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INTRODUCTION

On the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month of 1918, the guns fell silent. World War I came to an end, and the preparations for peace began. Yet despite the Allied nations’ sense of relief and gratitude, even happiness had its melancholy aspect. Old orders had fallen in this first “world” war: dreams had been demolished; the world had been irrevocably changed; and no artist understood the contradictions and complexities of the war and its “tragic victory” more keenly or comprehensively than the great American novelist, Edith Wharton. She recorded her vivid reaction in Fighting France (1915): “It is one of the most detestable things about war,” she wrote, “that everything connected with it, except the death and ruin that result, is such a heightening of life, so visually stimulating and absorbing. ‘It was gay and terrible,’ is the phrase forever recurring in [Tolstoy’s novel] ‘War and Peace.’ ”

Edith Wharton began drafting The Age of Innocence almost as soon as the gunfire had finished, and the narrative assumed its final form only fourteen months later. In many ways, this was Wharton’s “war novel”: it was a salute to the new age and a memorial to the age departed; but most of all, it was a study of the complex, intimate connections between social cohesion and individual growth, and its insights were saddened, deepened, and enriched by Edith Wharton’s own recent acquaintance with conflict and devastation.

Never tainted by sentiment, most of Wharton’s narratives explore the uncertain terrain between two opposite dangers. At one extreme there is anarchy, the eradication of all systems of order. Wharton’s first novel, The Valley of Decision, a saga of Napoleonic uprisings in Italy, had depicted the chaotic results: “Man was free at last—freer than his would-be liberators had ever dreamed of making him—and he used his freedom like a beast!” At the other extreme there is stifling, suffocating repression; well-known masterpieces like The House of Mirth and Ethan  Frome depict the potentially fatal consequences. Yet if both of these extremes are lethal, the territory between them is filled with uncertainty, and it can never offer more than partial answers to our human problems and mortal woes. Edith Wharton consistently held that the notion of “perfect” happiness—like that of “perfect” freedom—is nothing but an alluring phantom that leads us to inevitable destruction; and virtually all of her prewar fictions center upon the individual dilemma of discovering and accepting some form of partial (and necessarily imperfect ) happiness.

The new dimension introduced by the First World War was a concern for the survival not merely of individual men and women, but of a culture—an entire society. Just before the war began—and throughout its duration—Wharton educated herself in the fields of archaeology and anthropology. She learned about ancient and primitive cultures; but perhaps most important, she also realized with new clarity that cultures can die, become “ex tinct,” like species who have failed the test of evolution. Unlike any other experience in her life, the war demonstrated what happens when an entire society and its traditions are subjected to unrelenting assault. The war’s conclusion had revealed France’s heroic ability to withstand this assault—to endure and even to grow stronger. Yet it had disclosed very little about the fortitude of Edith Wharton’s native land, the United States, which had refused to enter the war until shortly before its conclusion. What might be America’s sources of strength? What elements of American culture could provide not merely real happiness for individuals, but enduring strength for this still-unproven nation?

Wharton’s experiences during the war changed her forever; and it is no accident that The Age of Innocence is a post-Civil War novel, set in the 1870s, but designed to discover those cultural strengths that might enable America to survive the postwar years of the 1920s.

 

Wharton, who resided in Europe permanently after her divorce in 1913, had taken up residence in Paris; for the already renowned author, these war years were not a time of artistic creativity. Instead, she turned her energies to working for the Allied cause, and in this, as in so many things, she was prodigiously energetic and exceptionally successful. Indeed, her achievements were so remarkable that in 1916 she was made a chevalier of the French Legion of Honor, probably the most notable award for her work, but only one of many. Throughout the conflict, Edith Wharton played an extraordinary role in providing help and support for civilians and soldiers alike.

Shortly after war broke out, Wharton became head of the American Hostels for Refugees. Always astute in her own professional matters, but without any prior experience in the general world of business, she was now the chief executive officer of a large international organization. The hostels ministered to the many thousands of displaced persons who poured into Paris weekly—providing them with housing, food, medical care, jobs (or, when necessary, job training), child care, eventually even a hospital specifically for tubercular patients. As the director of this organization for four years, Wharton worked to exhaustion, often imperiling her own health. During this time she put her novel-writing career almost entirely aside, publishing only one full-length work, Summer (1917). However, she did not stop writing altogether, for in addition to administering this immense network of patriotic charities and raising the money to support them, she became an excellent war correspondent.

