archer at the end of the novel, leaving him ‘a prisoner in the centre 
of an armed camp’ (277). Forced to lead a ‘dull’, ‘narrow’ and ‘limited’ (286) existence in New York, 
Archer would seem the character most likely to protest for change. Or would he? !
THIS IS WHERE HE KNOWS HE BELONGS 
Wharton’s protagonist begins the novel as ‘at heart a dilettante’ (4), ‘an isolated misfit’ (Franzen) 
disgruntled with the limitations and deficiencies of his society. To him, New York is a ‘stifling’ room  
(243). He rejects its ideas as ‘old-fashioned’ (90), ‘stupid and narrow and unjust’ (91). He fashions 
himself a progressive who believes that ‘Women ought to be free — as free as we are’ (34). He yearns to 
transcend ‘instinct and tradition’ and ‘strike out for’ himself, as would a hero in his romantic visions (68). 
The reader sees New York through Archer’s eyes, but his early perspective is tinted by foolish vanity — 
he thinks himself superior to his future wife and the rest of society (7) — as well as ignorance. !
It is Adeline Archer, Newland’s mother, who speaks with the reason and balance of the writer herself: !

!
The ‘minor’ character of Mrs Archer is often understood as a symbol of tradition and conformity. In 
dialogue with Newland, she acknowledges that New York is inferior to Paris and London… if one were to 
weigh them by their ‘brilliance’. While her son ‘groan[s]’ in a childish fit, she recognises the security Old 
New York offers that the ‘brilliant societies’ do not. She recognises that they ‘belong here’, despite its 
primitive social code, its narrow interests and its constricted social spaces. Where untried youth might 
fight for social change, maturity sees the need for stability (‘respect our ways’) when a ‘culture under 
attack’ is ‘fighting different battles’ from within and without (Wagner-Martin).  !

Conservatives cherished it for being small and inconvenient, and thus keeping out the “new people” whom New 
York was beginning to dread and yet be drawn to; and the sentimental clung to it for its historic associations, and the 
musical for its excellent acoustics, always so problematic a quality in halls built for the hearing of  music (Ch 1, 3).

“New York is neither Paris nor London.” 
“Oh, no, it's not!” her son groaned.  
“You mean, I suppose, that society here is not as brilliant? You're right, I daresay; but we belong here, and 

people should respect our ways when they come among us. Ellen Olenska especially: she came back to get away from the 
kind of  life people lead in brilliant societies.” (Mrs Archer, Ch 10, 71)
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Arguably, the authorial voice of Mrs Archer allows us to appreciate the need to sacrifice personal desires 
and ‘cling’ to the ‘collective interest’ in the ‘prudent Old New York way’ (91). The wiser, fifty-seven-year 
old Newland Archer introduced to us in Ch 34 recognises this. It is in this context that the reader can 
see the novel’s epilogue as a backward glance at innocence past. !
THIS IS NEW YORK, TRULY 
At the end of the novel, Old New York is no more, displaced by ‘a new kind of society’ with ‘more 
generous freedoms’ and more forgiving conventions (Wolff, xxvii). Wharton’s reader does not return to 
the Academy of Music, instead landing on ‘the stately gaiety of the Paris streets’ in spring (291). In the 
novel’s last scene, Newland Archer decidedly walks away from the prospect of meeting Ellen, the 
‘flower of life’ because, as the narrator reflects, Archer sees ‘good in the old ways’. Experiencing the 
social world of Old New York through Archer’s perspective, the reader too moves from discontentment 
to acceptance, desiring change to appreciating stability. !

!
Consequently, The Age of Innocence is more concerned with the guarding of closed traditions than with 
welcoming the openness of the early 20th century. The novel both honours and mourns the stable past, 
preserving a myriad of cultural symbols, objects and practices from 1870s New York. As one critic duly 
notes, Wharton writes to ‘reverse time, to bring the past to life by recounting history from the intimate 
distance of art .’ The novel really is about an ‘age of innocence’ which one eventually outgrows but can 2

always look upon fondly.  !

