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    Edith Wharton was born Edith Newbold Jones to a prominent New York family in the mid-19th century. She travelled throughout Europe frequently in her early life before settling permanently in France after the dissolution of her marriage. Wharton wrote nearly 20 novels and over 50 short stories as well as collections of poetry and plays and was widely recognized during her lifetime for her talent as a writer: she was the first woman to ever win the Pulitzer Prize for literature (for The Age of Innocence in 1921) and was thrice nominated for the Nobel Prize.


    In addition to her literary career, Wharton was renowned for her expertise in home décor and gardening. She also distinguished herself as an important activist and advocate during the First World War by raising funds for refugees fleeing German occupied Belgium, opening a workroom for unemployed women in France, and editing The Book of the Homeless (1915), featuring contributions by Henry James (American-British writer, 1843-1916), Joseph Conrad (Polish-British writer, 1857-1924), and an introduction by Theodore Roosevelt (American statesman, 1858-1919). For these and other efforts France made her a Chevalier of the Legion of Honour and Belgium appointed her a Chevalier of the Order of Leopold.
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      	Reference edition: Wharton, E. (1987) The Age of Innocence. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd.
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    Often considered Wharton’s masterpiece, The Age of Innocence traces the growing pains of a modernising American society in 1870s New York against the backdrop of both European society and the history of its fictions. The novel tells the story of Newland Archer’s betrothal and marriage to May Welland (later Archer) alongside his unconsummated love affair with her disgraced cousin, Countess Ellen Olenska.


    First serialized in Pictorial Review in 1920 to great acclaim, The Age of Innocence was then published in a single volume by D. Appleton and Company before winning the Pulitzer Prize for literature in 1921, making Edith Wharton the first ever female recipient of the Prize. Never out of print since its first release, Wharton’s most beloved novel continues to be widely read and studied. In 1993 it was turned into an award-winning film by Martin Scorsese starring Daniel Day-Lewis as Newland Archer, Winona Ryder as May Welland, and Michelle Pfeiffer as Countess Olenska.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    BOOK 1, CHAPTERS 1-12: NEWS AND A NEW ARRIVAL


    The Age of Innocence opens on a night at the opera where, having arrived late, Newland Archer stands at the back of his box and imagines his upcoming engagement and marriage to the beautiful young May Welland. Archer’s daydream is quickly interrupted, however, by the arrival of an unknown female figure who joins his betrothed and her family in the audience, settling herself firmly in the gossiping centre of New York society.


    Realizing that the woman must be his betrothed’s cousin, Countess Olenska, Archer resolves to hasten the announcement of his and May’s engagement in order to lend his support to that of his betrothed’s family as they welcome their disgraced relative. At a ball soon afterwards, May makes their announcement and the two begin to pay the calls required to cement their social bliss.


    During these visits, talk often turns to Countess Olenska’s situation and, surprising himself, Archer finds himself defending her right to leave her husband. Inexplicably and increasingly drawn to the subject of everyone’s fascination, Archer begins to confront some of his own hypocrisies. His plans for his own marriage and the future, he comes to realize, do not accord with his fundamental belief that a woman should be as free as a man.


    Urged by his future in-laws and their lawyer, his boss, and against his own principles, Archer goes to the countess to urge her not to file for divorce in order to forestall further disgrace. She acquiesces to his persuasion and agrees to remain married to avoid further scandal.


    CHAPTERS 13-18: THE COUNTESS REFUSES


    Chapter 13 begins with another performance no one in Archer’s set either watches or enjoys. During a night at the theatre, Archer seeks out Countess Olenska under his fiancée’s instruction that he “be kind” (p.102) to her cousin while she is away on a yearly trip to St. Augustine with her parents.


    During the performance, Olenska thanks Archer for his recent advice but is clearly unhappy. Distressed at his part in her unhappiness, Archer asks to meet with her privately again the next day but soon receives a reply confessing that she “ran away” (p.108) to a mutual friend’s home in the country.


    Archer follows her to their friend’s home where, meeting outdoors, they walk in the cold before taking refuge in a small house on the property. Then, in a moment filled with tension in which Archer wonders if the countess ‘ran away’ because of her feelings for him, he turns to the window and imagines the “miracle” (p.114) of her approach behind him.


    Countess Olenska does come up behind Archer and slips her hand into his. Just then, however, Archer spots an acquaintance, Mr Beaufort, walking to meet them. The three walk back to the main house together and, irritated at what he suspects is married Mr Beaufort’s pursuit of the countess, Archer takes his leave and returns to the city.


    Deciding against another meeting when the countess writes to him a few days later, Archer departs instead for St. Augustine where he urges May to move the date up of their wedding. May refuses, however, insisting that he must be rushing into marriage in order to escape feelings for another woman. May is mistaken about whom she believes Archer to love—she suspects a woman with whom he had had an affair before the start of the novel—but forces her fiancé to confront his own feelings.