In Fighting France, the descriptions of Paris—a city that was sometimes giddy with the unique urgency of men preparing for the front, but often engulfed in leaden melancholy—enable us to understand the passionate sensitivity that had propelled Wharton into such remarkable activity:Wherever one goes, in every quarter and at every hour, among the busy confident strongly-stepping Parisians one sees these other people, dazed and slowly moving—men and women with sordid bundles on their backs, shuffling along hesitatingly in their tattered shoes, children dragging at their hands and tired-out babies pressed against their shoulders: the great army of the Refugees. Their faces are unmistakable and unforgettable. No one who  has ever caught that stare of dumb bewilderment—or that other look of concentrated horror, full of the reflection of flames and ruins—can shake off the obsession of the Refugees.





Many things were exceptional about Wharton’s exertions during the war, but one thread runs throughout. She was in no sense of the word a society “do-gooder”: for Edith Wharton, these Allied soldiers and refugees were complex people whose joys and horrors she felt as keenly as her own. In No Gifts from Chance (Scribner’s, 1994), one of Wharton’s biographers, Shari Benstock, has recorded an unforgettable tale.

A woman, “Mme Marguerite M.,” had spent fourteen months in a straw kennel in a German prison with some five thousand civilian prisoners. During that time, she received the news that her husband, a soldier, had died in a military prison camp. She watched her seven-year-old daughter die before her eyes. She heard the screams of her sister, lodged in an adjoining kennel, as she was raped by German officers in front of her two children. The sister died; her children were taken away and never seen again. “Mme Marguerite M.” fell ill with grief and, thinking her insane, the guards released her. Discovered in a Paris railway station by a policeman, she was sent to one of the hostels’ rest homes. “She had been there for several weeks when I first saw her,” Edith wrote, “but even then I could not wonder that her gaolers thought her mad. Today, she is quiet and has recovered her self-control; but she remains an irreparable wreck, a wasted life. . . . I could tell of many others like her.



Few learned more immediately and circumstantially than Edith Wharton that the battle lines of war do not begin and end somewhere “out there,” somewhere “far away,” in some archetypal field where heroic young men vie with each other for “honor.” War is “gay”; but it is also “terrible”: it disrupts our fundamental harmonies; and if war can produce exhilaration, energy, and a sense of purpose, it can also threaten all of us with despair and madness.

Having seen the “reflection of flames and ruins” in the faces of her refugees, Wharton determined to witness combat firsthand. During 1915, she made several trips to the front, walked the lines, spoke with the soldiers, and meditated upon the fragility of that always uncertain balance between coherence and chaos. Often, she had a specific mission to fulfill, such as delivering supplies to hospitals and inspecting the conditions in them. Sometimes, the plight of orphaned children commanded her attention, as another of her biographers, R. W. B. Lewis, attests:Like the older refugees, they arrived sick with privation and filth, and stupid with terror: one child had been rescued from a farm where she had been left alone without food for five days; two other girls were lifted from the arms of their dead father. They were bathed, clothed and fed, and turned out into the garden to play. The [hastily assembled accommodations were] so successful that the Belgian government asked if Mme. Wharton could take in another six hundred. [Soon] the Children of Flanders Rescue Committee . . . was running an organization almost as large as that of the American Hostels.





Eventually, the plight of individual refugees became an almost familiar horror.

What these sojourns along the front revealed in addition was a larger horror—wholesale, systematic destruction: villages lev eled as part of a scorched-earth policy; the helpless—women, the elderly, children—brutalized “for fun.” These were calculated steps in the campaign to annihilate a nation’s civilization, and thereby to destroy its will to resist.

As Wharton repeatedly asserted throughout Fighting France, the enemy’s ultimate intent was to eradicate the Allies’ sense of community. In village after village,

one had . . . most hauntingly, the vision of all the separate terrors, anguishes, uprootings and rendings apart involved in the destruction of the obscurest of human communities. The photographs on the walls, the twigs of withered box above the crucifixes, the old wedding-dresses in brass-clamped trunks, the bundles of letters laboriously written and as painfully deciphered, all the thousand and one bits of the past that give meaning and continuity to the present.



Thus it is perhaps not surprising that she also remarked upon a “domestic” impulse among the soldiers at the front. Men who lived with uncertainty, men who had marched and fought across the scarred countryside, men who risked mutilation and death —these were also men who repeatedly put together makeshift homes and villages.

The houses are partly underground, connected by deep winding “bowels” over which light rustic bridges have been thrown, and so profoundly roofed with sod that as much of them as shows above ground is shell-proof. Yet they are real houses, with real doors and windows. . . . In other cheery catacombs we found neat rows of bunks, mess-tables, sizzling sauce-pans over kitchen-fires. Everywhere were endless ingenuities.