!
It is New York, truly… where Archer knows he must be, where his duties wait for him, where reality 
always flows… where Wharton keeps her heart and soul. Old New York is their home, surely. END. !
FURTHER READING 
1. Cynthia Falk. ‘The Intolerable Ugliness of NY: Architecture and Society.’ livreordie.wordpress.com/read 
2. Edith Wharton. A Backward Glance. Simon & Schuster, 1998. Available from National Library. 
3. Hermione Lee. Edith Wharton. Random House, 2007.  livreordie.wordpress.com/read 
4. Linda Wagner-Martin. ‘The Age of Innocence as Ironic “Traditional” Novel.’ livreordie.wordpress.com/read 
5. Sachiko Hiroshima. ‘Archaeological Metaphors in The Age of Innocence.’ livreordie.wordpress.com/read 

Their long years together had shown him that it did not so much matter if  marriage was a dull duty, as long as it kept 
the dignity of  a duty: lapsing from that, it became a mere battle of  ugly appetites. Looking about him, he honoured 
his own past, and mourned for it. After all, there was good in the old ways (Ch 34, 286).

Even negatively, these traditions have acquired with the passing of  time, an unsuspected value. When I was young it 
used to seem to me that the group in which I grew up was like an empty vessel into which no new wine would ever 
again be poured. Now I see that one of  its uses lay in preserving a few drops of  an old vintage too rare to be savoured 
by a youthful palate; and I should like to atone for my unappreciativeness by trying to revive that faint fragrance. !

Edith Wharton, A Backward Glance 
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APPENDIX !
THE TRIBE: RULES, EXPECTATIONS AND SURVEILLANCE 

!

“Everybody in New York has always known everybody.” (Mrs Welland, Ch 4, 24).  !
New York society was, in those days, far too small, and too scant in its resources, for every one in it (including 
livery-stable-keepers, butlers and cooks) not to know exactly on which evenings people were free (Ch 6, 39). !
Thus, as Archer crossed Washington Square, he remarked that old Mr. du Lac was calling on his cousins the 
Dagonets, and turning down the corner of  West Tenth Street he saw Mr. Skipworth, of  his own firm, obviously 
bound on a visit to the Miss Lannings (Ch 12, 82). Note how Archer ‘knows’ who is going where, who is doing what here. !
Yet there was a time when Archer had had definite and rather aggressive opinions on all such problems, and when 
everything concerning the manners and customs of  his little tribe had seemed to him fraught with world-wide 
significance (Ch 19, 149). !
Such verbal generosities were in fact only a humbugging disguise of  the inexorable conventions that tied things 
together and bound people down to the old pattern (Ch 6, 35). !
As his glance travelled from one placid well-fed face to another he saw all the harmless-looking people engaged upon 
May's canvas-backs as a band of  dumb conspirators, and himself  and the pale woman on his right as the centre 
of  their conspiracy. And then it came over him, in a vast flash made up of  many broken gleams, that to all of  them he 
and Madame Olenska were lovers, lovers in the extreme sense peculiar to ‘foreign’ vocabularies. He guessed himself  
to have been, for months, the centre of  countless silently observing eyes and patiently listening ears; he 
understood that, by means as yet unknown to him, the separation between himself  and the partner of  his guilt had 
been achieved, and that now the whole tribe had rallied about his wife on the tacit assumption that nobody knew 
anything (Ch 33, 276). !
It became clear to Archer that here also a conspiracy of rehabilitation and obliteration was going on. The silent 
organisation which held his little world together was determined to put itself  on record as never for a moment having 
questioned the propriety of  Madame Olenska's conduct, or the completeness of  Archer's domestic felicity. All these 
amiable and inexorable persons were resolutely engaged in pretending to each other that they had never heard of, 
suspected, or even conceived possible, the least hint to the contrary; and from this tissue of  elaborate mutual 
dissimulation Archer once more disengaged the fact that New York believed him to be Madame Olenska's lover 
(Ch 33, 280). !
It was thus, Archer reflected, that New York managed its transitions: conspiring to ignore them till they were 
well over, and then, in all good faith, imagining that they had taken place in a preceding age. There was always a 
traitor in the citadel; and after he (or generally she) had surrendered the keys, what was the use of  pretending that it 
was impregnable? (Ch 26, 213) !
Nothing about his betrothed pleased him more than her resolute determination to carry to its utmost limit that ritual 
of  ignoring the “unpleasant” in which they had both been brought up (Ch 3, 21). !
Mrs. Lemuel Struthers, the widow of  Struthers's Shoe-polish, who had returned the previous year from a long 
initiatory sojourn in Europe to lay siege to the tight little citadel of  New York (Ch 4, 25). !
[Mrs. Archer] was able… to trace each new crack in its surface, and all the strange weeds pushing up between 
the ordered rows of  social vegetables. It had been one of  the amusements of  Archer's youth to… hear her enumerate 
the minute signs of  disintegration that his careless gaze had overlooked (Ch 26, 210). !
No one really liked Beaufort, and it was not wholly unpleasant to think the worst of  his private life; but the idea of  his 
having brought financial dishonour on his wife's family was too shocking to be enjoyed even by his enemies. 
Archer's New York tolerated hypocrisy in private relations; but in business matters it exacted a limpid and 
impeccable honesty (Ch 26, 212). !
If  society chose to open its doors to vulgar women the harm was not great, though the gain was doubtful; but once it 
got in the way of  tolerating men of  obscure origin and tainted wealth the end was total disintegration—and at no 
distant date (Ch 33, 279).
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SETTING: LANDMARKS, HOUSES AND DECORATIONS 

!
SETTING: ARCHER’S DILEMMA / MARRIAGE 

!

