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rules, traditions, conventions, what is "done", and most of

ali, what is not even referred to or spoken of (such as Ellen's

disreputable past) are ali things which are sacred, and yet

they are things that are difficult to observe and follow

without error. The social pyramid is made up of what Mrs.

Wharton keeps calling "old" New York, and what she has called

in other stories and novéis "the invaders", or the new money,

earned in business, which poured into the city in the decades

following the Civil War (which ended in 1865, or a few years

before the time of the novel). This new money was necessary,

of course, and was eventually accepted, as evidenced by the

intermarriage of the old aristocratic families with the new

ones like the Beauforts. But "old New York" continued to feel

itself superior in ali social questions and the tension, often

comic, between the old and the new New York families is a ma

jor focai point of the novel.

Newland Archer is a dilettante, a rather effete young man

to whom "few things seemed...more awful than an offence against

'Taste', that far-off divinity of whom 'Form' was the mere

visible representative and viceregent". Newland, at least in

the beginning, strikes us as somewhat of a prig and ever so

slightly ridiculous. The satire attendant upon what is consi

dered in his circle "proper" is constant and heavy. As the

novel progresses, however, he becomes more sympathetic as he

begins to question his own values, up to then always taken for

granted, and those of his family and friends. His awakening

coincides with his falling in love with Ellen, the Countess

Olenska, but it is gradually developed through what he hears

people say about her, and what he himself can observe, her

freer spontaneous behavior. He seys, almost surprising

himself, that "women ought to be as free as we are",

during his initial and gallant defense of the Countess, under-

taken for the sake of the name of his flanei's family, the

Countess being a close relative. He is not here being the li-

berated male nor does he ever achieve such a status; he is

merely defending the woman against the inevitable slander of



f3
1

0
£

if
l

Z
O

P
r
t

3
r
t

3
3

r
t

p
-

O
p

-
£

r
t

£
0

2
£

p
-

P
£

0
2

t
r

*
<

n
ta

x
r

p

8"
p

-
ft

3
"

C
O

x
r

fl
o

C
n

O
3

P
C

O
P

x
r

O
M

l
P

3
"

<
Q

3
O

M
l

•
ro

0
n

r
t

p
-

fl
fl

£
P

P
to

C
O

ca
C

O
•<

ro
H.

1
.

ft
O

8
f
t

3
z

c
M

i
0

X
p

p
P

>
3

•O
r
t

•
ia

r
t

.
r
t

A
p

^
<

3
A

M
l

p
-

M
|

3
H

6*
ta

p
ca

P
O

ft
3

ft
ft

3
*

-
t

3
o

3
*

3
2

ft
r
i

r
t

3
f(

o
n

m
n

«
a

p
-

h
3

A
ft

r
t

p
r
t

x
r

a
S

-
M

l
0

A
P

-
a

H
3

Z
ft

8-
ft

a
ro

H
O

•<
r
t

T
J

p
-

x
r

3
P

ro
P

f
t

*<
x

r
3

p
0

(0
0

ft
M

l
3

to
•

r
t

r
t

2
f
t

P
-

ft
—

ft
r
t

0
p

r
t

ia
r
i

h
£

p
ft

ia
r
t

<
3

"
<

fl
X

r
t

c
£

•
*

C
O

3
f
t

s
ca

z
C

O
p

n
r
t

ft
3

*
P

3
0

3
"

ft
ft

p
-

>
A

•
0

3
H

8*
<

fl
P

1
ro

o
§

p
&

2
x

r
f
t

£
r
t

o
0

P
ft

m
£

r
t

3
n

ft
3

P
P

1
P

P
0

p
ft

P
H

r
t

3
(D

P
£

p
3

M
l

f
t

P
to

x
r

P
-

r
t

r
f

h
<

+
O

-
iâ

P
•<

r
-

C
C

O
to

3
P

2
3

*
3

K
a

<
ca

O
o

t
r

p
1

0
M

l
x

r
c

A
3

0
.

c
r

.
s

f
t

X
£

ft
x

r
A

p
i

(D
<

•<
a

0
3

0
a

ca
P

ca
3

ro
s

3
a

z
A

6
-

1
p

-
f
t

p
i

.
*

A
x

r
A

3
o

3
n

0
x

r
c

P
3

0
3

c
P

p
-

it
6

-
O

r
t

z
f|

n
.