It seemed to Wharton that the impulse to establish community had become an indispensable component of sanity at the front. Thus as quickly as the enemy destroyed those trivial mementos which, when taken together, had created a “past,” new connections and new mementos were assembled to take their place. What she observed and reported, then, was the soldiers’ resolute determination to establish a network of relationships and home like spaces—society’s most primitive response to the threat of extermination.

Edith Wharton was fifty-three when she witnessed the panorama of violence and brutality that had given rise to this domesticity in the trenches. The bold concern that had led her to the front lines and the vigorous ingenuity with which she had taken charge of Allied charities would have been unusual for anyone; for a woman—and especially for a woman of Wharton’s age and circumstances—they were extraordinary. Not only had her background failed to prepare her for it; everything in the world of her childhood had explicitly forbidden any such bold and resourceful behavior.

 

Wharton was born Edith Newbold Jones on January 24, 1862. Her parents were distinguished members of an exclusive coterie  with inherited money and social privilege, a compact realm called “Old New York.”

If any Americans can be said to have aristocratic origins, Edith Wharton would have a plausible claim to such lineage: her great-grandfather, Ebenezer Stevens, had participated in the Boston Tea Party. Later, as an officer in the Revolutionary War, he took part in the victories of Saratoga and Yorktown, and his ingenious maneuvers were said to have been responsible for foiling the British blockade at Annapolis. Although he settled in New York and pursued a very profitable career as an East Indies merchant after the war, he continued to act upon his sense of civic duty. Thus even while in business, he also distinguished himself in numerous areas of public service: he went on confidential missions for both the French and American governments and served on innumerable committees for the city of New York. Edith Wharton admired General Stevens for his cunning, his success, and his high sense of honor. She commemorated him by naming her home in Lenox “The Mount”—the same name that Great-Grandfather Stevens had given to his own country home; and in her autobiography, A Backward Glance, she described her illustrious ancestor at great length, explaining:If I have dwelt too long on the career of this model citizen it is because of a secret partiality for him. . . . I like above all the abounding energy, the swift adaptability and the joie de vivre  which hurried him from one adventure to another, with war, commerce and domesticity (he had two wives and fourteen children). . . . But perhaps I feel nearest to him when I look at my eagle andirons, and think of the exquisite polychrome mantels that he found the time to bring all the way from Italy, to keep company with the orange-trees on his terrace.

 

 

Wharton took deep pleasure in her distant kinsman’s aesthetic sensibility; she respected his ability to combine militant energy and business acumen with familial devotion and peacetime public service; indeed, to some extent her emulation of him, even her identification with him in her own active adult life, seems to have gone well beyond merely the naming of her home after his. 





Yet if General Ebenezer Stevens provided inspiration for his great-granddaughter (and perhaps especially so during and after the tumultuous years of World War I), he was a distant and indistinct role model. The more immediate influences in Wharton’s life had been her parents and their friends; and the Old New York of Edith Jones Wharton’s youth was a society that had generally fallen away from its era of bold vigor and active virtue. True, a few of its members still attempted to live as vitally as Ebenezer Stevens had lived, and contributed in large and small ways to the honor and betterment of their community. In Wharton’s estimation, Theodore Roosevelt, a deeply respected personal friend, exemplified the best of such citizens. Yet far too many in this privileged class had become enervated and complacent—narrow and rigid and sometimes pointlessly punitive. By the time Edith Jones was born, the once-vibrant little world of Old New York provided a generally stifling environment, even for men; and for women, its mores had become suffocating.

The author’s father, George Frederic Jones, received an abundant allowance until his father died; then he inherited a substantial fortune. By all accounts he was a kind and generous man; his talented daughter was devoted to him. Yet his life betrayed no force or direction. He never worked for a living, and he occupied his time with the leisurely hobbies of his set—“sea-fishing, boat-racing and wild-fowl shooting.” Insofar as he had faults, they were sins of omission: indifference and the propensity to be dominated by the strong will of his wife.

