Some Key Passages from
Edith Wharton’s The Age of Innocence
Chapter VI
As he dropped into his armchair near the fire his eyes rested on a large photograph
of May Welland, which the young girl had given him in the first days of their
romance, and which had now displaced all the other portraits on the table. With a
new sense of awe he looked at the frank forehead, serious eyes and gay innocent
mouth of the young creature whose soul's custodian he was to be. That terrifying
product of the social system he belonged to and believed in, the young girl who
knew nothing and expected everything, looked back at him like a stranger through
May Welland's familiar features; and once more it was borne in on him that
marriage was not the safe anchorage he had been taught to think, but a voyage on
uncharted seas.
The case of the Countess Olenska had stirred up old settled convictions and set
them drifting dangerously through his mind. His own exclamation: "Women should
be free--as free as we are," struck to the root of a problem that it was agreed in his
world to regard as non-existent. "Nice" women, however wronged, would never
claim the kind of freedom he meant, and generous-minded men like himself were
therefore--in the heat of argument--the more chivalrously ready to concede it to
them. 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. But here he was pledged to defend, on the part of his betrothed's cousin,
conduct that, on his own wife's part, would justify him in calling down on her all the
thunders of Church and State. Of course the dilemma was purely hypothetical;
since he wasn't a blackguard Polish nobleman, it was absurd to speculate what his
wife's rights would be if he WERE. But Newland Archer was too imaginative not to
feel that, in his case and May's, the tie might gall for reasons far less gross and
palpable. What could he and she really know of each other, since it was his duty,
as a "decent" fellow, to conceal his past from her, and hers, as a marriageable girl,
to have no past to conceal? What if, for some one of the subtler reasons that would
tell with both of them, they should tire of each other, misunderstand or irritate each
other? He reviewed his friends' marriages--the supposedly happy ones--and saw
none that answered, even remotely, to the passionate and tender comradeship
which he pictured as his permanent relation with May Welland. He perceived that
such a picture presupposed, on her part, the experience, the versatility, the
freedom of judgment, which she had been carefully trained not to possess; and
with a shiver of foreboding he saw his marriage becoming what most of the other
marriages about him were: a dull association of material and social interests held
together by ignorance on the one side and hypocrisy on the other. Lawrence
Lefferts occurred to him as the husband who had most completely realised this
enviable ideal. As became the high-priest of form, he had formed a wife so
completely to his own convenience that, in the most conspicuous moments of his
frequent love-affairs with other men's wives, she went about in smiling
unconsciousness, saying that "Lawrence was so frightfully strict"; and had been

known to blush indignantly, and avert her gaze, when some one alluded in her
presence to the fact that Julius Beaufort (as became a "foreigner" of doubtful
origin) had what was known in New York as "another establishment."
Archer tried to console himself with the thought that he was not quite such an ass
as Larry Lefferts, nor May such a simpleton as poor Gertrude; but the difference
was after all one of intelligence and not of standards. 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, quite
as, in the books on Primitive Man that people of advanced culture were beginning to
read, the savage bride is dragged with shrieks from her parents' tent.
The result, of course, was that the young girl who was the centre of this elaborate
system of mystification remained the more inscrutable for her very frankness and
assurance. She was frank, poor darling, because she had nothing to conceal,
assured because she knew of nothing to be on her guard against; and with no
better preparation than this, she was to be plunged overnight into what people
evasively called "the facts of life."

Chapter X
It would presently be his task to take the bandage from this young woman's eyes,
and bid her look forth on the world. But how many generations of the women who
had gone to her making had descended bandaged to the family vault? He shivered
a little, remembering some of the new ideas in his scientific books, and the muchcited instance of the Kentucky cave-fish, which had ceased to develop eyes because
they had no use for them. What if, when he had bidden May Welland to open hers,
they could only look out blankly at blankness?
"We might be much better off. We might be altogether together--we might travel."
Her face lit up. "That would be lovely," she owned: she would love to travel. But
her mother would not understand their wanting to do things so differently.
"As if the mere `differently' didn't account for it!" the wooer insisted.
"Newland! You're so original!" she exulted.
His heart sank, for he saw that he was saying all the things that young men in the
same situation were expected to say, and that she was making the answers that
instinct and tradition taught her to make--even to the point of calling him original.