3
"

0
ca

^
3

P
n

ft
3

p
-

p
»

>
<

ft
n

0
3

o
c

r
|

r
i

£
P

fl
c

a
3

M
l

c
r

P
r
t

O
3

iO
p

«
C

O
X

0
ca

f
t

ft
3

r
f

P
-

x
r

P
p

P
-

f|
p

3
n

.
p

f|
£

C
O

O
c

C
O

r
r

p
O

A
3

*
l—

ft
M

l
i_

i.
r
i

3
co

3
ft

P
2

P
ft

o
r
t

ft
p

>
P

r
t

0
r
t

ro
M

p
-

P
o

P
>

<
p

»
C

O

T
J

h
ft

x
r

z
r
t

0
P

ca
o

0
ft

P
>

3
r
»

C
•
0

P
r
t

P
>

->
3

"
ro

A
3

£
to

•<
0

p
0

c
ro

n
0

•<
•0

p
-

o
c

2
P

f
t

P
-

f
t

C
O

6
-

M
C

3
p

3
p

-
M

l
P

•a
r
t

r
t

A
T

J
0

to
3

r
t

£
ft

•
0

<
a

3
p

>
P

"
i
a

f
t

-
p

A
a

f
t

O
ft

C
O

o
ft

p
ro

s
:

2
<

r
t

C
0

p

r
t

»<
p

P
1

P
ft

ro
x

r
3

p
-

0
n

0
r
t

to
M

l
P

f
t

p
-

—
P

3
"

r
t

r
t

3
.

ft
x

r
H

3
a

x
r

3
P

3
f
t

r
t

P
-

3
0

m
M

l
p

-
A

3
"
•
•
^

p
C

O
ft

fl
P

x
r

L
J
.

1
r
|

ft
ft

r
t

r
t

ro
f
t

3
x

r
<

ft
X

ft
M

l
ft

3
r
t

p
f
t

o
«

3
ro

0
1

•3
<

2
3

»<
0

r
|

P
f
t

p
p

p
-

P
-

0
f
t

r
t

£
p

-
£

p
M

l
0

r
t

*<
x

r
s

P

ca
C

O
3

<
c
r

3
3

P
-

p
r
t

P
r
t

O
x

r
0

o
O

A
0

3
P

p
-

ro
r
t

p
-

ft
o

^
^

"
<

0
*

n
3

^
§

3
n

c
r
t

iO
3

M
l

p
O

f
t

x
r

3
n

3
3

r
t

3
M

i
r
t

ft
M

l
0

f
t

x
r

co
o

0
S

-
^

a

O
p

p
ro

0
r
t

O
3

r
t

3
<

n
A

a
f
t

3
x

r
3

M
l

0
3

3
P

0
3

3
3

n
r
t

O
O

a
f
t

P
ro

r
t

C
O

•
o

3
O

ca
P

O
ro

P
3

p
C

O
p

-
ia

M
l

ta
r
t

p
O

f
t

—
n

f
t

ro
0

p
P

f|
O

f1_
3

*
r
t

o
••

M
l

-
»

O
r
t

P
-

p
3

ft
ca

to
0

x
r

c
ro

f
t

ro
ft

3
3

A
A

P
s

r
t

p
r
|

0
3

3
x

r
r
t

1
f
t

*
f
t

f|

§
n

C
O

p
3

"
ft

p
ft

0
P

1
C

D
P

3
r
t

3
C

r
t

0
to

r
t

r
t

•
a

M
l

f
t

P
n

.
r
|

P
^

3
ft

p
>

ft
0

p
>

C
O

ro
p

P
O

r
t

0
r
t

P
r
i

x
r

0
3

"
x

r
c

c
3

*<
P

•0
S

f|
o

•
0

fl
ro

p
.
.