    Back in New York, Archer confesses his feelings to Countess Olenska and promises to give up his engagement. She rebuffs him, citing the impossibility of any future between them, and Book One ends with the arrival of telegrams from May for both the countess and Archer: she writes that she has reconsidered Archer’s accelerated timeline, convinced her parents, and set plans in motion for a wedding that spring.


    BOOK 2, CHAPTERS 19-34: EVERYTHING RESOLVES EVENTUALLY


    Book Two begins with May and Archer’s wedding and then jumps to the last leg of their honeymoon abroad. Skipping over long months in which Archer and the countess do not see each other, the narrative picks up again a year into May and Archer’s marriage when the latter travels to Boston on business and visits the countess in Washington, where she has been living.


    At first, Archer and the countess are stiff in one another’s presence but soon fall into their old familiarity, and the countess finally confesses that she does return Archer’s love but continues to believe that they made the best decision in avoiding an affair.


    Angered with himself for having been so easily deceived about her true feelings, Archer lashes out and eventually proposes that the countess become his mistress since he fears she can never be his wife. The countess evades him and, though she returns to live in New York shortly thereafter, plans to move in with her grandmother so as to protect them both from the temptation.


    Resolving to tell May about his love for her cousin and to end their marriage, Archer faces two great surprises towards the end of Book Two: first, that the countess plans to return to Europe; and second, as May reveals on the night of her cousin’s farewell party, that she is expecting their first child – a fact that no doubt contributed to the countess’s decision to depart.


    Understanding that he, like the countess, must do what is best for his unborn child, Archer forsakes his budding plans to follow the countess to Europe and resigns himself to his life with May.


    CHAPTER 34: IN LATER LIFE


    25 years later, and two years after May’s death from pneumonia, Archer travels to Paris with his oldest son. Having learned of the countess from his mother before her death, Archer’s son brings his father to visit his great love. Archer, however, refuses to see her. His son goes inside and, after watching from the sidewalk for a few minutes, Archer returns to his hotel alone.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    NEWLAND ARCHER


    Wharton’s protagonist, Newland Archer is a wealthy young lawyer engaged to be married at the beginning of The Age of Innocence. Nominally employed as a lawyer, Archer is hypocritical about his life and beliefs, aligning himself with the arts and the call for freedom for women while simultaneously admiring his own betrothed most for her ‘innocence’ and pliability. Drawn to Countess Olenska for her independence and determination, Archer declares his love to her but ultimately follows the life laid out for him by his station. He marries May Welland, has several children, and disappears into the role of his station in social circle.


    MAY ARCHER (NÉE WELLAND)


    Newland Archer’s betrothed and the countess’s younger cousin, May Welland is a kind and impressionable young woman. Driven by sympathy for her cousin’s plight, she asks Archer to watch out for Countess Olenska and repeatedly puts her betrothed in the way of the other woman. Eventually becoming aware of her husband’s true affections, May dutifully raises their children and supports Archer throughout their marriage. She dies of pneumonia after nursing their youngest child back to health 23 years after the main events of the novel, but not before revealing to her oldest son that she knew all along what her husband had sacrificed for her.


    COUNTESS ELLEN OLENSKA (NÉE MINGOTT)


    May Welland’s cousin and the unhappy wife of Count Olenski, Ellen Olenska is the mysterious heart of Wharton’s novel and the only character who diverts from the path expected of her in order to honour her own principles. Shouldering the epithet of “poor Ellen Olenska” (p.14) at the beginning of Book One and with a “pale and serious face” (p.16) and a “slightly foreign accent” (p.19), the countess is out of place in the New York society to which she returns and chooses to live amidst the “unmapped quarter inhabited by artists, musicians, and ‘people who wrote.’” (p.87). Despite her love for Newland Archer, she rebuffs his advances and resigns herself to a life of lonely independence.


    MR JULIUS BEAUFORT


    A wealthy banker and new arrival to New York’s social elite at the beginning of the novel, Mr Beaufort earns Archer’s disdain as he tries to pursue Countess Olenska and make her his mistress in the first half of the novel. Rumoured to have been subsidizing her life away from her husband, Mr Beaufort places the countess’ reputation and station in further jeopardy in Book Two when, having lost his fortune, he is exiled from the very New York circles to which he had so recently been welcomed.


    LAWRENCE LEFFERTS


    A well-established member of Archer and May’s social circle, Lawrence Lefferts is described as “the foremost authority on ‘form’ in New York” (p.11). Unfaithful to his wife, Lefferts is rumoured to have made early advances on Countess Olenska, only to be firmly rejected.


    SILLERTON JACKSON


    The “authority on ‘family’” (p.12) to compliment Lawrence Lefferts’ authority on ‘form,’ Sillerton Jackson is an elderly character with an encyclopaedic knowledge of all the connections and relationships underpinning the novel’s present.


    MRS THORLEY RUSHWORTH


    Never actually


    NED WINSETT
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