"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?"
He had stopped and faced her in the excitement of their discussion, and her eyes
rested on him with a bright unclouded admiration.
"Mercy--shall we elope?" she laughed.
"If you would--"
"You DO love me, Newland! I'm so happy."
"But then--why not be happier?"
"We can't behave like people in novels, though, can we?"
"Why not--why not--why not?"
She looked a little bored by his insistence. She knew very well that they couldn't,
but it was troublesome to have to produce a reason. "I'm not clever enough to
argue with you. But that kind of thing is rather--vulgar, isn't it?" she suggested,
relieved to have hit on a word that would assuredly extinguish the whole subject.
"Are you so much afraid, then, of being vulgar?"
She was evidently staggered by this. "Of course I should hate it--so would you,"
she rejoined, a trifle irritably.
He stood silent, beating his stick nervously against his boot-top; and feeling that
she had indeed found the right way of closing the discussion, she went on lightheartedly: "Oh, did I tell you that I showed Ellen my ring? She thinks it the most
beautiful setting she ever saw. There's nothing like it in the rue de la Paix, she
said. I do love you, Newland, for being so artistic!"

Chapter XII
Newland Archer had been aware of these things ever since he could remember, and
had accepted them as part of the structure of his universe. He knew that there were
societies where painters and poets and novelists and men of science, and even great
actors, were as sought after as Dukes; he had often pictured to himself what it would
have been to live in the intimacy of drawing-rooms dominated by the talk of Merimee
(whose "Lettres a une Inconnue" was one of his inseparables), of Thackeray, Browning
or William Morris. But such things were inconceivable in New York, and unsettling to
think of. Archer knew most of the "fellows who wrote," the musicians and the painters:

he met them at the Century, or at the little musical and theatrical clubs that were
beginning to come into existence. He enjoyed them there, and was bored with them at
the Blenkers', where they were mingled with fervid and dowdy women who passed
them about like captured curiosities; and even after his most exciting talks with Ned
Winsett he always came away with the feeling that if his world was small, so was theirs,
and that the only way to enlarge either was to reach a stage of manners where they
would naturally merge.

Chapter XVIII
I felt there was no one as kind as you; no one who gave me reasons that I
understood for doing what at first seemed so hard and--unnecessary. The very
good people didn't convince me; I felt they'd never been tempted. But you knew;
you understood; you had felt the world outside tugging at one with all its golden
hands--and yet you hated the things it asks of one; you hated happiness bought by
disloyalty and cruelty and indifference. That was what I'd never known before--and
it's better than anything I've known.

Chapter XX
During the homeward drive Archer pondered deeply on this episode. His hour with M.
Riviere had put new air into his lungs, and his first impulse had been to invite him to
dine the next day; but he was beginning to understand why married men did not
always immediately yield to their first impulses.
"That young tutor is an interesting fellow: we had some awfully good talk after dinner
about books and things," he threw out tentatively in the hansom.
May roused herself from one of the dreamy silences into which he had read so many
meanings before six months of marriage had given him the key to them.
"The little Frenchman? Wasn't he dreadfully common?" she questioned coldly; and he
guessed that she nursed a secret disappointment at having been invited out in London
to meet a clergyman and a French tutor. The disappointment was not occasioned by
the sentiment ordinarily defined as snobbishness, but by old New York's sense of what
was due to it when it risked its dignity in foreign lands. If May's parents had
entertained the Carfrys in Fifth Avenue they would have offered them something more
substantial than a parson and a schoolmaster.
But Archer was on edge, and took her up.
"Common--common WHERE?" he queried; and she returned with unusual readiness:
"Why, I should say anywhere but in his school-room. Those people are always

