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THE AGE OF INNOCENCE

For the rich and the fashionable, New York society in
the 1870s was a world full of rules: rules about when to wear
a black tie, or the correct time to pay an afternoon visit; rules
about who you could invite to your evening parties or sit next
to at the opera; rules about who was an acceptable person, and
who was not.

Countess Ellen Olenska, who has lived for many years
in Europe as the wife of a Polish Count, returns alone
to her family in New York. She hopes to leave the pain
of her unhappy marriage behind her, but she does not
understand the rules of New York society. Newland Archer,
however, understands them only too well, and the girl he is
engaged to marry, young May Welland, lives her life by the
rules, because she cannot imagine any other way of living.

Newland, May, and Ellen are caught in a battle between
love, honour, and duty — a battle where strong feelings hide
behind polite smiles, where much is left unsaid, and where a
single expressive look across a crowded room can carry more
meaning than a hundred words.
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PEOPLE IN THIS STORY

Newland Archer’s family

Newland Archer

Janey Archer, Newland’s sister

Adeline Archer, Newland’s mother

Louisa van der Luyden, Adeline’s cousin

Henry van der Luyden, Louisa’s husband
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Julius Beaufort, Regina’s husband

Other people in the story

Lawrence Lefferts ) New Yorkers,

Sillerton Jackson | and friends of Newland Archer
Sophy Jackson, Sillerton Jackson’s sister

Mrs Lemuel Struthers, a friend of Julius Beaufort
Monsieur Riviere, Count Olenski’s French secretary

Mr Letterblair, a lawyer, and Newland Archer’s employer
the Carfrys, English friends of Mrs Archer

the Blenkers, friends of Ellen Olenska

Fanny Ring, Julius Beaufort’s mistress, later wife

Dallas, Mary, and Bill Archer, Newland Archer’s children
Fanny Beaufort, daughter of Julius Beaufort and Fanny Ring
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1

fl STRANGER 1N NEW YORK

hen Newland Archer arrived at the New York Academy

of Music, one January evening in the early 1870s, the

opera had already begun. There was no reason why
the young man should not have come earlier. He had had
dinner at seven, alone with his mother and sister, and then
sat unhurriedly smoking his cigar in his private library. But
fashionable young men did not arrive early at the opera. That
was one of the unwritten rules of society, and in Newland
Archer’s New York these rules were as important as life and
death.

Another reason for the young man’s delay was that he
enjoyed looking forward to pleasures just as much as actually
experiencing them, and Gounod’s Faust was one of his
favourite operas. As he opened the door at the back of his box,
he felt he had chosen just the right moment to arrive. Christine
Nilsson, the Swedish singer whom all New York had gathered
to hear, was singing, ‘He loves me — he loves me not — he loves
me!’

She sang in Italian, of course, not in English, since an
unquestioned law of the musical world demanded that the
German words of French operas sung by Swedish singers
should be translated into Italian, for the clearer understanding
of English-speaking audiences. This seemed as natural to
Newland as all the other laws that governed his life, like never

6
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academy . a college where students
are taught a particular subject or
skill 2#BE

opera n. a dramatic work in which
most of the words are sung to music
TR

unhurriedly adv. slowly and calmly
A, WAERaf
unwritten adj. an unwritten rule,
law, agreement etc is one that
everyone knows about although it is
not official ALY, BB
box 7. a small seating area in a
theatre separated off from where
other people sit £ i
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appearing in society without a flower in his buttonhole, and
having two silver-backed brushes for his hair.

