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OVERVIEW !
TOPIC 
‘In chasing a life that is not his, Newland Archer appears more foolish than heroic.’ How far do you 
agree with this comment? !
THESIS 
The Age of Innocence is at heart a novel of education in which its protagonist evolves from an ‘untried 
youth’ to a middle-aged man ‘at peace’ with himself. To an extent, the Newland Archer of Book One 
and much of Book Two appears far from heroic and possibly even infantile, too absorbed with his 
romantic fantasies and ‘the flower of life’ to understand the ‘reality’ of his conservative society. !
METHODS 
1. Perspective: Archer’s visions are conveyed within his ‘thoughts’ through free indirect discourse 
2. Perspective: narrative interjections are used to deflate Archer’s confabulations and fantasies 
3. Motif: allusions to literature and art reflect Archer’s predisposition towards the ‘unreal’ 
4. Motif: this imaginary universe is compared to ‘air’ and food to express Archer’s profound longing 
5. Motif: Old New York is conversely presented as suffocating through the death motif 
6. Diction: the verbs, ‘felt’, ‘pictured’, ‘imagined’ are key to Wharton’s presentation of these visions 
7. Characterisation: Ned Winsett and M. Rivière act as foils to show the failure of Bohemian life !
CONCERNS 
1. The novel as bildungsroman: Archer’s quest for maturity ends only when he outgrows his visions 
2. Archer’s dilemma: his passion for Ellen is concomitant with his fear of a ‘buried life’ with May 
3. Social code and conventions: the rigid Old New York engine both stifles and frightens Archer  
4. Visions and realities: Archer misreads both May and Ellen and fails to comprehend his world !
QUESTIONS 
1. How far and in what ways is Archer portrayed as an immature, infantile character? 
2. How are the novel’s many literary allusions significant to the portrayal of Archer’s growth? 
3. How do the characters of Ned Winsett, M. Rivière and Ellen guide Archer towards reality? 
4. What is akrasia and how does it exemplify Archer’s decision to pursue Ellen? 
5. How and why does the narrator suggest that Archer’s perspective is overly idealistic? 
6. What is the purpose of presenting a wiser, more dignified protagonist ‘at peace’ with himself? !
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Only Living Boy in New York 
The bildungsroman and Archer’s romantic visions / Ch 13-18

As the light struck up on her white shoulders… he thought: “How young she is! For what endless years this life will 
have to go on!” He felt, with a kind of  horror, his own strong youth and the bounding blood in his veins (Ch 26, 218).



THE YOUNG AND THE DAMNED 
Hungry for a life outside his own and foolish beyond repair, Newland Archer is far from the impossibly 
charismatic hero the typical reader would want to root for. Instead, Wharton offers us an infantile, 
moping protagonist who never seems to grow beyond the ‘awkward and embarrassed… boy’ (88) of Ch 
12 or the ‘smug, limited understanding of his duties in the world’ (xxv) witnessed throughout the novel. 
Archer’s conversation with May Welland on the topic of elopement is particularly telling: !

!
Where May’s voice is uncompromisingly realistic, Archer’s response reveals a certain ignorance about 
social norms and conventions. His obstinacy — he asks ‘Why not’ thrice like a child —  in turn reflects 
his own silly desire to live a life, ‘like people in novels’, free from his obligations and loyalties. Thus, the 
novel repeatedly brings to light these romantic ‘visions’ of what his life might be and then tears them 
down to present a protagonist who is too muddled, too sentimental, too foolish to win over the reader’s 
admiration. As he confuses ‘his real life’ with his ‘secret thoughts and longings’, Archer might only 
succeed in sinking deeper into his romantic fantasies and garner only our pity. !

