age of innocence by edith wharton

Introduction to "The Age of Innocence"

The Age of Innocence is a renowned novel by Edith Wharton, published in 1920, which
won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1921. Set in the upper-class society of New York City
during the 1870s, the novel intricately explores themes of love, social conventions, and the
conflict between individual desires and societal expectations. Wharton, the first woman to
win the Pulitzer Prize, masterfully captures the essence of a bygone era, offering readers a
glimpse into the constraints and moral dilemmas of the Gilded Age.

Overview of the Plot

The story revolves around Newland Archer, a young lawyer engaged to the beautiful and
conventional May Welland. As he prepares for their impending marriage, Archer finds
himself captivated by May's cousin, the unconventional and free-spirited Countess Ellen
Olenska, who has returned to New York after separating from her abusive husband in
Europe.

Despite his engagement, Archer becomes increasingly drawn to Ellen's spirited nature and
her disdain for societal norms. The novel follows his internal struggle as he grapples with
his feelings for Ellen and his obligations to May, ultimately leading to a profound
examination of love, fidelity, and the cost of societal conformity.

Main Themes

Wharton’s work is rich in themes that resonate throughout the narrative, reflecting her
keen observations of society. Here are some of the main themes explored in the novel:

The Conflict Between Individual Desire and Social
Expectations

One of the most significant themes in "The Age of Innocence" is the struggle between
personal desires and societal pressures. Archer’s attraction to Ellen symbolizes a yearning
for authenticity and emotional freedom, contrasting sharply with the expectations placed
upon him by society.

e Archer's internal conflict illustrates the limitations of social conventions.



e The novel showcases how societal norms can stifle individuality.

e Wharton critiques the hypocrisy of upper-class society through Archer's experiences.

Love and Marriage

Love in "The Age of Innocence" is portrayed as a complex and often contradictory force.
The relationships between the characters highlight different facets of love, from
passionate and romantic to dutiful and transactional.

1. Newland Archer and May Welland: Their relationship embodies a conventional
marriage based on social status and expectations rather than genuine love.
2. Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska: Their connection represents the ideal of

romantic love, characterized by passion and authenticity, yet it is ultimately
unattainable due to societal constraints.

The Role of Women in Society

Wharton’s depiction of women in "The Age of Innocence" reflects the limited roles
available to them in the 19th century. Women like May Welland are often portrayed as
objects of beauty and propriety, while Ellen Olenska represents a challenge to these
norms.

e May is the epitome of the ideal woman—submissive, nurturing, and compliant.

e Ellen’s defiance of societal expectations positions her as a feminist figure, albeit one
who ultimately suffers for her independence.

e Wharton illustrates the constraints placed on women, highlighting their lack of
agency in a male-dominated society.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Age of Innocence" are finely drawn, each representing different
aspects of society and human experience.



Newland Archer

Newland Archer is the protagonist, a man caught between his duties and his desires.
Initially, he appears to be a product of his society, adhering to its norms. However, as the
story unfolds, his internal conflict becomes apparent. Archer is torn between his
commitment to May and his feelings for Ellen, embodying the struggle for personal
freedom in a repressive society.

May Welland

May Welland is the quintessential representation of the society's ideal woman. She is
innocent, dutiful, and deeply aware of her social role. May’s character is complex; while
she appears to be naive, she is also perceptive, ultimately understanding the dynamic
between Archer and Ellen. Her determination to maintain social order and her marriage
reflects the constraints placed on women during that era.

Ellen Olenska

Countess Ellen Olenska serves as a foil to May. Her character embodies the struggle for
autonomy and self-expression. Ellen’s return to New York challenges societal norms, and
her refusal to conform makes her a target of gossip and scorn. Through Ellen, Wharton
critiques the societal standards that dictate women’s behavior, showcasing the cost of
independence.

Literary Style and Techniques

Wharton employs various literary techniques to enhance the narrative and deepen the
reader's understanding of the themes.

Symbolism

Throughout the novel, Wharton uses symbolism to enrich the narrative. For instance, the
opera serves as a metaphor for the duality of public and private life, where characters
perform their societal roles while hiding their true selves. Similarly, the contrasting
imagery of New York’s elite society and the more liberated European culture underscores
the tension between conformity and freedom.

Social Commentary

Wharton’s sharp social commentary is evident in her portrayal of the intricacies of high



society. Through dialogue and character interactions, she highlights the hypocrisy and
moral rigidity of the upper class, revealing the often superficial nature of social
relationships.

Point of View

The narrative is told from a third-person limited perspective, primarily focusing on
Archer's thoughts and feelings. This choice allows readers to intimately experience
Archer's internal conflict and moral dilemmas while maintaining a degree of distance from
the societal norms he navigates.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, "The Age of Innocence" received critical acclaim for its insightful
exploration of society and human emotions. Wharton’s nuanced portrayal of love, duty,
and the constraints of society resonated with readers and critics alike. The novel's success
solidified Wharton’s reputation as a significant literary figure.

Today, "The Age of Innocence" is regarded as a classic of American literature, studied for
its rich themes and character development. The novel has been adapted into various
forms, including film and opera, furthering its influence and reach.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Edith Wharton’s "The Age of Innocence" remains a powerful exploration of
the intricacies of love, societal expectations, and the struggle for personal identity.
Through her richly developed characters and keen social insights, Wharton invites readers
to reflect on the complexities of human relationships and the enduring impact of societal
norms. The novel serves as a timeless reminder of the personal costs of conformity and the
pursuit of genuine connection in a world bound by tradition and expectation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Age of
Innocence'?

The main themes include the conflict between individual desires and societal expectations,
the constraints of social class, and the exploration of love and fidelity.



Who are the central characters in 'The Age of
Innocence'?

The central characters include Newland Archer, May Welland, and Ellen Olenska, whose
relationships drive the narrative and highlight the societal norms of the time.

How does Edith Wharton depict the concept of social
class in the novel?

Wharton portrays social class as a rigid structure that dictates behavior and relationships,
often leading to hypocrisy and moral dilemmas for the characters.

What role does the setting play in 'The Age of
Innocence'?

The setting of New York City in the 1870s serves as a backdrop that reflects the values
and constraints of high society, influencing the characters' choices and actions.

How does the novel address the idea of personal
freedom?

The novel contrasts Newland Archer's desire for personal freedom with the oppressive
expectations of society, ultimately questioning whether true freedom is achievable within
such constraints.

What is the significance of the title 'The Age of
Innocence'?

The title suggests a period of naivety and idealism, highlighting the characters' struggles
against the backdrop of societal expectations and moral codes.

How does Edith Wharton use irony in the narrative?

Wharton employs irony to reveal the contradictions between characters' inner desires and
their outward actions, often exposing the hypocrisy of social conventions.
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