…the world of  fashion was still content to reassemble every winter in the shabby red and gold boxes of  the 
sociable old Academy (Ch 1, 3). !
[Mrs. Mingott] put the crowning touch to her audacities by building a large house of  pale cream-coloured stone (when 
brown sandstone seemed as much the only wear as a frock-coat in the afternoon) in an inaccessible wilderness near 
the Central Park (Ch 2, 11). !
[Mrs. Mingott’s] house in itself  was already an historic document, though not, of  course, as venerable as certain 
other old family houses in University Place and lower Fifth Avenue. Those were of  the purest 1830, with a grim 
harmony of  cabbage-rose-garlanded carpets, rosewood consoles, round-arched fire-places with black marble 
mantels, and immense glazed book-cases of  mahogany (Ch 4, 22). !
The Beauforts' house was one of  the few in New York that possessed a ball-room… and at a time when it was 
beginning to be thought “provincial” to put a “Crash” over the drawing-room floor and move the furniture upstairs, 
the possession of  a ball-room that was used for no other purpose (Ch 3, 16).  !
The disappearance of  the Beauforts would leave a considerable void in their compact little circle; and those who were 
too ignorant or too careless to shudder at the moral catastrophe bewailed in advance the loss of  the best ball-room in 
New York (Ch 27, 220). !
The neighbourhood was thought remote, and the house was built in a ghastly greenish-yellow stone that the 
younger architects were beginning to employ as a protest against the brownstone of  which the uniform hue coated 
New York like a cold chocolate sauce (Ch 9, 58). !
Mrs. Newland Archer's drawing-room was generally thought a great success. A gilt bamboo jardiniere, in which the 
primulas and cinerarias were punctually renewed, blocked the access to the bay window (where the old-
fashioned would have preferred a bronze reduction of  the Venus of  Milo); the sofas and arm-chairs of  pale brocade 
were cleverly grouped about little plush tables densely covered with silver toys, porcelain animals and efflorescent 
photograph frames; and tall rosy-shaded lamps shot up like tropical flowers among the palms (Ch 33, 274).

The young man felt that his fate was sealed: for the rest of  his life he would go up every evening between the cast-
iron railings of  that greenish-yellow doorstep, and pass through a Pompeian vestibule into a hall with a 
wainscoting of  varnished yellow wood. But beyond that his imagination could not travel (Ch 9, 58). !
In New York, during the previous winter, after he and May had settled down in the new greenish-yellow house 
with the bow-window and the Pompeian vestibule, he had dropped back with relief  into the old routine of  the 
office, and the renewal of  this daily activity had served as a link with his former self  (Ch 21, 169). !
There was a silence during which the tick of  the monumental ormolu clock on the white marble mantelpiece 
grew as loud as the boom of  a minute-gun. Archer contemplated with awe the two slender faded figures, seated side by 
side in a kind of  viceregal rigidity, mouthpieces of  some remote ancestral authority (Ch 7, 44). !
The heavy carpets, the watchful servants, the perpetually reminding tick of  disciplined clocks, the 
perpetually renewed stack of  cards and invitations on the hall table, the whole chain of  tyrannical trifles binding 
one hour to the next, and each member of  the household to all the others, made any less systematised and affluent 
existence seem unreal and precarious (Ch 21, 179). !
Within it there would be nothing small and stifling—coming back to his wife would never be like entering a stuffy 
room after a tramp in the open (Ch 20, 159). !
     “The room is stifling: I want a little air.” 
     He had insisted that the library curtains should draw backward and forward on a rod, so that they might be closed 
in the evening... The mere fact of  not looking at May, seated beside his table, under his lamp, the fact of  seeing other 
houses, roofs, chimneys, of  getting the sense of  other lives outside his own, other cities beyond New York, and a whole 
world beyond his world, cleared his brain and made it easier to breathe (Ch 30, 243).
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FOOD AND DINING 

!
FASHION AND DRESS 

!

