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INTRODUCTION
The Age of Innocence:

A NOVEL OF HISTORICAL CHANGE

As World War I (1914–1918) wound to its bitter end around Paris, her adopted home, Edith Wharton breathed a sigh of relief—and wished she could flee from the time and place that had witnessed the war’s devastation. In 1919, she began to write The Age of Innocence, a novel that allowed both Wharton and her readers to escape to another era. It takes as its setting the world into which Wharton was born, that of New York society in the 1870s. To contemporary readers, however, the novel’s importance lies not in its masterful recreation of this world but rather in its consideration, in the wake of the war, of just how much the world had changed since the 1870s, and whether such changes were for the better.
Wharton was one of many Americans who perceived the war as a deep and irreversible break with the past. As the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth, American artists, writers, and intellectuals began to consider what it meant to be “modern.” The “Great War,” as it was known in its day, forced this question to the forefront of cultural affairs. For her part, Wharton remarked that “if any one had suggested to me, before 1914, to write my reminiscences, I should have answered that my life had been too uneventful to be worth recording.” The upheaval of the war made Wharton realize that she had lived through a time of massive change—and the devastation of the war made her look to the past with an inquiring eye.
At the beginning of the twenty-first century, it is not difficult to imagine why Wharton, surrounded by changes that had brought massive technological innovation, but also a terrible war, might have been tempted to write a sentimental novel about a “simpler” past. The Age of Innocence is, in many ways, a novel about longing. And yet it is not a work of nostalgia, defined by some as a longing for a past that never existed. Rather, the longing that Wharton describes is that experienced by the novel’s protagonist, Newland Archer: a longing for cultural honesty, a desire to understand not only the strengths of the society in which one lives but also its deepest weaknesses.
Newland comes to this point of reckoning through the experience of romance. Over the course of the novel, his relationships with two women force him to choose between duty and self-fulfillment. Through this dilemma, Wharton asks readers to consider whether an era that seems “innocent” by comparison to the modern one was actually a pleasant time in which to live. Wharton satirizes the hypocrisy and pretensions of Newland’s world, but she also remains ambivalent about whether all that occurred later can be considered “progress.” From her criticism of a world left behind, and from her ambivalence toward the world in which she lives, readers gain a complex sense of the realities of historical change. More importantly, they become engaged with the deeply personal question of how to choose between two compelling desires: duty to tradition, on the one hand, and, on the other, a longing for a fulfilling, forward-looking life.
Edith Wharton: An Unconventional Woman
Edith Wharton would likely have been described by those who watched her grow up as someone who had “every advantage.” Wharton did take advantage of the benefits of material wealth, family connections, educational opportunities, and cultural experiences offered by her upbringing—and yet she did not become the sort of woman her parents wanted her to be. Though she became one of the most successful American authors of her era, she felt like a misfit for much of her early life, and only gradually became able to realize her own ideal of success.
Born Edith Newbold Jones in 1862, the author spent her youth in both America and Europe. Her parents, both members of elite New York families, found that they could enjoy a higher standard of living in Europe than in America after a post–Civil War depression put a strain on their finances. While such extended stays abroad were common in their circle, the experience seems to have had an unusual impact on young Edith, who gained not only fluency in French, German, and Italian but also a permanent sense of alienation from the U.S. Additionally, her family’s financial uncertainty, complicated by her father’s death in 1882, gave her an outsider’s take on the wealthy New York society to which her family returned.
As those made rich by the railroad and industrial expansion vied to join the highest social ranks, families like the Joneses stood guard over old traditions, including those that governed the lives of young women. Raised by governesses, and kept out of school, Edith began to read widely on her own. Soon after she “came out” as a debutante at age seventeen, she was briefly engaged to a wealthy young man. The engagement was soon broken off, reportedly because Edith proved too intellectual for the groom and his family. Despite her ongoing desire to write, and her early success at publishing poems, she did marry a “society man,” Bostonian Edward “Teddy” Wharton, when she was twenty-three. Like the wide-eyed May Welland in The Age of Innocence, Edith had been carefully guarded from the realities of sex and marriage, both of which proved to be disappointing to her.
Wharton’s biographers have deftly noted how the conflict between her family’s and husband’s expectations, on the one hand, and her literary and intellectual aspirations, on the other, resulted in severe depression. Nevertheless, she began during the early years of her marriage to carve out a life that allowed her to write and travel extensively. Her early works included a book about decorating houses, a volume of short stories, and a historical novel set in eighteenth-century Italy. When the esteemed novelist Henry James, who would become her good friend, wrote to congratulate her on that novel, he encouraged her to turn to American subjects in her next one. She took his advice, and in 1903, she began to write The House of Mirth, published serially in 1905. The novel established Wharton both as a best-selling author and as an astute portraitist of the social circle from which she had emerged.
Wharton’s success as a writer contrasted sharply with the marital difficulties she experienced as a result of Teddy’s emerging mental illness and his misuse of her money. Between 1908 and 1910, Edith had an extramarital affair with journalist Morton Fullerton, which proved to be emotionally devastating. In 1913, she divorced her husband, and by 1914, she was living permanently in France. Despite these crises, she continued to write and publish fiction, including Ethan Frome (1911) and The Custom of the Country (1913), which both—like The Age of Innocence (1920)—took marriage as their subjects.
