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New Land for Archer: 

Examining Newland Archer’s Fantasies and Narcissism in Wharton’s Age of Innocence 

Old New York of the 1860s and 1870s in which American author Edith Wharton 

grew up was a closed circle, a static gentile entity. As Wharton entered her twenties, a new 

thirst for materialism not only created a new sub-group in the society, but went a long way 

toward changing it all-together as well. Despite the changes, “[h]er circle remained blindly 

committed to an old order, placing their faith in the universality of moral values” (Singley 

92). Singley is clear that Wharton “lamented the passing of her society’s traditions and the 

disintegration of its values,” but she also notes that with the old order’s “slow march of 

progress,” they were doomed to fail in the face of the push for materialism (92).  Lawson 

asserts Wharton’s inner conflict when he states that she was “never able to make peace with 

the emergent society,” despising “its vulgar presuppositions, including, above all, its 

materialism, which did not mean that she approved of the manners—the rigid external 

forms—of the society in which she grew up” (5).  
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With her distrust of the new regime and her frustration with the old, it is easy to 

measure Wharton’s disgust for the cosmopolitan society formed from the mixing of the two. 

She “rejected her culture’s easy equation of proper conduct and moral righteousness” 

(Singley 93), and when heightened materialism invaded the circle, this rigid propriety 

became hypocritical in Wharton’s view. Already seeing the old society as spiritually and 

artistically empty because of their lack of vision (Singley 93), she now viewed its vain 

attempts at holding on to the old ways while indulging in the new laughable, even pathetic. 

The clash and merging of societies would provide the backdrop in some of Wharton’s best 

novels, including The Age of Innocence, a story published in 1920 and looking back at a time 

and place long gone. The novel does not conceal Wharton’s disdain for Old New York, but 

the author is nonetheless fair in her exploration of the time period. Her interplay between 

static characters—those of affluence and many a harsh judgment—and those individuals 

struggling to balance the banal codes of this duplicitous society with their inner passions is as 

real as it is enchanting. It allows the reader to not only understand a character like Newland 

Archer’s dilemma on a historical level, but also to bleed with the man as he struggles through 

an impossible internal war—one where pain must be inflicted on someone and on some level 

no matter what he comes to decide.  

 

THE TRIBE AND THE TRAP 

Newland Archer typifies a man consumed by the tribal ways of Old New York 

society. He is betrothed to May Welland, an innocent young maiden that represents 
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everything Archer has always thought he wanted. She is the quintessential bride because she 

embodies the values of the society. Wharton paints Archer as smug early in the novel, 

having him view his future bride “with a thrill of possessorship in which pride in his own 

masculine initiation was mingled with a tender reverence for her abysmal purity” (6). He 

also felt “distinctly the superior of [the] 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” (7). Archer is a man impressed with his position and beyond 

certain that his place in life is a perfect one. He is neither rude nor unlikable, which is a 

credit to Wharton’s fairness with him, but he is naïve and primed for a fall. Ironically, it is 

the insular environment that created Newland Archer that is the father of his naivety, the 

very society the man claims to exceed. 

Critic Katherine Joslin says that Archer’s “smug male vanity over his supposedly 

superior social and intellectual position will not go unpunished in the novel” (98). 

Undeniably, Archer will suffer a pain invited by his own vanity when the alluring Countess 

Ellen Olenska comes into his life, but I disagree with the idea that Wharton is punishing 

him, if that is indeed what Joslin is inferring. The author, I think, is actually sympathetic to 

her male character, as she would be to any character caught up in old New York, the 

“slippery pyramid,” the “hieroglyphic world where the real thing was never said or done or 

even thought” (43, 40). She is not punishing Archer, but instead indicting the system of false 

values and rampant hypocrisies that has constructed him. Unfortunately for Archer, he has 
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no choice but to suffer through change; a quick, tidy fix of an individual bred by a twisted 

society is impossible, and Wharton deftly shows her awareness of that. 

