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“The ending of the 
novel is one of hope 
and fulfilment for 
Archer and his 

world.”   
 

How far do you find this a helpful comment in 
your reading of The Age of Innocence? 

 



Archer’s Dilemma 
Freedom of the Individual  

The novel as bildungsroman 
Hope and fulfilment for the protagonist? 

Social Customs of  
Old New York 

The novel as socio-historical commentary 
Hope and fulfilment for New York and America? 

“…and hundreds of little incidents, habits, traditions, which, when I began 
to record my past, seemed to be insignificant to be set down, have acquired 

the historical importance of fragments of dress and furniture dug up in a 
Babylonian tomb” 

- Edith Wharton to Henry James 



Allegory 
a story, poem or picture which can be interpreted to reveal a hidden meaning, 

typically a moral or political one.  

“salute to the 
new age”  

“memorial to the 
age departed”  

 
 

The ending is the beginning. The ending is the beginning. 
  
!



In order to find 
fulfilment and 

achieve genuine 
progress, one 

has to embrace 
change and  

re-evaluate the 
past.  



HOPE 
IN 

HISTORY 

MUSEUM 
MOTIF 

‘old treasures’ 

‘spoils of the ages’ 

‘new galleries’ 

Hope for Archer’s world to live on, belongs not in reality, 
 but in the words of this novel. 



HOPE FOR 
SOCIETY 

“long distance telephoning” 

“electric lighting” 

“five-day Atlantic voyages  

Ch 34 

“flying machines” 

“electricity” 

“Arabian Night marvels” 

Ch 29 



THE REAL NEW LAND 

DALLAS – spokesman of the new generation 

“belonged body and 
soul to the new 

generation” 

“rising New York 
architect” 

“emancipating themselves” 



Dallas Archer  
&  

Fanny Beaufort 

“new generation which had swept 
away all the old landmarks, and with 
them the sign-posts and the danger-

signal” 

A PROPHECY OF  
PROGRESS & MODERNITY 



a vision of <3 [love]!
“Archer had pictured often enough, in 
the first impatient years, the scene of 
his return to Paris; then the personal 
vision had faded”!

he had evoked!THEN	




"leading motif", or perhaps more accurately "guiding 
motif") is a musical term (though occasionally used 

in theatre or literature), referring to a recurring 
theme, associated with a particular person, place, 

or idea!

leitmotif? 



ARCHER’S	


Now the spectacle was before him in its glory, 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)!

visions 

now!





one by one the pictures burst on him in their half-
forgotten splendour, filling his soul with the long 
echoes of beauty. After all, his life had been too 

starved...!



loss of visions= missing the flower of life!



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. That vision, faint and tenuous as it 

was, had kept him from thinking of other women. 
(Ch 34, 286)!



The collective emphasis - on what Archer ‘had missed’ but holds onto as distant ‘echoes of beauty’ renders the ending a tragic one..!
BUT…!



but what does it truly mean to walk away?	


after all, there was good in the old ways.!

when Newland marries May Welland—never 
having had the courage or the sustained 
emotional fiber to achieve any sort of lasting 
relationship with Ellen- Wharton allows us to 
perceive that this renunciation is ultimately a 
positive thing. The marriage, as it is reviewed at 
the conclusion of the tale, has brought only finite 
happiness. IT has brought that, however. How 
much more, in reality, has anyone the right to 
expect?!











Newland concludes that ‘there was good in the old 
ways’, putting aside all the what-could-have-beens for 

the realities of what he had chosen because ‘that’s 
enough’.!
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