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- ABSTRACT

In her.fiction, Ed{th Whartoh addrésses,the struggle of the
individual to reéoncile specific spiritual, economic, or sexual
needs within the confines of a well-definéd social structure.
Wharton presents this struggle from several aﬁgles of wvision,
whafvshe calls "reflecting consciousnesses,” without proQiding“
' any moral direcfiyes to justify the pain and suffering which her
protagonists experience. In failing to provide’q:moral center,
‘the author reveals the. limitations in popular wisdom and
conventional mores; she simultaneously undermines tradifibnal
ethics by revealing the limﬁtations of conventional morality in
practice. Hence, Wharton's subject~;and the subject of this
thesis--is morality: her visién‘of morality; the failure of the
_literary critics to accept ﬁhé ramifications of that vision; and
most importantly, the value of that vision for those willing to
accept its implications. 5

The Introduction to thi's thesis outlines Wharton's
intellectual deQelopmeht; her artistic perspective, and her use

of point of view, as well as the thematic conflicts of each'of

the five major novels chésen for this study: The House of ﬁf:th,.

Summer, The Custom of the Count:y,iEEhan Frome, and The Age gi

‘Innocgnqe. Chapter Two gives serious consideration td the
erlutygn of Wharton critiéism.‘ChaptersfThree through Seven
deal w{th each of the five novels in furn, specifically
illustrating how Wharton's use of point of .view allows her to

develop her ideas and reveal the implications for society at

iii



iafge.VChépter Eight concludes by considéring therimplications~——*vm
of Wharton's vision generally, aqd.by asserting that she is -
original in her technique, forward—looking.in her artistry, and

that she deserves to be classed as a major American novelist.

iv
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I. Introduétion
Edith Wharton created a ﬁnique position for«ﬁerselfiin the
American literary tradition, partially by circuhs;ance; and
‘partially by deeign. She was bred to a pogition of ﬁpper—élass
comfoft, but early on, she was exposed for extehded periods to
foreigﬁ-influenees. More importaﬁtly, she had an in-born love
for knowledge which drove her beyond the normal expectations of
her role-as a society matron and into fhe pursuit ofyliterary
: craftsmanship. éhe made herself familiar with traditional

literary. theofies,‘as yell as with the innovations éevelqped by
modern writers and theorists. Through this exposure, and asea
result of her ihtellectual growth, Wharton escaped the
inhibiting expectatiqns of her sociai positioh, elthough she
maintained a heélthyrrespect for the péwer of the social _
framewofk. : “ R L\

In her approach to literature, Wharton drew on her own
background and experience, on her literary ﬁnowledge, and on her

7

artistic Sehsibilities to redefine the’form_of literature for
,LS& her own burposes.,She developed a technicai theory concerning
: 2
point of view which allowed her to address specific issues
without restricting herself to a specific moral stance: In so
doing, she established technical criteria by w;ich she could

define d assess the soc1a1 maritalf and sexual roles of'men‘

and uﬁnen in l:Erious levels of society. At her most ambitious,
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~in The Custom of the Country,fWE%rton defined and addfeésed the-
evolution of the American cultural idéntity; " o
Without a moral stance, Wharton becéﬁe free to develop each =
situation to its logical and realistic concluSibB, fégardiess of |
the implications. She thus creates a 1i£erary technidue which
gives definition.to:her artistic vision, and by which she moves
.beyond traditional literary principles. While her approach 'to
literature alienated many in the critical establishment, she’
also anticipated many of the concerns inimddern American
literature, which suggests that Wharton.has been largely
misunderstood by an audience that failed to grasb or to accept
her meaning. In Wharton's terms, howévef, form_and;ﬁeaning-are
so éompletely integrated‘that by ahalyzing her use of point of
vview, the meaning becomeé apparent, the implicatidns clear, and
her abilities evident. Just as Wharton moves beyond
'pre;established notions, so anyone addressing her fiction must
éo so as well. |
Wharton was able'to move beyond the‘restrictions of her
community for a variety of reasons. Althoudh she came from the
uppér echelons of ﬁew York society, she and her parehts lived
and travelled for long .periods in Europe from 1866 until 1872,
between Wharton's fourth andlteﬁth years, and again from 1880‘

until 1883, between her eighteenth and twehty—first years.'

During those riods, she became fluent in Italian, German, and

L}

—— e

\ -
'R. W. B. Lewis, Edith Wharton: A Biography, (New York:
Appleton-Cent , 1975), p. 19. :

/

,,
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French, and was exposed to European culture and 1ntellectual

thought. This is not to suggest that when she llved in New York

” »

upper-class society, but Wharton as well became“instilledeith a
love of learning which lasted her whole life.
She comments at length in her memoir, A BackWard Glance,

‘ . v 5.
about her love of books, of reading, of the emotional and

intellectual,adventures,she experienced vicaricusiy during her
adolescent years in her father's library.2 Unschoo}ed except by
brivate tutbrs,‘she“voraciously consumed everything but the
popular romances forbidden by her mqther until# soon after her

marriage, a close friend and mature,mentcr, Egerton Winthrop,
channelled her into very specific areas, which Lewis feels is a
. o . AN
turning point in Wharton's education: h;\\\)
e . . Wlnthrop directed Edith to the French novelists,
historians and critics. This was of major importance,
but perhaps more so was his introducing her to the .
extraordinary world of Darwin and Spencer, Huxley and
Haeckel. It was to Winthrop that she owed such
understanding as she reached not only of the theory of
evolution, but of the naturalist theory of the
implacable power of the environment.?

i

‘These details of Wharton's background are chth noting because
they help to explain her unwillingness to perceive life in the

conventional manner of her day. o ,

“7In the latter part of the nineteenth century in New York,

spegifically'in-the claustrophobic world which Whartcn inhabited
’Edith Wharton, A Backwerd Glance, (New York: Appleton-Century,
1934), pp. 55-76. , A —_

3op. Cit, p. 56. o - ‘



duringﬂhér adolescent years and the infﬁja} stage of hery 2

marriage, intelleqtual'pufsuits'wére 6bmpi§télyfEVéE§h656w66:5§fi:;§

social concerns and personai obligatjéns, IﬂéaSOCiety cf her
adolescence ﬁs‘the sbciety,depittedwin gggéggxgi Inndcénce;
whére, LeQis 5uggests, Méy and Newland Archer represent
Wharton'svown parents;“ Regardless of such claims, fhe vision
which permeates this ﬁovel;“her memoirs,‘and'Léwis's biégraph&
is of -a society where social responsi ’ity, bunctilid, titual
d;ngféditipn are not;only ackndw}edged}NberéaHéﬁéa fbfﬂﬁwww,
reverently. k : L ‘ ST .
Wha;ton acknowleéges her own schoolih§ in the'réquisitef

social g;acesrand in Victorian guiéelinesfgnd Seqsibilities,
with the result that.she was forced to.récohcile two'éuite
disparate elements in her:psyche: that of a well-bréd;‘
well-mannered.debutant%kwho had feqrinteregts outside the next

social function, and that of an insatiable young intellectual L

‘who not only pursued her own interests, but expounded on them at

o |

inopportune moments. A pittufe emerges Qf a young girl,,thén-
woman, who became sufficiently ehlightened tokvievaew Ybrk/

- society more objectiVely than might a committed participant.
Wharton's intellectual interest finally bentered'on'the
:study of literature. At the turn of the century, most}writers
and critics operated under the influénce of the di;gum that good
literature should entertain and instruct. The result of this

assumption is that writers of mainstream literature integrated



: V1ctor1an, Christian moral pr1nc1ples into their f1ct1ontfiwﬁ
Authors like George El;ot, for 1nstance,'ed1tor1al1ze freely
about characters and events through an‘omn1sc1ent narrator, ano
these three elements usually 1nterweave ‘towards a log1cal and.
morally- upllft1ng conclusion. And naturally, there is
contentment in analyzing literature which reflects and

» reinforces a clearly-defined moral order, where every conflict

evolves into an uplifting message defined by conventional =

wisdom. The variation involves only how entertaining the.
instruction will be.
Wharton, however, was able to move beyond George Eliot and

towards a more modern perspective. ?@at is not to suggest that

- ol

she rejected Eliot's worth, for Wharton praised Eliot's

abilities and consistently maintained Middlemarch on her lists

of favorite books;?® but as Wharton matured, the limitations for

her in Eliot's vision became apparent:
[Eliot] was a conservatl;eiln ethics. She felt no call
to found a new school of morals. A deep reverence for
the family ties, for the sanctities of tradltlon . . .
is revealed in every page of her books. -

»

Clearly, the influence of Wharton s studies and her own
1intellectual growth, led to a broader perspective than that

prov1ded by the established morals of her day.’

*1bid, p. 75. -
Quoted in Ib1d P 108,

’"Wharton relates an anecdote in her memoirs about a critic
outlining a standard rule for short-story writing: "Always? I
rubbed my eyes. Here was a professional critic who seemed to
think that works of art should be produced by rule of thumb,
that there should be a fixed formula for the design of every

s
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She found this perspective in‘hér readings and‘through:W
Winthrop's guidance, anthe{ studies provided SOﬁeiéensé infhe
cataclysmic changes occurring in European intellectual fhéﬁght
from the mid-nineteenth centu%y{onwards.’Daryin's Origin 92“ -
Species, published in 1859 inKE;glana, revolutionized the
accepted view of human history, and shifted the emphasis away
from the traditionai hierarcﬂical view of man in relation to God
and towards man's relationship with the environment agfthe‘
determ1n1ng factor in existence. Darwin's theorles gained
popularity and led to a sh1ft 1n intellectual thought which
contradicted the Genesis version of man's creation by suggesting
that man is formed only by his heredity 'and by his environmental
influences.

The realist trend in the 1860's and 1870's in Europe,

represented best by Flaubert's Madame Bovary, and later, by

Ibsen's plays, evolved to encompass the tenents of Darwinism and
fo;hd voice in Emilé Zola in France, who came to-infiuencepand
to represent a whole generation of "naturalist" writérs. The
ftrend establisﬁed by Zola in the 1870's and 1880's did not reach
fruition in America until the turn of the century with No;ris,
Crane, and Dreiser, thus 1llustrating not only that European
writers, specifically French writers, were trend setters‘insofar
as adbpting innovative philosophical modes of thinking were

’(cont'd) short story ever written or to be written! Even I
already knew this was ridiculous.” (A Backward Glance, p. 114.)
Although Wharton refers here to literary technique rather than
to moralism, her reaction illustrates her inability to comply
with conventional attitudes and conventions.




[N

éOncefqed,.but also that American writers lagged a whoIév
genération behind their Eufopean cduh?erparts ih'adopting suchr
. innovations themselves. Vall
o While there 1s some difficulty.€:f;ssessing the degree to
whﬁCh Wharton's more international outlook might Have made her
fresponsivé to these new modes oﬁ.thinking, it is very probable
"f&;;%hat Shé_was highly receptive to these Frehch writers by the
time»ghe'w§§;introduced to them inlher mid-twenties, because of
her*Eufopéén éxperieﬁces ahd_her voracious\appetité for

o knowledge. Lewis lists her favourite books for 1898, the year

before her first collection of staries, The Greater ‘Inclination,
is published, and the list is dominated by nineteenth-century
French novelists.® Thirty-five years later, in héf”memoirs,'she
remembers vividly the impact of "the wonder-world of nineteenth
century science":

[(Winthrop] made known to me . . . the various popular

exponents of the great evolutionary movement. But it is

idle to prolong the list, and hopeless to convey to a

- younger generation the first over-whelming sense of

cosmic vastnesses which such 'magic casements' let into

our little geocentric universe.’®
Wharton's own evolution as a writer thus is intertwined with her
exposure to and stimulation by Darwinism and its literéry
counterpart, naturalism.

As well as the naturalistAapproach to literature, there

were, at the same time, other theories being developed inlquite

/ .
fLewis, Biography, p. 86.
Wharton, A Backward Glance, p. 94.

i }_‘




different ways, most‘notably'by Henry James and Jbseph Conrad,

" who attemptad to-articulate in‘theory ahd in practice the ways
and means of best illustrating their arfjstic assumptions. James
suggests that a novel must be a direct'feflection of life, and
as such, the use of an all-seeing, all-knowing narrator is
cohtradicporzﬂgzgits veryﬂgéfipition. Instead, the writer'must
use a cehﬁég/of conscioushassAto unify the work to focus all the
elements tH;ough a particular perspective.'®

Conrad suggests that novels should not be -simply vehicles
for propaganda or moral directives, but rather an accumulation
of impressions gathered and reflected indirectly, as one would
in life,fand any philosophy or doctrine appears oniyethrough a
cumulative series of impressions;“_SGCh'premises shift the
emphasis from writer as moral instructor to writer as reflector
of society's weaknesses andvstrengths studied from a particuiaf
subjective point of viaw. In such theories, James and Conrad
established technical criteria for themselves and for other
writers, including Wharton, which undermine the conventional
approach to wrifing.

As an admirer of James's earlyAwork aspecially, and as a
writer of tk subsaguéat generation, Wharton was exposed to such
innovations?ezxd understood the emphasis on narrowing the point
of view in-a quickly—changing Qorld where no-one coﬁld possibly

— - —— - —

'"°Henry James, "The Art of Fiction," in The Future of the Novel,
(New York: Vintage Books, 1956), pp. 3-27.

''Joseph Conrad, The Nigger 9; the 'Narcissus' (New York: Harper

and Row, 1951), pp. xxxvi-xlii.
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provide answefs to eve}y problem based on uﬁquestioned moral
guidelinés. That is not to suggest that Wharton followed the
theories of James and Conrad. There is, indeed, much evidence
throughout Lewis' biography to suggest that she rejected many of
James' theories.‘SUCh exposure, however, revealed that‘
alternative gpproaches to the functioﬁ of literature geneEally,
and to the use Of point of view specifically, were not only
possible, ‘but necgssary to modern sensibilities.

By theAtime Wharton published her first collection of short
stories in 1899, she brought to her Qriting;more knowledge akd

’ ~

maturity than would the average neophyte; alreadyfthirty—eigﬂ?
years old at the turn of the century, Wharton's thought;ui
reading covered the,wholevhistorical and cultural range, from
the Bible and the Greeks and Romans, through the European |
Renaissance, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and her
own European, British, and American cohtemboraries. Lewis
describes Wharton as "one of the most intelligent American women
who ever lived."'? She was able to surround herself fing}ly with
the intelligensia of America, and 1ater,‘of France and, to a
lesser dégree;'of England. She was fuily'versed in the technical
theories propounded by James, whom she later counted as a closé
friend and intellectual companion. .

Moreover, she had established a véry strong sénée of the

rituals and traditions of society, of the lipgitations and
A]

narrowness imposed upon the individual, by virtue of her

'2 Lewis, Biography, p. xii.



uacommitted involvement w1th a very structured and ordered
society in New York, counterbalanced w1th on- going and exteﬁsrve
travels and ﬁer eventual expatrlatlon in Europe. ThlS amalgam of
time, élace, circumstance, interests, and abiiities provided. %

Wharton with a very well-considered perspective on the world. "

As a result, she did not simply duplicate traditional

techniques, but rather, developed her‘owq‘gbeory regarding point

of view, which she outlines in The Writing of Fiction:

In the interest of . . . unity it is best to shift as
seldom as possible and to let the tale work its out
from not more than two (or at most three) angles of '
vision, choosing as reflecting consciousnesses persons
either in close mental and moral relation to each other,
or discerning enough to estimate each other's parts in
the drama, so that the latter, even viewed from
different angles, always presents itself to thé reader
as a whole.'?

In contrast to Eliot, who uses an omniscienr narrator to spell

out the moral 1mp11catlons, Wharton makes the drama and the
interplay of characters alone create the meaning. This technique
leads not to conclusions based on one specific character's 2
actions, or on.editorial commentary, but on rheé&otality of the
drama and on the general implications arising out of the\a/
interplay of characters. This technique demands that the reader
assess the interplay and draw his or her own conclusions.'®

"3Edith Wharton, The Writing of Fiction, fLondon: Scribner's,
1925), p. 87-8.

'%For this same reason, Wharton cannot bé considered a satirist,
although there certainly are satiric elements in many of the
novels. While she does use irony, and she does expose thg .
limitations in society, she does not do so from a positi§ﬁ§of
moral superiority, nor does she provide a viable alternat

In Buropean Romantic Irony (New York: Holt, Rinehart,
1958), Morton Gurewitch outlines specifically the differences

f o

10



In contrast to James, Wharton posits that the individual

exists as part of a complex and demanding social structure. In A

Backward Glance, Wharton relates/per comments to James regarding

The Golden Bowl: "What was your idea in suspending the four
principal characters . ... in the void? What sort of life did
tHey lead when they were not watehing each other, and fencing
with each other? Why have you stripped them of all the human
fringes we necessarily trail after us in life?"'’ Whereas
Wharton feels that James allows his characters to operate in
isolation, she utilizes her own literary theories to

" substantiate her beliefs about the effect of societal pressures
on the individual. Moreover, although both James -and Wharton

layer several angles of vision to create "reflecting

n

consciousnesses," James uses a particular character to provide a

1

'4(cont'd) between satire and irony: "Perhaps the fundamental
distinction between irony and satire, in the largest sense of
each, is simply that -irony deals with the absurd, whereas satire
treats the ridiculous. The absurd may be taken to symbolize the
incurable and chimerical hoax of things, while the ridiculous
may Be accepted as standing for life's corrigible deformities.
This means that while the manners of men are the domain of the
satirist, the morals of the universe are the preserve of the
ironist. ' '

Irony, unlike satire, does not work in the interests of
stability. Irony entails hypersensitivity to a universe
permanently out of joint and unfailingly grotesque. The ironist
does not pretend to cure such a universe or to solve its

gmysteries. It is satire that solves. The images of vanlty, for
example, .that litter the world's satire are always
satisfactorily deflated in the end; but the vanity of vanities
.that informs the world's irony is beyond ligquidation (p. 9).

'SA Backward Glance, p. 191,

¢y 3



moral stance,‘siwhile Wharton purpésely fails to provide any

moral stance at all.'’ To suggest that Wharton simply copies the
technigue of Eliot and James, and not too succeszully, then, is
to dieregard not only Wharton's intelligence and skill, but also

her own well-defined theories of discourse.'

MoreoVer, to suggest that herenthusii§tic»response to
Darwinism is simply a wholesale commitment to'a~thenrfashionable
literary approach, as many critics,have suggested, and'to
presume that Wharton only replicated French naturallsm within
the narrow COD%IDES of an American setting, does not coincide
with the pictnre of this very discerning, perceptive woman which
has survived through all the misconceptions. That is not to
suggest that ;gkuralism in itself is not a valid literary

approach, but Wharton's vision and skill go beyond-such

confines. Instead, she utilizes some of the elements of

— e ——————— . P o
'¢Henry James, "Preface to What Maisie Knew", in The Art of the
Novel, (New York: Scribner's, 1934), pp. 140-59. ~

'7 Cynthia Griffin Wolff points to the lack of a moral in her
discussion of The Custom of the Country: "Nothing is less
certain than the moral relationships among the parti-colored
crew, for there is no moral center within the world of this
novel no fixed set of principles according to which we may
systemlcally evaluate its characters. We .may sympathize now with
one, now with another, but the final juddment of any individual
must be ambiguous" [A Feast of Words: The Triumph of Edith
Wharton (New York: Oxford Unlver51ty Press, 1977), p. 232.)
While Wolff addresses this issue only in relation to The Custom
of the Country, her analysis actually is applicable to all of
Wharton's fiction, and prggldes a means to resolve the apparent
inconsistencies and contradictions,

"8In The Writing of Fiction, Wharton actually outlines what she
sees as limitations in Eliot's and James's use of point of view,

and discusses their appr;;ghijf relation to Conrad's theories

and to her own (pp. 88-98

-
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naturalism in order to formulate her own particular approach.

Like the naturalists, Wparton also situates her characters
within a clearly-defined milieu. But unlike the naturalists, who
feel that the individual is subject to the vagaries of society
and is without the strength or will to withstahd external
pressures, Wharton acknowledges that the individual is capable
of making choices as a means of seeking ﬁersonal fulfillment.
Therefore, Wharton is not a naturalist, although the influence
of naturaliém is evident. Instead, she describes herself as a
} realist and as a'novelist of manners, and focﬁées on the
individual's attempt to fulfill his own needs in the face of his
own fears and in the face of the pressures and cdhventi9n$ of
society.‘gy .

As an uncommitted member of her own society, Wharton
probably sensed the subtle and insidious pressures put by the’
group onto the individual to conform; that group alﬁays is
described in the novels as the "herd"” or the "tribe", and
suggests Wharton's sense of the community as an unthinking but
powerful adversary which pefpetuates spgcific values andr

beliefs. In The Age of Innocence, the community is rigid and

punctilious, while in The House of Mirth, turn-of-the-century

New York changes as Lily Bart’ﬁo&gs downward through ‘the various éf

o A
levels of society. In Ethan Frdme and Summer, the community is
'9This description suggests that Wharton acknowledges a debt
more to Howells and the realist tradition than to the
naturalists and James. Howells, she felt, "was the first to feel
the tragic potentialities of life in the drab American small
town™. (Quoted in A Backward Glance, p. 147-8.)

13
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represented by small New England towns, where one or a few

characters embody conventional values, and in The Custom of the _/
Country, the community encompasses not’only small-town Amerida, |

.. but New' York and Europe as well. In each of these cases, the

3

!

community or its representative articulates the social
/ . .

%,
boundariés for each member in order to maintain acceptance.

within) the group. For Wharton then, society at its most basic,
its most co@plex, provides a clearly-defined framework
which informs each\member's consciousness.

| Each of Whartdn's prdtagonists reveals the degree to which
‘'he or she has absorbed the values of his or her partlcular \//fﬁ
milieu. Lily Bart's commltment to expedlency echoes ‘the
commitment of everyone around her, as does Newland Archer's.
Adedication to~thgﬁfituals of his group. Ethan Frome and Charity
Royall both exhibit a strong sense of the cultural rules of New
England, while in aontrast, Undine Spragg 1llustrates how
_qu1ckly the conventions of any partlcular group can be copled of
tossed a51de, glven the de51re of the 1nd1v1dual éo adapt to or
to move within the various strata of soc1ety. All of these co-
characters are‘acEive, if somewhat uncommitted, participants in\
tﬁeir'communities, thereby suggesting that wifhstanding_the
influences of family, friends, and neighbours is imppasiblé.