It is less accurate to say Wharton is punishing Archer, more accurate to say that 

Wharton does not “reward Newland,” an observation Wendy Wasserstein makes (ix). The 

author has nothing against her main character directly, but as a product of the system she 

loathes, he cannot be privy to much compensation, not in the story as she tells it. It is for this 

reason that Archer can be considered Wharton’s captive held down by his society. Gary H. 

Lindberg, in his analysis Edith Wharton and the Novel of Matters, notes the following: 

Society functions as a prison in her fiction, not because the individual, 

“trailing clouds of glory,” has accidentally fallen into it, nor because he is being 

tested by exposure to its confines, but because he has been born and reared in 

it; he learns to perceive reality through the bars of a cage. (qtd in Fracasso 2) 

The argument can be made that the individual and the group are not distinct entities because 

the existence of individuals is the very prerequisite to having a group. And while this is an 

undisputable fact, with this argument, one could view Wharton’s treatment of Archer as 

synonymous with her treatment of Old New York. If this is the case, however, she must 

indict herself as well. No, Wharton is not portraying Archer as the villain, but as a man who 

instinctively wants better and knows that there is better but has no way of knowing what 

better means because of the fetters society has placed on him. She hates “it,” the “it” asserting 

that “the happiness of [the man] ideally should rest in perpetrating the conventionality of the 

tribe” (Wasserstein ix); she does not hate, however, the man himself. 



LeJeune 5 

 Wharton opens her novel at the opera, a typical setting for the social elite. Archer 

shows up late, and immediately the reader sees that he does that which the tribe would think 

is acceptable, not that which would adhere to common sense. Instead of just stating that 

Archer was late, Wharton uses the following language: 

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. (4) 

Note the length of the first sentence, the stringing along of seemingly unimportant details 

that held Archer back. This is intentional by the author; it is almost as if she is not narrating 

here, but has allowed Archer himself to ramble on about his evening. This is why 

Wasserstein says that “Real life lurks just beneath this world of perfect surfaces” and that the 

“genius of Edith Wharton lies in allowing us to glimpse that life without disturbing its 

superficial gloss” (ix). This “real life” is the subtle voice in these lines, which appear to be 

coming from Archer himself, that speak to the pettiness of such a social understanding. But 

Archer is late to the opera nonetheless, in spite of the common sense he appears to recognize, 

a conflict that gives the reader that glimpse of a life of superficial gloss. Being on time is “not 
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the thing” to do in this circle—a truly silly rule that, since Archer follows it, puts him in a 

feeble light and in the position of a prisoner. 

 Despite the reader’s suspicion of Archer’s fortitude, Archer himself is seemingly 

oblivious of the apparent weaknesses in his character. As he regards his fiancée May Welland 

touch her flowers softly, he draws “a breath of satisfied vanity.” Later, he muses on “the 

masterpieces of literature which it would be his manly privilege to reveal to his bride” (6). 

He not only views himself as “distinctly the superior of…old New York” (7), but as the 

quintessential man to bring one of the society’s daughters into full initiation into the ways of 

the world. Furthermore, this is not just a literary thing for Archer; the literature he mentions 

here is a microcosm of all the life lessons he anticipates teaching May, all lessons that will 

make her more aware of the world around her. 

 The ironic thing is that it is Archer who is dense, not realizing that he is equally 

trapped by the tribe if not more so, given his arrogance and blindness. Otto F. Kernberg 

would call Archer’s condition “narcissistic.” He would also call his vanity the failing that 

fuels it. The narcissistic personality is characterized by “excessive self-centeredness, 

overdependency on admiration from others, prominence of fantasies of success and 

grandiosity, avoidance of realities that are contrary to [the] inflated image of [the self], and 

bouts of insecurity disrupting [the] sense of…specialness” (Kernberg 505). Kernberg expands 

this definition when addressing the pathology of the relationship with others, asserting that 

the narcissist shows greediness and exploitative behavior and lives in a destructive mindset of 

entitlement (505). Indeed, Archer’s sense of entitlement as a husband makes him view May 
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as an object, not as a person. This recognition of May as a static figure will prove to be the 

precipitate of his suffering, for since May is the symbol of Old New York in Archer’s eyes, he 

will be forced to see his own shadow—his own submersion in the tribe—when he is begins 

to fall for another woman who comes in as an outsider. 