!
TOTAL ECLIPSE OF THE ART 
Archer’s romantic conception of life can be traced back to the world of literature and the arts he 
surrounds himself in. He is introduced to the reader in aesthetic or cultural terms as a ‘dilettante’, a 
character who ‘preferred the prospect of a quiet Sunday at home with his spoils’ of books (105). The 
narrator goes on to describe how Archer ‘enjoyed’ the company of the ‘fellows who wrote’, of ‘the 
musicians and the painters’ (84) and finds ‘pleasurable excitement’ in ‘arranging his new library’ (168). 
Even May identifies him by his intellectual interests, speaking of how ‘when there's nothing particular to 
do he reads a book’ (182). Unsurprisingly, the novel is saturated with literary allusions that exhibit 
Archer’s reading habits. He rejoices in the poetry of Dante Gabriele Rossetti, Robert Browning and 
Emily Dickinson’s Sonnets from the Portuguese (116) and the fantastical ‘brilliant tales’ of Alphonse 
Daudet  (113). He is endlessly fascinated with the art of Renaissance Italy, perusing the critical works of 1

Walter Pater, John Ruskin and Vernon Lee (57). Indelibly, our protagonist is constructed as a man 
‘enamoured with beauty for its own sake’, whose ideal world can only exist in books (Orlando). !
So deeply ingrained are art and literature in Archer’s mind that he seems to comprehend his real 
circumstances in the mode of fiction. From Archer’s perspective, May is compared to the goddess 
Diana and a ‘young marble athlete’ (115) of classical texts. Ellen’s appearance and speech are interpreted 

‘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, 68)

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. (Ch 26, 215)
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 Curiously, Daudet’s quixotic protagonist Tartarin is much like Newland Archer, exceedingly idealistic in ‘deluding himself with his own fictions’.1



through a painting by Carolus-Duran (85) and reduced to the vocabulary of ‘fiction and the stage’ (88). 
Even the thought of Ellen becomes intricately linked to a ‘story he had read’. !

!
This foolish attachment to the ‘unreal’ coincides with Archer’s swelling discontentment with the ‘real’ 
strictures of Old New York. While poetry and paintings are associated with pleasure, the ‘haunting 
horror’ (68) of reality is conveyed through the death motif. The routine life Archer is destined to lead is 
seen in images of ruin and decay, whether as ‘the green mould of the perfunctory’ (103), the taste of 
‘cinders in his mouth’ or being ‘buried alive’ (114). On the other hand, the realm of imagination provides 
a ‘sanctuary’ (215) that brings him to life. His collection of books is portrayed as a ‘feast’ to savour (113), 
an atmosphere of ideas that is ‘the only air worth breathing’ (164), a limitless fascination greeted with 
‘sensuous joy’. For Wharton’s idealistic protagonist, it is art and not reality that exemplifies ‘human 
passion’, evidenced by the use of sensory terms such as ‘warm’, ‘rich’ and ‘ineffably tender’. The reader 
might so begin to sympathise with his naive search for ‘the beautiful things that could not possibly 
happen in real life’ (120). !
HOLDING OUT FOR A HERO 
These inclinations towards fantasy and fiction make for a less-than-admirable protagonist, even if 
Archer fashions himself as a heroic figure. Right from the opening chapter, his self-reflection reveals 
that he ‘felt himself distinctly… superior’ to his Old New York contemporaries ‘in matters intellectual and 
artistic’ (7). This sense of self-importance is further conveyed across Book One by grandiose, dramatic 
expressions. Archer is ‘impelled to decisive action’ in Ch 2, ‘hurrying’ towards the Mingott family as if he 
were their valiant saviour (13). This pretentious self-image is reinforced by his role as Ellen’s ‘rescuer’, 
one who ‘took it upon himself’ to reassure her (95). Set in Archer’s flawed perspective, the reader too 
mistakes Ellen as ‘helpless and defenceless’ (108), a ‘pathetic and even pitiful figure’ (88). Archer’s 
fixation on her physical frailty, in the depiction of her ‘pale and extinguished face’, ‘thin hands’ (88) and 
‘long pale fingers’ (275), is similarly unreliable. Yet, this conviction that Ellen is a ‘frightened’, 
‘desperate’, ‘passive young woman’ (95) is a necessary part of Archer’s fantasy world, in which he plays 
the romantic hero and Ellen is cast as the damsel-in-distress. Content to hold onto his vision of her, 
Wharton even points us to the ‘secret pride in his own picture of her’ (100). The reader clearly knows 
better than to accept these childish, puerile delusions as reality. !
Yet, Archer’s pretensions can be attributed to a deeper insecurity about his place in society. Rather than 
look for a traditional hero, the reader is asked to sympathise with an immature ‘boy’ ill-at-ease with the 
‘cast-iron railings’ of his society. In this respect, the latter half is more effective than the first: the fifty-
seven-year old Newland Archer considers how he is but a ‘mere grey speck of a man’, leading an 
‘inadequate’ life of ‘endless emptiness’. This self-evaluation confirms for the reader the true reason for 