These characters all mirror‘Wharth's own situation in that

“each is inculcated with the valuea of his or her own society, .

but at the same time, each has. a particular personaikquality

which forbids complete absorption. That characteristic is a need



~

.

for something which cannot be found ppeﬁly‘wighin théfcohfines
of the particular society; but which remains laten£ within theil
individual. Aé a result, each of Wharton's protagonisfé is
disconnected from the community in a particular way, in spite of

a general commitment to common valueé.

The manner in which each protagonist's latent neéd is | \.
awakened also is similar. In ééch case, an outsider, or at least'
someone ‘who offers an alternative perspective, exerts sufficiént
_influence to provide a contrast to the conventions of the |
community, and forces the protagonist to reevaluate his or her

own particular situation. In The House of Mirth, Lawrence Selden

offers Lily a vision of spiritual gréce which contrasts
dramatically with the exigencies of her precafidus’existénce,

just as in ‘Summer, Lucius Harney offers Charity a feeling for<\ .
the potentialiﬁy of life beyond the narrow confines of North

Dorper. In Ethan Frome and The Age of Innocence, Mattie Silver

and §llen Olenska represent for Ethan and Newland an escape from

dull agiu:z%ningless, albeit r%iponsiblel relationships, just as
omlgﬁ the QQﬁﬁfF;, Elmer Moffatt, Ralph Ma}Nell, and

in The
ofhers, reveall to Undinefthe §6§g;;ilities ofrlife beyond each.
successive lefel she inéibits. The fact that such stimulus is
provided by outsiders suggests that the community fsg
self-pe;petuating and inward-looking, wﬁich,has porténtoﬁs
overtones for those whose needs are different. e
While there is a central character, then, on whom Wharton:
specifically focuses, the protagonistialways~is contrasted with

r
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& .
one or more other cheracters who,emﬂbdy the values of the
&ommunity, and with an outsider who provides an élfernétlvel” .
- perspective. The interplaylberween these characters‘creates.tﬁe
"reflectihg-angles of vision"itovwhich Wharton refers in her
ldlscussion of point of view, and the "reflecting |
comsciousnesse\" forms the "drama“.?° Lily, for instance, is
caught betweenséme expedienoies of her society and‘the spirifual
directives which Selden provides} Charity is caught betmeen the
social restraints which lewyer Royall embodies and ﬁarney's
potentiality. Ethan/and Newlarnd each are caught betmeen a
conventional womao and one who represents the unique%w@hile,
‘Umdine contrasts wirh Ralph Marvell and several othersrro point
to specific elementsvin<the American psyche. The strdggle of the

'protagonlst to reconc1le these quite contradictory elements, as

f\“/ ’

they are embodled by varlous characters, forms the nucleus of

each novel. / \g !'Eﬁ ﬁﬁ
The néture of these struggles erefore is important. When

“Wharton's protagonlsts'are faced with the conflict between their

N

need for what the outsider offers, and the restrictions of their
‘ communlty, they attempt, in each case, withfthe'notable

exception of Undine Spragg, to resolve the problem according to

,.(

philosophical ideals or tradltlonal Christian morality. And in

A4
each case, these guidelines prove at best limiting égo at worst,
201n The Writing of Fiction, Wharton suggests that this
‘technique resolves potentlal problems in narrative and
chronology ". . . by shlftlng the p01§t of vision from one
character to akother, in such a way to comprehend the whole
history and yet preserve the unity o pression™ (p. 87).

. -
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destrugtive. Cohseduently, the‘communiﬁy provides an imporfant
frame of reféfenée,'buﬁ the moral directives arising'{rom~th§t~m*
frame of reference do not equip the 1nd1v1dual to deal with. N
their needs within the context of the human émeunlty Thle 

apparent contradiction suggests that soc1ety at large does not
subscribe to the bellefs that it demands of the 1nd1v1dual

which undermines the basic assumptlon that moral belLEfs and

values provide the foundation of civilizeqd society. “~x

Whereas Wharton feels tﬁat Eliot accepted conVentfgnal
Christian morality as a guideline in her artistic vision,
Wharton herself sees the limitations in the wholesale acceptance
of such unquestioned be}iefs) especially when applied to the
struggle for personal fulfillment. Escaping from the
restrictions of society does not resolve  this conflict, however,
which Wharton pointedly illustrates in the reaction of tﬁe
p;qtagonists to thoée who do escape. For Charity, the people of
the mountain seem almost sub-humah, while for Newland, Ellen's

exotic existence is compelling, but at the same time, it is

unfamiliar, foreign, and frightening. Mo importantly, those

who do withdr;w matter far less to Wharton th n.those who
remain, which suggests that in her terms, efcape is merely an
evasion of rather thap a solution to an all encompass{ng
conflkct. The st}uggle thus be;omes greater than that of the
individual striving to fulfill individual needs in the face of a

restrictive community; rather, Wharton's protagonists reveal

that those guided by philosophical ideals or inculcated with

17




L
traditional Christian morality are ill-eguipped to deal with a

world operating under more contingent crffiteria. ”””J“”:f"”wfﬁ”f:ffff

Wharton's perception of the limitations. in philosophical =

ideals and traditional morals leads to a significant shift in

emphasis. In response to criticism of 6he'of her- books, Wharton

s

repliedﬁ "I am néver interested %n’thg misfortunes of my
personages, only in their ésychologicai evoiution."21 WharEon

- seems to suggest in this comment that she is less interested in
what happens to the characters than she is in the reasons why
they aét, choose, and evolve as they do.2%? Athough,thisiapproach

is clearly naturalistic, Wharton provides the additional element

.

of evaluating the philésophicél.tpols and moral criteria

available to these characters as they attempt to reconcile their

K

needs within the conventions of society. In each case, hqxayer;

the individual makes consciogg/and deliberate choices, and’to

21 Quoted in Lewis, Biography, p. 327.

22Wharton defines her approach in yet another way, but the
underlying methodolody remains consistenty "In this [fictional]l
world are begotten and born the creatures of [the author's] ’
imagination, more living to him than. hlS own flesh-and-blood,
but whom he never thlnks of as 11v1ng, in the reader's
51mp11fy1ng sense. Unless he keeps his hold on this dual
character of their being, visionary to him, and to the reader
real, he will be the slave of,his~characters and not their
master. When I say their master, I do not mean that they are his
marionettes and dangle from his strings. Once projected by his
fancy, they are livi beings who live. their own lives; but
their world is the o consciously imposed on them by their
creator. Only by means of this objectivity of the artist can his
characters live in art"™ (Writing of Fiction, p. 120). By '
creating "realistic” characters who must interact within
clearly-defined limits, the intellectual aspects are never
subjugated in favour of the predictable or the sentimental. In
this way, the underlylng 1mp11cat10ns are as important as the
character's actions. .

18
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this extent, he or she is master of their own destiny.
¥

[

This is ‘an-important distinction to make in comparison to.

othér writers: Wharton feels that Eliot's characters also
‘operate within a clearly—defined moral_s;ructure, but misfortune
occurs when the guidelines are ignored or abused, 'and fortune
returns when the errof is recogniﬁga and corrected. The
naturalists, in contrast, suggest to Wharton that there aré-no
guidelines to follow and so the individual only.can flounder |
helplessly within the context of a capricious and mutable social
structure. Wharton, like Eliot, sees'the struggle pre-eminently
.in moral terms, but Wharton questions many of the basic moral
"asSumptions usually taken for granted. Cdnseqﬁently, thdre is no
moral centeryor touchstone to reveal the value in suffeﬁfﬁg'or
to link a character's bgin with any apparent lesson. In not -

providing a ‘moral center, Wharton undermines the then-popular

.traditional expectations for literature. ’

 Wharton's description offherself as a realist aégksgkg
comedian of manners thus is in keeping with her philosophical
perspective. She sees the inevitablity of a well-defined social
sgructure; she\accepts that most are absorbed into that
structure and unthinkingly absorb the values and beliefs
prescribed therein.™®The social framework which defines and gives
meaning to each individual's existence, however, simultaneously
inhibits any personal or spiritual growth in thosngaose needs
are different. In each case, the individual who sets himself

apart faces a struggle for which he is ill-eauipped.
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- Ultimately, the implications which arise from the evolution

of the characters reveal that any commitment to- Christian-values - -

and beliefs, to philosophic ideals, requires either that the
individual ignore the pressures of his existence, or that he
ignore his own needs.?? In The House Qﬁ'MEEEEr for example, Lily
struggles between economic exigencies and her attraction to
ethical considerations. In Summer;.Chérity is used to examine
sexual relationships reduced to the most fessential level. In The

Custom of the-Country, Undine is ;5% to present a relentless

analysis of the kind of female and the kinds of survival skills

necessary in a world without idealism or values, and where

upper-class tradition has atrophied into empty and decadeht

dilettantism. In Ethan Frome, the protagonist struggles with the

conflict between his sense of duty and his desire for emotional

contentment, while in The Age of Innocence, Newland flounders

between his social needs and his intellectual sensibilities.

Because Wharton does not offer a moral center to justify or
to clarify the reasons for suffering, because her characters do

not experience spiritual growth as a consequence of their

_struggles, and because she does not temper realities with

piétitudes or contrived reconciliations, the individual
flounders only in relatioh to conventional values and social

pressures. Whether that society is a reflection of rural 1870 or
23wWharton comments in another context about this contradiction:
"There are times when I hate what Christianity has left in our
blood--or rather, one might say, taken out of it--by its cursed
assumption of the split between body and soul" (Quoted in Feast
of Words, p. 153).

20



1890 New York, or whether it is a reflection of rural Ne&
England or the world in general, Wharton's approach isr
consistent. Whether that individual is an eighteenth-century
Prince of Italy, an aspiring artist on the’Hudson River, or é
father concerned about his son's invol#emenf inWorld War I;

whether the community is historic or contemporary, complex or

straightfofward, artistic or agrarian, the modus operandi

remains siﬁiiar in that the struggle of the individual to
reconéile ﬁ&swown needs, according to i;;éievant values within a
conventional fréme#ork, informs each novel. | '
The novels taken for consideration in this study are chosen
because they are well-written,”and dealrspecif?cally with |
interpersonal relationships. Moreover, Chronological order is
ignored in favour of thematic juxtapositions and contrasting
emphases. Although Summer was published twelve years after The
House gg‘giggg, and seems quite different, there are sufficient

similarities to warrant their consideration in the same context.

Similarly, in The Custom of the Country, the female protagonist

is transformed from victim to victor, so Undine Spragg's

evolution logically contrasts with Lily's and Charity's. For the

same reason, although Ethan Frome was published in 1911, it more
properly compiements The Age of Innocence, published in 1920.
‘Theéé five novels separately reveal the wide range ‘of Wharton's
artistic sensibililities, and together they address specifié
aspects cdncerning the individual in any social structure. By

testing certain assumptions about the interrelationship between
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the individual and'hiS'social and ethical framework, what seems
valid and worthwhile in theory, ‘proves irrelevant or
self-destructive in practice. |

'For this reason, Wharton did not endear herself to the
critics. Just as her characters are forced to ree&aluate their
own assumptions about morality, her technigue makes the saﬁe
demands of the reader. Not only does Wharton refuse to spell out
any moral leégon according to conventional expectations, but
more importantly, she also forces the reader to reassess some
basic assumptions about social and sexual roles. Wharton's
péfceptions about morality, her understahding of society, and
her literary technique, thus combine to create a unique ’
perspective in her'fiction. But by moving away from Eliot and
the traditionalists, and frdm James and the naFuralists, she
’also moves beyond the expectations of the literary

establishment, and makes herself victim to the critical

backlash.
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f?i The Critical Response

Wharton's relationship with the critical audience until very
recently has been at bestt;enuous.'Many of her contemporaries
felt that she wés misguided, immoral, and without értistié or
imaginative skill. Moreover, specific myths grew out of
misconceptions about her.life which suggested that she was a
snobbish, affluent éociety lady who was emotionally unstable,
sexually frustrated, and sociologically alienated from the real
world, and whose dedication to Henry James and Georgé‘Eliot was
dampened ohly by her inability to imitate them well. The )
evolution of these myths‘is worth tracing with Whartoh, because
50 muchﬁls revealed about the critical process. More |
importantly, such exploration explains why Wharton has not yet
secured a prominent position ih the literary mainstream.

The limitation arouﬁd which critical discussion centered
for a long time concerned, ironically, Wharton's personal life.
What began with tenuous assumptions with critics like Percy
Lubbock, V. L. Parrington, E. K. Brown, and others, provided the
foundation on which many misc;nceptions grew, simply because
those early assumptiohs were ne&er tested. By the 1950's, theré'
were two camps: those who felt Wharton was morally reprehensible
and artistically limited; and those who felt that, in spite of

obvious artistic limitations, Wharton does present perceptions

worthy of consideration. By the 1960's, critics were struggling

23



with the conflict bétweenvtheiéé@wn expectations ana her \4(
inability to satisfy those expectations,<altﬁough tﬂ:)r
reservations were not so openly defined. Not until the 1970's do
critical assumptions evolve sufficiently to encompassAfhe
sensibilities which Wharton addressed sixty years before,
assisted, ironically, by Wharton herself with the release of her
personal papers in 1968. In their response thén, tﬂé critics do 
Wharton a grave injustice: she was expected to perpétuate and
reinforce specific assumptions in her fiction, and her failure
to comply with such expectations led not to new ways of
perceiyiné, but to a %Bolesale rejection of her work as being.
invalid, or irrelevant, or irreverent. She thus was condemned
accordihg‘to criteria which quﬁﬁt apply but whiéh provided
critics the opportunity of perpetuating their own beliefs.’

Wharton's perceptions jarred the critical audience from the

start. While reviewers of The House of Mirth are consistent in

= : ) ’
their praise for her technigue and style,' and while some praise
her penetrating and relentless judgement,? most feel that the

book is plotless?® and Wharton is accused of limited creative

—— . — o —————— ——

'Th. Bentzon, "Le Monde ou l'on s'amuse aux Etats-Unis," Revue
de Deux Mondes (1 November 1906) [data incomplete], in Marlene
Springer, A Reference Guide to Edith Wharton and Kate Chopin,
(Boston: G. K. Hall, 1976), p. 19. :

2Anonymous, "A Notable Novel," Qutlook LXXXI (21 October, 1905),
pp. 404-06, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 14.

3 Anonymous, "Review of The House of Mirth," Academy LXIX (4
November, 1905), p.1155, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 15.
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péwers,“ of using, at best, "ephemeral suhjécts,5 or at worst,
"impleasant"(sic) and uncontrasting characters. Lily is accused
of being "coldly corrupt,"’ of "phenomenal ignorance of money
matters,"® of being entitled to a "less brutalizing
enyironment," which "any fair-minded creator would have provided
. ."? The subject is condemned for its shallowness,'® for its
‘concern about the "vain and vulgar upper-class";'' Wharton is
condemned for not observing "the tenets of
realism,"'? and for her "indefiniteness [about] the 'better

“Anonymous, "The House of Mirth," Times Literary Supplement , (1

December, 1905), p. 421, in Springer, A Reference Guide, pp.
15-6. .

SAnonymous, "Mrs. Wharton's Latest Novel", Independent LIX (20
July, 1905), in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 13.

¢0livia Howard Dunbar, "A Group of Novels," Critic XLVII
(December, 1905), pp. 509-510, in Springer, A Reference Guide,
p. 16. o\

’Anonymous, "Review of The House of Mirth," Saturday Review
(London), CI (17 February, 1906), pp. 209-10, in Springer, A
Reference Guide, p. 18. :

8C. L. Franklin, "Women and Business," Bookman, XXIV (November,
1906), pp. 249-50, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 19.

.°Anonymous, "Idle Notes by an Idle Reader," Critic XLVIII (May
1906), pp. 463-4, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 18.

'°Mary ‘Moss, "Notes on New Novels, Atlantic Monthly XCVII
(January, 1906), pp. 52-53, im Springer, A Reference Guide, p.
19.

'""William Morton Payne, "Recent Fiction," Dial, XL (1 January,
1906), pp. 15-16, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 19.

24, D. Sedgwick, "The Novels of Mrs. Wharton," Atlantic Monthly
XCVIII1 (August, 1906), pp. 217-28, in Springer, A Reference
Guide, p. 19. : '
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part' gﬁ;ch Selden has to offer."'?

The Custom of the Country fares %ittie better: Wharton's

reputation is said to be on the decline, and her "heroine is a

mere monster of vulgari . ."'% yhile another comments that
"the subject itself, and [Wha'ton'sj treatment of it, are at
this stage of the developmentﬁof ficfion decfdedly beneath her .
. . . The situations are banal, the treatment of feminine nature
is unnecessarily coarse."'® Yet another suggests that "even her

skill has not saved her from eXaggef%tion, unrealities, and

?
repetitions."'®

Summer is seen as a "sordid and ugly story,"‘v7 and although

"onel|feels pity . . . one also feels dragged without much

purpose througﬁ'these fictional sorrows."'®

~
'3plice Meynell, "The House of Mirth," Bookman (London) XXIX

(December, 1905), pp. 130-31, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p.h
17. e <

T5H, W. B.}V“Mrs. Wharton's Manner," Nation XCVII (30 October,
1913), pp. 404-5, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 35.

'S E, F. E., "Edith Wharton's New Novel: An Extremely
Conventional Portrayal of the Social Climber," Boston Evening.
Transcript (18 October, 1913), Pt. 3, p. 8, in Springer, A
Reference Guide, p. 36. o

'"6Robert Herrick, "Mrs. Wharton's World," New Republic II (13
February, 1915), pp. 40-42, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p.
39. '

4

'7Anonymous, "Novels Whose Scenes are Laid in New England,"
Review of Reviews LVI (September, 1917), p. 333, in Springer, A
Reference Guide, p. 43. T

'8Anonymous, "The New Books," Outlook CXVI (1 August, 1917), p..
522, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 43.
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With Ethan Frome, the praise for Wharton's "structural

skill and feeling for style"'® continues, but she is faulted for
her preference for showing "life in its tragic espects, bn%
without’ the deep sympathy and tolerance of the greatest
novelists."?° Another suggests that "she does not understand the
New England character,"?' which may be a reflection of tne
critic's own lack of understanding. Yet another feels that
"there are things too terrible in their failure to be told
humanly byrcreature to creature,"?? while yet another..echoes

concern for her cruelty, her "utter remorselessness."??

A 3
With the publlcatlon of The Age of Innocence, critics say

that Wharton's work is "cold,"?% that her subject is "trite,"25

and full of "troops of obseqguious and efficient white

'Anonymous, "Half a Dozen Stories,” Outlook XCIX (21 October
1911), p. 405, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 41.

2°Anonymo’us; "Three Lives in Supreme Tortureég'Neﬁ York Times
Book Review (8 October, 1911), p. 603, in,Spg“nger, A Reference
Guide, p. 41. .

'Elizabeth §. Seygeant, "Idealized New Englangs" New Republic
I (8 May, 1915)? pp. 20-1, in Springer, A Re&ference Guide, p.
39-40. ‘ -

22anonymous, "Review of Ethan Frome, " Saturday Review (London) v
CXI1, (18 November, 1911), p. 650, in Sprlnger A Reference
Guide, p. 41. /

23 7, T. Cooper, "Ethan Frome," Bookman- -XXXIV (November, fg11),
p. 312, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 41-42.

~J - .
2%Katherine Mansfield, "Family Portraits," Athenaeum (London)
No. 4728 (10 December, 1920), pp. 810-11, in Springer, A
Reference Guide, p. 51. . ¢

258, F., "The Age of Innpcence," New Republic XXIV (17 November,
1920), pp. 301-02, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 51. '

°
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domestics."2® The story is seen as "thin and familiar,"27 full
of historical inaccugégies," and more. importantly, her sympathy
for Ellen is unfounded and the subject therefore "lacks

conviction of truth:;"?® that althbugh Ellen is said to be’

charming, she "does not in the least produce that effect."?? <j“
By suggesting that Wharton's intolerance or her use of _' /

abnormal people and situations?®® are limitations in her artistic L
vision, each critic absolves himself of the need to look beyond
his own assumptions and expectations. Consequently, the'emphasis

does not center on the implications of the issuesapresented,'but

s .
[N

instead.centers on concerns which have little relation to the
substance of the fiction. The criticism that Lily is "coldly

corrupt,"‘thataUndiné is "coarse," and that Summer is "sordid

and ugly,"|all reflect a feeling of distaste for the

presentation of the various subjécts. The criticism that Wharton

does not understand the New England temperament stems from the

same response that her subject matter is insignificant. Her
2éanonymous, "The Innocence of New York," Saturday Review
(London) CXXX (4 December, 1920), p. 458, in Springer, A
Reference Guide; p. 50.. ‘

k4

27aA. E. W. Mason, "The Age of Innocence," Bookman LII (December,

1920), p. 1195, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 51.

?®Anonymous, "Mrs. Wharton's Novel of 0ld New York," Literary
Digest LXVIII (5 February, 1921), p. 52, in Springer, A
Reference Guide, p. 53.

2%Lillian Whiting, "Novels on the Season's List," Nation CXI (27
October, 1920), pp. 479-80, in Springerf“A Reference Guide, p.
53. ) :

¢ 3%Anonymous, "Half a Dozen Stories," Outlook XCIX (21 October,
1911), p. 405, in Springer, A Reference Guide, p. 41. -

-
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perceptions are seen as incorrect, or toorrea;istic, or
unrealiétig, or simply not pleasant.

In 1921, V. L. Parrington sums up these feelings in his °
discussion éf The Age of Innocencé, which he feels is,
affirmation of'Whafton’S."sevére ethical code..." é/that

. . . she belongs in spite of herself to the caste which
she satirizes. . . . If she had lived less easily, if
she had been forced to skimp and save and plan, she’
would have been a greater and richer artist. . . . for
Mrs. Wharton to spend her talents upon rich nobles is
not less than sheer waste.?'