Although the author’s mother, Lucretia Rhinelander Jones, could boast a distinguished heritage, she had been reared in comparatively straitened circumstances: her father had died at the age of thirty, leaving his young widow and their four children dependent upon the generosity of the family. Lucretia was a great beauty in her youth, and when she married George Jones, she could finally afford to indulge that beauty. The couple took an extended European vacation for their honeymoon, and Edith Wharton later recorded the tales she had been told of their early married life and especially of their initial trip to Paris: [Mother’s] sloping shoulders and slim waist were becomingly set off by the wonderful gowns brought home from that first visit to the capital of fashion. All this happened years before I was born; but the tradition of elegance was never abandoned, and . . . [eventually] I shared the excitement caused by the annual arrival of the “trunk from Paris,” and the enchantment of seeing one resplendent dress after another shaken out of its tissue-paper. Once, when I was a small child, my mother’s younger sister, my beautiful and serious-minded Aunt Mary Newbold, asked me, with edifying interest: “What would you like to be when you grow up?” and on my replying in all good faith, and with a dutiful air: “The best-dressed woman in New York,” she uttered the horrified cry: “Oh, don’t say that, darling!” to which I could only rejoin in wonder: “But, Auntie, you know Mamma is.”





Lucretia and George Jones were gregarious; they very much enjoyed entertaining; and it is rumored that the expression “Keeping up with the Joneses” was coined to describe the splendid social enthusiasm of Edith Jones Wharton’s parents!

The home of such parents would seem to offer a daughter at least the promise of lighthearted, social-butterfly fun. Yet the reality was far from fun for the daughter of the Jones household. Lucretia’s two older children, both boys, had been born thirteen and fifteen years earlier than their sister, and Edith appears to have been an unplanned and largely unwelcome addition to the family. Mother made no secret of the fact that she preferred her sons.

Toward her daughter, Lucretia was disapproving and distant; she was inclined to ridicule everything from the child’s red hair and supposedly “big feet” to her serious nature. When the little girl’s literary talents emerged (as they did at a very young age), Lucretia’s reaction was one of fascinated horror. And when her daughter actually began to write tentative fiction, Lucretia’s response was to stifle the impulse as sternly as possible:It was not thought necessary to feed my literary ambitions with foolscap, and for lack of paper I was driven to begging for the wrappings of the parcels delivered at the house. After a while these were regarded as belonging to me, and I always kept a stack  in my room. It never occurred to me to fold and cut the big brown sheets, and I used to spread them on the floor and travel over them on my hands and knees.





Thus while Edith Wharton ultimately voiced admiration for her mother’s beauty and sense of taste and for her fastidious attention to the elegance of precise language, she had few other positive recollections of “Mamma”; indeed, the adult author consistently described Mamma’s manner with images of icy coldness, as indifferent at best and at worst contemptuous. A mother with Lucretia’s hostile habits would have been difficult under any circumstances; in the atmosphere of Old New York, her attitude reinforced the effect of an environment already infected with pernicious elements.

All of Wharton’s childhood memories, then, acknowledge a peculiar mixture of strengths and deficiencies in the society into which she had been born.

On the one hand, many of the ancient values remained: the honor, loyalty, and devotion to family that had characterized Ebenezer Stevens’s life could still be discerned in the lives of his descendants. Old New York’s merits, Wharton would assert,lay in upholding two standards of importance in any community, that of education and good manners, and of scrupulous probity in business and private affairs. New York has always been a commercial community, and in my infancy the merits and defects of its citizens were those of a mercantile middle class. The first duty of such a class was to maintain a strict standard of uprightness in affairs; and the gentlemen of my father’s day did maintain it, whether in the law, in banking, shipping, or wholesale commercial enterprises. . . . I should say that the qualities justifying the existence of our old society were social amenity and financial incorruptibility.





On the other hand, however, Old New York had become unimaginative and lethargic and potentially rigid in the exercise of these virtues.

A little world so well-ordered and well-to-do does not often produce either eagles or fanatics, and both seem to have been conspicuously absent from the circle in which my forebears moved. . . . Conformity is the bane of middle-class communities. . . . Looking back at that little world, and remembering the “hoard of petty maxims” with which its elders preached down every sort of initiative, I have often wondered at such lassitude in the descendants of the men who first cleared a place for themselves in a new world. What had become of the spirit of the . . . revolutionaries?



It was, perhaps, precisely this conformity that the potential author Edith Jones found most personally oppressive.

Her parents and their friends were not interested in music or the visual arts; they regarded authors as potentially dangerous, “bohemian” individuals—people to be excluded from polite circles. Paradoxically, Old New Yorkers had a deep reverence for beauty; however, they fixed their veneration almost entirely upon the appearance of their children—and especially, of course, upon their daughters.

In that simple society there was an almost pagan worship of physical beauty, and the first question asked about any youthful new-comer on the social scene was invariably: “Is she pretty?” or: “Is he handsome?”—for good looks were as much prized in young men as in maidens. . . . Most vivid is my memory of the picturesque archery club meetings. . . . And a pretty sight the meeting was, with parents and elders seated in a semicircle on the turf behind the lovely archeresses in floating silks or muslins, with their wide leghorn hats, and heavy veils flung back only at the moment of aiming. These veils are associated with all the summer festivities of my childhood. . . . No grace was rated as high as “a complexion.” . . . Beauty was unthinkable without “a complexion,” and to defend that treasure against sun and wind and the arch-enemy sea air, veils as thick as curtains . . . were habitually worn.