“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’ (176).” 

Emily J Orlando, ‘Rereading Wharton’s “Poor Archer”’
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his romantic visions — the fear of anonymity. Archer desperately seeks the ‘magnificent’ over the 
ordinary, freedom over ‘sameness’, fire over ice precisely because he dreads becoming a copy of Lefferts 
(36). To do so, he must first escape his fate and grow beyond what he has been taught. !

!
NEW HORIZONS TO PURSUE 
In this light, the reader might find some heroic quality in Archer’s ‘quest for real happiness’ (xxiv). From 
the very beginning, his overpowering passion for Ellen is inseparable from his yearning for transcendent 
experience. Ellen’s ‘homely little house ’ is portrayed in Archer’s mind to be ‘magically created to receive 
them’ (109) by a ‘turn of the hand’ or ‘trick’ by its owner (58). The allusions to magic here tell us more 
about Newland than Ellen: he desires to be ‘transformed’ by her into a man ‘to whom things were bound 
to happen’ (94), who could well belong to ‘old romantic scenes’ from a book or painting. !

!
Thus, Ellen is the embodiment of all that is lacking in his own life. Archer is hopelessly drawn to the 
emotional intensity and intellectual complexity of her world, his ‘heart beating insubordinately’ (110) 
with ‘retrospective excitement’ (94) at the thought of her. Her library of French authors Bourget, 
Huysmans and the Goncourt brothers ‘whetted Archer’s interest’ and ‘reversed his values’ (84). In yet 
another of his romantic fantasies, Ellen is characterised by the language of spectacle, as if she were a 
theatrical performance unto herself. She is his object of desire precisely because she forms the very 
antithesis of a ‘dwindling figure of a man to whom nothing was ever to happen’.  !

!
Even as the reader identifies with Archer’s appreciation of Ellen’s ‘fiery beauty’ (65), the sense that 
Archer is chasing the ‘vision of a woman who had the face of Ellen Olenska’ rather than Ellen herself 
grows even stronger (114). The cumulative use of the words ‘He felt’ (95, 126) and ‘He imagined’ (113, 
152, 155) suggests that our boy-protagonist goes overboard in his pursuit of an ‘unattainable’ vision. His 
imagination has allowed him to confuse ‘enchanted pages’ for what is real. 

His whole future seemed suddenly to be unrolled before him; and passing down its endless emptiness he saw the 
dwindling figure of  a man to whom nothing was ever to happen (Ch 22, 186). !
Archer had pictured often enough, in the first impatient years, the scene of  his return to Paris; then the personal 
vision had faded… and as he looked out on it he felt shy, old-fashioned, inadequate: a mere grey speck of  a man 
compared with the ruthless magnificent fellow he had dreamed of  being (Ch 34, 292).

...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, 58).