Living in France at the time of World War I made Wharton acutely aware of her identity as an American, as well as the extensive cultural transformation in which she and others of her generation were caught up. She threw herself into raising money for war refugees and writing persuasive pieces to draw Americans into the conflict, but at the end of these heroic efforts, she felt distant from her modern surroundings. In later years, her work continued to follow a conventional style even as the trend in literary circles moved toward one of experimentation. After her death, from a stroke, in 1937, one French newspaper described her as “the last Victorian writer.” In following with this effort to relegate her to the past, a generation of critics considered her a “lesser Henry James,” one who failed to break away from outmoded aesthetic conventions. Nevertheless, as recent scholars have asserted, Edith Wharton succeeded not only in rebelling against the life her parents had once planned for her but also at writing literature that offers key insights into the era of change it chronicles.
Historical and Literary Context of The Age of Innocence
The Gilded Age, the Progressive Response, and the Beginnings of the Modern Era
The Age of Innocence begins in the era known as the Gilded Age, a time in which some Americans became wealthy at a staggeringly unprecedented rate and spent their wealth on mansions, dress, and other ostentatious displays. The formation of large-scale railroad, oil, and financing companies demanded new strategies of business and social organization, and those at the top of the corporate pyramids—like Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller, and Cornelius Vanderbilt—became rich “robber barons” in the process. Mass production took off, transforming the American economy from one driven by agriculture to one dominated by factories. Immigration rates skyrocketed, and those who came to the U.S. stepped into a country that was increasingly urban, increasingly industrial, and increasingly divided between rich and poor.
The Progressive Era, beginning in the 1890s, can be described as the search for order that emerged in response to the excesses and processes of the Gilded Age. Like Newland Archer in The Age of Innocence, who prides himself at the end of the novel on becoming a “good citizen,” many young political leaders and social reformers of this era attempted to make the U.S. a country that was empowered by its modernization rather than overwhelmed by it. Theodore Roosevelt, in fact, began his road to the White House as a political reformer who sought to end corruption in New York.
For young women in particular, the Progressive model offered a way to engage in domestically oriented social reform movements, such as temperance and suffrage, without posing a dangerous threat to traditional gender roles. This “New Woman,” who might attend college or work before marriage, took advantage of a new latitude within social constraints, but, like the bold and athletic Gibson Girl featured in popular illustrations of the era, she maintained a distinct femininity.
Progressivism was an effort on the part of those who had grown up firmly rooted in the values of the nineteenth century to preserve the worthwhile aspects of earlier times for twentieth-century Americans. But World War I, which caused wide-reaching suffering for both soldiers and civilians, seemed for many to be the final break with the Victorian world. After the war, many young Americans threw themselves heedlessly into the speakeasy culture of the Roaring Twenties, desperate to break all ties with the past.
Realism, Modernism, and the Question of Culture
To understand where Wharton and The Age of Innocence fit into these developments, it is important to see the author’s work as transitional, rather than neatly fitting into one literary category or another. Wharton’s work has often been considered realism, a style in which turn-of-the-century authors reacted against sentimental Victorian literature by prioritizing the documentation of life as it really was. Though associated with gritty portraits of urban life such as Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (1900) and Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle (1906), this literary term also applies to writers like Wharton and her friend and mentor Henry James, who focused on the upper class. Economist Thorstein Veblen’s publication of The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) coincided with an American desire to gain more insight into the workings of wealth and those who displayed it. Wharton contributed to the realist tradition by examining the psychological workings of the wealthy and the sophisticated rituals through which they upheld the social hierarchies.
Literary historians point to the years around World War I as the time in which a new way of responding to the modern world emerged in American literature: Rather than simply trying to document society realistically, a more radical approach—literary modernism—emerged. Controversial writers such as T. S. Eliot, e. e. cummings, and Gertrude Stein sought to break all ties with the past by changing, subverting, or abandoning established literary conventions. Other American writers such as Wharton, Willa Cather, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Zora Neale Hurston wrote literature that examined issues such as gender, race, and class with a modern eye, but in a voice that did not prove as difficult for readers to appreciate.
Wharton’s work, as illustrated by her capstone novel, The Age of Innocence, combines a realist’s observations of revealing detail with a modernist’s interest in questioning the meanings and practices of culture. Unlike modernists who sought to cast aside the conventions of the past, Wharton sought to document them. What she also sought to document, however, was the extent of their folly, whether it concerned the unfair treatment of women or the ridiculous lengths to which “old money” people set out to exclude the newly rich. In this respect, The Age of Innocence fits squarely within another American literary tradition—that of satire, in her case a sometimes gentle, and sometimes biting, criticism of the rituals that she portrays.



CHRONOLOGY OF EDITH WHARTON’S LIFE AND WORK

1862: Edith Newbold Jones born on January 24 in New York City.
1866–72: Travels with her family to Europe.
1882: Edith’s father, George Frederic Jones, dies; Edith is engaged for a time to Henry Leyden Stevens.
1883: Meets Edward Wharton (known as “Teddy”).
1885: Edith Jones and Edward Wharton married on April 29, 1885, in New York.
1889: Edith Wharton publishes three poems, one in Scribner’s Magazine.
1890: Short story “Mrs. Manstey’s View” published in Scribner’s.
1897: The Decoration of Houses (written with Ogden Codman) published.
1899: First book of stories, The Greater Inclination, published.
1901: Purchases 113 acres in Lenox, Mass., for The Mount; mother Lucretia Jones dies in Paris.
1902: First novel, The Valley of Decision, published; Henry James writes Edith to congratulate her, beginning of their friendship.
1905: The House of Mirth published.
1907: Meets Morton Fullerton; The Fruit of the Tree published.
1910: Moves into 53, Rue de Varenne, in Paris.
1911: Ethan Frome published.
1912: The Reef published by Appleton & Co.
1913: Divorces Teddy.
1914–18: Raises huge sums for war and refugee relief.