He turned his eyes away from the singer and looked at
the audience. Directly opposite him was the box of old
Mrs Manson Mingott, who was now so fat that she was
unable to attend the opera, but whose family often came on
fashionable nights. Tonight the front of the box was filled by
her daughter-in-law, Mrs Lovell Mingott, and her daughter,
Mrs Welland. A little behind these ladies in their heavy silks
sat a young girl in white, with her eyes fixed on the singer. As
Madame Nilsson’s voice rose above the silent audience (the
boxes always stopped talking during this song), a warm
pink spread over the girl’s face and shoulders, right down
to the top of her evening dress. She dropped her eyes to the
enormous bunch of white flowers on her knee, and touched
them gently. '

Newland recognized his gift to her, and was pleased. ‘The
dear girl!” he thought. ‘She has no idea what this opera is all
about.” He watched her face, thinking fondly of her simple
innocence. It would be his manly duty and pleasure to educate
her. ‘We’ll read all the great books together, by the Italian
lakes ...

It was only that afternoon that May Welland had let him
know she ‘cared’ (the word that nice New York girls used to
confess their love). Already his imagination, jumping ahead of
the engagement ring, the first kiss, and the wedding, showed
her at his side, sharing his interests as they travelled round the
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buttonhole ». a hole for a button to
be put through to fasten a shirt, coat
etc ZifL, fniR

daughter-in-law n. your son’s wife
JLEE

(a) bunch of flowers a number of
flowers fastened together — 5 &% £
confess v. to admit something that
you feel embarrassed about 7&1A ,
HE
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ancient places of Europe together.

He did not want the future Mrs Newland Archer to remain
a simple, innocent girl. He intended that, with his help, she
would become a social success among the married women of
his circle, confident in any situation, always able to make clever
and amusing conversation. If he had looked deep within himself
(as he sometimes nearly did), he would have found there the
wish that his wife should have the same social experience and
eagerness to please as the married lady whose company he had
enjoyed for two quite pleasant years.

How this wonderful being of fire and ice was to be
created, he had never taken the time to consider. He knew
his views on women were shared by all the carefully dressed,
buttonhole-flowered men who greeted him from their boxes
or visited him in his own, and he did not see a need to think
differently.

‘My God!” said Lawrence Lefferts suddenly. He was one of
the group of Newland’s friends in the box — a man who knew
more about ‘form’ than anyone else in New York. He always
knew what was, or was not, socially correct behaviour, and he
always had the answers to all the mysterious questions, such
as when a black tie should or should not be worn.

‘Look!” he added, handing his opera-glasses to his old friend
Sillerton Jackson, who was standing next to him.

10
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company n. when you are with other
people and not alone 51}
mysterious adj. mysterious events
or situations are difficult to explain or
understand XL EERY
opera-glasses n. a kind of optical
devices usually used at opera
performances & 55
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Newland saw with surprise that a new figure had entered old
Mrs Mingott’s box. It was that of a young woman, a little less
tall than May Welland, with curly brown hair and a dark blue,
unusually low-cut evening dress. Sillerton Jackson returned the
opera-glasses to Lawrence Lefferts, and the young men in the
box waited eagerly to hear what old Mr Jackson had to say,
since he knew as much about ‘family’ as Mr Lefferts knew about
‘form’. He also knew the details of all the scandals and mysteries
that had lain under New York’s calm surface for the last fifty
years. There was a moment’s silence. Then Sillerton Jackson
said simply, ‘I didn’t think the Mingotts would have attempted
that.” Newland felt annoyed that the box which was the centre of
attention for so many men was the one in which his fiancée was
sitting, and he could not at first imagine why the newcomer was
creating such excitement. Then he remembered who she was,
and immediately felt even more annoyed. No, indeed, no one
would have thought the Mingotts would have attempted that!

He was in no doubt that the young woman was May
Welland’s cousin, whom the family always spoke of as ‘poor
Ellen Olenska’. He knew that she had suddenly arrived from
Europe a day or two previously, and he had heard from May
that she herself had been to see poor Ellen, who was staying
with her grandmother, old Mrs Mingott. There was nothing
mean or ungenerous in the young man’s heart, and he was
glad that his future wife was being kind (in private) to her
unhappy cousin. But to welcome Countess Olenska into the
family circle was a very different thing from producing her in
society, at the opera, of all places, and in the very box with

12