awkward in society. But then," she added disarmingly, "I suppose I shouldn't have
known if he was clever."
Archer disliked her use of the word "clever" almost as much as her use of the word
"common"; but he was beginning to fear his tendency to dwell on the things he
disliked in her. After all, her point of view had always been the same. It was that of all
the people he had grown up among, and he had always regarded it as necessary but
negligible. Until a few months ago he had never known a "nice" woman who looked at
life differently; and if a man married it must necessarily be among the nice.
…
He perceived with a flash of chilling insight that in future many problems would be
thus negatively solved for him; but as he paid the hansom and followed his wife's long
train into the house he took refuge in the comforting platitude that the first six months
were always the most difficult in marriage. "After that I suppose we shall have pretty
nearly finished rubbing off each other's angles," he reflected; but the worst of it was
that May's pressure was already bearing on the very angles whose sharpness he most
wanted to keep.

Chapter XXI
They drove down Bellevue Avenue and turned in between the chamfered wooden gateposts surmounted by cast-iron lamps which marked the approach to the Welland villa.
Lights were already shining through its windows, and Archer, as the carriage stopped,
caught a glimpse of his father-in-law, exactly as he had pictured him, pacing the
drawing-room, watch in hand and wearing the pained expression that he had long
since found to be much more efficacious than anger.
The young man, as he followed his wife into the hall, was conscious of a curious
reversal of mood. 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.
All night he lay awake in the big chintz bedroom at May's side, watching the moonlight
slant along the carpet, and thinking of Ellen Olenska driving home across the gleaming
beaches behind Beaufort's trotters.

Chapter XXVI
She bent over to lower the wick, and as the light struck up on her white shoulders
and the clear curves of her face 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. "Look here," he said suddenly, "I may have to go to Washington for a few
days--soon; next week perhaps."
Her hand remained on the key of the lamp as she turned to him slowly. The heat
from its flame had brought back a glow to her face, but it paled as she looked up.
"On business?" she asked, in a tone which implied that there could be no other
conceivable reason, and that she had put the question automatically, as if merely to
finish his own sentence.
"On business, naturally. There's a patent case coming up before the Supreme
Court--" He gave the name of the inventor, and went on furnishing details with all
Lawrence Lefferts's practised glibness, while she listened attentively, saying at
intervals: "Yes, I see."
"The change will do you good," she said simply, when he had finished; "and you
must be sure to go and see Ellen," she added, looking him straight in the eyes with
her cloudless smile, and speaking in the tone she might have employed in urging
him not to neglect some irksome family duty.
It was the only word that passed between them on the subject; but in the code in
which they had both been trained it meant: "Of course you understand that I know
all that people have been saying about Ellen, and heartily sympathise with my
family in their effort to get her to return to her husband. I also know that, for
some reason you have not chosen to tell me, you have advised her against this
course, which all the older men of the family, as well as our grandmother, agree in
approving; and that it is owing to your encouragement that Ellen defies us all, and
exposes herself to the kind of criticism of which Mr. Sillerton Jackson probably gave
you, this evening, the hint that has made you so irritable. . . . Hints have indeed
not been wanting; but since you appear unwilling to take them from others, I offer
you this one myself, in the only form in which well-bred people of our kind can
communicate unpleasant things to each other: by letting you understand that I
know you mean to see Ellen when you are in Washington, and are perhaps going
there expressly for that purpose; and that, since you are sure to see her, I wish
you to do so with my full and explicit approval--and to take the opportunity of
letting her know what the course of conduct you have encouraged her in is likely to
lead to."

Her hand was still on the key of the lamp when the last word of this mute message
reached him. She turned the wick down, lifted off the globe, and breathed on the
sulky flame.
"They smell less if one blows them out," she explained, with her bright
housekeeping air. On the threshold she turned and paused for his kiss.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
Professor Emerson Sillerton (Chapter XXII) as a distinguished intellectual.
End of Chapter XXIX and Beginning of Chapter XXX: Ellen’s realism trumps
Newland’s eroticized romanticism; Newland’s hubris about his wife’s shortcomings
is followed by his wish for her demise.
Conclusion: old versus new. Newland’s romanticism is such that he realizes that
consummation is, paradoxically, a falling away from bliss.