1916: Henry James dies in England; Edith Wharton awarded the French Legion of Honor.
1920: The Age of Innocence published by Appleton.
1921: Awarded Pulitzer Prize for fiction for The Age of Innocence.
1924: Old New York published; awarded Gold Medal by National Institute of Arts and Letters, the first woman so honored.
1929: Awarded Gold Medal by American Academy of Arts and Letters.
1934: Publishes A Backward Glance, a memoir.
1937: Dies in France at her villa, Pavillon Colombe, on August 11; buried in Versailles.



HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF The Age of Innocence

1848: Seneca Falls Conference: “Declaration of Sentiments” by leading feminists calls for equal rights for women, including the right to vote.
1861–65: U.S. Civil War.
1862: Edith Newbold Jones born on January 24 in New York City.
1863: Deadly rioting in New York City against military draft, led by Irish immigrants.
1864: Herbert Spencer publishes Principles of Biology, coining the phrase “survival of the fittest.”
1873: Financial panic begins with failure of Jay Cooke and Company, a New York investment bank; panic leads to four-year economic depression.
1877: Compromise of 1877: Federal “reconstruction” of the South ends; in return, Republican president Rutherford Hayes recognized by Democrats.
1880s: New class of wealthy evolves, led by John D. Rockefeller, who controls 90 percent of nation’s refined oil.
1886: American Federation of Labor founded, demanding eight-hour work day.
1890–1915: Progressive Era, a period of social and political reform.
1904: New York City subway opens.
1911: 146 New York garment workers die in Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire.
1913: Armory Show introduces modern art to America.
1914–18: World War I.
1919–30s: Harlem Renaissance flourishes.
1920: Nineteenth Amendment grants women the right to vote in all states; Age of Innocence published.
1920s: American writers and artists congregate in Paris and form a “lost generation.”



THE AGE OF INNOCENCE1


BOOK I




I

ON A JANUARY evening of the early seventies,1 Christine Nilsson was singing in Faust at the Academy of Music in New York.2
Though there was already talk of the erection, in remote metropolitan distances “above the Forties,” of a new Opera House which should compete in costliness and splendour with those of the great European capitals, the world of fashion was still content to reassemble every winter in the shabby red and gold boxes of the sociable old Academy. Conservatives cherished it for being small and inconvenient, and thus keeping out the “new people” whom New York was beginning to dread and yet be drawn to; and the sentimental clung to it for its historic associations, and the musical for its excellent acoustics, always so problematic a quality in halls built for the hearing of music.
It was Madame Nilsson’s first appearance that winter, and what the daily press had already learned to describe as “an exceptionally brilliant audience” had gathered to hear her, transported through the slippery, snowy streets in private broughams, in the spacious family landau, or in the humbler but more convenient “Brown coupé.”3 To come to the Opera in a Brown coupé was almost as honourable a way of arriving as in one’s own carriage; and departure by the same means had the immense advantage of enabling one (with a playful allusion to democratic principles) to scramble into the first Brown conveyance in the line, instead of waiting till the cold-and-gin congested nose of one’s own coachman gleamed under the portico of the Academy. It was one of the great livery-stableman’s most masterly intuitions to have discovered that Americans want to get away from amusement even more quickly than they want to get to it.
When Newland Archer opened the door at the back of the club box the curtain had just gone up on the garden scene. There was no reason why the young man should not have come earlier, for he had dined at seven, alone with his mother and sister, and had lingered afterward over a cigar in the Gothic library with glazed black-walnut bookcases and finial-topped chairs which was the only room in the house where Mrs. Archer allowed smoking. But, in the first place, New York was a metropolis, and perfectly aware that in metropolises it was “not the thing” to arrive early at the opera; and what was or was not “the thing” played a part as important in Newland Archer’s New York as the inscrutable totem terrors that had ruled the destinies of his forefathers thousands of years ago.
The second reason for his delay was a personal one. He had dawdled over his cigar because he was at heart a dilettante, and thinking over a pleasure to come often gave him a subtler satisfaction than its realisation. This was especially the case when the pleasure was a delicate one, as his pleasures mostly were; and on this occasion the moment he looked forward to was so rare and exquisite in quality that—well, if he had timed his arrival in accord with the prima donna’s stage-manager he could not have entered the Academy at a more significant moment than just as she was singing: “He loves me—he loves me not—he loves me!—” and sprinkling the falling daisy petals with notes as clear as dew.
She sang, of course, “M’ama!” and not “he loves me,” since an unalterable and unquestioned law of the musical world required that the German text of French operas sung by Swedish artists should be translated into Italian for the clearer understanding of English-speaking audiences. This seemed as natural to Newland Archer as all the other conventions on which his life was moulded: such as the duty of using two silverbacked brushes with his monogram in blue enamel to part his hair, and of never appearing in society without a flower (preferably a gardenia) in his buttonhole.
“M’ama…non m’ama…” the prima donna sang, and “M’ama!”, with a final burst of love triumphant, as she pressed the dishevelled daisy to her lips and lifted her large eyes to the sophisticated countenance of the little brown Faust-Capoul, who was vainly trying, in a tight purple velvet doublet and plumed cap, to look as pure and true as his artless victim.