 

FANTASTIC TRIPS 

Archer’s vanity does not only extend to what he thinks his relationship is to May and the 

society in the present tense. Wharton makes it clear in Chapter 1 that Archer is not entirely 

satisfied with his future bride, the fact that he is satisfied with her inferiority to him 

notwithstanding. At the opera, Archer muses on “the recognised custom [for young women] 

to attract masculine homage while playfully discouraging it” (6). He wants May to be 

“worldly-wise and as eager to please” but he wants it on his own terms (7). His hesitancy in 

fully buying into this cute little decoration of marriage, the one that says a woman must 

entice other men but not give in to them, is clear when he considers the affair he had with a 

married woman, a relationship that nearly shattered both of their lives. Melissa Pennell 

comments that “Archer desires the freedom to achieve self-realization, but feels the powerful 

hold that his social world and its expectations place upon him” (141). This self-realization, 

however, cannot be a moment of enlightenment in a vacuum. It cannot be distinct from the 

society nor can it be distinct from May herself. So whatever social customs are expected of 

the bride—however silly they are—are expected to be accepted by him, even though he 

might not fully trust it. Clearly, the reader finds a young man so confused on what he truly 
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wants that the only way for him to assuage that confusion is to pretend that it isn’t there. 

Archer appears sure of himself, knowing exactly what he wants out of a wife; but in reality, 

everything he wants has an asterisk, so to speak, and both his heart and mind have already 

been shown to exist as splits.  

 The split between love and duty is illustrated in the very next paragraph when 

Wharton alludes to a metaphor Robert Frost once used to explore the destruction of the 

world. “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” (7). The word “miracle” is important here because fire and ice are 

opposites and cannot coexist. Similarly, he knows that the two characteristics of a wife, the 

one—that she is completely in love with her husband, and two—that she is consistently 

seeking the attention of other men only to prove her worth, cannot go together without 

inviting the emotional dangers associated with it. He wants what the society appreciates—

fire and ice—but he also doesn’t want to get burned when and if May’s love ever freezes. 

 More evidence of Archer’s peevishness with the complexities of life is given when the 

announcement of the engagement is made. He has wanted this announcement to take place 

for some time now, visions of his importance and the grandness of the wedding celebration 

itself paramount in his mind. Yet when the great proclamation is made, he is slightly 

irritated at its timing: 

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 
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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. (20) 

The fact that May, looking at him from across the room, seems to agree with his frustration 

only confirms his feelings. The menace, however, is not in this single episode but in its 

contribution to the cumulative effect. Archer’s created visions and images of perfection in his 

mind prove to be a fatal flaw. His inability to adjust to external reality—even when that 

external reality may not be fair—is a trait that furthers the distance between himself and the 

outside world. In other words, this “joy” he feels perhaps is not even in the announcement of 

the engagement itself, but in his conceived image of how the announcement should look, 

another example of Wasserstein’s “superficial gloss.” When the surface of this mental 

painting blurs, as it does in the ballroom scene, the entire artwork he has created is ruined. 

 It is possible, too, that the tangible announcement of the engagement does one other 

thing to Archer. Pennell comments that “Until this announcement takes place, Archer is 

nominally free, but after his intentions toward May are made public, he is drawn into a 

pattern of rituals and traditions that make him feel that he is losing control of his life” (143). 

It was one thing to agree to the engagement in private; it is something completely different 

once the tribe gets a hold of it. Now begins all the external “rituals” that the society expects 

of a young engaged couple, “traditions” Archer is not excited about. It is, perhaps, 

foreshadowing of his decision to leave Ellen Olenska behind in the final scene of the book, 
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for if Pennell’s assertion is correct, then Archer is a man who clearly must categorize his 

emotions and tuck them away so that he can control them with his mind. If he stores away 

the pretty image of his engagement like a photograph, it certainly can be said that he has 

done the same with Ellen by story’s end. 