Other than its respect for youthful grace, this society’s capacity to appreciate beauty had become almost comically circumscribed.

Young couples often acquired elaborately framed oil copies of the “old masters” while on their European honeymoon; young matrons sometimes collected china or old lace; and when newlyweds settled down, they generally lived in houses whose interiors were so uncomfortable and formal that the very rooms themselves seemed to have been upholstered. Such were their notions of culture and taste.

In this environment, young women had a specific and ruthlessly prescribed relationship to beauty: they were meant to become, themselves, supremely beautiful objects. Thus the veiling that protected young archeresses can be taken to represent a more general practice of confinement and prohibition. Young women were intended to be beautiful. Creating beauty—becoming an artist—writing novels! (For money!) These would have been unsavory pursuits even in a man; in a woman, they were utterly unthinkable!

Thus in the world of Edith Jones Wharton’s girlhood—that is, the world in which she set her great novel The Age of Innocence—the acceptable course for a young woman’s life was as rigid as her corsets (which could stand by themselves); the expectations and prospects in life of a proper young man were almost equally limited; and the result was mutilating—potentially lethal—to the spirit of both men and women.

 

In Edith Wharton’s own life, gaining freedom from the constrictions of this world and overcoming the particular patterns of meanness that had dominated her mother’s house were feats of heroic strength. The account of her personal struggle is, itself, an engrossing narrative that can offer insight and inspiration to all of us, even today.

Perhaps it is not surprising that at the beginning of her writing career, it was the deficiencies of Old New York—and particularly the scarcity of options for talented and vigorous women in these circumstances—that dominated Edith Wharton’s imagination. As I have elsewhere written: “The little girl had spent years watching in rapt wonder as Mother’s annual box of dresses from Paris was opened. She had a hunger for beauty in all its forms and must have been unnaturally susceptible to an image  of the woman as a beautiful work of art.” Little by little, however, Wharton became “confident that ‘doing’ was a source of strength, while ‘being’ merely diminished individual resources. Yes, there were objective problems that confronted the woman who chose to create beauty; but on balance, writing offered no intrinsic obstacle to emotional intimacy . . . , and it offered strengths that could be found nowhere else.”

Early short stories like “The Muse’s Tragedy” and “The Valley of Childish Things and Other Emblems” explore the tragic consequences of the injunction to “be” rather than the encouragement to “do”; in this early fiction, Wharton often paid particular attention to the relationship between women and beauty or art, even as she was becoming more and more determined to realize her own full potential as an active and successful artist. The most magnificent and complex exploration of this tragic “feminine” heritage is Wharton’s first New York novel (and one of her finest pieces of fiction), The House of Mirth (1905); its heroine, Lily Bart, suffers the ruinous consequences of a tradition that has allowed its females only one responsibility, that of becoming the embodiment of beauty and artistic perfection, and only one “career,” that of marrying well.

Yet this account of Wharton’s indictment of the world from which she had come is in some ways misleading. She always had an abhorrence of glib “solutions” to difficult problems; thus her condemnation of Old New York’s narrowness was consistently balanced by her appreciation of the difficulties encountered in any attempt to discover practical alternatives. She had little interest in flamboyant acts of individual daring: she never admired defiance for its own sake, nor did she believe that any person could find “fulfillment” entirely free from the burden of social constraints.

In Wharton’s judgment, the relationship between self and society was intrinsic and inescapable; to become a mature “self”—a fulfilled and happy adult—everyone (both male and female) must have rewarding and viable social roles to play. Moreover, she believed that an individual’s failure to find some genuinely meaningful place in a vital and admirable community would ultimately have fatal consequences: exclusion from the society of  significant others was tantamount to some form of death. Thus the seductive desires for “absolute personal fulfillment” or “ut ter freedom” could never be more than alluring, lethal phantoms; and anyone who pursued such illusions would find only catastrophe.

Insofar as Wharton’s novels have “happy endings,” the happiness is circumscribed because (as she often observed) in real life, joy always is limited. The real challenge that confronts each man and woman, then, can never be that of finding perfect happiness; rather, it must be that of creating some form of possible  happiness—achieving self-respect and the partial realization of one’s hopes and aspirations. In this life, no one can expect more.