1

‘'He goes on to criticizg*ﬁkarto for being "unnecessarily

irritat[ing] because she Treveals so unobtrusively how much she
knows and how perfect is her breeding." Such comments may reveal
more about the critic's own prejudices and assumptions than they

do ébout Wharton's ability, as well as contradicting other

comments aboﬁt her sordid, coarse, and corrupt characters; yet4
somehow, Wharton's sﬁcial'ﬁosit;on‘becomes a justification for i
cfitiq%fing her preseptation of subject matter;vejther because
she is too closely associated wit?iit; or because shé is too .far
removed from iE;,But because of Wharton's technical skill,
powerful style, andrher-popularity,with‘gﬁe’reading public, she
could not be ignored on the basis of éhchyasseséments. |
Consequently, a dichotomy wés created by critics trying to//f'

assess Wharton's worth against their own particular values.

Percy Lubbock efNitomizes this dichotomy in an article written in

'V, L. Parrington, {Qur Literary Aristocrat", Edith Wharton: A
Collection of Critical\Essays, Irving Howe (ed.), (Englewood.
.Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1962), pp. 151-154,

rd
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1915: although he contends that Wharton S novels to date are
penetratlng and f1ne1y flnlshed studies,” hlS analy51s serves
to hlghllght'hlsAsehse of the1rk11m1tatlons more than their
gqualities. He then sums up: i[The novels'] curious lack of
anythinglthat could be disengaged as a philosophy. of life, a
characteristic synthesis of belief, is no doubt their weakness -
froh éhe'point of view . . ."3? For Lubbcck, as for others, this -
lack is seen as a limitation, and he attempts to show how Lily's
"fineness of'grain ‘her central 1ndependence of spirit, savespj;
her from a futile existence through death which he follows with

criticisms about Wharton's presentation.3?? This, dichotomy K

between critical expectations and admiration for her skill and

popularity leads to the assumbticn that Wharton has?specific
artistic,lim}tatiods, which she tries to overcome with her
choice of subject mattir‘and with her persistence in showing the
degraded aspects -of l?fe. » .
Like Lubbock‘ there were other cr1t1cs, most notably E. K.

Brown, who in 1933, attempted'to show that Wharton, in fact

dges\izilow tradltlonal concepts in her lLterary endeavors, and
L’any dis repanc1es are a reflection of artistic: 11m1tat10ns. .

Brown suggests not pnly that she is a disciple of Henry James,

_but that she is comparable§tc‘George Eliot in that both

e e i S ot o - — —

32percy Lubbock, “The.Novels of Edlth Wharton, " in "Howe, A
Collection, pp. 43 60.

E

33Lubbock suggests that Lily lives in%such close proximity to’
those who ostracize her that she could not escape their notice,
which seems to miss Wharton's point.
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"transcend the limitations of [their] sex [to find] ea:;f:;*;\x\«/@m

34

man's world." In making such comments! Brown reveals more - - —-

about hlS owh preconceptions than he does about Wharton 5
. \ o
ability, and implles that she 1is judged agalnst a meanlngless

double standard.- _ '
Although Brown points out that Wharton takes umbrage with'
Eliot's technlque of "continuougTy\qausing to. denounce and
exhort " he clarifies Wharton's comments in hlS own terms by -
suggesting that "it is not ‘the morality, but the'crudity of its
presentation wh1ch repels her. For she is too profoundly and -
pert1nac1ously occupled w1th moral issuess-irer morality is not J
excrescent but inherent." He doea not, however, define the ﬂ;f
process by which Wharton presents'her moraiity, but simply

concludes that is a oraiity that "emerges from the social
order and the'civilization and cannot be imposed upon Yt." By
comparing Wharton to Eliot in this way’, Brdﬁn presumes that they
are operatlng under similar crlterla, albeit with dlfferent
technlques, and the failure of Brown and later critics to p1n
down Wharton's morél'vision is seen as a limitation in her
abilities.

‘Another result of Brown's incomplete analysis is the

presumption that Wharton is a disciple of Henry James. Brown

begins his discussion by quoting Lubbock's statement that a good

-—— e ————————— e — ———— -

3%E, K. Brown, "Edith Wharton: The Art of the Novel," in Howe, A
Collection, pp. 95-102. Blake Nevius later reiterates this
position in his critical discourse, Edith Wharton, (Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 1961}, p. 3t. - '
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story is one which "is centered in soﬁgbody's consciousness,
passed through a fashioned and constituted mind . . ."3% Without
acknowledging that Lubbock is more obviously the Jamesian
disciple, Brown follows the Lubbock quotatioh with Wharton's
discussion of "reflecting consciousnesses,” already quoted, but
worth including again for this purpose:
In the interest of . . . unity it is best to shift as
seldom as possible, and _to let the tale work itself out
from not more than two (or at most three) angles of ‘
vision, choosing as reflecting consciousnesses persons
either in close mental and moral relation to each other,
or discerning enough to estimate each other's parts in
the drama, so that the latter, even viewed from
different angles, always presents itself to the reader
as a whole.?®
As Wharton clearlyrspells’éut that her technique is to use
reflecting consciousnesses to provide contrasting angles of
vision for her own particular literary purposegf Brown reveals

his inability to see beyond his own misconceptions. And yet, he

proceeds to show that as the most Jamesian, The Reef is the

‘‘'most successful of her novels.rlee the comparlson to EllOt

then, the comparison to James also provides criteria by which to
judge Wharten's fiction. And naturally, because she does not

follow rigidly Jamesian technfque,or principles, she is

considered, at best, a pale imitation.3?’

i |
335percy Lubbock, The Craft of Fiction, (New York: Viking Press,
1957), p. 15. , :

*fwharton, The Writing of Fiction, p. 87—8.

37Another reason for such comparlsons is the very close

friendship that Wharton and James enjoyed, and the h1gh regerd

which Wharton expressed for James.
\

~
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The legacy of literary critiéism liké Brown's and Lubbock's
is their influence on subéequent genefations of critics who
accept such premises without testing their validity:rThe
assumption that Wharton is an affluent society lady who makes
frivolqus attempts to recreate fiction in the mode of James or
Eliot, aﬁd who somehow misses the mark in terms of ethical
excellence,.becomes a fixed and unquestioned premise by most
critics.?® writing in 1938, Q. D. Leavis weighs Wharton's
morality'against EliOt's_and finds it lacking: "[Wharton] has
none of that natural piety . . . and sense of moral ordgr . e

/gn which George Eliot's local criticiéms are embedded and which
give the latter her larger stature."?®® And although in 1938, .
Edmund Wilson suggests in an article pointedly entitled "Justice
to Edith Wharton," that the connection to James is irrelevant,*®
such connections continue to be made until the 1970's."%

*BlLewis suggests that Wharton herself may have contributed to
these assumptions because of her reticence and modesty about her
literary skill: "From middle age onward, she talked restrainedly
about her work-in-progress with a few of her men friends, but
for the most part she seems to have limited the talk to matters
of technique and organization. She found it hard to believe
herself worthy to discourse, from a personal standpoint, upon
larger questions of the art of fiction and the creature
experience (her collection of essays in this area, in 1925,
addressed itself typically to the writing of fiction)"

(Biography, p. 297).

*% Q. D. Leavis, "Henry James' Heiress: The Importance of Edith
Wharton," in Howe, A Collection, p. 87.

" °Edmund Wilson, "Justice to Edith Wharton", in Howe, A
Collection , p. 20.

*1 The James connection is mentioned in 1941 by Alfred Kazin, in
1950 by J. L. Jessup, in 1958 by Blake Nevius, in 1961 by Louis
Auchincloss, in 1962 by Irving Howe, in 1965 by Millicent Bell,
and as recently as 1972 by James Tuttleton. o )
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.Other legacies which have done equal harm to Wharton's
critical reputation stem from similar’misconceptions. Wilson
himself gées on to suggest in the éame'article that '‘Wharton's
writings were a theraputic means to reconcile persdnal
unhappiness and that personal contentment leads to a diminishing
of her artistic skills, because

« + . 1t 1s sometimes true of women writers--1less offen,

I believe of men--that a manifestation of something like

genius may be stimulated by some exceptional emotional

strain, but will disappear whep the stimulus has passed.
His prémise that this "intellectual force . . . evaporates
almost completely after 1920," however; has little connection °
with the facts of her personal life as they were ultimately
revealed.*?

More importantly, such comments imply that generally,
femal? intellectuality is somehow suspect, and that
specifically, Wharton's failings as an artist are related
directly to:her sense of psychological contentment. The
underlying implication here is that at best, Wharton's fiction
consists of the revelations of a neurotic and unhappy woman, and
any lack of morality must therefore be merely a reflection of
her state of mind.-Consequentiy, even as Wilson attempts to show
justice to Wharton, his underlying assumptioné provide another

legacy which undermines her artistic reputation because of

guestions about her emotional stability.

-———— e e —— —— o ——————

2 In Wharton's biography, R. W. B. Lewis reveals that while she
experienced traumas and discontentment in her life, she had
resolved much of:the cause of her unhappiness well before 1920.
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Such presumptions begin to colour criticai assessments of
Wharton's fiction, and”premiseé about her personal liféiandiher
limitations as an artist begin to permeate subsequent critical
response. Alfred Kazin's comments regarding Wharton's ‘position
in American fiction, written in 1941, reflect‘éﬁﬁ build on these
conclusions accordingly: "To Edith Wharton, whose very career as’
a novelist was the tenuous produét of so mahy personal
maladjustments, the novel became in involuted expression of
self."%? While acknowledging her technical skill and sense of
tragedy,gthe thrust of his article suggests that Wharton is a-
victim 6f her own breeding and that her "characters [are] the
last proud affirmation of the caste gquality"; that because
Wharton is alienated from her New York foots and from the larger
part of American society,vcharactersvlike Selden reflect her
personal dilemma. Selden then, comes to represent the touchstone
éf Wharton's philosophy,'and his obvious shortcomings are seen
as a reflection of Wharton's own philosophical shortcomings,
valid or not.

Kazin concludes that she is a "grandé dame" instead of an
"objective novelist", that "she had no conception of America as
a unified and dynamic economy, or even as a single culture."
Moreover, because she is unable to reconcile her hopes with her
life, "she ignored £he parvénuraltogether and sought refuge in

nostalgia." Her fiction thus is seen as proof of her

3A1fred Kazin, "Edith Whartén;“ in Howe, A Collection, pp.
89-94,
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sociolﬁgical alienation from American society, which leads to .
the conclusion that she is an idealistic, disillusioned
aristocrat yearning for a'by-gone era, and that her
characterizations are expressions of her own empty ideals.

The ultimate detractor, however, is Percy Lubbock, who in

1947 published his book, Portrait of Edith Wharton. Ostensibly

an expression "of her as friends knew her and as she lives in
their memory,"** in actuality, Lubbock's account reveals many of
his own prejudices. Lubbock presents Wharton as a "grande dame,"
but intimates that she is personally unhappy because of her
unrequited relationship with Walter Berry.‘® Lubbock further
contends that she was discontented with the retinue of clever
guests with which she surrounded herself’,“6 and that her
decorous mien was really her method of exerting control over
people and situations for her own particulér ends."*’ Lubbock
also suggests by implication that she was incapable of
independent thought on important matters likerchristian
morality; he comments that Walter Berry wrongly encouraged

Wharton's skepticism about Catholicism, a position which Lubbock

~

- M4percy Lubbock, Portrait of Edith Wharton, (London: J. Cape,
1947), p. 7.

85Noted in Edmund Wilson's article, "Edith Wharton: A Memoir by
an English Friend," in Howe, A Collection, p. 173.

“6also noted in Wilson's article, pp. 174-5.

87Lubbock, Portrait, p. 23.
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finds personally distasteful.®

Later research, however, suggests that much of Lubbock‘s
commentary is highly questionable. Apart from the fact that
Wharton's official biography contradicts many of Lubbock's
statements about her personal relationships, Lubbock's comments
also must be considered as possible revenge for an old battle:
later revelations about a conflict concerninglhig wife,4?
suggest that Gaillard Lapsley's requesf that Lubbock write
Wharton's portrait is the eqﬁivalent of asking Brutus to defend
Caesar: not only does Lubbock possibly carry a personal grudge

against Wharton,®° but his dedication to Catholic morality
, *
raises doubts about his own objectivity on ethical questions.

Apart from such concerns about her personal life, Lubbock's
literary evaluations also are highly suspect. As a committed

Jamesian disciple, Lubbock weighs everyone against that

— e - —

“8wilson discusses the validity of Lubbock's assessments in
light of the divergence in his beliefs and Wharton s. Noted in

op. cit., p. 174. ' -
“?Biography, p. 475. '

50Lewis's analysis reveals how extraordinary the choice of
Lubbock actually was: "Given all these circumstances, it is
profoundly puzzling that Gaillard Lapsley, as her executor,
should have invited Percy Lubbock to write the memoir of Edith
Wharton after her death, and that the choice should have been
applauded by Berensen and Hugh Smith, who were equally privy to
the finality of the breach. Even more disconcerting was the warm
approval voiced by Edith's old friends when Portrait of Edith
Wharton appeared in 1946. Literarily, it is undoubtedly a work
of art . . . . But the book's most striking characteristic to—
the thoughtful reader is the subtly distributed malice toward
its subject, a careful, muted downgrading of Edith Wharton as a
human being and a writer. The picture that emerges is
surreptitously false in many places” (Biography, 515-16).
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particular approach; but as an Englishmah'unfamiliar.with the
mainstream of twentieth century American i}terature,'except in
connectioh with James, who considered himself out of touch with
American concerns, Lubbock is hardly capable of evaluating
Wharton's position in the American literary tradition. Yet, he
suggests that her expatriation limits her artistic intentions, 5’
which only echoes James' particular feelings on that subject, 52
and which has no basis in fact. Lubbock's unquestioning
dedication to James and ignorance about twentietﬁ century
American literature should have raised serious{questions about
this commentary as a literary resource in Wharton study. Yet it
was praised for its insights and accepted enthusiastically into
Wharton criticism.

This then is the legacy provided by prejudice and critical
misconceptions. The fact that Lubbock's portrait was considered
for a long time a valuable and essential resource on Wharton, 53
reveals the far—réaching effects of such criticisms, in spite of.
Edmund Wilson's thoughtful response in. 1950, which articulates
many of the limitations pbintéd out here, and which culminates

in his contention that "Her work ., . . has never been .

S'Lubbock, Portrait, p. 69.

52Noted in Lewis, Edith Wharton, p. 567.

53 Portrait‘gi Edith Wharton is mentioned for its value in
Nevius' 1958 study, 1in 1959 by Marilyn Lyde, and in 1962 by
Irving Howe.
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appfeciated or interpreted as it should be."®* He also quite
correctly predicts that‘whenkher personal papers at Yaie
University are published, many of the "puzzling" aspects of her
life will be clarified and will "show her in her full
dimensions."” Wilson thus reveals his own underlying'assumpfion
that a clear understanding of personal history is essential in
evaluating an author's fiction; without actually stating the
case, he suggests that Wharton at this point is trapped in a
conception which does not seem to fit, but ‘that she cannot
preéently escape because of-thé inability of critics to
reconcile their presumptions about her life with the vision she
presents in her fiction. Wilson's psychoanalytical bent
restricts him from evaluating Wharton's work in its own terms,
but simultaneously, he is confident that time itself and future
revelations will secure for Wharton the respect he feels she is

due. -

The concern which colours every critic's perception for the
subsequent fifteen years concerns Wharton's vision of morality.
This suggests that E. K. Brown's and Q. D.-Leavis' 1930's
guidelines continue into the 1950's, and the presumption that
good literature should illustrate ;nd'reinforce conventional
Christian morality goes unguestioned. There are those like Diana
Trilling, who attempt to show that in spite of obvious

*%Wilson, "A Memoir," 4n Howe, A Collection, pp. 172-6.
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limitations, Wharton still warrants cons{derafion; and those.at .
the other extreme, like F. J: Hoffman apd Lionel Trilling, who
feel that whatever éraise Wharton receives is %d,eserved,
especially as her reputation deteriorates ihto;little'morg than
"that of ladies' magazine writer in her later yéa;s and beyona.
Wharton is so trapped in her role as a well-heeled, haughty,
alienated, and romantically-frustrated lady dedicated to by-gone
traditions that these assump£ions provide the foundation of
every critic's assessments.

Diana Trilling, for instance, in 1947 reevaluates The House
of Mirth, to show that Wharton, as a good writer, does express a
- conventional vision of morality. Trilling suggests there are

echoes of Henry James

. . . in Selden's moral elevation and in the
inviolability with-which he inhabits an insensible
world, as well as in his eager appreciation of beauty
and his subtle wit. The intellectual of The House of
Mirth and, in his quality of spirit, is as much an
'artist' as Lily. Seldem;- with his decent bachelor
quarters, his good worn rugs and books, and his
excellent modest teas . . . . argues the thesis that is
everywhere implied in Mrs. Wharton's novel, and made
explicit in his choice of a manner of life, that mind
and grace of spirit reach their best flower in a .
well-ordered society, sheltered against the rude winds.
that blow through a more open world.5? 3

Such a sympathet{i/gvaluation not only presumes that Selden's
high-blown sentiments are a reflection of Wharton's own, but
that they reflect in their Jamesian echoes /"moral elevation" in

) AN
an "insensitive world," thereby assuming that there is an

55piana Trilling, "The House of Mirth Revisited," in Howe, A
Collection, pp. 103-118.
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identifiable moral center.56

-

In order to reconcile thisg premise about Selden with the

»

facts presented, Trilling concludes that his “passions are
blocked”, and that hé reasonably takes Lily's ;gzions‘as "gross
rejection” until she: ultimately proves her worth in death. This
1nterpretat10n ShlftS the responsibility from Selden onto Llly,
who carries not only the weight of her own actions, but also the
weight of Selden's inaction. Trilling further contends'that‘
‘"Lily affirms the absolute power of society over the life of the

individual," and that Selden is as victimized as is Lily, which

justifies his behavior. In so doing, Trilling appoints Selden as

AN

the exemplar, without demanding that he be exemplaryl

Trilling takes exceptioh, however, with Wharton's failure
to provide a "more suitable form of employment for Lily--as, |
say, a governess or companion," and suggests that the way of
life deéicted "is bound to confound the modern reader." She
concludes that in Liiy Bart, Wharton "reveals the accumulated
angers of a lifetime up to that poinE." Trilling's analysis
reveals her attempt to pinpoint Wharton's moral perépective, and
because this is not possible, any consistencies about Liiy's
evolution are seen as technical faults. Moreover, by blaming

society for the limitations in the individual, Trilling absolves

herself of any need to clarify the obvious contradictions;

EssWrJ.tlng in 1959, Marilyn Lyde makes much the same argument,
although she confronts the matter from a different angle [Edlth
Wharton: Convention and Morality in the Work of a Novelist,
(Norman, Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press, 1959), p. 114].

[ N
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While Trilling attempts to rationalize the. apparent
cdntradictiens, other less sympathetic critics use the lack of
moral center as justification‘for condemning Wharton's épproach.
Writing in 194§, in "Points of Moral Refefence: A Comparafive |
Study of Edith Wharton and F S. Fitzgerald,” F. J. Hoffman
suggests~£hat Wharton's moralistic perspective becomes outdated,
but that because she is so obviously a victim of her own
breeding, she can only "scoff at the past and at present
distortions of it . . . . which leads usually to empty saeire
whose only virtue lies in its expedient acceleration of clever
7

means. "5

Seven years later, in 1956, Lionel Trilling entitles his

article on Ethan Frome, "The Morality of Inertia." He comments
that Wharton‘is "a woman in whom we cannot fail to see a
limitationyof heart, and this limitation makes itself manifest
as a literary and moral deficiency of her work . . . . It
appears in the deadness of/ﬂer‘prose and more flagrantly in the
suffering of her charaet‘ers."58 Such comments not only echo.
those of fifty years previously, but reveal that both Hoffman
and Trilling begin with the unquestioned assumption that there
is a moral center zo all goodPliterature) and the failure to
provide one, or one as bleak as is Wharton's simply reveals her

57F,., J. Hoffman, "Point of Moral Reference: A Comparative Study
of Edith Wharton and F. S. Fitzgerald," in Roy Harvey Pearce
(ed.), English Institute Essays, (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1968), pp. 147-76. _

1
58Lionel Trilling, "The Morality of Inertia," in Howe, A
Collection, pp. 137-46.
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weakness. In Hoffman's case, the limitations are seen to resdlt
from her breeding and commitment to _by-gone values, while
Trilling feels 51mply that Wharton is deficient.

Nowhere does Wharton criticism take on more ludicrous

proportions, however, thgn'in J. L. JeSshp's 1950 full-length

study of American women writers, The Faith of our Feminists.

Osten51%}y designed to. reveal each novelist's "engrossing
feminism . . ."®% Jessup maintains in the Wharton section that
"for the space of twenty novels She'a%}empts to show women
preeminent, man trailing at heel”;®° that "while none of her
fiction lackstimplicit statement of the anti-masculinist
position, many stories sputter without fire."®' This, Jessup
concludes; is because Wharton creates female cHaracters so
superior to the male characters that the'stories become
unbalénced, as well as.lacking credibility:
The story of Ellen Olenska and Newland Archer depicts
not star-crossed lovers, nor even the subdual of
masculgne lust by feminine chastity. What The Age of
Innocence actually concerns itself with is the bleating
of a pusillaninous mortal after a divinity . . .62

Jessup maintains that through Wharton's ficﬂi;n, her. "essential-

thesis [is consistent]: man is the lesser woman,"®3 7

533, L. Jessup, The Faith of our Feminists, (New York: Richard
R. Smith, 1950), p. 13. : '

. 14. e~
—

§0Ibig,

o | :
$'Ibid, p. 16. . | T
€21bid, p. 18. '

p

€31bid, p. 20. .
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In The House of Mirth,,Jessup'suggests that

.Lily Bart presents herself as no strong character. For-
sobriety and cool: judgement Lawrenge Selden offers an
ideal foil. But as is.consistent with feminine
composition,..he remains a foil . . .. . who

- intermittently appoints himself to save her from
///~\\\w destruction by a frivolous society. ©*

PR

And because Lily finds her an.way to "an honourable,death;"
/}gminism is somehow victorious.SS5 ‘ -

Ethan Frome, Jessup continues, "describes an acute case of

frustration, but frustration for_Ethan?alonef:the women manage
to have their own way, if only to the extent of ofdering‘about.
one man between them.;“ Summer "bringsrabout teminihe-triumph |
upon a more felicitousvlevel" because of the sympathetic o
rendering of Charity in enggrlson to Lawyer Royall and Luc1us
Harney.®’ The connection here with fem1n1ne triumph fg tenuous
at best, in view of the nature of Charlty s relathnshlp“w1th .
these men, while the sympathetic evaluation of Etﬁan without
even considering Zeena's "and Mattie's situations;‘suggests_that
Jessup is ‘actuplly a male chauvinist masquerading as a feminist.
These coiilusions'suggest that in he{ endeavor to evaluate

Wharton, Jessup loses sight of her primary purpose. She states

that male artists are able to render the feminine psyche

perfectly, but female artists simply reveal their artistic

6%1bid, p. 22.
651pid, p. 22. - g
561bid, p. 23.- :
571bid, p. 24. x
v
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limitations in their depictions of men:®8% that while men can

acknowledge that they are "somehow worthy of the anguish wcman

suffers on his account . . . [woman] sees her own sex as

bes{%wing,‘the other as/hggrétefully or,negligehtly receiving.”