Old-fashioned New York dined at seven, and the habit of  after-dinner calls, though derided in Archer's set, still 
generally prevailed (Ch 12, 82). !
[Mrs. Mingott’s] food was as poor as Mrs. Archer's, and her wines did nothing to redeem it. Her relatives considered 
that the penury of  her table discredited the Mingott name, which had always been associated with good living; but 
people continued to come to her in spite of  the ‘made dishes’ and flat champagne (Ch 2, 12). !
[Mr. Beaufort] carried… all New York into his drawing-rooms, and for over twenty years now people had said they 
were ‘going to the Beauforts’… with the added satisfaction of  knowing they would get hot canvas-back ducks and 
vintage wines, instead of  tepid Veuve Clicquot without a year and warmed-up croquettes from Philadelphia (Ch 3, 16). !
You couldn't have everything, after all. If  you dined with the Lovell Mingotts you got canvas-back and terrapin 
and vintage wines; at Adeline Archer's you could talk about Alpine scenery and “The Marble Faun” (Ch 5, 27). !
Once people had tasted of  Mrs. Struthers's easy Sunday hospitality they were not likely to sit at home remembering 
that her champagne was transmuted Shoe-Polish (Ch 26, 213). !
Dining with the van der Luydens was at best no light matter, and dining there with a Duke who was their cousin was 
almost a religious solemnity… The du Lac Sevres and the Trevenna George II plate were out; so was the van der 
Luyden “Lowestoft” (East India Company) and the Dagonet Crown Derby. Mrs. van der Luyden looked more than 
ever like a Cabanel, and Mrs. Archer, in her grandmother's seed-pearls and emeralds, reminded her son of  an Isabey 
miniature. All the ladies had on their handsomest jewels, but it was characteristic of  the house and the occasion that 
these were mostly in rather heavy old-fashioned settings (Ch 8, 50). !
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 decolletage with short sleeves, and guests of  a 
proportionate importance. […] Everything was, in short, as it should be on the approach of  so considerable an 
event (Ch 33, 270-1).

The suggestion of  this headdress, which gave her what was then called a “Josephine look,” was carried out in the cut 
of  the dark blue velvet gown rather theatrically caught up under her bosom by a girdle with a large old-fashioned 
clasp. The wearer of  this unusual dress, who seemed quite unconscious of  the attention it was attracting (Ch 2, 7). !
She 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, she throned in Mr. Beaufort's heavy brown-stone palace (Ch 3, 17). !
In her dress of  white and silver, with a wreath of  silver blossoms in her hair, the tall girl looked like a Diana just 
alight from the chase (Ch 8, 53).   !
A number of  ladies in summer dresses and gentlemen in grey frock-coats and tall hats stood on the lawn or sat upon 
the benches; and every now and then a slender girl in starched muslin would step from the tent (Ch 21, 168). !
Mrs. Beaufort met them in a girlish cloud of  mauve muslin and floating veils… In her white dress, with a pale green 
ribbon about the waist and a wreath of  ivy on her hat, [May] had the same Diana-like aloofness (Ch 21, 173).  !
When [Reverend Dr. Ashmore] fulminated against fashionable society he always spoke of  its “trend”… Miss Jackson 
rejoined, “it was considered vulgar to dress in the newest fashions; and Amy Sillerton has always told me that in 
Boston the rule was to put away one's Paris dresses for two years…” (Ch 26, 211). !
Archer… recognised the blue-white satin and old lace of  her wedding dress. It was the custom, in old New York, for 
brides to appear in this costly garment during the first year or two of  marriage (Ch 32, 264).
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OTHER CUSTOMS AND HABITS 

!

As was the custom in old-fashioned Episcopalian New York, she usually accompanied her parents to church on 
Sunday afternoons (Ch 10, 66). !
...at the Knickerbocker the fashionable young men of  his own set; and what with the hours dedicated to the law 
and those given to dining out or entertaining friends at home, with an occasional evening at the Opera or the play, 
the life he was living had still seemed a fairly real and inevitable sort of  business (Ch 21, 169). !
A stormy discussion as to whether the wedding presents should be “shown” had darkened the last hours before the 
wedding; and it seemed inconceivable to Archer that grown-up people should work themselves into a state of  
agitation over such trifles (Ch 19, 149). !
Every year on the fifteenth of  October Fifth Avenue opened its shutters, unrolled its carpets and hung up its triple 
layer of  window-curtains. By the first of  November this household ritual was over, and society had begun to look 
about and take stock of  itself  (Ch 26, 210).
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