 These superficial thoughts that glaze Archer’s connection to reality are further proof 

of Archer’s narcissism and Kernberg’s “prominence of fantasies of success and grandiosity” I 

mentioned earlier. Fantasies of the mind can be completely devoid of reality, “a miracle of 

fire and ice” necessary to make them come true. The same holds true with Archer, but what 

makes it even more dangerous is that he is content to let root in his mind these assumptions 

that these visions of perfection will actually play out; and when they don’t, childishness 

reigns. Moore and Gillette’s exploration of the shadow archetype in Man, in particular the 

“High Chair Tyrant” image, illuminates what Archer’s problem is. Archer “needs to learn 

that he is not the center of the universe and that the universe does not exist to fulfill his 

every need, or, better put, his limitless needs, his pretensions of godhood” (23). The reader 

has seen Archer’s vanity since early in the book and recognizes the dangerous relationship 

the man has with himself. It is a perilous liaison between the man and his pride— not unlike 

his previous affair with the married woman—and it borders on idolatry. 

 

DUST STORM  

 Archer’s distrust of the society of which he is a part and his little mind trips into the 

land of perfection set him up for some bitter internal warfare when the Countess Ellen 
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Olenska comes into his life. Evidence of Wasserstein’s “superficial gloss” being blurred is 

found as he juxtaposes these wild, sensual thoughts of Ellen next to the emerging negative 

ones he is having of May, in particular a photograph of her on the table: 

With a new sense of awe he looked at the frank forehead, serious eyes and gay 

innocent mouth of the young creature whose soul’s custodian he was to be. 

That terrifying product of the social system he belonged to and believed in, the 

young girl who knew nothing and expected everything, looked back at him 

like a stranger through May Welland’s familiar features. (38) 

The reader knows that this is May about whom Archer is thinking, and yet Wharton spells 

out her name—first and last—again, not to remind the reader of whom the previous details 

are about, but to remind Archer, who appears to view his own fiancée as an alien. Perhaps 

Wharton has slipped into that voice again like in the opera scene, where she combines her 

voice with Archer’s. It is like he is meeting her for the first time. 

Such a description is not what one would expect a young man to think of his future 

bride, especially when the Countess Olenska has already “stirred up old settled convictions 

and set them drifting dangerously through his mind” (38). One such mental rant that reflects 

his passions clashing with the duties dictated to him by society reads as follows: 

What could he and [May] really know of each other, since it was his duty…to 

conceal his past from her, and hers,…to have no past to conceal? What 

if…they should tire of each other, misunderstand or irritate each other? 

…with a shiver of foreboding he saw his marriage becoming what most of the 
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other marriages about him were: a dull association of material and social 

interests held together by ignorance on the one side and hypocrisy on the 

other. (39) 

As Louis Auchincloss says, Archer’s dilemma is “a study of conflicting and ultimately 

reconciled types of snobbishness” (NY 35). Archer is where he has always wanted to be, “at 

the very moment of his betrothal—a moment of pure thoughts and cloudless hopes” but once 

again, the polished shell is “pitchforked into a coil of scandal which raise[s] all the special 

problems he would have preferred to let lie” (EW 41). Archer’s neat categorizations and 

assumptions of how this dry, snobbish world works has been “stirred up” by the entry of one 

woman in his life, and it generates a dust storm that will put the two women at odds with 

each other in his mind. 

 One of the first visible indications the reader gets that Archer will experiment with 

his emotions is when he sends both women flowers. After a visit with Ellen, he goes to the 

florist to buy May the daily box of lilies-of-the-valley he has forgotten to get her that 

morning. The reader infers that he has forgotten because his mind is elsewhere, perhaps on 

Ellen, and he considers sending May something new. He is intrigued by the yellow rose’s 

color, having “never seen any as sun-golden before, and his first impulse was to send them to 

May instead of the lilies.” Archer, however, decides against it and sends them to Ellen, 

thinking they are “too rich, too strong, in their fiery beauty” (71) to be intended for his 

fiancée. The two flowers are symbolic of Archer’s conflicting desires, as Pennell states, “ the 

safety represented by May and the daring of Ellen” (144). 
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 As the tension concerning his marriage and his feelings for Ellen mount, the split 

between his life with May and his life with Ellen, or at least how his mind conceives the two 

worlds, become more and more distinct. This split has Archer living “one life committed to 

his responsibilities to his family, profession, and community, but at the same time…another 

life which seems equally real, a ‘kind of sanctuary’ for ‘his secret thoughts and longings,’ 

which becomes for him ‘the scene of his real life, of his only rational activities’” (Fryer 102). 