, 62, -The result of thisblimitation, Jessup feels, is that American
J

male writers do not create female characters with the stature

-

of the Ru

ians' female characters, for 1nstance,7° which makes
these American writers unworthyiby comparlson and "renders the

effects Q femlnlsm almost entirely negative."’' In Jessup S

terms, ‘Wharkon proves n65exception,e?ﬁ?gieveals that her
“fictioh denies that she ever entered i .'a rewarding;
friendship with a member of the other se&."72‘Such‘conclusion;
echo‘strongly'of thdse ﬁ{om fifty years before, and have little
to do with a discgssioh of Wharton's feminiSm. |

In any case, these conclusions, and the fact that Wharton
"failed to learn dependence ubon,tha larger self which people.
of religion call God,"73 provide Jessup with reasons fov' N
denigratinwaharton: by maintaining her indepehdence rom man -

and from God, Wharton's feminism depriVesrher of the dependence

necessary to reach her potentlal as an art /z>fact the only -
€®1bid, p. 76. ~ o

731bid, p..102. ) ‘ .
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redeeming grace which Jessup”finds in Wharton is the influence

—~

5

of her Episcopalian background which -
contributed restraint, decorum, and an austefgwqggii;y, ]
of worldliness. If with her right hand, Mrs, Wharton
sought to deny the font from which she had received
baptlsm her left hand quietly resumed its hold; so that
nearing the end of a long life, she correctly appralsed
ancestral faith as a shaping influence in her art.’“

The farth of the feminists thus is revealed as the Eplscopalian

féﬁth, ahq anvaorth inZWharton's fiction is the result of her

religious foundationé,nthe:eby connecting Wharton with a

conventionally-religious moral foundation, however tenuous, as a

basié for her artistic vision. '

This-premise, together with the underlying assumptions
about Wharton's personal life, as well as Jessup’'s own negative
evaluation of feminism, and her commitment to Episcopalianism |
and to the Russian writers, colour her reactions so comﬁletely
that this stﬁdy ultimately contradicts itself. That this
"feminist" study was considered for a long time an essential
literary resource on Wharton reveals not”onlj how critics
reinfbrce théir own assumptions, but moré importantly,'tha£
these assﬁmptions;remain unquestioned by too many éritics using
similar criteria.

‘ While Jessup's book seems merely'irrelevant in retrospéct,

Rlake Nevius' 1953 study, Edith Wharton: A Study of her Fictibn,

is much more insidiously damaging because of its°more scholarly

basis. Relying heavily on Percy Lubbock's portrait, on facts and

———— — ————————————
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premises regérding Wharton's personal life drawn from A Backward
Glance, and from her private papers, and using seléﬁfédrworksﬂéf
fiction, Nevius ostensibly sets out to show that Wharton
deservedly needs to be resurrected for serious study on the
basis of her careful documentatiom of the "contrast between the
old culture and the new;" because "she is, next to Henry James,
[the] most successful novelist of manners"; and because of hef
ability to exploit "two great and interlocking themes . . . .
the first . . . provided by the spectacle of a large and
generoué nature . . . trapped by circumstances . . . with é
meaner nature . . . . [The second] to define the nature and
limits of individual responsibility . . . without threatening
the structure of society."’® He further 'suggests that these
themes fall into F. R. Leavis' guidelines for "'the great
tradition' in*literature, where the drama unfolds itself
pre—eminen?ly in moral terms."7®

In defining his purpose, Nevius suggésts that "Wharton is
closely aliied in créftsmanship and sensibility . . . [with
those] who surpassed her in intellectual force: George Eliot and
| Henry James."’’ These elements provide the criteria by which
Nevius approaches his study, and the implications are clear:

Nevius assumes, like E. K. Brown, Q. D. Leavis, and Diana

75Blake Nevius, Edith Wharton: A Study of her Fiction, (Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1958), pp. 9-10.

7¢1bid, p. 10.

771bid, p. 10. .
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Trilling, that Wharton does reflect a traditional and
identifiable moral standard comparable to Eliot and James,
‘although not as successfully, and therefore, her specific value
is based on her ability to emulate, and on her skill as a
capable social historian. | |

In his attempt to define Wharton's value aécording‘to such
criteria, Nevius reveals many of his own underlying assumptions
which, like\JeSSUp; sUggests_a'contradiction in terms. He
initially sfates that Wharton hés been unjustly relega£ed és a
Jamesian disciple,’® and Yet, Nevius then suggésté\that'"with

certain departures, The Writing of Fiction is a highly

simplified restatemenf of James's basic theory of fiction s o W
79 Nevius goes on to outline that "for James . . . every great
novel mﬁst first of all be-Based on a profound sense of moral
values (importance of subject),"®° which Nevius feels is_echoed,_
albeit rather obscurely, -by Wharton, who suggests "that a good
subject . . . must'contazn in itself something thaﬁ sheds a
light on our moral experience."®'! Like Brown before him, then,
Nevius also attémpts to make Wharton fif into the‘existing mold,
ana any inconsistencies are blamed on her obScurity.

Nevius concludes that in spite of "Wharton's occasional

oversimplifications, she and James are in perfect agreement”,

797Th3 .
Ibid, p. 31. . , (=

J
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and that as "hef own moral sensibility is progressively
inadequate to the demands made‘upoﬁ it by her subjects," she
only reveals her limitations.®? This kind of comparative
evaluation by Jamesian criteria continues throughout, with
Wharton consistently denigrated: "But James' treatment of moral-
problems is freer than Edith Wharton's, because he éeals more
consistently with what, for a lack of a better term, might be
called mofal universals. Moreover, his tone is seldom
ambiguous."®3 Such constant attempts to reveal Wharton as the
»lessér but imitative James only raises questions regarding
Nevius' stated intention of disclaiming cémparative analysis
when he so obviously feels otherwise.

Nevius-conEinues his discussion with specific reference to
The EQHES of Mirth, whose theme, he states, is "the victimizing
efféct of a particular environment on one of its more helplessly
characteristic products."®® Lily Bart, he feels, "remains, so
far as the moral significance of her actions is concerned, until
almost the end of the novel an essentially lightweight and
static protagonist,"®® and "there is no possibility of a genuing
moral conflict until . ; . as a resultuof suffering she -

experiences the self-realization which is the condition of any

821pbid, p. 33.

831bid, pp. 29-30 specifically, and on pp. 35, 92, 130, 134,

841bid, p. 56.
851bid, p. 55.
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moral growth."®® Because of Nevius' commitment to his own
assumptions, he is faced with the contradiction between his .
vision of Wharton as a traditional moralist, who reveals "an
almost ironclad rectitude in the treatment of ethical
gquestions,"®7 and his vision of the novel as an expfession of
naturalism. In his attempt to reconcile these elements, Nevius
concludes that the moral significance arises out of the
implications of determinism. 88

Mor%Lfmportantly, Nevius squesfs thaﬁ moral questions are
secondary'because "it was beyond Edith Wharton's powers of’
sympathy.or imagination to create in Gerty or Selden attractive
alternatives™;®® and that because of Wharton's failure to center
on the "moral conflict instead of the external drama . . . she
has learned very lttle from the later Henry James and is still
inclined, as the master himself complained, to survéy the
psychological terrain E}dﬁ/too great a.height."9° These
conclﬁsions suggest that Nevius, like Diana Trilling béfore him,
sees Wharton's inconsistencies as technical faults, which he
ascribes to her limited imaginatibn. This point is reiterated
several times: "Although it functioned geﬁerally at a mundane

level, Edith Wharton's imagination could occasionally be roused

——— v —— e ——— o ——— ———
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to symbol-making activity . . ."3%' Because such comments

contradict his initial premise that she has an "extfaordinarily
fertile imagination,"92 Nevius's evaluations begin to lose
'credibility; as do his attempts to explain her morality.

He rélates Wharton's sense of morality ultimately to her
personal life, and in so doing, he reveals that as Edmund Wilson
Eiig%cts,AWharton is trapped in an inescapable conception that
égolours any response to her fiction., Nevius feels that Wharton
is "the least 'American' of [the] important novelists"?? insofar
as she reveals little knowledge of nineteenfh-century American
writers outside of James,?®*® and instéad suggests that, like
James, she feels "the American writer 'must deal more or less,
even if only by implication, wighiéurope,'"95 which Nevius
suggests leads "to cgnclusions that were extreme and
unjustifiable and that betrayed more irritability than good
sense."?¢ He also states that "she demanded a fixed point of
reference, which Qas provided by the manners of her class, but
which in the end proved a handicap since it limited her
S'lbid, p. 129. -
®21bid, p. 7.
°31bid, p. 25.
®41bid, p. 24. Nevius guotes Wharton's comment that Melville was
merely an adventure writer as proof of her ignorance, but the
fact that Melville was not appreciated by literary scholars
until the 1940's only provides another example of Nevius' unfair
appraisals.

®5James is quoted in 1bid, p. 24.

961bid, p. 23.
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vision."?®7

NeQius asserts that the men of Wharton's circle, including
Walter Berry, lend "their charm, their detachﬁent, their
idealistic strength and practical weaknesses, to those qfvher
male characters [like Selden, Ralph Marvell, and Newlaﬁé -
VArcher],vwhom Edith Wharton would have us admire."sarTo suggest
that a character like Selden is aamirable, to assume that
Archer's copmitmeht to empty rituals is positive, to assume that
these characters are a reflection of Wharton's own values, is to
underestimate her unfairly. But by so doing, Nevius qan'suggest
that the limitations in Wharton's characters are simply
. reflections of her own limited perspective. Consequently, Nevius
concludes that when "the manners which defined her world lost
their reality and with it their moral significance, the v
understanding which she brought to bear on her subject . . .
became ﬁore supefficial."99 In other words, Nevius suggests that
Wharton's dedication to meaningless values so colours her
perceptions that her artistic sensibilities become trapped. His
discussion therefore becomes circular: her life reflects itself
in her art and her art is a reflection of her life, but Nevius

fails to consider whether her art reflects life in general and

meaningful ways, beyond Wharton herself.
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Nevius' critical bias becomes apparent in his constant
comparisons of Wharton with other writers. The Reef échoes
"strongly of James" and, "as a vehicle for her maturest style .
. . 1s a tribute to her versatility in adapting style to

subject."'°° Ethan Frome is Balzacian in its narrative

framework, '®' as is The Custom of the Country, although it also

aisplayS'many elements of the then popular "new woman" stories
which,conditioned the public "to meet the most egocentric and
dehumanized female in American fiction."'°2 Igg Age of Innocence
strikes chords "by its fesemblance to-that earliest of 'modern

novels', The Princess of Cleves,"” but it echoes of James and

Balzac as well.'°3 Summer, with its shades of Elsie Venner, 1is

"a conventional nineteenth century novel of seduction. Except
for the individuality of Lawyer Royall's contribution, it would
be hard to find a triter situation in Edith Wharton's

novels,"'0#%

The House of Mirth is, in Nevius' view, the potable

/ exception: "Wharton was one of the first American ndvelists to
develop the possibilities of [the] theme . . . [of] the waste of
human and spiritual resources . . ." but he concludes that she

was influenced by science and by the "French naturalist

—— ————— i —————— ——— —— —
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traditions beqéz:ing with Flaubert."'®® That is not to suggest
that compagi§ons are not an essential aspect of literary
’research, but comparisons like these imply that, although
Wharton may be masterful in her ability to emulate, she is,
however, completely unoriginal.

This same process occurs in his use of Lubbock's
evaluations, which pervade the commentaryff;nd which usually are -
of a negative nature. Neviuquuotes Lubbock's statement: "The
lively leap of her mind stopped when she was Q;ked to'think, I
don't say about thermeaning and the ends of li%e, but about
almost any theoretic inquiry . . ."'°% Comments like these, with
which Nevius seems to agree, are not considered in light of
Lubbock's own dedication to the Catholic meaning of life, buf
rather, as yet further.pfoof of Wharton's particuar intellectual
limitations. And in conjunction with the constant comparisons
with othfr writers, such comments reveal more about Nevius' and
Lubbock;s "trapped sensibilities"” than about Wharton herself or
her characters, but the end resulE is that Wharton's value as a
literary figure becomes suspect.

This study actually becomes a condemnation of Wharton on
the basis of incorrect assumptions about her life and her work
because Nevius insists on seeing Wharton in the literary

mainstream of the "great tradition". In so doing, he not only

1961bid, p. 167 specifically, but also such quotations appear on
pp. 22, 86, 109, 245. i
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leaves Wharton no avenues for escape, but he also undermines his ~

own purpose, and ybéiton's'qredibility; Because Nevius appears

-so0 scholarly and supportive, however, his book was considered

into the 1970's the best study available.'©°’” , v i

&

While Nevius damns Wharton with faint praiée; ghere are others,
in contrast, who do make some attempt to abproach her work more
openly. Writing in 1958, Louis Coxe attempts to\resolve="the '
problem of telling readers, some in the‘know, some outside;Ajust

what it is that strikes one as distinctive and impressive about

[The Age of Innocence]."'®°® He concludes that

. . . one of the graces and delights . . . lies exactly
in the multifariousness of its thematic material, in its
refusal to tie itself down to meaning . . . . [and that]
Wharton's realism strikes one as most sweeping in just
her refusal to draw any . . . rightness and wrongness .
. . she seems merely to say; that is the way things were
for these people. '

In this comment, Coxe reveals his attempt to understand the
novel in and for itself primarily, rather thandhe/gn extension
of Wharton's own life or beliefs, with the result that anélySis

of 1870's New York becomes very meaningful in relation to
1°7A1though Marilyn Lyde outlines many of Nevius' limitations in
her 1959 study, as well as pointing out how Nevius boxes '
himself, and Wharton, into inappropriate classifications, Lyde
did not create the impact which Nevius did. Not only is Nevius'
contribution to Wharton acknowledged in 1962 by Irving Howe, in
1965 by Grace Kellogg, and in 1972 by Gary Lindberg, but The
Bibliography of Americana points to Nevius as an essential
resource in Wharton study. :

198,6uis Coxe, "What Edith Wharton Saw in Innocence,™ in Howe, A
Collection, pp. 155-61.
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America'é limitations in general: fW¢ may very well not liké
what we find. But when we do find it . . .we shall give Edith
Wharton more of her due than she has yet received."'Although}
this short article only toucﬁes this question, and;cerﬁainly |
does not test the.pfemise fn relation to her work generally,
Coxe does méfk a furning point in Wharton crifiéism; he attempts
to separate Wharton from her fiction by not alighing,her with
any one character or philosophical position. Rather, he suggests
that the interplay and juxtapositioning of the characters,
including Newland Archer's son, Dallas,’re§eal the strengths and
the limitations of each in their own terms, and in relation to
“the others. By not narrowing his perspective to a search for
moral truth then, Coxe is abie to see beyond the usual
conceptiohé. | |

Another éritic Qho attempts to address wharton more’opgnly;
albeit with'a,moralistic,perspectivé, is Marilyn Lyde, in her

1959 full-length-study, Edith Wharton: Convention and Morality

originated,‘in part, at least, in reaction to Nevius's book, for

she initiates her study by outlining reasons for what she

considers to be unfair treatment of Wharton's moral vision,

which stems} Lyde feels, from misunderstandings about Wharton's
‘

intelligence and her shy reticence.'°? Lyde concludes'these' )

introductory remarks with the premise which informs her book: by
1osMarilynVLyde,/Edith'Wharton: Convention and Morality ig'the
Work of a Novelist, (Norman, Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1959), pp. xiv-xvii,
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evaluating the influéncgg on and the ramifications concerning
Wharton's moral philosoéhy, her concept of truth, the role of
wealth and the tragic iﬁplications oflife, the "exact naturerbf
the relation . . . betéeen socialvconvehtion and morality . . .
becomes evident."''° L&de suggests that "although belief in a
Supreme Being has éonéinued as an active influence in ordinary
iife, for a great man? wrifers, it haé virtually ceased to
exist,"''! and Whartéﬁ particularly rejects traditional
Christian mdrality'infavour of a ratignal phi}osophy basea on
the influences of Hémilton, Copell, Pascal, and Darwiﬁ.112 By
suggesting that Wharton's<underlying‘philosdphiéal tenets do not
follow traditional Judeo-Christian beliefs, but that her beliefs
are based on discernible, logical formulaﬁions of thought, Lyde
- suggests, and ihvfact,.states vehemently, that Wharton does have
a strong moral base, albeit a unique one, which can be 'traced in
her background and which is evident in her fiction.

In contrast with thése critics whb,take exception,with what
is seen as Wharton's jmmoral or confusiﬁg or contradictory
yision, Lyd%'s study becdmes an attempt torillustrate thg
consistency between Wharton's philésOphicalzposition,and the
conflicts presented in the novels. Much of Lyde's study is given
over to tracing the extent and impact‘df the philoéophical
influences in Wharton's background, together with'assessing‘a
'111bid, p. 126.

'121bid, p. 27.

~
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moral vision based on logjgf‘teleology, and on her love of

ciarity, order, belief,'’

C _
Wharton integrates for her own purposes: "The result was a

LY

fusion of all three into a 51ngle supreme good-—a unity in wh1ch

truth and beauty,''® which B{de feels’

belief (the moral sense), beaut/ﬂktaste) and truth "
'(1ntell1gence), were one. This concept was the foundation GOf
Mrs. Whartofi's theory of morality."''S®

-

The connectlon between morality and conyentlons, Lyde
suggestsy‘as found in their 1nterplay ". . . whether it
conforms to or challehges the establ1shed order, individual TN
morality needs convention aska guide, as a point of reference{
for determining relative vaiues,"116 While'Lyde's‘approach is
limited by sometimes convoluted diseussibn,_hy more attention to
Wharton's life than to her fiction, and by tenacious dedication
to the belief that Wharton'does reveal a strong moral centery
Lyde does break through the traditional perspective,by
illustrating some flexibility in her agsroach, using logic, ahd
punctilioue definitions to iﬁfﬁétrate her position. ™
Thése critics who follow Coxe and Lyde,'however do not
reveal'this'flexibility, but rather follow the pattern
establlshed b}jLubbock and Nevius. In two separate articles.
written in 1961, Louis Auchincloss ostensibly addresses
1131bid, p. 48. ~ o)
1181bid, p. 53.
"5£§ig££p. 61.

/
'161bid, p. 94.
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Wharton's literary value, but in actuality, he works against his

owﬁ position. The thrust of the fifst artiele is thaﬁfiﬁftia11Y”' )

Wharton writes of a world that she knows completely, but as 1t
changes and she loses touch she Hécemes embittered‘towards a

society that she does not understand.
] :

‘And yet, Auchincloss contradicts his own premise in his

r

acknowledgement of her consistent use of satire™and in her

~—

consistent lack of romance: - 4

[The Buccaneeers] has more life than its immediate * .
predecessors, but on its very opening page we find its
-author still laying on satire at the expense of America
with the now customary trowel . . . . One cannot feel -
after [considering the outline of the novel] any keen
regret that the story was never finished. Lily Bart's
love for Selden if the one hollow note in The House of
Mirth. Undine Spragg, in The Custom of the Country is,
of course, incapable. love. Love in The Age of
‘Innocence is stifled y the characters themselves . . .
[Wharton's] was not a world where romance was apt to
flourish.117 ' :

Auchincloss more accurateiy‘seems to take umbrage with her

condemnation of American mores and materialism, but rather than

addressing tthimplications of her analysis, he concludes that
' . .

she lacks romance andiis'so heavy-handed in her approach that
she becomes ineffective. | : :

In the second article, a pamphietf he continues the sam?»
patterhlxin this loose, biographical-literary study, he, like
Lyde and NeQius, suggests that Wharton has been misunderstood
for very speeific reasons concerning her personality and'

'17Louis Auchincloss, "Edith Wharton and her New Yorks, in
HQwe, A Collection, p. 42.

~
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ﬁbackgnohnd,“a and that she is a w%%ter worthy of note; and yet,

in his;analysis ofrherlfiction, he condemns alﬁost'every novel
for specific shortcomings.''® The two books which escape such
comments, The House of Mirth and Ihevggg of Innocence, are,
Auchincloss suggests, SUChAClOSE reflections of Wharton's own

L
concerns and values that she.is able to create with a sure

—

. hand.'2° As such biographical connections do not withstand close

- .C,j . )
scrutiny, however, Auchincloss' analogies become suspect.

'"®Louis Auchincloss, Edith Wharton,” (St. Paul: University of
Minnesota Press,-1961), p. 5.

'191bid, p. 10: ". . . nothing can save | he Valley of Decision]

from its pale and lifeless characters. ; p. 18: ". ... the
settings "and not the characters of- [The Fruit of the Tree] fade
away"; p. 21: "Ethan Frome is a picture and, as such, .
one-dimensional”; p. 23: "The final chapter [of The Reef] so
jarringly out of tune with the rest of the book . . ."; p. 24:
"The flaw in [The Custom of the Country] that keeps it from
ranking with its predecessors is that Mrs. Wharton hates Undine-
too much"; p. 26: "In a surprlslng 1n51p1d little book French

~Ways and their Meaning . . .".