Newland Archer, leaning against the wall at the back of the club box, turned his eyes from the stage and scanned the opposite side of the house. Directly facing him was the box of old Mrs. Manson Mingott, whose monstrous obesity had long since made it impossible for her to attend the Opera, but who was always represented on fashionable nights by some of the younger members of the family. On this occasion, the front of the box was filled by her daughter-in-law, Mrs. Lovell Mingott, and her daughter, Mrs. Welland; and slightly withdrawn behind these brocaded matrons sat a young girl in white with eyes ecstatically fixed on the stagelovers. As Madame Nilsson’s “M’ama!” thrilled out above the silent house (the boxes always stopped talking during the Daisy Song) a warm pink mounted to the girl’s cheek, mantled her brow to the roots of her fair braids, and suffused the young slope of her breast to the line where it met a modest tulle tucker fastened with a single gardenia. She dropped her eyes to the immense bouquet of lilies-of-the-valley on her knee, and Newland Archer saw her white-gloved finger-tips touch the flowers softly. He drew a breath of satisfied vanity and his eyes returned to the stage.
No expense had been spared on the setting, which was acknowledged to be very beautiful even by people who shared his acquaintance with the Opera houses of Paris and Vienna. The foreground, to the footlights, was covered with emerald green cloth. In the middle distance symmetrical mounds of woolly green moss bounded by croquet hoops formed the base of shrubs shaped like orange-trees but studded with large pink and red roses. Gigantic pansies, considerably larger than the roses, and closely resembling the floral penwipers made by female parishioners for fashionable clergymen, sprang from the moss beneath the rosetrees; and here and there a daisy grafted on a rosebranch flowered with a luxuriance prophetic of Mr. Luther Burbank’s far-off prodigies.
In the centre of this enchanted garden Madame Nilsson, in white cashmere slashed with pale blue satin, a reticule dangling from a blue girdle, and large yellow braids carefully disposed on each side of her muslin chemisette, listened with downcast eyes to M. Capoul’s impassioned wooing, and affected a guileless incomprehension of his designs whenever, by word or glance, he persuasively indicated the ground floor window of the neat brick villa projecting obliquely from the right wing.
“The darling!” thought Newland Archer, his glance flitting back to the young girl with the lilies-of-the-valley. “She doesn’t even guess what it’s all about.” And he contemplated her absorbed young face with a thrill of possessorship in which pride in his own masculine initiation was mingled with a tender reverence for her abysmal purity. “We’ll read Faust together…by the Italian lakes…” he thought, somewhat hazily confusing the scene of his projected honeymoon with the masterpieces of literature which it would be his manly privilege to reveal to his bride. It was only that afternoon that May Welland had let him guess that she “cared” (New York’s consecrated phrase of maiden avowal), and already his imagination, leaping ahead of the engagement ring, the betrothal kiss and the march from Lohengrin, pictured her at his side in some scene of old European witchery.
He did not in the least wish the future Mrs. Newland Archer to be a simpleton. He meant her (thanks to his enlightening companionship) to develop a social tact and readiness of wit enabling her to hold her own with the most popular married women of the “younger set,” in which it was the recognised custom to attract masculine homage while playfully discouraging it. If he had probed to the bottom of his vanity (as he sometimes nearly did) he would have found there the wish that his wife should be as worldly-wise and as eager to please as the married lady whose charms had held his fancy through two mildly agitated years; without, of course, any hint of the frailty which had so nearly marred that unhappy being’s life, and had disarranged his own plans for a whole winter.
How this miracle of fire and ice was to be created, and to sustain itself in a harsh world, he had never taken the time to think out; but he was content to hold his view without analysing it, since he knew it was that of all the carefully-brushed, white-waistcoated, buttonhole-flowered gentlemen who succeeded each other in the club box, exchanged friendly greetings with him, and turned their opera-glasses critically on the circle of ladies who were the product of the system. In matters intellectual and artistic Newland Archer felt himself distinctly the superior of these chosen specimens of old New York gentility; he had probably read more, thought more, and even seen a good deal more of the world, than any other man of the number. Singly they betrayed their inferiority; but grouped together they represented “New York,” and the habit of masculine solidarity made him accept their doctrine on all the issues called moral. He instinctively felt that in this respect it would be troublesome—and also rather bad form—to strike out for himself.
“Well—upon my soul!” exclaimed Lawrence Lefferts, turning his opera-glass abruptly away from the stage. 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. One had only to look at him, from the slant of his bald forehead and the curve of his beautiful fair moustache to the long patent-leather feet at the other end of his lean and elegant person, to feel that the knowledge of “form” must be congenital in any one who knew how to wear such good clothes so carelessly and carry such height with so much lounging grace. As a young admirer had once said of him: “If anybody can tell a fellow just when to wear a black tie with evening clothes and when not to, it’s Larry Lefferts.” And on the question of pumps versus patent-leather “Oxfords” his authority had never been disputed.
“My God!” he said; and silently handed his glass to old Sillerton Jackson.
Newland Archer, following Lefferts’s glance, saw with surprise that his exclamation had been occasioned by the entry of a new figure into old Mrs. Mingott’s box. It was that of a slim young woman, a little less tall than May Welland, with brown hair growing in close curls about her temples and held in place by a narrow band of diamonds. The suggestion of this headdress, which gave her what was then called a “Josephine look,”4 was carried out in the cut of the dark blue velvet gown rather theatrically caught up under her bosom by a girdle with a large old-fashioned clasp. The wearer of this unusual dress, who seemed quite unconscious of the attention it was attracting, stood a moment in the centre of the box, discussing with Mrs. Welland the propriety of taking the latter’s place in the front right-hand corner; then she yielded with a slight smile, and seated herself in line with Mrs. Welland’s sister-in-law, Mrs. Lovell Mingott, who was installed in the opposite corner.
