
this is a lecture theatre. let’s respect the space and 
the speaker up front. settle down. this is a lecture. 

know when to be quiet and let your thoughts engage 
with what is being delivered. know when to speak up 
and express the brilliance of those thoughts. let the 

games begin. #kthanks/hi;). 



dearly beloved, 

we are gathered here today to 
witness…



the holy matrimony…



thenewlyweds
THE AGE OF INNOCENCE

CHAPTERS 19-22

LITERATURE PAPER ONE 

lecture eight



Discuss the presentation and importance 
of marriage in the  

social world of the novel



-the portrayal and significance of Old New York’s customs and 
routines"
-in what ways does the wedding reflect ‘social form’?"
-how do we situate the wedding/marriage in Archer’s bildungsroman?"
!



marriage as vehicle for social elevation



The New York of  Newland Archer's 
day was a small and slippery 
pyramid... (where) an honourable but 
obscure majority of  respectable 
families who (as in the case of  the 
Spicers or the Leffertses or the 
Jacksons) had been raised above 
their level by marriage with one 
of  the ruling clans.  
(Ch 6, 39)





‘millionaire’  
with a ‘regrettable past’

‘penniless beauty’









marriage as 
spectacle and 

good form



spectacle

ˈspɛktək(ə)l/noun


a visually striking performance or display.

"the acrobatic feats make a good spectacle"


synonyms:	 display, show, performance, presentation, 
exhibition, pageant, parade, extravaganza 



marriage as social construct where the wedding is the stage 
for the ceremonial rituals to be performed





adjective-laden

copious

frequent use of

abundant 

profuse 

rich

recurring 



eight bouquets of white lilac and lilies-of-the-valley

the gold and sapphire sleeve-links of the eight ushers

best man’s cat’s-eye scarf-pin

lavishly ornamental



what do we already know about ‘’social form’?



Lawrence Lefferts was, on the whole, the 
foremost authority on “form” in New 
York. He had probably devoted more time 
than any one else to the study of  this 
intricate and fascinating question; but study 
alone could not account for his complete 
and easy competence. 

form-the formalities and 
customs of a society; here form 
refers to how one is expected to 
dress and behave.



Archer had gone through this formality as 
resignedly as through all the others which made 
of a nineteenth-century New York wedding a 
rite that seemed to belong to the dawn of 
history.

“

”



Lawrence Lefferts’s sleekly brushed head seemed to mount 
guard over the invisible deity of  “Good Form” who presided at 
the ceremony.

‘whether the wedding presents should be “shown” 

‘having fulfilled all his obligations’

 ‘a nineteenth-century New York wedding a rite that seemed to 
belong to the dawn of history’

‘prehistoric ritual’



Archer had sat up half the night trying to vary 
the wording of his thanks for the last batch of 
presents from men friends and ex-lady-loves…
his own luggage was already at Mrs. Manson 
Mingott’s, where the wedding-breakfast was to 
take place… and a private compartment had 
been engaged in the train that was to carry the 
young couple to their unknown destination  
(Ch 19, 147-8) 



what is parataxis?

A rhetorical term for phrases or clauses 

arranged independently: a coordinate, 

rather than a subordinate, construction.



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; Archer had sat up half the night trying to 
vary the wording of his thanks for the last batch of presents 
from men friends and ex-lady-loves; the fees for the Bishop 
and the Rector were safely in the pocket of his best man; his 
own luggage was already at Mrs. Manson Mingott’s, where the 
wedding-breakfast was to take place, and so were the travelling 
clothes into which he was to change; and a private 
compartment had been engaged in the train that was to carry 
the young couple to their unknown destination—concealment 
of the spot in which the bridal night was to be spent being one 
of the most sacred taboos of the prehistoric ritual. (Ch 19, 
147)



the multi-sensory buffet of imagery contributes to the 
importance of appearances and presents marriage as a 

social procession. 