Wharton’s understanding of the human condition, always balanced and sober, was deeply affected by her experiences during World War I. The American novelists whom we usually associate with the mood of disillusionment following the war were younger than Wharton because it was generally only the young, like Fitzgerald and Hemingway, who had witnessed its carnage firsthand. Edith Wharton was unique: she could remember the “old ways” of the post-Civil War world that had comprised her childhood in New York; yet she could understand the “new ways” too. She could share the “lost generation” ’s disenchantment and even understand their sense of betrayal during the 1920’s; yet perhaps as a consequence of her maturity, this confrontation with the melancholy realities of destruction led not to despair, but rather to a more complex understanding of the human condition and a more fully developed sense of compassion.

While Edith Wharton watched the French continue to fight despite the privation and devastation they had suffered, she mar veled at their resilience and strength as a nation. “In great trials a race is tested by its values,” she wrote, “and the war has shown the world what are the real values of France.” She wondered how had it been possible for the people of this embattled country to survive, to be strong, to endure; and she concluded that it was because they had preserved their sense of “larger meanings”: “They have understood life to be made up of many things past and to come, of renunciation as well as satisfaction, of  traditions as well as experiments, of dying as much as of living.”

France had triumphed over war because of its honesty, its realistic sense of values, and its devotion to a coherent set of traditions. “The whole civilian part of the nation seems merged in one symbolic figure,” Wharton observed in Fighting France, “carrying help and hope to the fighters or passionately bent above the wounded. The devotion, the self-denial seem instinctive; but they are really based on a reasoned knowledge of the situation and on an unflinching estimate of values. All France knows today that real ‘life’ consists in the things that make it worth living.”

In the end, Wharton’s experiences during World War I affirmed a powerful but paradoxical truth. There must always be a balance between “renunciation” and “satisfaction”: personal happiness depends upon the survival of the community; yet the survival of the community depends upon the willingness of each individual to surrender some portion of his or her own personal gratification to the general good. Without this balance, both individual rights and civilized communal existence will be lost.

Thus while the young American novelists of the postwar generation danced into the hectic frenzy of the jazz age, with its “free” love and its endless, giddy quest for pleasure, Edith Wharton embraced maturity. In a short, postwar book entitled  French Ways and Their Meaning (1919), she recollected a conversation with William Dean Howells that had occurred in 1906:We had been talking of that strange exigency of the American public which compels the dramatist (if he wishes to be played) to wind up his play, whatever its point of departure, with the “happy-ever-after” of the fairy-tales. . . .

“Yes,” said Mr. Howells; “what the American public wants is  a tragedy with a happy ending. . . .”

“A tragedy with a happy ending” is exactly what the child wants before he goes to sleep . . . , but as long as he needs it he remains a child, and the world he lives in is a nursery-world. Things are not always and everywhere well with the world, and each man has to find it out as he grows up. It is the finding out that makes him grow, and until he has faced the fact and digested the lesson he is not grown up. . . .

The same thing is true of countries and peoples. The “sheltered life,” whether of the individual or of the nation, must either have a violent and tragic awakening—or never wake up at all.





After the war had ended, Wharton hoped that America too would embrace maturity—that as a country it would begin to seek a balance between “tradition” and “experiment,” between “renunciation” and “satisfaction”—and would ultimately achieve the judicious wisdom that had fortified France in her mortal peril.

In the early postwar years, she was optimistic about America’s future. “We are growing up at last; and it is only in maturity that a man glances back along the past, and sees the use of the constraints that irritated his impatient youth. So with races and nations; and America has reached the very moment in her development when she may best understand what has kept older races and riper civilizations sound.” Thus Edith Wharton’s best and most subtle “war novel” was neither a brutal battlefield tragedy nor an apocalyptic jazz-age satire. It was a glance “back along the past” to examine the “constraints” that had bedeviled her own “impatient youth.” By now, Wharton had the advantage of age and perspective; and her “war novel” was as singular as her own active, middle-aged American presence in Paris throughout the conflict. Perhaps her most personal novel, perhaps her most American novel, perhaps even her greatest novel:  The Age of Innocence is Edith Wharton’s unique postwar narrative.

 

Critics who have seen The Age of Innocence as a sentimental return to her youth miss this point. One might do well, for example, to note every time the words real and realistic are used, especially toward the novel’s conclusion; for if it is nothing else, this piece of fiction is an urgent, encouraging appeal for its readers to abandon unrealizable fantasies for the actual, deep pleasures that “real life” can afford. Newland Archer is Wharton’s quintessentially American hero, recalling, perhaps, Christopher  Newman in Henry James’s novel The American. Like many of James’s heroes, Newland Archer can learn about himself and his  native land only after an encounter with the perversions of ancient European civilizations—an encounter that is provided in  The Age of Innocence not by a journey abroad, but by a series of negotiations with a foreign visitor, Ellen, wife of the depraved Count Olenska.