20 Auchincloss suggests that Selden is a carbon-copy of Walter

Berry and that Wharton reveals in Selden, her ambiguous feelings
for Berry: "I incline to the theory that Mrs. Wharton really
intended us to accept this plaster-cast fiqure for a hero, but

‘that she had a low opinion of heroes in general" (p. 14). As the.

Berry connection actually relates to Morton Fullerton, such
assumptions illlustrate the unreliability of using
unsubstantiated preéonceptions as a basis for literary research.
he Age of Innocence] is Edith Wharton's ibute to her
own/background, thls affirmation that under the hick, smoky
glajss of convention bloom the fine, fragile flowers of patient
su ferlng and self-sacrifice. To run away from society may be as
vullgar in the end as to crash it" (p. 30). As Wharton is more
operly Dallas' contemporary,\suggestlng that Archer embodies
Wharton's sensibilities is highly questionable. Furthermore, as
she did not, like Archer, succumb to New York rituals, but
instead expatriated herself, divorced, aﬂdrwrete—nevels she
reveals the kind of courage that Archer lacks.

-
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~ Following close on Auchincloss is Irving Howe, who reveals

similar contradictions in his critical assessments of Wharton's

& e

fiction. Sufficiently concerned about her critical reputation'ﬁo
act as editor of & collection: of critical essays published in
1962, he provides an opening commentary, as well as an essay on

The House of Mirth. He suggests in his opening remarks'?' that

the critical response reveals that "it is not good form to claim
for Mrs. Wharton the distinction she truly possessed,” but in
his commentary, he illustrates the same pattern:

At points of emotional stress . . . she employs an
overcharged rhetoric to - impose upon her story
complexities of meaning it cannot support and
intensities of feeling it does not need . . . . She is a
writer of limited scope.. . . . Mrs. Wharton's
intellectual conservatism hardened into an embittered
and querulous disdain- for modern life; she no longer
really knew what was happening in America..."

He then reiterates the usual concerns and,asSumptions relating
to Wharton studies: the disavowal of_tHe Jamesian: discipleship;
her dedication to American aristocracy; the value of Lubbock's

portrait, a reiteration of Edmund Wilson's theory of her

personal maladjustments; her "suppressed feminine'bitterness, a
profound impatience withrthe claims of the ruling'sex," and
ﬁltimately, the limitations in Wharton's vision of life: “Whére
she failed was in giving imaginative émbodiment to the human
will seeking to resist defeat or move beyond it. She laqked 
James's ultimate serenity."” Howe thus perpetuates every
established myth.

—— ke o  — ———————————— R

'211rving Howe, Introduction: The Achievement of Edith Wharton,"
in Howe, A Collection, pp. 1-18. :
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~ A
In his discussion of The House of Mirth,'2? Howe suggests

that "only dimly, and then after much pain and confusion, does
[Lily] realize that this social'fall may have positive moral
c§nsequences . .+ .« . the meanings of the book emerge through a
series of contrasts between a fixed scale of social place.and an
- evolving measure of moral value," while Selden, "who does try £o
live by cultivated standards, has been forced,ihto a genteel
bohemianism and an acceptanéé of his failure to act with manly
decisiveness." Such'commenfg-reveal Howe'sﬁnéea to see this
novel in traditional moralistic terms, and any discrepancies
thus continue to reflect Wharton's own limitations: "[she]}
believed firmly in the moral positives she had inherited, but
she could seldom project them into her work; all too oftéﬁwﬁfhey
survive oﬁly in terms of their violation." Howe's analysis thus
adds little to Wharton study.'?3 : ' t';

But such continuing attempts to reassess Wharton's
reputation are fruitful insofar as each critic extends the
limits of his éxpectations to some degree, and because interest
is generated;by others seeking £o understand. In 1965, Grace

Kellogg spells out her motivation for writing a full-length

-1221rving Howe, "A Reading of the House of Mirth," in Howe, A
Collection , pp. 119-29, :

'23Howe does suggest, however, that Wharton's vision of the
problem "of mediating between the expectations of a commerical °
society and the ideals of humane civilization is not exactly
unknown to us, only on the surface is our society so very
different from Lily Bart's." He is one of the first critics to
acknewledge the possxballty of the relationship between
Wharton's fiction and American life.
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biography, The Two Lives of Edith Wharton:

Few American women have aroused as much envenomed

hostility in as many people, most of whom never met her,

many of whom never even saw her. Few have inspired as

much devotion in as great a host of lifelong friends,

some of these knowlng her only as a legend . . .

It is not my intention to make a scholarly"

appraisal of her work. Blake Nevius has done that in a-

fine and sensitive critical analysis. He will not be

bettered. ‘

' My ‘aim is to make the reader feel a friendly:

acquaintance with the whole extraordinary body of her

writings . LS

In setting out her purpose in this way, Kellogg reveals not only

her sense that the response to Wharton has been unfriendly to

date, but more iﬁportantly, that approaching Wharton from a

scholarly perspective does not allow a sympathetic assessment.

Kellogg thus attempts, like Lyde before her, fto shift away from

traditional expectations to consider Wharton from a different

perspective. This Kellogg achieves in her very chatty, informal,
T /

speculative biography by revealing Wharton's humaqn;ff/gﬁd

frailities, her strengths and-fears. Because Wharfg 's private

papers were ;eleésed soon after the publication of this

biography, however, and many of Kellogg's speculations were

proven inaccurate, "this book has no lasting valuekbeyond

historical interest.

In contrast to Kellodg's laudatory remarks regarding

Nevius's book, Geoffrey Walton begins his 1970 study, Edith

Wharton: A Critical Interpretation, with a quite Qifferent

~opinion: ". . . Blake Nevius, who devoted a whole critié&} book

—— i e ——— — ———— —————

'28%Grace Kellogg, The Two Lives of Edith Wharton, (New York:
Appleton-Century Press, 1965), p. xiv.
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to the novels, shows less understanding of her than did [others]
« . . writing in her lifetime."'?® This comment signifies
several assumptions which inform thisgstudy; not only does he
obviously take exception with Neviué"evaluations, but Walton
also faults Nevius for revealing so little understahdihg about
Wharton so long afterward, which discéunts the theory that "time
improve[s] the critical focus."'%2® The implications of this
comment suggest that while such prejudiced approacﬁes are
understandable in her contemporaries, that similar approaches
continue so long is inexcusable. Walton states that ﬁe therefore:
will &onfine his attention to "Wharton's writings, with mere
asides on her life and personality,"'2?’ In consequence, Walton's
study involves a close reading and assessment of the complete
body 5f her fiction, and he gpmes much closer to evaluating the
fiction in its own terms.

He correctly recognizes that Wharton's technique réinfor;es
her vision of society: "The close writing and dramatic planning
of the novel are fundémental gqualities; Edith Wharton achieves
some remarkable juxtapositions of scenes and persons, and thev
last page, as she puts it, is indeed latent in the first. The

tragic effect is cumulative."'?® He takes exception to the

125Geoffrey Walton, Edith Wharton: A Critical Interpretation,
(New Jersey: Associated University Press, 1970), p. 7.

1261bid, p. 7.
'271bid, p. 8.
1281bid, p. &
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" theory that Wharton reflects the meaningless values of a by-gone

era: "Indeed the constant and energetic play of her-i;ony very
seldom permits the reader to rest in one response, nostalgic or
otherwise."'2° He also acknowledges‘her theory regarding the use
of reflecting angles of vision: "she changes the angle |
frequently until the heroine is ready to assume command of the
whole situatioh."‘3°'Walton thus” sees Wharton's use of |
juxtapositions and contfasting angles of vision as an essential
aspect of her technigue.

Where Walton fails to escape the conventional viewpoint,” 
however, is in his conclusion that thegheroine "assumes
command." In his discussion éf'Liiy Baft, for instance, he
suggests that |

« . . it is [Lily's] éteadily deepening self-awareness

and social perceptiveness which, along with her

fundamental moral integrity and dignity, give her

ultimately her tragic stature. They have been growing

throughout the book, in step with the deterioration of

her circumstances.'?®!'
Walton'reveals his own demand for moral growth or, at least, for
moral selffawareness; which forces him to read into Wharton's
theory of.reflecting angles of visibn elements that ;re not
actuaily included: Wharton's use of contrastﬁng angleé js

consistent, which reinforces the ambiguities and undermines the

possibility of moral lessons. But in any case, Walton's ability

1291bid, p. 8.
'301bid, p. 201.

'3'1bid, p. 61.
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to'separate the preconceptions about Wharton's’life from her
fiction is an important step. Although beginniné at opposite
ends of the’literary spectrum, both Kellogg and Walton, like
Lyde and Coxe, are able tB appreéiate Wharton for what she does
do, rather than for what shé’doeéynot do, by evaluating her
primarily in her own terms instead of éxclusively by their own. .
In this way, these critics contrast favéurably with Percy
Lubbock and Blake Nevius. While there is some difficulty in
comparing so many critics, certain differences do become
apparent. Lubbock, Nevius, and others represent the mainstream
of literary criticism, whi}e LYde[ Coxe, Kellogg, and Waltén are
less familiar critics. Moreover, Lyde and Kellogg are feméle,
while Walton, a Britisher, feels compelled to defend his right
to assess an American writer.'3?? In contrast, Lubbock reveals no
such insecurity in his assessment of Wharton thirty yeats
earlier, nor do female critics like Q. D. Leavis, Diana
Trilling, and J. L. Jessup attehpt anaylsis which would set them
apart from their male counterparts. This is a rather circuitous
way of suggesting that mainstream critics represent and-present
the status QUo, whethervman, woman, British, or American, ?nd as
such, they reinforce or are reinforced by each other, rather
than acknowledging that their own individuality might provide a
unique perspective. That role falls to those outside the
mainstream, like Lyde, Coxe, Kellogg, and Walton, who reject the
conventional viewpoint and attempt to suggest alternative |

'321bid, p.8.
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methods of evaluation.

These alternatiée approaches are usually rejected until
there is sufficient innbvaéive analysis to force a géneral _7
revaluation,‘33'which usually takes manyAyéérs,‘in bapt‘becaﬁseu
artistic vision usually supersedes conventional wisdom b&;\
several generafions, and iq part because perpetuating
assumptions and preconceptions is much less demanding than
assessing each artist in his own terms. Ih this way, iitefary,
criticism follows the same cycle as artistic creéfion, albéit
several generations later: jus£~as writers undermine'the
conventional approach to literature by testing and stretching
the boundaries, so too literary critics begome able to
understand the effectiveness of those changes only by testing:-
and stretching the boundaries of their own'presumptidns. There
thus may be a gap of many years between a particular artist's

vision and the“critical acceptance of tqéfﬁ;ision.

Although in some cases literary criticism never does seem to

. _expand sufficiently to appréciate a particular artistic
sensibility, in Wharton's case, the 1970's mark a turniﬁg péint
in critical response. Not only does the process of stfetching

the boundaries of understanding begin to reveal alternative

133Note, for instance, R. W. B. Lewis, "Edith Wharton and the
House of Mirth," in Trials of the Word: Essays in American
Literature and the Humanistic Tradition, (New Haven: Princeton
University Press, 1965), where he arques for revaluation.
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N\
";rapproaches; but Wharton earns her due when the critical audience}
lfndves beyond Vietorian senslbilities to recogniie tnat

ksdnéentlonal mythSuand*morallstlcvplatitudes simply blanket the
\realitles of modern existenCe, and¥that Wharton's skill lies in
Her~abllity t6 show Amerltaﬁand,AmerlcanSuto themselves in
*exsruciatingly honest detail.iﬁatherkthan becoming dated, the
~world that Wharton paints, and.her.visien.ofvit, bebpmes/
ineVitably and aBSolutely relevant. |

| This recognltxon comes about with cr1t1cs llke James

‘Tuttleton, who 1ncludes an assessment of Wharton 1n h1s 1972

study,. The Novel of Manners in America, and with Gary Lindberg,

who. in 1975, offers a‘book-length consideration of her work in

Edith Wharton and the Novel of Manners. Tuttleton places Wharton

"as the major link between thelgeneration of Howells and James

and that of Fitzgerald and Lewis . . . ,"'3*% and while he does

-

echo the usual concerns that "the;rigidity in her conception of

the novel” is deplorable, he goes on "to defend the va11d1ty of

her stylistic choice and her art1st1c v151on 135

[4

and Lindberg initiates his’ study by questioning
Parrington's 1921 criticism about the insignificance'ef
Wharton's subjec‘:t‘manner,136 a comment with which Lindberg
obvidusly disagrees and which informs his study. He perpetuates

'3%James Tuttleton, The Novel of Manners in America, (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1972), p. 123.

135Ibid p. 139.

'36Gary L1ndberg, Edith Wharton and the Novel of Manners,
(Virginia: University of Virginia Press, 1975)7, 1.
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many of Nevius'S'assumptiens regarding the "trapped
sehsibility," but unlike‘Nevius, Lindberg acknowledges the
validity of her technique and form, which echoes Lyde's
assumptions: "Thus, as manners become laws of thought, they'
create the nexus of individual and society in Edith Wharton's "
fiction."'37 Both Tuttleton and Lindberg adhere te the belief
.that Wharton is dedicated to lost'traditions, however, which
forces ﬁhem to continue the struggle ef attempting te define the
moral perspective in her novels in the traditional manner.
Regardless of these limitations, Tuttleton and Lindberg reveal
that the sensibility has shifted from demanding that Wharton
meet their own‘artistic expectations towards an acknowledgement
"of her right to individual expression.

The most 1mportant reason for the changing response to
tharton, however, is the fact that her private papers were
released by Yale University in 1968, which resulted in the
publication in 1975 of R. W. B. Lewis'jdeteiled biography}138 In

this study, Lewis debunks many of the established myths that had

evolved about Wharton, specifically relating to her personality

and life. She proves to be a witty, charming, and personable
individual who attempts to overcome extreme shyness with a
reserved demeanour; these—faets undermine the stereotypical

‘vision of Wharton as unfriendly, unhappy, harsh, and embittered.

1371bid, p. 42.

138R, W. B. Lewis, Edlth Wharton: A Blography, {New York: Hefper
and Row, 1975).
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Moreover, the suggestlons that she was a frustrated and
unsatisfied woman who was kept at arm's length by the man she
loved, and who was unable to maintain the desired respectablllty
in her marriage, both prove incorrect in light of later |
revelations regarding Walter Berry, Edward Wharton, and Morton .
.Fullepton;rsuch revelations becbme important insofar as
biographiqal connectiong\yith her‘fiction are concerned. Most .
importantly, in her relationships with Henry’James and other
intellectual flgures, she was .so obv1ously the1r 1ntellectual
and social equalﬂzﬁgt any suggestlon of discipleship becomes
meaningless. ’

The implications of these revelations areﬁprofound:‘Wharton
was a very £houghtfui wom who had the financial foundation,
the literary ambitions,_the artistic(ééality, and/the .
individuality of purpose to live as muéh,as poésible in her’oyn
terms. As an American in expatriation, liberated from the
typical womanly concerns of parénthood and social
responsibility, she defined her life according tb?her own neéds:
intellectual stimulation‘énd conviviality with kindred spirits;
the enrichment and excitement of tféQel; and the creative
fulfillment of writing, interiér and exterior decoration, and
philanthropic concerns. She was liberated in the' 1970's sense of
the word, and as such, she does not reveal the kinds of ;

compromise in her life that critics have persisted in seeing in

her fiction. ' .
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AWharton ultimately is receiving the recognition é%Zt she
deserves, %3t the process of reassessment is obviously
unreliable: while7thefe is no quéétion that the eVolutioﬁ of the
critiéal‘sensibilities is typicai in regara to Whérton, there
are two unforeseen variables which just happen to COincidép Her
decision fd closet her yé}l—organized and substantiai private
papers for thirty years suggests that she had some sense of
future vindication, at least jnsofar as she recognized>their>
potential shock'vaIUe. Moreover, hef papers were reieasedbat_a
"point when critics were increasingly more sjmpathetic to
alternative approaches, and%tﬁ%refobgf\othé;'avenues to
Vunderstanding were cfeated. The critics primed themselves, but
Wharton herself provided the stimulus. And .these two elements
came together at a boint when the study‘of female writers
becomes important, at lgast to feméle‘critics, because the 2
1970's also mark the rise of the Feminist Movement.

The momentum created by these variables and by the search
for female writers culminated in an upsurge in Wharton studiés,,
most of which have been written by female critics. Apart from

Richard Lawson's brief 1977 study, Edith Wharton, in the Unga:v

series of introductory mongraphs, the full-length studies

include Margaret McDowell's Edith Wharton (1976), Cynthia

Griffin Wolff's psychological evalution, A Feast of Words

Qa¥ﬂ1977)’ Elizabeth Ammon's feminist assessment, Edith Whartqn's ”

Argument with America (1980), and most recently, Carol

Wershoven's study, The Female Intruder in the Novels of Edith

AN
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Wharton (1982). Each of gﬁesé critics, toféome degree, .attempts
to reveal how Wharton's femininity, artistic imaginétion;rahérr
Eechnicai skill amalgamate in her ficfioh to provide' vision of
America in geheral and of women in particular wortHKQZhsideriné,i
unembellished by preqohceptionsuabout Wharton herself or about
her responsibilities as a Writér. Each study in its own}way is/
valuable -and insightful, and illustrétes only how complex and
rich in nuances the fiction is éhat it cén withstand such close
fErutiny and so many disparate iﬁterpretathns. |

Had Wharton been less écrupulous in compiiihg'her private
. papers, and ﬁad the Feminist Movement. not regulted in a |

tenacious search for female artists, Whartonrmight never have
been freed from many of thoée p;econceptiqns which shadowed her
for 'sixty years. Instead, Wharton{s reassessment wouid_hfnge\
only on the sensibilities of literary\triticism as it shifts
from complete dedication to the moralistic thrust of the "great
trédition" towards a greater acceptance ofvaltéEnative~ s
possibilities. In view of the cohiian; and on—géing'struggle )
with Wharton's mogal vision, this élpgg might not'have'provided
the avenue for escape that she obvioﬁgiy;neeaed.

As értists like }Wharton sensed the inadequacies of the
exist}ng moral order, ana acknowlédged their own limitations in
providing examples of rectitude,’theyladopted é more restricted
perspéctive or focus. But the critical audience, sensfng the

same breakdown in moral and social certainties, placed more

demands on the artist to provide meaning in an otherwise
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meaningless world. And if the message was not forthcoming, or ) i

not/ilear, or unexpected, the arﬁist was rejecte&ffbrihéfh

ful ‘lling that need. Wharton;s inability to pénder'to'thisineed'
made her Qic{Em to critical disappointment from her
contemporaf&es'and frdm subsequent generations.,wa, however,
critical assumptions reflect a similar sense of the inadequacies
of‘the existing moral-order and critics novlongerlexpect artists T
to fulfill any spiritual need. Instead, moral concerns are less
important than defining a particulariartistic vision in ;£§>§wn
terms, focused through a particular critical approach. While
current criticism aéknowledges the element of morality inHerent
in Wharton's fiction, then, it does not center on a close
consideration of the moral implications. For fﬁis reason, recent
criticism will be considered in later chapters only as |

- applicable to specific issues.

The critical response to Wharton and her fiction has been
considered’ét length because it -invariably illustrates-a failure ——- -
to discu557Whafton's novels in her terms. The early criticéf
demanded that she zomply with certain moral standards that they
espoused themselves, while later critics generally have ignored
Wharton's vision of morality. But to disregard the moral
implications in Wharton's literary assessments is to miss an
essential element in the fiction, for Wharton well understands
the discrepéncy between established moral and ethical values and

the ineffectuality of such values in a world operating under

different criteria. What all the critics have neglected to do is
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R oy
to read Wharton's novels in light of her own critical

L

statements, Particularly in.relation to her theory concerning -

iy

"reflecting consciousnesses."” , : S S
To do&nplaY‘or to ignore Wharton's vision of‘morality now
is as limiting as earlier attempts to force her into established

{ ) .
molds, for her subject clearly is morality, albeit not in the

traditional sense of the subject. Instead, she réveals the
limitations in existing morality by juxtapOSLng partlcular‘
characters against a clearly- deflned backdrop of conventlonél
order, and in so doin;?‘debunks the very values that she is ’
-expected ‘to perpetuate. Assessing Wharton's vision of morélity
Lnsrelatlon to her use of p01nt of v1ew is the project which

follows in the dlSCUSSlon of the specific texts.
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‘1I11. The House of Mirth: The Spiritual Quest . - e e

_Althoﬁgh Wharton phblished séveral books before 1905, The House

9: Mirth is the first novel in which she successfully integrates

¥

form with content. Wharton créates in the central character,
iily Bart, a protaéonist who is‘;orldly—wise, infelligent, and
-articulate, but who is,financially insecure. Lily ihhéb{ﬁswé"‘
world wheré her attribﬁﬁes are recognized‘and appreciated, but
-where such qualities'are,less importaﬁt than economic power and
social viapility;ln'her evolutaon, Lily reveais her
understanding Qf and her Eompliance with these aésumptions, and
that she has absorbgd many of the common values of the
community. But at the same time,\she sets herself apart because

of herwéusceptibility to philosophical principles. Her inability

> reconcile these sensibilities with the exigencies of her - - —— -

sltuation provideé the central conflict of the novel, one that
obviously sparked the interest of the,readipg public, for this
novel established Whartoh's pobﬁlafity and her literary
reputation.

Lily's evolutign is presented not only in relation to a
very stratified aad self-serving community, but in relation to
Lawrence Selden, who articulates those philosophical ideals and

-moral directives to which Lily aspires. The community and Selden

thus ﬁrovide éontfastinéraﬁéies of vision which embody. Lily's

conflicting needs. But at the same time, Selden reveals
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attitudes similar to those he otherwise condemns. L1ly, too;

wavers between Selden S sporadlc 1deallsm and soc1ety S
conventional expediencies as she slowly falls from gface.iAha”aS
Lily's position changes, society itself changee in form and
style, although not in substance,Athereby)revealing a.constantly

shifting focus in this way as well. Without absolutes, any

‘underlying meaning becomes apparent only through the interplay

of characters and by assessing -the implications arising from the
"reflecting consciousnesses.” The result is that ﬁharton
'u?dermines many -common assumptions concerning'theVSOCial and
e%?nomic roles of women in society.'