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, 94). !
Something he knew he had missed: the flower of  life. But he thought of  it now as a thing so unattainable and improbable 
[and] the chances had been too decidedly against him. When he thought of  Ellen Olenska it was abstractly, serenely, 
as one might think of  some imaginary beloved in a book or a picture: she had become the composite vision of  all 
that he had missed. (Ch 34, 286)
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CAUGHT IN A LANDSLIDE / NO ESCAPE FROM REALITY 
The narrator plays a pivotal role in showing us the folly of such romantic delusions. When Archer 
imagines himself and Ellen as the ‘two lovers parting in heart-broken silence’ in The Shaughraun, the 
narrator swiftly tears his daydream apart (94). In her typically cutting tone, the narrator reminds the 
reader that ‘they were client and lawyer separating after a talk’, with little ‘resemblance between the two 
situations’ (94). Just before the same ‘young man’ indulgently smiles at the ‘Frenchness’ of Ellen’s note 
in Ch 15, the narrator bluntly highlights that the plainness of the ‘only words it contained’ (114). By 
deflating the sentimentality and drama of these visions, the narrator marks out the enduring innocence 
of the protagonist. His visions are unrealistic, delusional and ultimately self-damaging. !
The characters Ned Winsett and Monsieur Rivière act as cautionary tales for Archer’s persistent 
romantic visions in Book One (Ch 14) and Book Two (Ch 20) respectively. Both can be regarded as 
foils, whose ‘unbridgeable difference(s)’ from Archer serve to underscore the latter’s stupidity.  !

!
Part of the ‘Bohemian pose’ (100), Ned Winsett shares a ‘common fund of intellectual interests and 
curiosities’ but little else in common with Archer. Having ‘abandoned his real calling’ of writing, he is 
‘down and out’, left ‘starving to death’ for trying to live as a ‘man of letters’ (101). One imagines that his 
last name ‘Winsett' is deliberately ironic; he guides the ‘well-off’ and ‘free’ Archer to see the failure the 
latter could become. On the other hand, M. Rivière is presented as a somewhat less tragic figure who 
can lay claim to ‘intellectual liberty’ and ‘moral freedom’. While Archer looks upon these merits with ‘a 
sort of vicarious envy’, the narrator points to the recognition that these ‘advantages would be the surest 
hindrance to success’ in Old New York (165). Archer is undoubtedly aware that he can pursue a life of 
ideas and passionate romance… but at the cost of his social standing. !

!
The women of the novel also offer several warning signs for our puerile protagonist in Book One. In 
three different sections within Ch 17, Mrs Archer, Mrs Mingott and Medora Manson will suggest that 
Archer not risk his future for the sake of the ‘finished’ Ellen Olenska and that he is better off with 
‘darling’ May. Indeed, May’s goddess-like presence in Ch 16 is even acknowledged by Archer’s interior 
consciousness as the ‘reality’ of a ‘life that belonged to him’. Through the anaphoric repetition of ‘here 
was’, the narrator steadfastly implies that Archer will have to be content with the inevitable ‘truth’ of 
May and abandon his unrealisable ‘visions’ of Ellen. !

“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).

[He] 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, 115)
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Ironically, it is Archer himself who makes the most compelling case for his ‘acceptance of reality’. In an 
attempt to educate Ellen on Old New York’s customs, he speaks with a rare maturity about the need to 
let go of individual desires for the ‘collective interest’ of society. The narrator however moves quickly to 
undermine this impression: Archer’s speech is but a ‘pouring out’ of ‘stock phrases’ that he is unable to 
comprehend. To the reader’s disappointment, his valuable lesson to Ellen falls on his own deaf ears. !

!
VISIONS OVER TROUBLED WATER 
Despite knowing the perils of staying in his fictive universe, our immature protagonist continues to 
reject the reality of his duty to May. In the chapters that follow the wedding, Archer persists in his 
‘vision’ and ‘dream’ of Ellen Olenska, pursuing her at the pier outside Mrs Mingott’s house in Ch 21, to 
the Blenkers’ residence in Ch 22 and finally to Boston in Ch 23. Ever the adolescent, he even plays a 
childish game of waiting for Ellen to ‘turn before that sail crosses the Lime Rock light’ to decide if he 
goes to her (177). While it is easy dismiss this ‘failed’ hero as irrevocably foolish, the reader is forced to 
wonder why Archer ignores his duty to May and society. Is Archer perhaps simply suffering from 
akrasia? This ancient Greek term refers to a weakness of will or (more precisely) a state in which one 
cannot help acting against one’s better judgement: !