For the white and rosy procession was in fact halfway up 
the nave, the Bishop, the Rector and two white-winged 
assistants were hovering about the flower-banked altar, and 
the first chords of the Sophr symphony were strewing their 
flower-like notes before the bride. (Ch 19, 152) 
!

The music, the scent of the lilies on the altar, the vision of 
the cloud of tulle and orange-blossoms floating nearer and 
nearer […], so unutterably strange and meaningless in his 
new relation to them were confusedly mingled in his brain. 
(Ch 19, 152).  



heightens the spectacle of the wedding



also implies the inexorability, relentless 
conformity of Old New York's customs

employment of the language of mechanised order 
and strictures: ‘the ordered evolutions of the eight 
pink bridesmaids and the eight black ushers’, ‘he 

straightened himself’

the wedding ceremony as a symbol of ONY’s rigid social norms





"How like a first night at the Opera!" he 
thought, recognising all the same faces in the 
same boxes (no, pews), and wondering if, when 
the Last Trump sounded, Mrs. Selfridge Merry 
would be there with the same towering ostrich 
feathers in her bonnet, and Mrs. Beaufort with 
the same diamond earrings and the same smile—
and whether suitable proscenium seats were 
already prepared for them in another world. (Ch 
19, 148). 



What is the effect of the Opera motif?



marriage as upholding social convention



He had married (as most young men did) 
because he had met a perfectly charming 
girl at the moment when a series of 
rather aimless sentimental adventures 
were ending in premature disgust; and 
she had represented peace, stability, 
comradeship, and the steadying sense of 
an unescapable duty. (Ch 21, 168)

enumeration



She regarded it (once her clothes were 
ordered) as mere l y an en larged 
oppor tun i t y fo r w a l k i n g , r i d i n g , 
swimming, and trying her hand at the 
fascinating new game of lawn tennis; and 
when they finally got back to London 
(where they were to spend a fortnight 
while he ordered his clothes) she no 
longer concealed the eagerness with 
which she looked forward to sailing. 
(Ch 20, 159). 

enumeration



1. What is the effect of the enumeration of  
May’s qualities from Archer’s perspective?

2. What is the effect of the enumeration of activities that  
Newland partakes of with May?







marriage  
as death  
and doom



The day was fresh, with a lively spring wind full of dust. All 
the old ladies in both families had got out their faded sables 
and yellowing ermines, and the smell of camphor from the 
front pews almost smothered the faint spring scent of the lilies 
banking the altar. (Ch 19, 147) 
!

Darling!" Archer said—and suddenly the same black abyss 
yawned before him and he felt himself sinking into it, deeper 
and deeper, while his voice rambled on smoothly and 
cheerfully: "Yes, of course I thought I'd lost the ring; no 
wedding would be complete if the poor devil of a bridegroom 
didn't go through that. But you did keep me waiting, you 
know! I had time to think of every horror that might possibly 
happen." (Ch 19, 153) 

images of decay



THE DEATH MOTIF

To me the only death is monotony. I always say to Ellen: 
Beware of monotony; it's the mother of all the deadly 
sins.’ (Ch 21, 171) 
!

       He had listened to these accounts (of Ellen) with the 
detachment with which one listens to reminiscences of some 
one long since dead; not till Medora suddenly spoke her 
name at the archery match had Ellen Olenska become a 
living presence to him again. The Marchioness's foolish lisp 
had called up a vision of the little fire-lit drawing-room and 
the sound of the carriage-wheels returning down the deserted 
street. He thought of 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, 176) 



THE DEATH MOTIF



what are the effects of the death motif?



        There was something about the luxury of the Welland 
house and the density of the Welland atmosphere, so charged 
with minute observances and exactions, that always stole into 
his system like a narcotic. 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. But now it was the Welland house, and 
the life he was expected to lead in it, that had become unreal 
and irrelevant, and the brief scene on the shore, when he had 
stood irresolute, halfway down the bank, was as close to him as 
the blood in his veins. (Ch 21, 179) 



the only death is monotony





the  
dignity  
of a  
duty 



T H E  E N D