Lily initially acceéts specific assumptions about her rele.
Having beea bred to a position of luxurious indulgence, she .

L] . .
lacks the financial foundation necessary to maintain her

bosition.in the community herself, so she trades for her

material comforts by fulfilling certain obligations for various

members of societytfAlthoughushe~has'been'previoUsly

'Griffin Wolff suggests that Wharton breaks through tradltlonal
literary expectations with the use of antiphony: "She offers us’
a tantalizing display of seeingly stock figures--the beautiful
suffering heroine and the analytical, judgmental masculine
observer. But she turns them askew. Instead of merely observing
the woman, we discover her genuine feelings, and we learn what
it really means to have become no more than a beautiful object;
instead of identifying with the man and accepting his
evaluations as the moral center of the novel, we learn that he
is nothing more than the unthinking, self- satlsfled mouthpiece
for the worst of society's prejudices" (Feast of Words, p. 111).
Griffin Wolff’s analysis certainly reveals one element at work
in th1s~novel but Wharton goes beyond 51mply analy21ng sexual

guide the characters actlons.
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"undisturbed by scruples,”? she has now, étftwenty-nine, reached
fﬁe stage where she feels "herself a mere pensiéhéf Sﬁwfhéi
splendour which had once seemed t long to her"™ (p. 40) and
where the demands placed by her hostesses increase. She thus
experiences a sense of resentment for the role she is réqiired
to play. But because Lily is "too intelligent not to be honest
with herself” (p. 61), she knows that her compliénce is
essential to maintain the kind of iife she wants,

- Lily's choices areibased, in part, on the limitations she
sees in the alternatives. Her friend, Gerty Farish, leads a life
fré; of social obligationé, but she has a "hofrid little place,
and no maid, and such gqueer things to eat. Her cook does the
washing énd the food tastés of soap” (p. 10). And her aunt, Mrs.
Peniston, who provides a moral and financial foundation for
Lily,u"is full of copy-book axioms, but they were all meant to
apply to conduct in the eérlylfifties" (p. 13). Both the aunt
and Gerty lead liveswhicharecompletélyQﬁappeégingto‘ﬁily,
which she acknowledges: "[Gerty] likes bein gbog}*and I like
being héppy" (p. 10). In Lily's terms, fulgfzging'éértain social
~obligations and secretarial functions for her hostesses is a
'small price to pay for .the materialistic rewards whiéh follow,
especially in comparison to the alternatives. |

Lily also acknowledges that she might marry, but while she

recognizes that this is the expedient route, something holds her

1905), p. 24. All further references are from this edition.
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back. Her recognition of her own priorities, and her inability
to comply with the éonvention of marriagé, seté héfrgépa;trgromw
the cfdwé“’(p. 3), and "distinguish{es] her from the herd of her
sex" (p. 7). But at the same time, this uniqueness inhibits her
from ensuring her own financial security until all other options
become less'appealing than marriage. Consequently, although she
senses that marriége has its drawbacks, it also providés the
most viable avenue to fulfilling‘her financial needs: "The
certainty.that she could marry Percy Gryce when she pleased had
lifted a heavy load from her mind. . ." (p. 77). Left to ﬁer own

devices, Lily analyzes her choices and takes the expedient

route; she thus overcomes her hesitation and commits herself to

a marriage of convenience.
Inherent in Lily's analysis are certain assumptions about
her community generally, and about her own role specifically. As

a woman ?ithout family or position, she is free to lead a

. L4 .
minimal existence like Gerty, or to lead a narrow existence like -

Mrs. Peniston, but these alternatives do nqt provide for Lily's
social needs. She is ‘also free to marry, although this

alternative demands her compliance with a convention she finds

distasteful: "How delicious to have a place like this all to
> EN

one's self! What a miserable thing it_fs to be a woman" "(p. 9.
While she sees speciE?E‘limitations in marriage then, she also

sees a certain loss of dignity in trading personal services for
N &
material comfort. Lily's options, therefore, are -

clearly-defined, in'spite of her reservations about the

h ]
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coﬁpromises she must make in each case.

Because the choices available for Lily inmthié éocféﬁy';féi
bso limited, she must assert her position and ensure her |
viability by capitalizing on her physical attrlbutes in
accordance with conventional expectatlons: "If I were shabby, no
one‘wouldyhavétme:.a Qoman is asked out as much for her ¢lothes
‘as for herself . . . . Who wants a dingy woman?" (p. 17-18). In
Lily's terms, and in society's terms, her value is as a
commodity which she has shaped:}eto fine material (p. 7), and
which she uses to provide for her social well-being, initially
as a sodght—after guest, and soon, hopefully, as Percy Gryce's
wife. She knows in'very realistic terms what her valueri;, and
,;she knows 'how to sell it at the highest possible price. In her
gble in this community, then, she complies with social
expéc;ations, although not without reservations. . ‘

Bﬁt\Lily has an attraction to the romantic, which is
embodied 1n Lawrence Selden. He provides an 9thlcal perspective
on Lily's pragmatlc decision by defining success in terms of
personal‘%reedom, freedom "fromAEQney, from poverty, from eag@
and anxiety, from all the material accidents. To keep a kind of
repdblic of the’spirat--“ (p. 108). For Lily,,ndthing appeals
more than success defihed in Selden's terms, for she sees escape
from her mounting financial pressures, as well as escape from a
marriage she does not want. Selden thus offers Lily a
perspective which appeals to her romantic nature and which is

much more attractive than the course she has chosen for herself.
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More importantly, in his philosophical asseésments, Selden
also raises specific quesfions cohcerning Lily“s'worth:'Hemfindef 
her "diverting" (p. 5), and recognizés her quality: "Everything
abbut her was at once yigérdﬂs and exéuisite, at once strong and
fine" (p. 7)..But at’the same time, he questions tﬁe value of
such qualities: ". . . was it not .possible that the material wés
fine, but that circumstance had fashioned it into a futile
shape?” (p. 7) In so doing, Selden poses a philosophical
question which reshapes the usual assumptions about womanly
worth. He does not judge the quality of her attributes; instead,
he questions what value those attributes have. This is an
important distinction between Selden and Lily: whereas she
unguestioningly accepts such standards as essential té her
existence in this societg, he guestions what merit these '
standards have, and in the brpéder sense, what purpose such
standards serve. ‘ ;

Selden thén, prcyides the g;iteria by which Lily assesses
and is assessed. She recégnizes; however, that he does not
follow his own principles, which he rationalizes: ". . . I have
tried to remaiﬁiamﬁhibious: it's all‘right as long as one's
lungs can work in a her air" (p. 111). By so justifying his
role, he establishliczimself as a "spéctator" (p. 5); with the
right to judge Lily differently than he himself is juaged. He

establishes principles which bear no relation to the exigencies

of Lily's situatien, nor to his own, but he does provide valid
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ethical assessments on the conventions of Lily's world.?

Lily and Selden provide the predominant angles of visfoﬁ;”
and the contrasting focus reveals the limitations in attempting
to live by Selden's philosophical rhetoric in the face of
economic necessity. Lily knows that Percy Gryce can provide for
her social and economic needs, but at a crucial point, she is
drawn not to him, but to Selden, who provides an ethical
persééctive on her actions. Because she is, by nature, pliant
(p. 59), and has a "faculty for adapting herself, and entering
into other people's feelings. . ." (p. 84), she shifts her
perspective to Selden and her perceptions change accordingly:

Lily smiled at her classification of her friends. How
different they had seemed to her a few hours ago! Then
they had symbolized what she was gaining, now they stood
for what she was giving up. That very afternoon they had
seemed full of brilliant qualities; now she saw that
they were merely dull in & loud way. Under the glitter
of their opportunities she saw the poverty of their °
ach;evement (p. 88).
In the face of the ethical standard which Selden répresents; the
urgency to marry disappears. The shallowness of the communityl
‘becomes apparent, and her desire to obtain financial sécurity

becomes unimportant until Percy Gryce is no longer available or

willing to marry her.

3Griffin Wolff suggests that Selden believes "that 11fe fully
led must necessarily satisfy both his own moral habit of
self-righteous otherworldliness and the indulgence of his
keenest sensibilities; and the fact that these two appetites
might be mutually contradictory is a problem that Selden has_no
capability to confront. Given the attitudes of the society of
which he is a part, it is not surprising that Selden chooses
instead to project these ambivilences into his notlons of
femininity" (Feast of Words, p. 121).
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Thé‘pattérn established regarding her tentative marriage
and subsequent renunciatiop establishes the fraﬁework for Q£;£r
follows. In Selden’s‘desire to assess}Lily;s value, in "puttiﬁg'
her skills to the test" (p. 4), he encourages her escape fromb

the conventional: ". . . your genius lies in converting impulses
into intentions" (p. 107). But as Lily pbints out, he does not
provide any practical assistance to her: "Why do you make the
'things I have chosen seem hateful to me, if you havé nothing to
give me instead?"” (p. 114). She also recognizes his lack of
’emotional cbmmitmeht:r“. . . your're so sure of me that you can
amuse yourself with experiments" (p. 116). Selden's scientific
detachment provides the natﬁralist qimensions of Lily's
situation, and his failuré to provide viable, practical
alternatives reveals that his involvement is strictly
’ theo;etical. In any case,'hié position absolves him of any
responsability,for Lily, although he articulates consistenﬁ
standards for her to follow. |

| When Lily is withaSelden, on the other hand, she sees the
validity in his comments, and this provides her life with
meaning beyond mere survival, and in terms she can understand:
"Why do we call all our generous ideas illusions, and the mean
‘ones truth?" (p. 112). But while she glories in her spiritual
growth, her neéd to survive remains an gssential issue to her,
if not to Selden, which cannot be ignored: "There were in her at
the moment tw§ beings, one drawing deep breaths of freedom and
exhilaration, fhe other gasping for air in a little black prison

v A
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house of fears" (p. 102). She somehow muét reSolve’the
contradiction between her spiritual .aspirations ahd her
financial requirements by herself, but against Selden's
standards. The . fear that Lily feels is her recognition of the
impossibility of such a task. | |
The other angle of vision is created by society at large,

which provides a pragmatic contrast to Seldqaié pefspective.‘The
Trenof-Dofset group are the fﬁizzafaenizens who have updated
Mrs. Peniston's ritualist;c pun%%glio for their own‘utilitarian
purposes. They recognize fhatrthe momentum for their society is
provided by the constant alignment and realignmentHOf loyalites
based on desperate power struggles &hich occur ‘beneath a‘ ﬂ
-decorous surfaée, apért from occasional indiscreet eruptions.
The struggles depicted are between those who use and those who
are used, but because the loyalties are shifting constantly,
‘these distinctions become blurréd as each tries to achieve, to
maintain, or to redesign a particular position. This is the
society for which Lily is created, and where she tries to
maintain her somewhqt tenuous hold; . this i;;élso the society
which judges Lily as harshly as she judges society.

| In discussing Lily's missed opportunity with Percy Gryce,
Judy Tfenor counterpoints Selden's influence with pragmatic,

2

clarity, and in so doing, echoes Lily's own realistic
. F ) -

evaluation: "It was the voice of her ownrcbnscience which spoke
to her through Mrs. Trenor's reproaphful accents” (p. 120).

Although unaware of the precariousness of Lily's posifion, Mrs.
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Trenor understands that Lily's chances of marrying are
decreasing, and is exasperated by her failure to act‘hpoh an
opportunityswhich has the ingredients fof~succe55..As‘Mrs. |
Trenor has herself followed this expedient ;oute,into a
finanacially secure but loveless marriage (p. 129), she cannot
unaerstand Lily's hesitation.. The focus provided by Mrs. Trenor
is one‘og pragmatic sensibility: to achieve opulent luxury in
exchange for marriage vows is fair value, as. she testifies by
using Gus Trenor to establish her position in society.

The commitment to useful expediency revealed by Mrs..T?enor
is echsed continuously by everf member of this society, and
changes only in relétion to the constanf power struggles and
shifting loyalties. Gus Trenor uses Simon Rosedale to make money
on the stock market, and Rosedale in turn, uses Trenor to gain
access into society (p. 130). Mrs., Van Osburgh uses Percy Gryce
to secure a marriage for her daughter, and Pgrsy uses Mrs. Van
Osburgh to provide for his;sgcial and emotional needs (p. 156).
Lily uses Gus Trenor to invest in the stock market, and Trenor
uses Lily to shore up his ego (p. 130). éelden uses Lily to test
his philosophical theories, and Lily uses Selden to stimulate
her spiritﬁal needs. Mrs. Peniston uses Lily for her social
skills (p. 173), and for the opportunity to practise charify,
and Lily uses Mrs. Peniston for a permanent base.ers. Dorset
offers Lily the comforts and pleasures of a Heditérrangan cruise
with the tacit understanding that in exchange, Lily_willrkesp

S , - : o
Mr. Dorset amused and busy (p. 304). Rosedale wants to use Lily
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to secure his social footing, and he, in turn, offers Lily °
financial freedom, which she refuses (pp.'194;5).

f--Lily's error 1is notlthat she pafticip@tes in these
neébtiations, but that she becomes inconsiétenﬁ uhder Selden's
influence, and as a female afloat with néithef husbana nor
financial footing,féhé must rely completely on her own social
skills and acumen._Cérrie Fisher reveals the consistency of
purpose required for success in these terms: she offers social
instruction and discreet arrangements, and is not only acceptea,r
but financially maintained i% exchange for services render d.

But Eily hesitates at crucial momept; and, as a result, fgiesi\:
credibility when credibility is her’only resource. Seen from the
Trenors' and the Dorsets' ahd Mrs. Pehiston's’and Carrie

Fisher's perspective, Lily's assets becohe oﬁfweighed by her

~liabilities: because she hesitates at crucial moments, and does.

not seem to play thg games by the established rules, her value
decreases in their eyes. And from this perspective, the o
criticisms are valid, for Lily does not appear to fulfili her
part of the bargain. |

When the focus shifts from thé Dorsets to the Wellingtons
and Brysy~~then to the Gormerg.and to Rosedale, and then to Mrs.
Hatch, the same principles apply. Just as;Lily innocently |
Vaiienates’Mrs; Trenor, So she alienates Mrs. Dorset, the

«

Wellingtons and Brys, and Mattie Gormer, each of whom exerts

£

control over Lily's existence in very practical terms. Although

she continues to need them more than ever once she is
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disinherited, they no longer need her. Mrs, Gormer rejects Lily
in favour of Mrs. Dorset after using Lily as a'stébpihg—éfédéjgéﬁﬁ
higher society (p.‘395-7). Rosedale, who offers marriage té Lily

- when the match seems beneficial, rejects her later on the basis
¢ . - . .

er lack of usefulness (p. 409).

She outlives their need of her and is forced into ever more
eripheral situations until she loses her foothold’cqmpletﬁly
and tht attempt to cope in a world 5he does not understand:
"The'%nvifonment in ‘which Lily found herself Qas as strange tb
her as its inhabitanﬁs.’She was unacquainted with the world of
the faéhionable New York hotel"” (p. 441). Héf mastery of the -
social skills which initially ensured her survival ultimately
be;omes m?%ningless in a world with different rules. Lily
flounderé because she is without consistency of pﬁrpose, and in
so doing, she loses he? survival instinct. She becomes a

parasite rather than a'committed and equal member in the game of

life. While the focus shiffts from: group to group, the

implications are consistent; wvalue is not'ascertained in
aesthetic worth, but in fair exchange. : /

At the other éktfeme, Gerty revéals the emptiness oflifgt;\

devoid of élamoUr and frivolity: 4 L , i
.. being fatally poor and.dingy, it was ;isé of Gerty-‘\‘_i)

to have taken up philanthrophy and symphony concerts;
but there was something irritating in her assumption
that existence yielded no higher pleasures, -and that one
might get as much interest and excitement out'of life in
a cramped -flat as in the spendours of the Van Osburg
establishment (p. 142).

while Gerty is "good," and does overcome her own petty jealousy

e
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e is "a parasite in the moral #rder. .

ét a crucial point,
" (p. 241),‘leading,a minimal exiéteﬁce fedﬁc%difoiig most
‘ egsential éee , and reduced to the simplest phi}bsopﬁ??“to be
good in the Qi:ritsﬁle sense. Yet, in spite of her adherence to
Christian doctrin%j she is impotent in aSsisting Lily beyoﬁd |
-expreésing outrage, and beyond offering alternatives w%}cﬁ'are

meaningless to Lily: "Miss Farish could see no hope forgié&v |
friend but in a life completely reorganized and detache' £r9m

its old associations. . ."(p. 432). Gerty's method of dealing

with life is through the renunciation of all desires, and her

@

example seems to Lily only an empty and pathetic alternative:
"Oh, Gerty, I wasn't meant to be good. . ." (p. 427)./Gerty
exemplifies life according to Selden's criteria in the "republic
of the spirit,” but ironically, she is able to do so only
because'she lacks the needs, vitality, and the individuality<:j-

which attracts Selden to Lily, thereby revealing the limitations

in Selden'sfpeFSpective.'
In the other extreme, Lily's aunt offers a vision of life
dgdicated to empty ritual and moralistic plats&udes. She is a
"looker-on at life" (p. 58), who is dedicated to the pﬁnctilios.
of society which she enjoYs from a protegted vantage, point,
thereby never having to'test the attituﬁis she perpetuates.’

Financially secure, . "she ha(s] the kind of moral mauvaise honte

which makes the public display of selfishness difficult, though

it does not interfere with it$ private indulgence” (p. 57). Lily

T —
LN

relies financially on Mrs. Peniston and therefore is victimized
4 o - J“ 3 : B t
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by this perverse application of charity: *.'. . Mrs. Peniston .
liked the periodical recurrence of gratitude’eveked*Byj%” .
unexpected cheques, and wasqperhaps.shrewd ensagpwtgmpgrgeiyem_i
that such & method of givihg kept alive ‘in her niece a salutary
sense of dependence” (p. 60). This rigorous dedication to
appearance, and the lack ef genuine charity, make Mrsr-Peniston
a dangerous adver§%ry.

When Lily needs financial assistance to repay gambling

debts, she is judged by-outdated and meaningless guidelines, and

made to suffer for a lesson in mora11ty which has little t¢6 do
"with the actual situation. When she disinherits Lily, Mrs. -
‘Peniston 1llustrates her bellef that moral lessons are sometimes" :
learned only by great sacrifice, and the lesson learned |
utweighs any personal needs. In Gerty and Mrs. Peniston, then,
<gre contrasting views of orthodox values; Gerty is all substance
and no form in that she has sacrificed herself to the extent

7th§g(5hehi§ cqmglete}iwrgeffectualiwandwgrs. Peniston is all

form and'no,sﬁbstance in. that her appearance of moral rectitude
outweighs -any genuine compassion. Both are, however, in their
own ﬁays as self-serving as everyone else in this:society.

And in the Same way, Seléen is equally self-serving. His
condemnation of Lily;s apparent iiaison'with‘Gus~Trenor closely
echoes Selden‘s ownrliaison,with Mrs. Dorset: Seldehfs actions
are condoned’ however while Lily's are condemned. And by

aligning himself agalnst Lily in thlS and at other cruc1a1

instances, Selden reveals the, duplicity in his nature. He talks
2 ’ . :
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idedls, but h1s words ‘become empty*rhetorIC lﬂ the fade"of hlS S
own actions. Selden, however, agnores—theué%serepaney—between—~f—¥—%
h1s phllosophlcal analy51s and hlS actual deeds as h1s vision |
blurs and becomes more conventlonal In so doing, Selden reveals
that the aesthetic ideal 1is subject to capr1c1ousness and to
real1st1c compromlse. :

Another perspect1ve is offered by Rosedale, ‘whose r1se 1n

| soc1ety counterp01nts Llly S decl1ne. Rosedale s reallst1c and
ypragmatlc approach is based on his assumption that mutually
exclus1ve arrangements prov1de the basis for all relat10nsh1ps,
and he therefore }s unitroubled by questlons of ethics. When he
oonsiders marriage to?Lily an asset to both of them, he suggests
such an arrangement, but'when the relationship is no longer
beneficial to_both,‘he'withdraws the offer for lack of potential
return. Instead, he suggests that shercapitalize on the»only
~'llu_e;resourcemnow”available: incriminatingWletteES~whichfnotﬂonly R
\\“

‘ reestablish her footing in society on her own terms.

will stop Mrs. Dorset's vendetta against Lily, but which will

But to do so also'compromises Selden, and Lily is incapable’
_of suCh_an act. Selden epitomlzes,for Lily the ideal to which
she aspires, and regardless of his oun culpability, crushing
‘Selden as a meansrof ensuring her own survival is tantamount to
crushing the ideal, which is impossible. Llly's choices,

therefore, are reduced to the absolute essence: she can survive

by compromising the 1deal or she can honour the 1deal by

sacrificing her life. Rosedale provides the perspective of a

- 89



7 +

survivor who'iéuguided by his inétiﬁttsfandfwh6”iéfébgﬁiéahefﬁ6£i7ifl
only of the rulesJ but also of the most - produ;t;;e_st:ateglesLﬁeﬁ,Wﬁ
He shows L11y how to survive, and in so d01ng, echoes the-" |
commltment‘to expedlency which Llly-herself revealed when she .

was within and he was without.-This:reversal,of roles¥5uggests

s

how 1mportant expedlenttself interest 1s for survival. More
&

1mportantly, it reveals the con51stency of purpose requ1red in

comparlson to Lily's own 1ncon51stency.'

. This then is the essentialvissue in Lily's evolution. She

is sufficiently confident to act indepenaently, although‘never‘
withouh consideration for the possible dangers: "Why'could Qne
never do a natural thing'withoﬁt having’tq screen it behind a
structure of artifiee?ﬁ (p. 22). Under Selden;S influence,
however, the screen drops at erucial momenfs, which leads to her
ihconsiehehcy. Thebimpﬁlse to set herselfﬂapart fromvthe herd of
her sex is the same quality that guides her to an imprudent .
visit to Seideh's apartment: just as;her:bhysical needs require
~that she make herself desirable, so her spiritﬁal needs draw her
to Selden, Andvbufing,ciothes at a t{me when she ‘should hpshand
her meagre-resources stems'from the/same impulse as making a
donation to one o{ Gerty's éharities:T"The'satisfaction derived»
from this\act was all that the most ardent meralist ceﬁld Qave¥,
desired" (p. 180). Her ects\of self-indulgence;.then,:are as
importaht'{o her well-being as her eets of charity, aharstem

from the same sensibility. , - .
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Inbthe same way, her need~forfcomfortfandfluxﬁryaguidesjherii”;

to short-term compromlses rather than long tera dec151ons' ". .