Mr. Sillerton Jackson had returned the opera-glass to Lawrence Lefferts. The whole of the club turned instinctively, waiting to hear what the old man had to say; for old Mr. Jackson was as great an authority on “family”5 as Lawrence Lefferts was on “form.” He knew all the ramifications of New York’s cousinships; and could not only elucidate such complicated questions as that of the connection between the Mingotts (through the Thorleys) with the Dallases of South Carolina, and that of the relationship of the elder branch of Philadelphia Thorleys to the Albany Chiverses (on no account to be confused with the Manson Chiverses of University Place), but could also enumerate the leading characteristics of each family: as, for instance, the fabulous stinginess of the younger lines of Leffertses (the Long Island ones); or the fatal tendency of the Rushworths to make foolish matches; or the insanity recurring in every second generation of the Albany Chiverses, with whom their New York cousins had always refused to intermarry—with the disastrous exception of poor Medora Manson, who, as everybody knew…but then her mother was a Rushworth.
In addition to this forest of family trees, Mr. Sillerton Jackson carried between his narrow hollow temples, and under his soft thatch of silver hair, a register of most of the scandals and mysteries that had smouldered under the unruffled surface of New York society within the last fifty years. So far indeed did his information extend, and so acutely retentive was his memory, that he was supposed to be the only man who could have told you who Julius Beaufort, the banker, really was, and what had become of handsome Bob Spicer, old Mrs. Manson Mingott’s father, who had disappeared so mysteriously (with a large sum of trust money) less than a year after his marriage, on the very day that a beautiful Spanish dancer who had been delighting thronged audiences in the old Opera house on the Battery had taken ship for Cuba. But these mysteries, and many others, were closely locked in Mr. Jackson’s breast; for not only did his keen sense of honour forbid his repeating anything privately imparted, but he was fully aware that his reputation for discretion increased his opportunities of finding out what he wanted to know.
The club box, therefore, waited in visible suspense while Mr. Sillerton Jackson handed back Lawrence Lefferts’s opera-glass. For a moment he silently scrutinised the attentive group out of his filmy blue eyes overhung by old veined lids; then he gave his moustache a thoughtful twist, and said simply: “I didn’t think the Mingotts would have tried it on.”



II

NEWLAND ARCHER, DURING this brief episode, had been thrown into a strange state of embarrassment.
It was annoying that the box which was thus attracting the undivided attention of masculine New York should be that in which his betrothed was seated between her mother and aunt; and for a moment he could not identify the lady in the Empire dress, nor imagine why her presence created such excitement among the initiated. Then light dawned on him, and with it came a momentary rush of indignation. No, indeed; no one would have thought the Mingotts would have tried it on!
But they had; they undoubtedly had; for the low-toned comments behind him left no doubt in Archer’s mind that the young woman was May Welland’s cousin, the cousin always referred to in the family as “poor Ellen Olenska.” Archer knew that she had suddenly arrived from Europe a day or two previously; he had even heard from Miss Welland (not disapprovingly) that she had been to see poor Ellen, who was staying with old Mrs. Mingott. Archer entirely approved of family solidarity, and one of the qualities he most admired in the Mingotts was their resolute championship of the few black sheep that their blameless stock had produced. There was nothing mean or ungenerous in the young man’s heart, and he was glad that his future wife should not be restrained by false prudery from being kind (in private) to her unhappy cousin; but to receive Countess Olenska in the family circle was a different thing from producing her in public, at the Opera of all places, and in the very box with the young girl whose engagement to him, Newland Archer, was to be announced within a few weeks. No, he felt as old Sillerton Jackson felt; he did not think the Mingotts would have tried it on!
He knew, of course, that whatever man dared (within Fifth Avenue’s limits) that old Mrs. Manson Mingott, the Matriarch of the line, would dare. He had always admired the high and mighty old lady, who, in spite of having been only Catherine Spicer of Staten Island, with a father mysteriously discredited, and neither money nor position enough to make people forget it, had allied herself with the head of the wealthy Mingott line, married two of her daughters to “foreigners” (an Italian marquis and an English banker), and put the crowning touch to her audacities by building a large house of pale cream-coloured stone (when brown sandstone seemed as much the only wear as a frock-coat in the afternoon) in an inaccessible wilderness near the Central Park.1
Old Mrs. Mingott’s foreign daughters had become a legend. They never came back to see their mother, and the latter being, like many persons of active mind and dominating will, sedentary and corpulent in her habit, had philosophically remained at home. But the cream-coloured house (supposed to be modelled on the private hotels of the Parisian aristocracy) was there as a visible proof of her moral courage; and she throned in it, among pre-Revolutionary furniture and souvenirs of the Tuileries of Louis Napoleon (where she had shone in her middle age), as placidly as if there were nothing peculiar in living above Thirty-fourth Street, or in having French windows that opened like doors instead of sashes that pushed up.
Every one (including Mr. Sillerton Jackson) was agreed that old Catherine had never had beauty—a gift which, in the eyes of New York, justified every success, and excused a certain number of failings. Unkind people said that, like her Imperial namesake,2 she had won her way to success by strength of will and hardness of heart, and a kind of haughty effrontery that was somehow justified by the extreme decency and dignity of her private life. Mr. Manson Mingott had died when she was only twenty-eight, and had “tied up” the money with an additional caution born of the general distrust of the Spicers; but his bold young widow went her way fearlessly, mingled freely in foreign society, married her daughters in heaven knew what corrupt and fashionable circles, hobnobbed with Dukes and Ambassadors, associated familiarly with Papists, entertained Opera singers, and was the intimate friend of Mme. Taglioni; and all the while (as Sillerton Jackson was the first to proclaim) there had never been a breath on her reputation; the only respect, he always added, in which she differed from the earlier Catherine.