<
O

c
ft

x
r

r
t

0
ft

p
M

l
3

ft
ro

o
r
f

0
*

*
1

ro
P

£
H

g
r
t

f
t

o
x

r
C

O
3

i<
£

ft
f
t

p
-

r
f

ft
3

*
ft

2

X
e

f
t

3
"

r
t

p
O

o<
r
t

3
*

A
o

0
ca

§
ft

*
r
f

x
r

p
-

p
ro

a
r
t

0
r
t

p
ft

ft
c
r

H
fl

p
O

M
l

c
^

*

2
x

p
£

M
l

p
i

tn
P

3
iO

c
r

C
O

c
M

l
>

<
3

ft
p

-
c

A
£

A
A

P
1

r
f

r
t

M
l

p
3

o
p

M
l

3
P

ft
p

n
fl

t3
3

O
C

O
r
t

3
O

ft
P

f|
f
t

x
r

£
ft

ro
ta

5?
0

x
r

r
t

ro
C

D
ft

3
p

n
M

l
C

O
A

3
ft

O
p

O
C

O
a

3
2

n
ft

to
p

-
to

ro
£

x
r

n
>

<
X

ft
p

0
3

C
O

P
r
t

8"
c

C
O

C
O

O
3

P
.

ft
3

3
M

l
ta

p
1

P
p

ro
C

O
p

-
3

p
»

2
r
|

C
f
t

X
P

3
p

o
3

••
3

0
ft

ro
ft

•
ca

f
0

p
»

;
3

r
t

r
t

ft
S

p
-

«
ft

«
a

O
%

A
p

-
<

r
t

r
t

3
A

*
>

p
-

a
<

X
I

n

3
2

M
l

p
-

r
t

r
t

ft
x

r
3

O
a

p
»

M
l

3
n

0
p

ro
r
t

C
O

3
o

a
T

J ft
r
t

r
t

P
o

P
3

3
ta

r
f

r
t

•<
O

f|
M

i
«

ta
r
|

x
r

x
r

c
3

ft
<

r
r

r
t

O
0

3
"

M
«

a
£

p
£

ft
x

r
ft

r
t

O
x

r
•<

"
<

O
ta

p
.

o
p

-
o

r
|

n
0

O
1

0
p

ft
p

C
O

X
P

£
ro

p
3

ft
p

0
<

M
p

*
N

£
3

x
r

ca
£

f
t

o
£

c
r

c
r
t

P
>

r
t

o
s

s
:

3
"

ia
<

"8
£

p
>

z
c

p
>

t
|

a
8*

ro
ia

.
ft

r
f

p
>

ft
ta

P
O

3
"

r
f

«
ro

p
ft

P
3

*
fl

3
0

P
p

P
f
t

o
p

p
x

r
p

r
t

.
p

r
t

i
a

x
r

n
r
i

3
M

ca
p

-
c

ia
3

3
ia

c
3

n
r
t

M
l

9
3

3
3

A
p

p 0
3

x
r

n
0

O
§

r
t

p
i

ro
f
t

ro
ca

O
M

l
r
t

3
ro

3
r
t

f
t

p
O

M
l

C
p

f
t

3
s

A

P
0

r
t

3
*

M
l

t
r

r
f

p
3

"
P

1
ft

ta
c
r

3
P

ca
ia

r
t

3
O

P

c
r

3
x

r
ft

•<
r
t

C
O

c
r

3
x

r
r
r

^
^

2
P

>
c

p
8"

P
-

3
"

3
"

n
%

r
f

C
D

3
3

C
D

p
>

O
A

3
r
t

O
P

ro
p

>
r
t

p
-

o
n

•
.

•8
P

-
3

3
r
t

3
n

i
r
t

ft
0

x
r

ft
f
t

O

n
ro

ft
o

3
3

"
3

ro
A

x
r

P
1

£
r
i

3
P

-
P

C
O

0
C

O
ro

O
3

p

p
p

-
ft

p
-

3
f|

3
ft

p
-

p
P

r
t

o
P

p
P

p
r
|

P
•o

X
M

l
3

*
3

ia
p

i
M

l
O

O
P

ft
P

ft
P

0
r
t

n
ft

3
r
t

ca
p

r
f

f
t

n
p

X
O

P
f
t

p
>

ca
fl

ft
£

A
*<

P
ia

O
ca

p
-

p
r
t

fl
p

>
2

0
3

"
n

3
*

f
t

o
3

p
3

P
C

O
P

r
t

3
"

p
-

ft
O

p
*

f
f

a
m

p
"