Erik H. Erikson’s assertion that “society’s extreme contrasts lead to a kind of cultural 

schizophrenia” (qtd. in Killoran 99) provides even more insight into the dividing of selves 

inside Archer. He is an individual of a community, a product of the society, a boy of the 

tribe, and he realizes the cruelty of that now more than ever. The splits and hypocrisies that 

he has been pompously viewing as a third person outsider are beginning to take shape inside 

him, inside his own mind, so that now it is becoming impossible to ascertain which self is 

real. 

 Well aware of his growing feelings for Ellen, the representation of the other self, 

Archer attempts to smooth down those feelings when his family asks him to help out with 

Ellen’s divorce settlement. Ironically, in this smoothing down attempt it is the whirlwind of 

manliness that is stirred up. The hero inside is roused, or, as Lawson terms it, the “chivalric 

spirit rises” (17). Lawson also points out the irony in this, in that “it is the family, the tribe, 

who bring the two together” (17). Indeed, Archer’s random crush on Ellen may never have 

taken form had the family—the representative of society—not given him something tangible 

to attach his feelings to. His efforts to help Ellen and the drama that unfolds as he hears more 
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and more rumors concerning her marriage abroad only deepen her mystery, thus 

entrenching Archer firmly in his desire to have her. 

 This passion explodes one day when he pleads with Ellen to elope with him, to a 

place, as Joslin says, “where they might share an autonomous existence outside the 

parameters of their communities.” But, as Joslin also points out, Ellen “understands that the 

self is always relational” (95). She asks Archer, “Oh, my dear—where is that country? Have 

you ever been there?” (Wharton qtd. in Joslin 96). Ellen knows that there is no place for two 

individuals to go to be in love without the influence of some society, whether it be here in 

New York or elsewhere. Archer “has been accustomed to the attraction of womanly beauty 

and sexuality, but nowhere in his training had he encountered female intellect, imagination, 

independence, and aesthetic sensibility, the very traits that titillate him” (Joslin 97). Her 

response to his wild request, in its curt and condescending tone, blasts him back to planet 

Earth where there is a fiancee in the flesh named May. He hates her reply but loves her even 

more for it; in all its savage truth it makes him covet her more. 

 

THE DUST SETTLES AGAIN 

 The novel ends with the words, “Newland Archer got up slowly and walked back 

alone to his hotel” (320). Much, of course, has been made of this when Archer, years later 

and a widower, refuses the chance to go to Ellen and perhaps initiate a life spent with her. 

The natural view by this point in the book (and well before, once the reader finds out that 

May is pregnant and Archer and Ellen will not be together) is that Archer has chosen May 
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and turned away from his passion for Ellen. He has chosen to follow the tribe, to adhere to 

the conventions of society. Physically, this is undeniable: he spends years with May and the 

reader is even introduced to their precocious son, Dallas. Archer’s entire struggle, however, 

has been an internal one, which is why I propose that Archer never made the choice of May 

over Ellen in the first place. Let’s look at some critics’ viewpoints on the end of the book: 

[Ellen] either still means too much to him or, by now, too little. Either way, he 

has taught himself, like other upstanding members of his society, to dodge 

such emotional issues, and time passes painlessly and uneventfully. 

