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Book I

Chapter I

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 coupe.” to come 
to the Opera in a Brown coupe was almost as honourable 
a way of arriving as in one’s own carriage; and departure 
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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 



5

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 
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Chapter II

Newland archer, during this brief episode, had been 
thrown into a strange state of embarrassment.

It was annoying that the box which was thus attracting 
the undivided attention of masculine New York should be 
that in which his betrothed was seated between her mother 
and aunt; and for a moment he could not identify the lady 
in the empire dress, nor imagine why her presence created 
such excitement among the initiated. then light dawned 
on him, and with it came a momentary rush of indignation. 
No, indeed; no one would have thought the Mingotts would 
have tried it on!

But they had; they undoubtedly had; for the low-toned 
comments behind him left no doubt in archer’s mind that 
the young woman was May Welland’s cousin, the cousin 
always referred to in the family as “poor ellen Olenska.” 
archer knew that she had suddenly arrived from europe 
a day or two previously; he had even heard from Miss 
Welland (not disapprovingly) that she had been to see poor 
ellen, who was staying with old Mrs. Mingott. archer 
entirely approved of family solidarity, and one of the 
qualities he most admired in the Mingotts was their resolute 
championship of the few black sheep that their blameless 
stock had produced. there was nothing mean or ungenerous 
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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 
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