. almost at once, she had felt the insidious charm of slipping
back 1nto a 11fe where every mater1a1 d1ff1culty was smoothed
away" (p. 377). Without con51stency, she is subject to the
"vagaries of those ‘who play on her confl1ct1ng needs.
Consequently, Lily does not grcw or learn because she acts on
impulses based on either ethical or selfish intentions which at =~
various times are equally 1mportant. She fails to measure the
long- term effects of her 1mpu151ve intentions, and any noble
expre551on becomes a futlle act. in the face of the consequences.
When she chooses to protect Selden by sacrificing her own life, -
then, ske acts on bhe same impulse by which she contributes to |
tharity at the cost of her financial secgyity,

What then are the iﬁplications? Lily's decision to protect

' Selden seems on the surface to reveal 1nner growth ands

*

~ B ) T

dedlcatlon to the ideal, yet the fact remains.that she suffers,a,

meaningless death which serves ‘only to reveal Selden's

weahneSSesr Throughout Lily's'decline,-he offers her nc support

beyond empty rhetoric,kharsh and unthoughtful judgement57 and a;

~vision of lifehcompletel; diSconnected fromxthe exibencies cf s
hervlife.'Even in death, he condemns Lily for the appea;ance of
compromise (p. 531), and his final evaluatioh reveals‘on}ylhis‘
own egocentricity: "It was this moment of love, this’fleetingff
victory over themselves, which had kept them'fromiatrdﬁhy and

extinction . . ." (p. 532). He fails to understand that Lily,
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rremoved from all those elements

‘to her llfe,-has, in. fact

she becomes extinct

atrophled Moreover

‘not as an exempIar of the 1aea1"5‘f4as a

H

which g1ve meanlng and pleasure

in her death,

pathet1c victim dedlcated to aesthetlcs Wthh are completely

dlsconnected from her situation.
corpse "the word wh1ch ‘made all
and he does not understand, and
as Lily's life. And herein lies
regarding Lily's worth.

From Selden's perspective,
success. He establishes himself
consistent to that aim. He also

moral instructor to Lily, which

When Selden glves to Lily's

clearf (p. 533), she cannot hear

M /

the word becomes as meaz}hgless

uestion

the answer to Selden's
however, his experiment is a
as a spectator, and he is

is consistent in his role as

allows him to test not only his

theoretical beliefs, but to evaluate Lily's worth in relation to
those beliefs. And in his terms,r,lly ultimately fulfills his
expectatlons- by complying with phllosophlcal principles, she
- proves her value “to him, and" d1es as an adm1rable”example of
noble self-sacrifice. The irony is, of course, that Selden
himself is not noble, nor does he*comply with the principles he
establishes for her, which suggests that there is a discrepancy

 between the theory and practice of standard morality. Selden's

inability to see the contradiction suggests that hypocrisy is an

inherent aspect of such beliefs.
From the perspective of society at large,. everyone reveals

attitudes which are equally self-serving or lneffeotpal.rgerty

I

recognizes value in her friend, but offers nothing but
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moralistic platltudes, Mrs. Penlston judges L11y by 1nva11d

- standards and- suggests that moral rectltude may ~be a“'wji;ji?*fifff"

justification for petty v1nd1ct1veness.iThe Trenor Dorset group

'reveal thelr dedlcatlon to expedlency and to appearances,vwh1le
’Mrs; Gormer and Rosedale illustrate the “importance. of surv1val
technlques in conjunction wrth cons1stency of purposeu

All these people, regardless of soc1al 6?’?1nanc1al

position), however, reveal no concern beyond their own ‘immediate

needsf they also reveal that acceptance in this society depends

only on the economic assumption of fair exchange for services

rendered, whether of a social or financial nature, which

"suggests that exemplary behavior or living by ethical ideals is

not possible in the real world. When Lily asks Rosedale whether
truth alters a situation, he replies that ". . . it does in
novels, but I'm certain it don't in real life" (p. 412). Whereas

Selden refuses to acknowledge that” theoretical ethics are

potentlally destructlve in practlce, then, Rosedale has a much o

more realistic perspectlve, nor does Rosedale share Selden's
hypocrisy as a result. In'any case, this'society seems able to
exist guite happily without, an ethical standard, and(in fact,rA
) seems duite ohlivious to its lack, which suggests that the |
traditional conception of Christian morality no longer’provides,r
if it ever did provide, the social framework for~the community.
~Instead, the shared, commonly-accepted beliefs relate to more

. expedient concerns, such as economic well-being, social.

acceptance, and power politics. And as is apparent in the
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various interrelationships, this framework is as valid and as

viable as any'Christian”framework;“glthough,'aSCiSTaisDTappaféntjiff

in most of the iﬁrerrelaticn§nip§{Vtherspjritualv;egg;ﬂjs'"

missing. As this society nevertheless is consistent in its

~attitude and approachﬁ there is a viable, identifiable standard

of behavicr to follow.

Lily, however, iS'caught between these two quite

contradictory perspectives: She initially seems to represent the

L

well-bred, qeil-mannered;'andrwell—endowed woman wh6;”re§ard1ese'f¥

ofzfinancial instability, has'formed herself inro a social and
physical exemplar, and thereby seems'able to supbort her needs,
fulfilling the goal which everyone expects of her. But in her
journey towards fulfilling her own and everyone else's
expectations, she seems calculating, insincere, and gnided only
by expediency and economic need. Conversely, when she attempts
to follow Selden's phllosophlcal prlnclples, she not cnly faiis

to ach1eve the expected gcals,ibut she falls from grace and into

obscurlty and death, thereby twisting the conventlonal belief
that adherence to moral vagues prov1des its own rewards, for
Lily's reward, so far as her soc1ety is concerned is a seCure
marrlage, which she is den1ed by . follow1ng an eth1cal standard.
Therefore, Llly s suffering 1s the d1rect result of her attempt -
to live by ethical standards rather than by expedient
self-interest. *

—— i — — — - —————— ——

%In The Female Intruder 1n the Novels of Edith Wharton (East

Brunswick, New Jersey: Associated University Press, 1982), Carol

Wershoven suggests that there is no contradiction in Lily" s
evolution: "But as the distance between Selden and Lily widens .
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Lily's evolution thus suggests that she is ill-equipped to

address her own needs or those of her. soc1ety using _such_ I

_ standards.

This conclu51on arises through Wharton S use- of p01nt of
view. Although shé uses an omniscient narrator, she manipulateS'
the traditionalnapproach in that there ‘is no moral center aroUnd I
which Characters\and events‘evolve. Nor doesrany Character
escape analysis, with the resdlt that any sympathy for Lily,ror
Selden, or anyone else, for that matter,~is tempered by an - -

,acknowledgement of their particular limitations.® In so doing,
“(cont d) . . Lily develops her own moral strength . . . . And
ironically, in Selden's presence, when he is embarrassed by her
misery and openness, Lily performs her noblest act: she burns
those letters, which are the key to her social rehabilitation.
Lily's fall is a learning process for her in many ways" (p.'52).
Wershoven's conclusion echoes strongly of earlier critics who
attempted to justify Lily s suffering in moral terms. But the
fact remains that Lily is consistent in her attitudes and
behavior from beginning to end, and her death is meaningless.
Wershoven later reiterates her position: "The Lily who snubs’a
miserable charwoman at the beg1nn1ng of the novel . . . is not
the same character who holds Nettie's baby on her lap. There is
no dramatic conversion of Lily in the novel, from socialite to

little sister of the poor, but there is a steady character

development” (p. 58). Wershoven, however, fails to reveal
conv1nc1ngly how or where that development occurs.

Griffin Wolff suggests that the introduction of Nettie and her
baby provides an alternative and viable perspective: "As

inhabitants of the House of Mourning, they give a moral focus to : .

the satire. Lily's powerful identification with the baby gives
silent testimony to the infantilizing force of the mutilating
image of women that society fosters. Finally, this scene gives
poignant evidence of Lily's inability to conceive of herself in
any other way than as the object of aesthetic attention" (Feast
of WOrds, p. 130). Griffin Wolff's analy51s suggests that )
Nettie's experience reveals growth in suffering; yet Lily's own
evolution contradicts this premise. Moreover, Griffin Wolff's
suggestion that the baby signifies Lily's own plight seems less
likely than that the baby symbolizes Lily's desire to be born
again in a new form, in a different milieu, with different
values and needs.
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Wharton -undermines thettraditional-role~offthefnoyeiist;&ggthgrf;:j

than holding up an 1deal through example and presentation, she

reveals the actual from every poss1ble angle, constantly

re- evaluating as the focus shifts. The reader is left to draw
conclusions from the interplay of. p01nts of v1ew and their
attendant 1mp11cations. -

And in‘Lily's evolution, the implications are clear: she
'suffers and dies because“her'role in this societyﬁproYideshso
few auenues“to fulfillment. As a woman without resources or
family support, Lily has clearly-defined avenues available in
order to ensure her social and material needs. But because'nOne‘
of the alternatives appeals to Lily, she is forced to compromise
onvissues,which strike at the center of her emotional ’

7 well—being. To suggest that Lily's expectations are unreasonable

then, is irrelevant, for the point is that Lily aspires to the

- same materialistic pleasures as most of those around her. But to

—~ e

obtain such pleasures, she_must either marry or commit herself
to the on?going'power struggles of this society. The alternative
which Selden provides appeals to Lily because it allows her to

escape such emotional compromise, although she compromises with

her life instead. That death in Selden's terms appeals more than

g

life in society's terms suggests that the choices available to

her are inadequate or insufficient. As a result, Lily opts out

o, -\ , -
of anvexistence which does not serve her needs.

e
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IV. Summer: The Sexual Delimma LBt
i 7 ﬂ ,

Sﬁmmer is one of'ihe least considered of the major novels, but‘
it also is,}iféqically; one that drew specific commentary from
'Wharton: "the tale was writéen,at a high pitch'of‘creétive joy,
buﬁ amid a'th@uséﬁd interruptions . . . . Yet I'doinot‘remembe{
ever ?isUalizihg,with more intensityithewinnér sceﬁé df'£ﬁé”7
creatures peopling it."' On the surfaCé; the lack of critical.
intereét is understandable, for in many ways, tHé plot seems‘ .
reductive, the issues obvious, and the sUbjécﬁrtritéurMoréOQé;,
the novel is so understated that.one can easily miss the ‘
subtieties, with the result that Summer is either simply
categorized as a "bildungsroman,"? or it is relegated to the

author's "lesser works." But in light of Wharton's use of

"reflecting angles of vision," Summer demands further

consideration.

Thisrnovel is a study in nuances and innuendo, enhanced by
technical devices, which allows'wharton‘to reduce a complex, and
morally-loaded situation, to its most essential elements. In so’
doing, she not only assesses a situation considered somewhat -

P .

sordid and inappropriate, but she provides a revealing study of

———— e ——————— ————— - e

'A Backward Glance, p. 356. R

2The Introduction to the Harper and Row edition, written by B

Cynthia Griffin Wolff, focuses on this interpretation. (New
York: Harper and Row, 1979). '
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sexual relationships unadorned by moral certainties or.

plgtitudes. Consequently,-Wharton's affection for this novel is

most likely a reflection of her pleaéﬁfé inrsuéEéS§fﬁii§
implement{ng'hgr theories of rhetoric by unifying form with
content. |

' Initiallf, Summer seemé to bear little relation td
,Whértén's other noveis. The ceﬁtxal character, Chapity Royall,
iS"youné, uneducated, and inarticulate, and she is without the
sophisticated maturity whiéh Lily Bart, forrinétance, reveals.
Moreover, Lily's community is represented by the very stratified!
and complex layers of New York society, while,Charity's
community is arsma{i, rural New England village. Inighis =
context, Charity's "ps choiogical evolution™ seems purposeléss,
for so much about her circumstances is insignificaﬁt. And yet;
Charity's struggle to reconcile hef persénal needs'wiphin[the

social framework is as revealing as Lily's struggle in her own
g at Yy 9

~community. L
But whereas Lily's evolution is revealed in the interplay

of various society'members, Charity's evolution is presented ‘

differently: juxtaposed against Chafity are the éngles of’visiéh

provided by Lawyer Royali and -Lucius Harney, both of whom are

more educated and sophisticated than Charity,'but who both share

specific assumptions with each other and with her. In Royall's

sase. those shared assﬁmptions relate to the rules of conduct

and the moral directives of North,Dorﬁer, while in Harney's ...

case, those shared assumptions relate to a sense of the

<
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potentiality of life‘outside'thefrestrictive boundaries;of the
village. Charlty thus is torn betmeen'Royall and Harney as'éhej;iifi
'attempts to reconcile. the conflict. betneen he;fsoe%al~neeés—aﬂé»———~
her emotional drives. The interplay of;these charagters,hwlth1n

¥

a social structure which is as clearly4defined as it igv
straightforward, allows Whattonfto*test specific assumptions -
centered in the sexual arena. In so doing, the consequences

become portentous, and the underlylng 1mp11catlons self ev1dent

hm

For Lily, the strat1f1ed layers of New York SOC1ety are’
representedvby,a plethora of different ngss, but for Charity
the conventions,of her small village are revealed as é single’
menteiity which ofeates a communal consciouSness. Lacking even
the distinction of the town“s namesake; "Dormer, whefe North
Dormer went for its apples,"3 this Qillager"is at all tiﬁes an
empty placeh (p. 9) North Dormer maintains a llbrary where "no
new books had been bought for twenty years, and where the old
ones mouldered unQ;stuLbedenmthe,damp,shelyes,ﬁtp,mlllTﬂandaLtm;ﬁv#
lacks any vital connections with the outside world: "There it
lay, a weather-beaten sunburnt viliage of the hills, abandoned
of'men, left apart by railway, trolley,ttelegraph, and ail the
forces that link life to life in modern communities" (pp.
10-11). It in fact epitomizes the French meaning of the verb,

dormir: to sleep. Without outside stimulation or new ideas,

North Dormer remains inward—looking'and stagnant, and is capable

*Edith Wharton, Summer. (New York: Harper and Row, 1979), p.—19+ -
All further references to this text are from this edltlon.
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‘only of perpetuating'established values and standards.

Consequently, certain assumpt1ons prov1de the unquestloned

creedhfor the community. These—assumptronSjnmrashbas;t as a
rationale for a lack of ambition{ "No‘one is rich in North )
Dormer™ (p. 30). Or these assumptlons serve to reinforce the

;
-community's sense of worth in"relation to 1ts very small
perspectlve°‘"[Char1ty] ‘knew that, compared to the place she had
come from ‘North Dormer represented all the ble551ﬁgs of the,,ﬁj;”

most refined c1v1llzatlon. Everyone in the v1llage had told her

so ever since she had been brought there as a.child" (p 1),

While thlS communlty may lack the subtlety and nuances of

| larger, more sophlstlcated towns and cities theh,rlt doesrrevealr

.a coheistency of beliefs which furnishes each member with

'uhquestioned‘§pide1ines for behavior, and which provides a

clearly-defined social framework, albeit one that is lifelesS

and which provides little'opporthnity;for personal growth.
rwithinﬁthiswframeworkaLawyer~RoyallfembodiesmthemlaSEitudef¥¥~”

of the village. Having begun his legal career away from North

Dormer, he returned because he lacked’the courage to stay away:

"i was a damn fool ever to lédave Nettleton. It'was Mrs. Royall

that made me doiit" (p. 28). Although he reCognizee his folly,

however, and although Mrs. Royall is no longer*alive to hold

~him, Royall remains in North Dormer. His main purpose stems from

his role as guardian to Charity, but this role is questionable; o

because she is stronger: "/ . . lawyer Royall ruled in North

Dormer; and Charity ruled'injlawyer Royall's house" (P. 23).
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the acknowledgedhpfeeminent citizen of the community, thenf'

' lawyer Royall only-reveals how 11m1ted are the expectatlons,lnfe@,,

o

Vthls v1llage.

AT

"~ Any other purpose stems from Royall 'S dedlcatlon to an
almost non-existent legal practlse and to the rltual of routfﬁe:
It was this habit to walk to his office .twice.a day,

mornlng and.afternoon . . . . Before going in he stepped
into the post~office for his mall—-usually an empty
ceremony . . . . and then went over to the store . . .. .
he was unwilling that his rare clients should syrprise
him sitting, clerkless and unoccupled in his dusty
~office (p. 36-7). .. . - . - S
The routine thus‘sustains and fills an otherwise empty
existence, but ironically, it also pointedly illustrates” how
meaningless is that routine, In any case, he maintains-a . -t .
commitment to ritual and to decorum in keeping with his station,
thereby reinforcing and perpetuating the values of his
,community.,Nofth Dormer. generally and Royall specifically thus -

provide an example of a community ground down by its own

inertia, reveaIZRg that lifelessness in the very fabric of the

'communlty In thlsiway,»Royall and the commun1ty prov1de one

.angle of vision, ) 7

Agaihst that backdrop is the énglehof Vision pfovided by
Charity. Many of her attitudes and responses mirror those of;
North Dormer, and there is reflected in her values and beliefs a
certain compliance w1th the accepted rules of conduct. Charity’'s
llbrary routine is similar to Royall's office routine in that

she prov1des a letharglc4serv1ce*to'an'unrnterested”publlcr“”*

4although<hg§ commitment to such rituals is less finely-tuned:—— —
,‘ .
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. "The hours of the Hatchard,Memorial Library,weremfrom~three4toww4~~—~w

five; and Char1ty Royall s ‘sense of duty usually kept her . at her

desk until nearly. half past four (p,v20). And although her -
sense of North Dormer's 1mportance is diminished and her need
for knowledge 1ncreased by “a trip to nearby but larger qf;

o mNettleton her "tb1rst for 1nformat10n lasts only unt1l "the‘ﬂ*§é;r

'“‘vlmpr65551°n of Nettleton began to fade, and she found 1t ea51er\

to take North Dormer as the norm of the unlverse than to goon
reading” (p. 10). Her compl1ance w1th communlty standards
therefore stems from the extremely limited nature of her
experience, but more importantly, she -also lacks the ambition’
and intellectual curiosity to break through the confines of her
'existence .

g .
She is not, however, completely submerged because of her

heritage: "Charity was not very clear about the,mountain- but

she knew it was a bad place, and a shame to have come from . . '

ST (p,, ). She and the commmunlty both accept her 1nfer1or1ty

in some undefined way, which effects Charity's sense of herself.
In this way, Charity reveals that‘she has absorbed the values
and beliefs of the community, even includlng those which are
detrimental to her own sense of emotional well -being.

In sp1te of her acceptance of North Dormer conventions,
however, Charit oes reveal a certain quality which sets her
apartd ﬂShe’zaé_blindandinsensible to many things, and dimly :
knew ity but to all that was light and air, perfume ndfcolour,

every drop of blood in her responded" (p. 21). Charity's sensual
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hresponse to certaln klnds of stimuli does not- flourlsh w1th1n

the conflnes of the l1feless v1llage- but in the surroundlng

country51de Ashe P%gcts 1nst1nct1vely to the luxuriousnes s of
the pastoral environment : “Generally at .such times she did not-
think of -anything but lay immersed in an inarticulate-
.well-being" (p. 21). She is drawn into nature, then, to fulfill
a very specific need: just as Royall epitomizes the lethargic
inertia of North Dormer, so Charity symbolizes the fertile
>anticipation of the spring countryside, where her natural
impulses are given free rein.- That is not to suggest that she is
"without the restricting influences of the vfllage, for those
values and beliefs do not become completely submerged; but at
various times, the natural, instinctive part of her nature
becomes the more powerful element.
For éxample, when she goes to Nettleton as part of a church
group outing, she responds to the plethora of novel sensations:
'jIn“themcburse~df=thatﬂincredibie*day Charity Royall had, ~—
for the first-and only time, experienced railway travel,
looked into shops with plate glass fronts, tasted
cocoanut pie, sat in a theatre, and listened to. a
gentleman saying unintelligible things before pictures
that she would have enjoyed looking at.if his
explanations had not prevented her from understanding
them (p. 10). :
Although in this case, the stimuli is provided by the results of
civilization rather than by nature, her response is similar in
‘that she reacts to the sights and sounds and tastes of the
experience rather than to any intellectual connotations. This

sensuous level in Charity supersedes her conventional -side when

the stimulous is unique or exhilarating or when it contrasts
Vi N . R
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with the lifelessnéSsvof NQrth‘Dofmér.”

Those same felt reépdn%éé also guidé”hér'ih$£ing£ﬁéiiy7fRiiw
‘her interrelationships in the community and wi£ﬁ/éeyall;:éaf1y~~~ .
on, ". . . [Charity] had takbn the measure of most things about .

her. She knew that Mrs. Royall was sad and timid and weak; she

ﬁ&wﬁﬁ_kngw that lawyer Royall was harsh and violent, and still weaker"

(Eké%ﬂ); When the community feels for propriety's sake that
Ch&rfﬁy.should leave Royall's house and quth Dormer to attend N
school elSéwhere, Royall reluctantly agreesy,but'cﬁarity baﬁlks_ -
(p. 26), thereby asserting herself against the norm for her own
purposes. But at the same time, by reacting againstAMiss

‘Hatchard's advice to leavé»North Dormer, Charity actually

acquiesces to Réyall's silent wish that she remain, which he

rewards with a gift (p. 27). Charity;s actions suggest that, in
her terms, the éxertion of power may contain specific elements
of submission.

Later,hoveve;mehenfﬁoyall~makes sexual+advénces to her, --————— -
anyvc0mpassion disappears: "She was not frightened, she 5imply
felt a deep disqust . . . . Then a belated sense of fear came to
her with the cgnsciousnéss of victory . . . ."'(pp. 29-36). When
he offers marriage, she reacts instinctively: "'Marry you? Me? .