  
How does the above extract present Archer as acting against his own judgement? !!!!!!!!

“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 (Ch 12, 91).

He was not sure that he wanted to see the Countess Olenska again; but ever since he had looked at her from the path 
above the bay he had wanted, irrationally and indescribably, to see the place she was living in, and to follow the 
movements of  her imagined figure as he had watched the real one in the summer-house. The longing was with him 
day and night, an incessant undefinable craving, like the sudden whim of  a sick man for food or drink once tasted and 
long since forgotten. He could not see beyond the craving, or picture what it might lead to, for he was not conscious of  
any wish to speak to Madame Olenska or to hear her voice. He simply felt that if  he could carry away the vision of  
the spot of  earth she walked on… the rest of  the world might seem less empty. (Ch 22, 183)

“Your vision of  you and me together?” She burst into a sudden hard laugh.[…] “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. […] I want—I want somehow to get 
away with you into a world where words like that—categories like that—won't exist. Where we shall be simply two 
human beings who love each other, who are the whole of  life to each other; and nothing else on earth will matter."  

She drew a deep sigh that ended in another laugh. “Oh, my dear—where is that country? Have you ever been 
there?” she asked; and as he remained sullenly dumb she went on: “I know so many who've tried to find it; and, 
believe me, they all got out by mistake at wayside stations…” (Ch 29, 238)
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In Ch 29, the reader discovers Archer’s akrasia, expressed in the motif of visions and realities, at its 
most pronounced. Ignoring Ellen’s riposte that she will not tolerate his idealistic vision of their 
relationship, Archer sinks completely into the vortex of his own imagination. He unrealistically rejects 
the society of Old New York altogether, yearning for a ‘world’ where the rules of New York ‘won’t exist’ 
and ‘nothing else’ other than love will matter. The wiser Ellen Olenska, as well as the reader, can only 
‘laugh’ and heave a ‘deep sigh’ at the foolishness of Wharton’s quixotic hero. One is inclined to agree 
with Emily Orlando’s interpretation of this unheroic, ‘poor Archer’. !

!
CONCLUSION 
Yet, this very depiction of an ‘adolescent imagination’ is what wins the reader’s sympathy. For who does 
not understand the folly of youth and the rebelliousness of one’s teenage years? Shuttered in his own 
innocence, Newland Archer plays the role of a young victim who hopes to defy the ‘well-mannered 
brutalities’ of society and find solace in his own ‘sanctuary’ of romance and literature.  !
The Age of Innocence thus traces his struggle to mature, to let go of these illusory comforts and to 
accept in an authentic way himself— a ‘grey speck of a man’ who belongs behind the walls of the Old 
New York citadel. To do so, he must learn to make the personal sacrifices and compromises that his 
romantic visions prevent him from making. Only then will he attain ‘dignity’ and ‘honour’ (287). !

!
As a reflection of our own youth (whether past or present), Wharton’s novel becomes a bildungsroman 
for its reader as well. It presents us with a lesson that is at best bittersweet — the idea that life is a 
journey in which we must find the balance between desire and renunciation, fantasy and reality. Like in 
the circle of Archer’s life, the lessons we learn are often not the ones we are prepared to learn. END. !!!
FURTHER READING 
1. Cynthia Griffin Wolff. ‘The Age of Innocence as a Bildungsroman.’ Available on livreordie.wordpress.com/read 
2. Edwin Moseley, ‘The Age of Innocence: Edith Wharton’s Weak Faust.’ livreordie.wordpress.com/read 
3. Emily J. Orlando. ‘Rereading Wharton’s Poor Archer.’ livreordie.wordpress.com/read 
4. Linda Wagner-Martin. ‘The Age of Innocence: A Novel of Ironic Nostalgia.’ livreordie.wordpress.com/read  