Mrs. Manson Mingott had long since succeeded in untying her husband’s fortune, and had lived in affluence for half a century; but memories of her early straits had made her excessively thrifty, and though, when she bought a dress or a piece of furniture, she took care that it should be of the best, she could not bring herself to spend much on the transient pleasures of the table. Therefore, for totally different reasons, her food was as poor as Mrs. Archer’s, and her wines did nothing to redeem it. Her relatives considered that the penury of her table discredited the Mingott name, which had always been associated with good living; but people continued to come to her in spite of the “made dishes” and flat champagne, and in reply to the remonstrances of her son Lovell (who tried to retrieve the family credit by having the best chef in New York) she used to say laughingly: “What’s the use of two good cooks in one family, now that I’ve married the girls and can’t eat sauces?”
Newland Archer, as he mused on these things, had once more turned his eyes toward the Mingott box. He saw that Mrs. Welland and her sister-in-law were facing their semicircle of critics with the Mingottian aplomb which old Catherine had inculcated in all her tribe, and that only May Welland betrayed, by a heightened colour (perhaps due to the knowledge that he was watching her), a sense of the gravity of the situation. As for the cause of the commotion, she sat gracefully in her corner of the box, her eyes fixed on the stage, and revealing, as she leaned forward, a little more shoulder and bosom than New York was accustomed to seeing, at least in ladies who had reasons for wishing to pass unnoticed.
Few things seemed to Newland Archer more awful than an offence against “Taste,” that far-off divinity of whom “Form” was the mere visible representative and vicegerent. Madame Olenska’s pale and serious face appealed to his fancy as suited to the occasion and to her unhappy situation; but the way her dress (which had no tucker) sloped away from her thin shoulders shocked and troubled him. He hated to think of May Welland’s being exposed to the influence of a young woman so careless of the dictates of Taste.
“After all,” he heard one of the younger men begin behind him (everybody talked through the Mephistopheles-and-Martha scenes), “after all, just what happened?”
“Well—she left him; nobody attempts to deny that.”
“He’s an awful brute, isn’t he?” continued the young enquirer, a candid Thorley, who was evidently preparing to enter the lists as the lady’s champion.
“The very worst; I knew him at Nice,” said Lawrence Lefferts with authority. “A half-paralysed white sneering fellow—rather handsome head, but eyes with a lot of lashes. Well, I’ll tell you the sort: when he wasn’t with women he was collecting china. Paying any price for both, I understand.”
There was a general laugh, and the young champion said: “Well, then—?”
“Well, then; she bolted with his secretary.”
“Oh, I see.” The champion’s face fell.
“It didn’t last long, though: I heard of her a few months later living alone in Venice. I believe Lovell Mingott went out to get her. He said she was desperately unhappy. That’s all right—but this parading her at the Opera’s another thing.”
“Perhaps,” young Thorley hazarded, “she’s too unhappy to be left at home.”
This was greeted with an irreverent laugh, and the youth blushed deeply, and tried to look as if he had meant to insinuate what knowing people called a “double entendre.”
“Well—it’s queer to have brought Miss Welland, anyhow,” some one said in a low tone, with a side-glance at Archer.
“Oh, that’s part of the campaign: Granny’s orders, no doubt,” Lefferts laughed. “When the old lady does a thing she does it thoroughly.”
The act was ending, and there was a general stir in the box. Suddenly Newland Archer felt himself impelled to decisive action. The desire to be the first man to enter Mrs. Mingott’s box, to proclaim to the waiting world his engagement to May Welland, and to see her through whatever difficulties her cousin’s anomalous situation might involve her in; this impulse had abruptly overruled all scruples and hesitations, and sent him hurrying through the red corridors to the farther side of the house.
As he entered the box his eyes met Miss Welland’s, and he saw that she had instantly understood his motive, though the family dignity which both considered so high a virtue would not permit her to tell him so. The persons of their world lived in an atmosphere of faint implications and pale delicacies, and the fact that he and she understood each other without a word seemed to the young man to bring them nearer than any explanation would have done. Her eyes said: “You see why Mamma brought me,” and his answered: “I would not for the world have had you stay away.”
“You know my niece Countess Olenska?” Mrs. Welland enquired as she shook hands with her future son-in-law. Archer bowed without extending his hand, as was the custom on being introduced to a lady; and Ellen Olenska bent her head slightly, keeping her own pale-gloved hands clasped on her huge fan of eagle feathers. Having greeted Mrs. Lovell Mingott, a large blonde lady in creaking satin, he sat down beside his betrothed, and said in a low tone: “I hope you’ve told Madame Olenska that we’re engaged? I want everybody to know—I want you to let me announce it this evening at the ball.”
Miss Welland’s face grew rosy as the dawn, and she looked at him with radiant eyes. “If you can persuade Mamma,” she said; “but why should we change what is already settled?” He made no answer but that which his eyes returned, and she added, still more confidently smiling: “Tell my cousin yourself: I give you leave. She says she used to play with you when you were children.”
She made way for him by pushing back her chair, and promptly, and a little ostentatiously, with the desire that the whole house should see what he was doing, Archer seated himself at the Countess Olenska’s side.
“We did use to play together, didn’t we?” she asked, turning her grave eyes to his. “You were a horrid boy, and kissed me once behind a door; but it was your cousin Vandie Newland, who never looked at me, that I was in love with.” Her glance swept the horse-shoe curve of boxes. “Ah, how this brings it all back to me—I see everybody here in knickerbockers and pantalettes,” she said, with her trailing slightly foreign accent, her eyes returning to his face.