3
x

r
p

p
>

O
p

M
l

P
ft

*
*

r
t

f
t

3
ft

3
P

»

P
*

p
>

3

2.
3

x
r

ft
r
t

m
•<

a
£

t
r

ca
3

ft
ca

f
t

3
0

*
C

O
0

ft
ro

C
O

fl
3

3
A

a
3_

0
p

1
ft

ft
£

f
t

.
0

§
ro

o
3

3
o

»<
0

P
P

f
t

3
p

-
P

3
"

ft
p

s
o

3
B

*
3

P
-

ft C
O

r
t

C
O

ro 3
A

p
"

C
O

O

ft
r
t

3
"

M
l

p
i

8



36

Trained by a "conspiracy of mothers and aunts and grandmothers

and long-dead ancestresses" — i.e. tradition handed down

through the female line where "ali this frankness and innocence

were only an artificial product", nice girls hadn't a chance.

Newland is thinking these thoughts because he has just

became engaged to a "nice" girl and is afraid, nay, knows,
that his marriage will turn out like ali the other marriages

of that type he is familiar with. The romance is so carefully

tended in the young lady that she prefers to "think about"

going off to Europe before the conventional time rather than

actually do it. That is, the dream is more important than the

reality, and the "conspiracy" of society, embodied in other

woman who have presumably also been disillusioned but dare not

face the, fact, ensures that convention will triumph over love,

as indeed it must. As Newland pleads with May more and more,

he cannot comprehend her reluctance to give into her feelings

rather than what is correct until his relationship with a

woman who is not considered nice has begun to develop. The sim-

plicity of his old views are challenged by his perception of

the Countess's situation. She is so delightfully unfettered by

the sort of thing May yields to, and therefore is so penetrating

in her remarks. She wants a divorce because, we find out later,

she wants to be "free" for Newland. He doesn't know this but

he is in the beginning against the divorce because he still

thinks like old New York. When he sees the family and their

lawyer raise their objections, however, he immediately feels

the injustice of their views. Following orders, he talks her

out of it, only to learn the truth to his sorrow.

Like Chad Newsome in The AmbaaadoM, Archer can see the

charms of someone who is not nice in the conventional away,

a woman who has sophisticatlon and experience precisely because

she was not part of the conspiracy to become dishonestly

innocent in order to attract a husband. Both Mme. Vionnet and

Mme. Olenska have had husbands who have been unsatisfactory

and both feel that that doesn't disqualify them from society;

they are the type of charming independent woman, who is

beautifui in a more mature style, that would attract a man
disillusioned with the vacancy of a young virgin. Like Chad,
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course not ali that innocent. But the book is a portrait of

an age which the author lived through and, despite her bitter

memories, thought was worth saving. Vernon I. Parrington says:

... though she laughs at the deification of "fora"

by the Van der Luydens of Skuytercliff and the tyran-

ny of their rigid social taboos, she loves them too

well to suffer them to be forgotten by a careless ge-

neration.

The "careless generation" has begun immediately with the New

land^ son, Dallas, who has none of the qualms or need for

"mysteries" that his father had. Things are simpler for him;

he can go right in and greet Madame Olenska. But even he gives

to this father's generation credit for "knowing more about

each other's private thoughts than we ever had time to find

out about our own". It is hard not to hear the voice of the

author in these words, for

She loved old New York with that mixture of grieving

affection and protective impatience Faulkner would

later feel toward Mississippi and Saul Bellow toward

the Jewish neighborhoods of Chicago. (Irving Howe)

Newland Archer, like his creator, "cherished his old New York

even when he smiled at it". It seems there was, without irony,

good in the old ways after ali. In her autoblography, Wharton

has written:

It used to seem to me that the group in which I grew

up was like an empty vessel into which no new wine

would ever again be poured. Now I see that one of its

uses lay in preserving a few drops of an old vintage

too rare to be savored by a youthful palate.

Again we think of Dallas and the impatience of the new genera

tion. Although she was the most ruthless critic of old New
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