(Wasserstein xi) 

He does not want to confront the changes time has wrought, but to preserve 

the image, to find consolation in his fantasy… In this bittersweet closure, 

Wharton suggests that Archer chooses his romantic and sentimental vision 

over the woman he professed to love. (Pennell 149) 

He says she is more real to him in his memory…[but] for all his 

sacrifices…Newland Archer got nothing in return. (Killoran 95) 

The imaginary identification becomes ‘more real’ than the encounter could be, 

given all the anticipation of it. (Bauer 13) 

There is no feeling…that Archer has condemned himself and the Countess to 

an unrewarding life of frustration…This is the climax of the message: that 

under the thick glass of convention blooms the fine, fragile flower of patient 
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suffering and denial. To drop out of society is as vulgar as to predominate; one 

must endure and properly smile. (Auchincloss NY 38)  

All of these viewpoints are both valid and good. In all of Archer’s vanity and presumption of 

what love is, he sets himself up to sear in a combination of burns: the one, the burn of his 

marriage to May—which he may perceive as a giving in to the tribe; and the other, the burn 

of unrequited desire that forces him to leave Ellen behind.  

There is, however, another possibility, one more obscure and psychologically-based, 

that I think Archer’s vanity and penchant for mind manipulation make plausible. Consider 

the viewpoint that Archer didn’t leave Ellen behind at all, that he both married May to 

satisfy his “dignity of duty,” as Auchincloss terms it (qtd. in Killoran 96), and kept Ellen’s 

love safe in a small corner of his mind and heart, tending to it as a “small, fragile flower.” His 

narcisstic fantasizing proves that he is capable of living a dual life, and he has also shown the 

satisfaction in living that dual life—symbolized by the giving of the flowers to both women 

earlier in the novel. He says that Ellen is “more real” to him in his mind, and perhaps “more 

real” means exactly that, that she is there and he has been aware of it for all of his life. In 

other words, in the inability to comfortably choose one woman, Archer has chosen both: 

May, as his physical bride and the appeasement of his tribal instincts; and Ellen, his mental 

comfort and the appeasement of his masculine need to be wanted by “the other,” the sensual, 

the exotic. He keeps his ties to the safe world around him and to that world “where 

they…share an autonomous existence outside the parameters of their communities” (Joslin 

95).  
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Perhaps the most telling evidence of this possibility is the fact that Archer in fact does 

not choose Ellen in the end. Bonnie E. Litowitz asserts that “unconscious fantasies may be 

viewed as motivated by needs, longings, and other motivational systems, such as seeking 

attachment, safety, or security” (205). For such a mind, one that is able to fantasize and 

categorize in order to feel safe, a choice here would equate to a choice years before; Archer, 

in going to Ellen, would have to admit to himself that he chose May over her before and has 

wasted all of these years. For the mind prone to narcissism and fantasy, this is a dangerous 

admittance. It would bring into question everything, even his son Dallas with whom he 

shares the final chapter, even his very control over his life. No, from this perspective, Archer 

has not lost Ellen, nor May, nor has he “in some sense lost [his] life,” as Louis O. Coxe 

suggests (160); he has simply formed a new one long ago and will not stir it up again, 

knowing full well where that dust storm can lead. When Coxe says that Archer’s “capacity to 

feel and to suffer serves as a cousinly and female bond between May and Ellen” and that “as 

the object of two such loves, [he] has never been able to take the risk of either,” (160) he is 

leading to something I think entirely psychological and revealing about Archer: he has 

indeed not taken a major risk with either, but instead a more watered-down one with both, 

hoping beyond anyone’s recognition that he can juggle the two forces inside him just long 

enough until it doesn’t hurt anymore, until the sands settle back down, or, as Auchincloss 

says, until “there is no feeling” (38) 

Edith Wharton’s Age of Innocence provides an accurate landscape for the trauma 

some individuals endured while living in that landscape. Old New York and its conventions 
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appeared clean and polished on the outside but often stunted the individual’s emotional 

growth. Newland Archer is the epitome of this paralysis, and his dual with himself shows the 

disturbance that can take place when the individual is pitted against society. His vanity and 

narcissistic characteristics lead him down a path and to a choice he cannot negotiate, and in 

the end, he just doesn’t choose. If what Auchincloss says is true, that “Conflict is lost in 

fusion” (NY 35) then maybe we have the secret to how Archer copes. He holds on to both 

women in his life, fusing them with one more neat categorization instead of separating them 

with a choice. It is the safe thing to do, both for the society around him and for the self 

inside that wants to spin free.  
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