“Newland Archer’s character does not, strictly speaking, ever develop. Caught in the romantic world of  the adolescent 
imagination, he instead beats his stubborn will against the impenetrable walls of  family tradition, social custom, 
ritualised love, and human values. Although Ellen understands his passion… she cannot bear to watch his [child-like] 
behaviour — and so she is often absent.” 

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

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

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

Lecture 8 / Only Living Boy in New York #                                                                                                                                                                                                      7



APPENDIX !
SYMPATHY FOR MISTER ARCHER 

!
ARCHER AS FALSE ‘FAUSTIAN’ HERO 

!
ELLEN AS A VOICE OF EXPERIENCE 

 
Juxtaposed against the ‘foolish’ Newland Archer, the novel’s deuteragonist embodies the wisdom and 
maturity that the protagonist has yet to attain. Ellen understands that ‘sometimes life is difficult, 
perplexing’ (97). Initially the victim of Old New York’s secretly vicious gossip, she grows to recognise 
that she was once ‘stupid and unobservant’ and promises herself to only ‘go where [she is] invited’ (140). !
Importantly, the character of Ellen Olenska allows Wharton to shine light on Archer’s refusal to (or 
perhaps inability) relinquish his romantic visions. Her call to ‘look… at realities’ is followed by a cold-
hearted termination of his fantasy: she coldly declares that there is no ‘us’ and dismisses his ‘vision of 
you and me together’ (238).  !
In many ways, Ellen stands in for the mature Edith Wharton, whereas Archer plays the stubborn child of 
Wharton’s early years. The former understands that social duty and obligations — she describes Archer 
as May’s husband and herself as May’s cousin — have to take precedence over their personal desires; 
she can at best be ‘happy behind the backs of the people who trust them’. !
  !

“She lays before us the present and the possible in such a way that the middle-aged man who concludes the novel 
seems an admirable and [triumphant] outgrowth of  the untried youth at the beginning. Whatever sympathy the reader has 
for Newland, then, comes from the fact that he has so few choices—because of  his innate respect for his social 
system. According to Wolff, Newland’s search is ‘entirely internal. He cannot flee the provincial world of  old New 
York; he must learn to transmute it into something valuable.’ What that something is reflects Wharton’s own lessons 
from a disappointing romantic life: ‘acceptance of  reality and dedication to [conformity]. Wharton drew the 
fragile Archer so that he maintains reader sympathy even as he disappoints the reader’s interest in romantic fulfilment.” !

Linda Wagner-Martin, ‘The Age of  Innocence  as Newland Archer’s Novel.’

He has a Faustian thirst for knowledge; he reads all the new books on anthropology, which enable to see his own 
society in its proper perspective of  time, but there is no intellect for translating his attitudes into action. He becomes 
increasingly pathetic in that with his new learning, he cannot undo the trap of  his society. It is Newland, whose name 
after all is Archer, whose never hitting any other kind of  a target is a pathetic miss… a sad fact of  his lack of  true 
strength. He has intellectual curiosity, he seeks passion, he wants to develop his aesthetic sense, but he has none of  
the Faustian tragic intensity that would enable him to experience grand damnation or grand redemption. !

Edwin Moseley, ‘The Age of  Innocence: Edith Wharton’s Weak Faust’

“For us? But there's no us in that sense! We're near each other only if  we stay far from each other. Then we can be 
ourselves. Otherwise we're only Newland Archer, the husband of  Ellen Olenska's cousin, and Ellen Olenska, the cousin of  
Newland Archer's wife, trying to be happy behind the backs of  the people who trust them.” (240)
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