If Edith Wharton had the example of her dear friend Henry James in mind when she wrote this novel, she was also mindful of other novelists, particularly Tolstoy. The phrase “it was gay and terrible” from War and Peace had echoed in her mind throughout the years of combat; now, in these postwar years, the echoes of another of Tolstoy’s masterpieces captured her imagination: Anna Karenina. The latter novel explores the very tensions about which Wharton herself wrote so often—the conflict between the claims of tradition and those of individual freedom. At this point in her career, she was so intent upon capturing the tension between these antitheses in a precise and powerful way that she experimented with several different narrative possibilities before she settled upon the final version of  The Age of Innocence.

In the Edith Wharton archives of the Beinecke Library at Yale University, there are two fully developed alternative plot plans for the novel. In the first, Archer is engaged when he meets Mme. Olenska and falls in love with her; he marries his fiancée, settles down in New York, and finds that his passion remains unabated. He runs away for a passionate tryst in Florida with Mme. Olenska and intends to break with everything else. Yet gradually he realizes that he is profoundly uncomfortable trying to live outside of the society he has always known. On her part, Mme. Olenska quickly becomes bored with Archer. Eventually, both realize that in reality, they have nothing in common. They return to New York without anyone’s knowing of their romantic adventure, and shortly thereafter, Mme. Olenska returns forever to Europe.

In the second version, May releases Newland from his engagement; she marries another man, and he marries Mme. Olenska. Newland and Ellen have a rapturous honeymoon, but when they return to New York, the radical differences in their personalities and interests become apparent. Archer is happy only  in the world that has shaped him; Ellen is miserably bored outside of the sophisticated, cultured world of Europe. The couple agrees upon a formal separation: Ellen takes up permanent residency abroad, and Newland returns home to live the rest of his life with his mother and sister.

Of course, what both of these alternate plots sketch is the inevitable failure of the purely romantic vision, a story very much along the lines of Anna Karenina (but perhaps even more dreary because it lacks the crisp conclusion of a suicide). The first of the two is deeply poignant; the second might have been profoundly, dismally tragic.

What Wharton could see, with charity and utter clarity, is that Newland and Ellen both perceive the other primarily in terms of some romanticized personal need. Thus, although Ellen Olenska may indeed seem the fulfillment of Newland Archer’s  dreams—representing “freedom,” mystery, and the unknown world of art and intellect—she is an actual woman with whom he has little or nothing in common. Similarly, although Ellen, in her vulnerable and weakened situation, is drawn to Newland—who represents safety, order, and protection—it is the security and honor he seems to embody that she “loves,” and not the particularities of his personality. (Actually, Ellen consistently finds Beaufort’s sophisticated companionship more engaging than Newland Archer’s.)

The core of the novel is Newland’s quest for real happiness, a quest that coincides with the pursuit of maturity. One uncompromising fact constrains this quest: the deepest and most indelible components of Newland Archer’s nature have been formed and nourished within the narrow confinements of the very world against whose strictures he frets. He may be capable of improvement, of growth—even of achieving wisdom and contentment. However, he will never be capable of some fundamental transformation. Insofar as he can find happiness, the nature of his satisfactions will always, necessarily, be limited by the kind of person he is.

Because of Newland’s shortcomings, it is important to realize how much of the story is told from his point of view. It is even more important to recognize how often his judgment is seriously  mistaken, especially throughout the opening portions of the novel. When we first encounter him, Newland is decent and honorable enough—so long as these virtues require very little beyond good manners. The most appalling possibility presented by the novel is that Newland might never grow beyond this smug, limited understanding of his duties in the world and his relationships within it, that he might become a kind of carbon copy of Larry Lefferts and his friends. The opening chapter hints clearly at such a possibility. Wharton’s rendering of the young man’s inventorial appreciation of his young fiancée and his plans for her future—“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’ ”—captures nothing so forcefully as the potential fatuousness of the young man’s personality. Such opinions are anything but an informed or reliable index to the moral and emotional possibilities of actual situations; a wary reader must be mindful of the severe limitations of the romantic, self-serving, visionary tendencies that becloud Newland’s perceptions of his world.