Agreeable as their expression was, the young man was shocked that they should reflect so unseemly a picture of the august tribunal before which, at that very moment, her case was being tried. Nothing could be in worse taste than misplaced flippancy; and he answered somewhat stiffly: “Yes, you have been away a very long time.”
“Oh, centuries and centuries; so long,” she said, “that I’m sure I’m dead and buried, and this dear old place is heaven;” which, for reasons he could not define, struck Newland Archer as an even more disrespectful way of describing New York society.



III

IT INVARIABLY HAPPENED in the same way.
Mrs. Julius Beaufort, on the night of her annual ball, never failed to appear at the Opera; indeed, she always gave her ball on an Opera night in order to emphasise her complete superiority to household cares, and her possession of a staff of servants competent to organise every detail of the entertainment in her absence.
The Beauforts’ house was one of the few in New York that possessed a ball-room (it antedated even Mrs. Manson Mingott’s and the Headly Chiverses’); and at a time when it was beginning to be thought “provincial” to put a “crash” over the drawing-room floor and move the furniture upstairs, the possession of a ball-room that was used for no other purpose, and left for three-hundred-and-sixty-four days of the year to shuttered darkness, with its gilt chairs stacked in a corner and its chandelier in a bag; this undoubted superiority was felt to compensate for whatever was regrettable in the Beaufort past.
Mrs. Archer, who was fond of coining her social philosophy into axioms, had once said: “We all have our pet common people—” and though the phrase was a daring one, its truth was secretly admitted in many an exclusive bosom. But the Beauforts were not exactly common; some people said they were even worse. Mrs. Beaufort belonged indeed to one of America’s most honoured families; she had been the lovely Regina Dallas (of the South Carolina branch), a penniless beauty introduced to New York society by her cousin, the imprudent Medora Manson, who was always doing the wrong thing from the right motive. When one was related to the Mansons and the Rushworths one had a “droit de cité”1 (as Mr. Sillerton Jackson, who had frequented the Tuileries, called it) in New York society; but did one not forfeit it in marrying Julius Beaufort?
The question was: who was Beaufort? He passed for an Englishman, was agreeable, handsome, ill-tempered, hospitable and witty. He had come to America with letters of recommendation from old Mrs. Manson Mingott’s English son-in-law, the banker, and had speedily made himself an important position in the world of affairs; but his habits were dissipated, his tongue was bitter, his antecedents were mysterious; and when Medora Manson announced her cousin’s engagement to him it was felt to be one more act of folly in poor Medora’s long record of imprudences.
But folly is as often justified of her children as wisdom, and two years after young Mrs. Beaufort’s marriage it was admitted that she had the most distinguished house in New York. No one knew exactly how the miracle was accomplished. She was indolent, passive, the caustic even called her dull; but dressed like an idol, hung with pearls, growing younger and blonder and more beautiful each year, she throned in Mr. Beaufort’s heavy brownstone palace, and drew all the world there without lifting her jewelled little finger. The knowing people said it was Beaufort himself who trained the servants, taught the chef new dishes, told the gardeners what hot-house flowers to grow for the dinner-table and the drawing-rooms, selected the guests, brewed the after-dinner punch and dictated the little notes his wife wrote to her friends. If he did, these domestic activities were privately performed, and he presented to the world the appearance of a careless and hospitable millionaire strolling into his own drawing-room with the detachment of an invited guest, and saying: “My wife’s gloxinias are a marvel, aren’t they? I believe she gets them out from Kew.”
Mr. Beaufort’s secret, people were agreed, was the way he carried things off. It was all very well to whisper that he had been “helped” to leave England by the international banking-house in which he had been employed; he carried off that rumour as easily as the rest—though New York’s business conscience was no less sensitive than its moral standard—he carried everything before him, and all New York into his drawing-rooms, and for over twenty years now people had said they were “going to the Beauforts’” with the same tone of security as if they had said they were going to Mrs. Manson Mingott’s, and with the added satisfaction of knowing they would get hot canvas-back ducks and vintage wines, instead of tepid Veuve Clicquot without a year and warmed-up croquettes from Philadelphia.
Mrs. Beaufort, then, had as usual appeared in her box just before the Jewel Song; and when, again as usual, she rose at the end of the third act, drew her opera cloak about her lovely shoulders, and disappeared, New York knew that meant that half an hour later the ball would begin.
The Beaufort house was one that New Yorkers were proud to show to foreigners, especially on the night of the annual ball. The Beauforts had been among the first people in New York to own their own red velvet carpet and have it rolled down the steps by their own footmen, under their own awning, instead of hiring it with the supper and the ball-room chairs. They had also inaugurated the custom of letting the ladies take their cloaks off in the hall, instead of shuffling up to the hostess’s bedroom and recurling their hair with the aid of the gas-burner; Beaufort was understood to have said that he supposed all his wife’s friends had maids who saw to it that they were properly coiffées when they left home.
Then the house had been boldly planned with a ball-room, so that, instead of squeezing through a narrow passage to get to it (as at the Chiverses’) one marched solemnly down a vista of enfiladed drawing-rooms (the sea-green, the crimson and the bouton d’or), seeing from afar the many-candled lustres reflected in the polished parquetry, and beyond that the depths of a conservatory where camellias and tree-ferns arched their costly foliage over seats of black and gold bamboo.
Newland Archer, as became a young man of his position, strolled in somewhat late. He had left his overcoat with the silk-stockinged footmen (the stockings were one of Beaufort’s few fatuities), had dawdled a while in the library hung with Spanish leather and furnished with Buhl and malachite, where a few men were chatting and putting on their dancing-gloves, and had finally joined the line of guests whom Mrs. Beaufort was receiving on the threshold of the crimson drawing-room.
Archer was distinctly nervous. He had not gone back to his club after the Opera (as the young bloods usually did), but, the night being fine, had walked for some distance up Fifth Avenue before turning back in the direction of the Beauforts’ house. He was definitely afraid that the Mingotts might be going too far, that, in fact, they might have Granny Mingott’s orders to bring the Countess Olenska to the ball.
From the tone of the club box he had perceived how grave a mistake that would be; and, though he was more than ever determined to “see the thing through,” he felt less chivalrously eager to champion his betrothed’s cousin than before their brief talk at the Opera.
Wandering on to the bouton d’or drawing-room (where Beaufort had had the audacity to hang “Love Victorious,” the much-discussed nude of Bouguereau) Archer found Mrs. Welland and her daughter standing near the ball-room door. Couples were already gliding over the floor beyond: the light of the wax candles fell on revolving tulle skirts, on girlish heads wreathed with modest blossoms, on the dashing aigrettes and ornaments of the young married women’s coiffures, and on the glitter of highly glazed shirt-fronts and fresh glacé gloves.
Miss Welland, evidently about to join the dancers, hung on the threshold, her lilies-of-the-valley in her hand (she carried no other bouquet), her face a little pale, her eyes burning with a candid excitement. A group of young men and girls were gathered about her, and there was much hand-clasping, laughing and pleasantry on which Mrs. Welland, standing slightly apart, shed the beam of a qualified approval. It was evident that Miss Welland was in the act of announcing her engagement, while her mother affected the air of parental reluctance considered suitable to the occasion.
Archer paused a moment. It was at his express wish that the announcement had been made, and yet it was not thus that he would have wished to have his happiness known. To proclaim it in the heat and noise of a crowded ball-room was to rob it of the fine bloom of privacy which should belong to things nearest the heart. His joy was so deep that this blurring of the surface left its essence untouched; but he would have liked to keep the surface pure too. It was something of a satisfaction to find that May Welland shared this feeling. Her eyes fled to his beseechingly, and their look said: “Remember, we’re doing this because it’s right.”
No appeal could have found a more immediate response in Archer’s breast; but he wished that the necessity of their action had been represented by some ideal reason, and not simply by poor Ellen Olenska. The group about Miss Welland made way for him with significant smiles, and after taking his share of the felicitations he drew his betrothed into the middle of the ball-room floor and put his arm about her waist.
“Now we shan’t have to talk,” he said, smiling into her candid eyes, as they floated away on the soft waves of the Blue Danube.
She made no answer. Her lips trembled into a smile, but the eyes remained distant and serious, as if bent on some ineffable vision. “Dear,” Archer whispered, pressing her to him: it was borne in on him that the first hours of being engaged, even if spent in a ball-room, had in them something grave and sacramental. What a new life it was going to be, with this whiteness, radiance, goodness at one’s side!
The dance over, the two, as became an affianced couple, wandered into the conservatory; and sitting behind a tall screen of tree-ferns and camellias Newland pressed her gloved hand to his lips.
“You see I did as you asked me to,” she said.
“Yes: I couldn’t wait,” he answered smiling. After a moment he added: “Only I wish it hadn’t had to be at a ball.”
“Yes, I know.” She met his glance comprehendingly. “But after all—even here we’re alone together, aren’t we?”
“Oh, dearest—always!” Archer cried.
Evidently she was always going to understand; she was always going to say the right thing. The discovery made the cup of his bliss overflow, and he went on gaily: “The worst of it is that I want to kiss you and I can’t.” As he spoke he took a swift glance about the conservatory, assured himself of their momentary privacy, and catching her to him laid a fugitive pressure on her lips. To counteract the audacity of this proceeding he led her to a bamboo sofa in a less secluded part of the conservatory, and sitting down beside her broke a lily-of-the-valley from her bouquet. She sat silent, and the world lay like a sunlit valley at their feet.
“Did you tell my cousin Ellen?” she asked presently, as if she spoke through a dream.
He roused himself, and remembered that he had not done so. Some invincible repugnance to speak of such things to the strange foreign woman had checked the words on his lips.
“No—I hadn’t the chance after all,” he said, fibbing hastily.
“Ah.” She looked disappointed, but gently resolved on gaining her point. “You must, then, for I didn’t either, and I shouldn’t like her to think—”
“Of course not. But aren’t you, after all, the person to do it?”
She pondered on this. “If I’d done it at the right time, yes: but now that there’s been a delay I think you must explain that I’d asked you to tell her at the Opera, before our speaking about it to everybody here. Otherwise she might think I had forgotten her. You see, she’s one of the family, and she’s been away so long that she’s rather—sensitive.”
Archer looked at her glowingly. “Dear and great angel! Of course I’ll tell her.” He glanced a trifle apprehensively toward the crowded ball-room. “But I haven’t seen her yet. Has she come?”
“No; at the last minute she decided not to.”
“At the last minute?” he echoed, betraying his surprise that she should ever have considered the alternative possible.
“Yes. She’s awfully fond of dancing,” the young girl answered simply. “But suddenly she made up her mind that her dress wasn’t smart enough for a ball, though we thought it so lovely; and so my aunt had to take her home.”
“Oh, well—” said Archer with happy indifference. Nothing about his betrothed pleased him more than her resolute determination to carry to its utmost limit that ritual of ignoring the “unpleasant” in which they had both been brought up.
“She knows as well as I do,” he reflected, “the real reason of her cousin’s staying away; but I shall never let her see by the least sign that I am conscious of there being a shadow of a shade on poor Ellen Olenska’s reputation.”
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