By contrast, May and Ellen are both uncompromising realists; ironically, at every point in the novel, they may both know more than Newland does about what is “actually” happening. Wharton’s study of The Golden Bough just before she wrote The Age of Innocence had taught her about the ruthless power of the Cult of Diana—a force used to protect mothers and children—and May, who becomes an “Archer” when she marries, embodies the single-minded vigor that is represented by this protector of the domestic realm. In order to call her readers’ attention to this suggestion, Wharton fills her narrative both with allusions to ancient cultures and classical mythology, and with references to the various forms of combat that might be associated with this militant goddess and her Olympian peers. May is far from ignorant, a fact that she attempts to disclose to Newland without success. (Indeed, it is an interesting exercise to peruse the novel and take note, at each crucial moment, of what May probably  knows—despite Newland’s consistent belief in her ignorance and “innocence.”) Moreover, she can be capable of great generosity;  even after the engagement, she knows that Newland has become emotionally involved with some other woman, and she offers him his freedom when he appears to want it. Yet once she and Newland have entered into a binding commitment, she becomes as fierce in her protection of home and hearth as the goddess Diana herself. May has no knowledge of the dark, depraved world in which Ellen has suffered and from which she has recently escaped; yet she does understand many of Newland Archer’s limitations, and she agrees with Ellen about life’s necessities—particularly those pertaining to loyalty and honor.

Paradoxically, then, May and Ellen often voice similar sentiments. When Newland rashly proposes an elopement, May sensibly punctures his romantic scheme: “We can’t behave like people in novels.” Much later in the novel, when Newland proposes to Ellen that they escape to a place where they can be perfectly free, she dismisses his scheme with weary skepticism: “Where is that country?”

Moreover, Ellen is, in her own way, surely as “innocent” as May; throughout much of her visit to America, Ellen allows herself to suppose that in New York she can find a world where people are uncomplicated and, in some simple way, merely “kind” and “generous.” Despite the dark initiation of her marriage, she has evidently failed to acknowledge two intractable facts; that dangerous, primitive passions are everywhere because they lurk at the core of humanity itself, and that it is principally the rituals that have been designed to control and contain the violent expression of these feelings which vary from culture to culture. What Ellen does appreciate, even to the center of her being, is that everyone—everywhere—needs the security that only a structured society can offer. In the end, part of May’s generosity (and a signal indication of Old New York’s “kind ness”) is the family’s willingness to offer Ellen precisely the “tribal” protection and support that she will require if she is to have a contented and relatively free existence once she returns to Europe.

Wharton was far from blind to the limitations of the world she had depicted in this novel: she understood that its brutality was merely discreetly clothed in the genteel customs of cordiality. On the other hand, she also recognized not only that this world had its positive components, but also that it was caught in a process of inevitable change. New families were invading the realm of Old New York; stale customs and restrictions were gradually yielding to innovations and improvements. Change was slow, painfully slow. Nonetheless, there was a distinct possibility that this steady process of evolution would ultimately produce a new kind of society, one that retained the admirable qualities of Old New York and combined them with more enlightened practices. Most important, there was hope that this commingling of moral rectitude with more generous freedoms would create a stronger community and a culture whose values could endure.

The Age of Innocence, then, is a patient, compassionate novel. It never argues that Old New York was an idyll to which hectic modern society should return (instead, it lays bare the flaws of Old New York with ruthless precision). However, neither does the novel suggest that the world of the inheritors is ideal. Instead it offers growth and balance and tolerance. And in the case of Newland Archer, it presents the unforeseeable, incomparable gift of middle-aged self-respect: “There was good in the old ways. . . . There was good in the new order too.”

Finally, as much of the novel is designed to suggest, few people—even “way back then”—were as “innocent” as we moderns may ingenuously suppose. Edith Wharton has wrapped her novel in a gentle joke to make this point. The Age of Innocence is the title of a well-known painting by Sir Joshua Reynolds. It depicts a little girl, perhaps four or five years old. This is the only real “age of innocence,” Wharton slyly suggests. Beware of supposing an intricate social system to be innocent; if you do, you will almost certainly be ensnared by its subtle complexities.
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On a January evening of the early seventies, Christine Nilsson was singing in Faust at the Academy of Music in New York.

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.” 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 silver-backed 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 pen-wipers made by female parishioners for fashionable clergymen, sprang from the moss beneath the rose-trees; and here and there a daisy grafted on a rose-branch 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 in-comprehension 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 honey-moon 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,” was carried out in the cut of the dark blue velvet gown rather the atrically 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” as Lawrence Lefferts was on “form.” He knew all the ramifications of New York’s cousin-ships; 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.”
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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.

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, 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 en quirer, 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.
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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” (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 En glishman, 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 impru dences.

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 brown-stone 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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