. . . How long is it since you've lookea at yourself in the
'glass?fﬁ (p. 34). In this confronéation with Royail, Charity
reveals the ph;losophical guidelines of her existence: in her
instinétual assessménts of varying strengths and weaknesses, she

informs her relationships with an underlying power structure, a

104



.

‘power structure where she is able to maintain some sense’of
control, but at the same time,,she is;guided not,by intellectnal 
or materlal‘concerns, but by her. Uhcalculated response to the
physical and sensual manlfestatlons of llfe. Therefore, she'
A_rejects Royall because she flnds h1m.phy51cally unattractlye,
but jnst as importantly, Because she finds him weak. |

| The interplay befween Charity and Reyéll proyides»the

predominant angles of vision, and the contrasting focus reveals

®

the limitations in each of their perspectives. Royall's actions -

—
T ——

reveal a complete understanding and acceptance of the symbiotic

S

relationship between men and women from ‘the conventional, male
pointrof—view: in order for men to satisfy their physical needs,
they must either use women who are willing to give themselves,
er negotiate a marriage contract. When Charity rejeets both
alternatives, she renders Royall into a position of dependence
by virtue of the possibilities she represents: "She had never

put it to‘herself'in those terms; but she knew her power, knew

what it was hade of, end;nered ir;f?p. 23). She understands the

rules of conventional sexual relationships sufficiently to
maintain eontrol over Royall and to keep him off-balance, but
she does not comply with those rules herself, except
superficially. | |

There is an acceptance then, by both Charity and Royell, of .
a non-verbal levei of communication and negotiation where she is
the acknowledged victor: "She needed no-one to defend her: his

humbled pride was her surest protection" (p. 38). Ironically
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however, the basis of her superiority over Royall is at best’

tenuous, fo; on more préctical, functiéﬁéi levels, éﬁé”déégﬁégﬁ~iv
on him for her sustenance and well—being,”for'ﬁhatgvef'p0§iff0h
she mainPains.in the villag?, and for her job inithe ;ibréry (p.
34;, the income from which gives her ah illusory fee1ing of
‘ihdependence; "'So's to get away wheﬁ I want to'" (p. 32). In
feeling that she can leave NorthADormer when she chéoses,r |
Charify becomes willing to remain, just as in feeling thét shg L
is more powerful than Royall, she feels secure in her role in

the community. And Royall perpetuates Charityfsbillusionskin an'\P
/

attempt to obtain her favour, which she instinctively‘withholds.§

1

In contrast to The House of Mirth then, which deals with-

the conflict between ethical principles and expedient realities,

Summer addresses the issue of sexuality in relation to
_conventional notions and interperéonalvnegotiations; But whereas

Lily Bart initially preéents a very pragmatic perspective which
“inevitably 1is overShadowed~by*herfaspirations to the ideal, -

Charity initially is guided by an.illusory sense of her own
~gpower which is tested in the forum of economic rég¥%§ies and in
rSthe face of her own sexual needs.

The juxtaposition of Charity and Rdyall provides the
necessary starting point: Royall is the epitome of small-town
convenéionality, who, as a middle-aged ﬁale,,héd clearly-defined
‘options available in ordef teo gratify his sexual needs. His lack

of success stems not from the acknowledgement of those needs,

but because Charity does not respond éccording to his
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expectations, thereby making him victim to emotional blackmail.
Were she'operating completely within Royall's moral framework, - -

LaeL
Charity would secure her own economic well-beiqgﬁﬁﬁrgggh

"marriage. Her failure to follow such guidelines éﬁé%gsts that
while she has an'instinctﬁal understanding of sexgal politics,
she operétes according fo»different criteria in regpdnse to her
owﬁ particulér needs.. .
With Lucius Harney's arrival in North Dormér,_yét another
angle o¢f vision is provided, which reflects against both Charity.
. and Royall. As an outsid;r, from the city (p. 8), Harneyvdoes
not accépt the inflexibility of established sfandards: his
belief that North Dormer and environs will provide architectural
examples beyond the popular ones in Plymouth and Salem, mirrors
his failure to accept the inevitability of the library-
collgction'S'decay. His response towards his aunt, a respected
community member, whom he speéks of "as if she were a querulous
baby: . ;ﬁ (p. 51), reflects a level of sophistication,
knowledge, and worldliness quite foreign to the little village.
When Charity sees Harne§ for the first time, the same June
wind whigh awaﬁgns her sénses also blows his hat across her
path, with immediate resulfs: "Her heart contracted a little and
the shrinking that sometimes came over her when she saw people
with Holiday faces made her draw back into the house. . ." (p.
8). She withdraws initially from his lively'euphoria because he

represents the.unknown and the unfamilar. But just as her

initiation to Nettleton "had shown her that North 6grmer was a
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small place" (p. 10), so Harney's entry into Charity's world
recreates that feeling: "The sight of the stranger once-more—— ———

\

revived memories of Neftleton, and Nofth Dormer shrank bagEﬁEp
its real size" (p. 10). Harney thus provides the stimulus for
Charity to reevaluate the quality df her life in North’Dormér:
-"How I hate eyerything!“ (p. 9).‘Aitﬁough Charity's |
inarticulatehéss'reduces her feactionAto a broad condemhation,
whichvshe repeats (p. 12), at that moment, she revolts against
the lifelessness of North Dormer and turns psyChblogically o ”X” -
towards the sensuousness of the pastoral surfoundings‘and
Harney's potentiality. When she‘stepé from Royall's house, then,
she also moves towards'hEr'sexual and sensual needs which Harney -
embodies.

. ‘ S.

Consequently, her response to Harney confgasts
significantly with her response to Royall: "She had liked the
young maﬁ's looks . . . . his smile shy yef confident, as if he
knew loté 9§ Fhipgﬁrshe never dreamed of, and yet wouldn't for
the world have had her feel his'superiority" (p. 22). Mi#ed up
in her physical attraction is a response to his differences and
to his obvious sophistication, which reghapes.her perspective
and confuses her: ". . . the young man . . . had made her feel
for the first time, what might be the swéetnéss of dependence"‘
" (p. 23). Hence, her attraction to Harney mirrors Royall's
attraction to her, at least insofar as emotional'acquiescence is

concerned, with Charity willing to assume with Harney the role

which she forces on Royall. What she sees in Royall as weakness
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then, becomes, in herself, in the right circumstances, sweet

submission, which she, like Royail, defines ih”veryrconventibnal
terms: "She . . . séw herself a bride in low-necked Séfiﬁ;nrww
walking down an aisle with Lucius'Harney. He would kiss her as
they left the church.  ." (p. 40). While Royall expresses his
aj?esires concerning Charity to her, however, she keeps herv |
imaginings §oncerning Harney to herself.
| Moreover, although Chafity instinctually aSsesses;RanllLs:
motivations, she is cénfhsed by’Harney's ways: "Her bewilderment
was cbmpleteﬁéthe more ‘she wiShéd to'appéar to understand him
the more unintelligible his remarks became . . . . and thé;h
weight of her ignorance settled‘down on her again like a pall"
(p. 17). She senses that Harnéy operates according to a
different code of conduct, and her failure td comprehend that
code places her at a disadvantage,‘which is reinforced as he
continually disarms her défences, and undermines her
as§umptions:‘“Her heart QésffaVééedﬁb§wiife's'CrUelIés{
discovery: the first creature who had come toward her out the
wilderness had brought her ang&{éh insteadrof joy" (pp.k44—5).
As Charity responds to Harney'é¥uniqueness and warmth, and as
her neeq?fo;;him grows? so g:9w§:ironically her perplex{ty'and
her seﬁse ofriﬁadéquacy as she becomes more and more unsure of
her footing. In so doing, she movesvinéo an unknown territory
which is as intimidating as it is exhilarating, but which she
instinctively wants and needs. In contrast‘to her response to
Royall, whom Charity udderstandsjbut rejects, in her responée to

&
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Harney, any attraction is counterbalanced by her complete lack
of underst&nding}. o e

’And yet, Charitj sees simiiarities in'HéfﬁéY"EﬁH”FE?éIié ”””
‘"Charity divined that the young man symbolized all [Royall's)
ruined and uhforgétten paét“ {p. 68). Just as Harney oFfiginates
in the larger, unknown'world away’fromsNorth Dormer, so Royall
experienced other places in/hié youth; and the implicationbis
that Royall revealed potentiality, alb:it unreélized potential,
. which continues to echo in his consciousness. Royall thu§
responds,%gstinctually to Harney in very specific ways.
| Similafly, Charity senses tha@rHarney also responds'tor
Royall: 7

Cha;ity had only’a dim understanding of her guardian's

needs; but she knew he felt himself above the people

among whom he lived, and she saw that Lucius Harney

thought him so. She was surprised to find how well he

seemed to talk now that he had a listener who understood

him; and she was equally struck by young Harney's

friendly deference (p. 70).
- Harney and Royall share~an—affinity in intellect and in social
assumptions which go beyond North Dormer perceptions and beyond
~Charity's experience. One result‘of this affinity iS'that’they
each provide inteliicgual stimulation for the.other, which
Charity senses, andéyhich pointedly illustrates the disparity
between their level of sophistication and her ows.

Another result is that Royall is able to assess Harney
differently, wvhich leads to Royall's interference in their

relationship: mrl guess he's the kind that's heard the same

thing before. Anyhow, he took it quietly enough'"™ (p. 113). By
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breaking up the relatiohship, Royall seems to exercise his

paternal respdngibilities. But at the same time, his

interference is highly ironic in view of his own a;traggignfto
Chafity, which suggests that Royall is hypoériticélvand
sélf—serv@ng. And as weak as Royall is, he senses;that hevis
stronger than Harneigk"And.I can put things to him so he'won't,
be long deciding . « » . He's soft: I cbuld see,fhatf" (p. 118).
To Royall, Harney appears not as the manifestgtién of -
potentiality which Charity perceives, but as a younger version
of* Royall: weak, self—serving, ana Selffintérested, without eQen
those few values which Royall recognizes in himself: "', . .
there's one thing as o0ld as the hills and;és plain as daylight:
if he'd wanted you the right way he'd have said so'" (g.'116).
From Royall's perspective, Harney's attraction to Charity
mirrors.Royall‘s own aftraction, but while Royall kocuses his

desires in the "right way," through the conventional method of

marriage, Harney does not, which Royall condemns.

7

The interplay between these th;ee characters provides the
"reflectingrconscibushesses" necessary for revealing Charity's
péychological»evolﬁtion. Although Harney's motivations are the
leést apparent, Royall's assessments later prove accurate, which
suggests that Harney's uniqueness and worldliness are
compellingly attractivé'bnly to someone as responsive as is
Charity to his charm: ". . . all that had happened to her within
the last few weeks had stirred her to the sleepihg dépthsﬁ (p.

59). Moreover, her need fo}fhim forces her out of her



established role: "she had always kept to herself,
contemptuously aloof fromrviliage lovemakiné; without eiactly
knowing whether her fierce pride wasldue’te the,sense”OE her
tainted origin, or whether she was reeervingvherself fer a mere
brilliant fate" (p. 61). Her lack of involvement normally
protects her from the vagaries of adolescent indulgence, but
ironically, her iéoiation also leaves her unprepared to deal
with the kinds of feelings thch Harney awakens in her.

Harney also provides positive impressions about her place
of birth: "The words thrilled her. They.seemed the clue tb her
own,revolts.and defiances, and she longed to have him tell her -
ﬁore" (p. 65). Through Harney, Charity obtaihs a new sense of
her sexual and sensﬁal needs, but perhaps more importantly, he
offers her a conceptioﬁ of -herself and her heritage which
sharply contradicts North Dormer aseumptions. Naturaliy then,
because he makes her feel unique, she is able to eugment her own
provides Charity with the vision which she herself lacks, and
she is drawn to him as inevitably as to a bright summer day.

Harney reshapes her perceptione, but not compietely,
howeverr In her relationship'with the community, Charity
maintains a sense of independence and aloofness as a means of
compensating for her feelings of inferiority. In so doing, she
develops a feeling ef pride and maintains a sense of freedpmvand
control over her existence, as limiting as she recegnizesrthgg

o

existence to be. But Charity knows that by moving beyond the

-
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qdqal baundaries of her communfty, she‘fPrfeits that'security:

"

hours of the long June days she-épent with him" (p. 62). In this

way,“she acknowledges that her relationship with Harnéy'lies
outside conventional boundaries.

She is not troubled by the fact, bh§\she is troubled by the
possible repe}cuésions: "What she feared most was that the
inevitabie comments should reach Mr. Royall" (p. 62). Althoﬁgh }
she acknowledges her power over Royall in the normal écheﬁé;bf
Vevents, she knows that her connection with Har#gy makes her
vulnerable: "Mr. Royall might, as she phrased it, make her 'pay

for it': How, she did-ﬁot know; and her fear was the greater
because it ‘was undefinable" (p. 62). And yeé, any insecurity or
fear: is overéha@pWed by the need which Harney fulfills.

Here then ;i the essence of Charityts dilemma: she fights
the values and standards of North Dormer becauée they are so
personally unfulfilling, but at the same time, because of her
iack of experience and her personal limitations, she cannot
segfegate herself from those values, nor is she‘capable of
replacing them with 6thers more suitable‘tq'her needs. She
.attempts to comply,.thefefore, with community conventions, but
only supefficially, with the inevitable result that she falls
victim to more precise standards. Moreover, the implication is
that Charity's natural impulses, if hérneséed, would lead not to
Harney's confusing yet exhilarating world, but to Royall's

predictable and socially-secure world. Seen from one perspective

- 113
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"
then, from the conventional viewpoint of Royall and the

By

community, Charity suffers because she is not completely
dedicated to the customs of her community.

N
But this perspective deniesithe forces at work in Charity;
and suggests~that to maintain her securityﬁ she must necessarily

suppress her sexual and sensual needs, a p051tion to which
\;&;

Charity ironically adheres: ". . .she saw thE%VIQOrOUS lines of

his YOungathroat, and the root of the muscles where'they joined -

the chest:. . . . In every pulse of her rigid,body she was aware
‘of the welcome his eyes and lips would givé her; but something
kept her from moving" (pp.,IOB-S)ZVThe "something” which stops
her is the inhibiting force oflconventions;iwhich Charity
conjures up in visions of Royall interfering (p. 103), of "the
thing that did happen between young men ~and. girls, and that
North Dormer ignored in’ public and snickered over on the sly"

(p. 105), of "what had happened to Ally Hawes's 51ster, Julia,

and had ended in her going to Nettleton, and in people's never

mentioning her name" (p. 105). For Charity, the fear of ridicule
and ostracization from the community OutWeigHs her own pressing

needs, but only insofar as possible discovery and exposure are

e e e

Griffin Wolff suggests that this assumption provides the -
underlying meaning in the novel: "It is wundeniable that we
relingquish something significant--glorious--when we submit to
the repressive process of civilization, speCifically, we give up
the fleeting ecstasy of unmitigated sensual indulgence. Yet in
~the end, we gain more than we lose: love, a kind of emotion that
finds many different meanings. . .."(Feast of Words, p. 293).
This interpretation, however, does not concur with the
_implications of Charity's evolution and with the denouement of
the novel. :
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concerned.

The precarlousness of Char1ty s p051t10n ie apparent when T
.‘Harney ‘takes her to Nettleton's: }néepenéeﬂeefBay—ce%ebratfons‘—aa——*t
Her senses are: assaulted by the noises. and colours, by the ‘
excitement of the festivities and the thrill of new experlences,

by her rapture at a fireworks display, and her instinctua;' |

impulses surge to the surface. When they kiss, her reaction is.

the natural outgrowth of her felt responses to her surroundlngs,

and as Harney prov1des the physical manlfestatlon of those-
yearnlngs,;re51stance is not even a p0551b111ty Yet she is
devastated when Royall sees her, ". . . hatlessatglshevelled,
with [Harney's] arﬁ abOUt her" and makes a drunkeniaccueation:
‘"You whore--you damn-—bareheadedawhore, you!"v(p:%ﬂ51);:From
Royall's perspective, Charity appears guilty, and from Charity's
. empathetic perspective, this assessment Seems correct,vwhich
only reinforces her sense of her own vulnerability:‘". < . ‘the
aecretivewinstinctmoiuthe;animalminfpainmwasﬂsomstrong~inéher~7w~¥~¥'—
. ." (p. 154). However superficial her adherence to community
standards is theq,qshe remains susceptible when judged against
standarda which\she herselr accepts. o M
In Charity's terms, complying with such‘mé;al standards
necessitates the denial of her esSthial self, which forces her
to“reject those standards as a meansrof assuaging her pain. This
she‘does by choosing to leave North Dormer,"ostensiblylto-retgrn

to the mountain, but 1ron1cally, by meetlng Harney 1nstead who .

gentles her and disarms any re51dual defences by k1551ng her

. e
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again, "but tenderly, almost fraternally, as if he had guassed
'her confused pain, and wanted her to know he understooémtt;v(p
t64~5). For Charity then, Hafﬂey s advances- are—somehowquTtev”
different from Royall's, 51mply by virtue of her reject;on of
Royall and her need for what Harney,proildes. Hence, Chaglty
moves outside conventional boundaries, and she becomes free tb

-~

follow her own instincts and natural impulses.

And whereas she exerts power over Royall, with Harney, she

becomes totally submerged to his will as a means of fulfilling
her own needs:

. . she could imagine no reason for doing or not doing
anything except the fact that Harney wished or did- not
wish it. All her tossing contradictory impulses were
merged in a fatalistic acceptance of his will, It was
not that she felt in him any ascendaiicy of
character--there were moments dlready when she knew she
was the stronger--but all the rest of life had become a
mere cloudy rim about the:central glory of their
passion. Whenever she stopped thinking about that for a
moment she felt as she sometimes did after lying. on the
grass and staring up too long at the sky; her eyes were
so full of llght that everythlng about her was a blur

PP 17576) e T B LI EE—

She.thus breaks‘free'from'North Dormer conventions and becomes

1

completely subjugated to Harney. When he convinces her to return

to the village, she does, but with a quite different attitude:

"Since her return . . . she had lived at North Dormer as 1f she

were suspended in the v01d" (p. 174). Charlty osten51bly rejects
a system of values which is unworkable, in favour of a route

which is much more compelling. 7 |
| Her decision to free herself from conventional restriction,

then, is a defence against pain, and is necessary for her
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well-being. Harney provides Charity with a more natural

framework where she flourishes in response to his nurturing, and -~ -

where she comes to life in a way hitherto unknown within the .
confines of the village:

" The only reality was the wondrous unfolding of her new
self, the reaching out to the light of all her

contracted tendrils. She had lived all her life among
people whose sensibilities seemed to have withered for
lack of use; and more wonderful, at first than Harney's

- endearments, were the words that were a part of them. She
had always thought of love as something confused and
furtive, and he made it as bright and open as the summer ..
air (p. 180). ’

7Lovemaking becomes the intrinsic expression of her neﬁfreaiity,
'and of her new self, and while she acknowledges thét Harney has
a life away from her, éQerything seems meaninéless in the
context of their communion: "It seemed asgif the places he had
been in, and the people he had been with, must cease to exist

when he left them, just as her own life was suspended in his

"absence" (p. 184). Therefore, negotiation and manipulation,

power and control, become unnecessary to her emotional e

well-being because she feels thatrthis relationsﬁip does not
exist within a conventional framework. |

And yet, Charity's assumptions about theifzrelationship
prove illusory when she sees Harney with Annabel’Balch at a

public ceremony: .
Behind the frail screen of her lover's caresses was the
whole inscrutable mystery of his life: his relations
with other people--with other women--his opinions, his
prejudices, his principles, the net of influences and
interests and ambitions in which every man's life 1is
entangled. Of all these she knew nothing, except what he
had told her of his architectural aspirations. (p. 197).
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Because she rejects community standards, she mistakenly presumes
that Harney does as well. And because she has so little B
understanding of yis values and beliefs, she operates in a void,

guided only by her instinctual submission to their mutual need

-and pleasure, which she &s forced to acknowledge may not be
?ﬁéﬁfficiéntvfor him, although it is magnificent enough for her to
'rgsﬁape her whole existence.

While in one way, Harney's actioné may seem a betrayal of
the most‘elemental kind of trusf; the issue really concerns the
impo;tance of sexual favours as a negotiating factor in social
relationships, which Charity begins.to sense: "She understoodb
now the case of girls like herself to whom this kind of thing
happened. They gave all they had, but their all was not enough:
It could not buy more than a féw moments. . . ." (p. 198)l In
ackﬂbwledging her conneétion with the human community, she also

acknowledges her own naivity, and therefore, loses confidence in’

their ‘relationship: "The sense of lastingness was gone from her

and eVery moment with Harney would négrbe r;nééd witﬁﬂdéﬁbt;‘(é;
203). By assessing their relationship in such conventional
terms, Charitywalso loses any sense of its uniqQueness,

Royall reinforces her fears when he confronts Harney and
Charity: "'And you know why you ain't asked her to marry you,
and why you don't need to. It's bécause,you hadn't needito; nor
any man either. I'm the only.dne that was fool enough not to

know that . . .'" (p. 207). There is, in his outburst, the tacit

acceptance that men's sexual needs are more pressing and more —
p
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instinctual than are women's, whose sexuality is used only as a
bargaining tool for negotiating marriage.

Royall's insinuation is an acknowlédgement of ﬁheri
underlying moral structure of male-female relationéhi;;mggggé on
man's sgxual attraction for a woman who uses that attractiégfggp/\
her own purposes. Royall pefpetuates the conventional view that
men are subject to manipulation by and to negotiation with the
women they admire, and that marriage>and security provide the
-basis for regotiation. But this view does not acknowledge . -
woman's sexual needs, nor does it acknowledge ahy'priority
beyondveconomic security or social position as a criterion in
these,negotiations. ,

In contrast to Royall then,{Charity provides the
perspective of a female for whom economic security and social’
position matter far less than her-ingtictual response to natural
or unique stimuli. But from Royall's perspective, if Charity
does not use her sexual favours for negotiating marriage, the
ohly otﬂ;ftopfiéns are to féﬁafhiéhaste, or be forced béYéhd the
boundaries of the community, as is Julia Hawes. These options
suggest that women either do not have sexual needs, or tﬁey must
be suppressed or at best subjugated to economic and social
concerns. Those who do acknowledge and address their own needs
become tainted and lose the respectapiIity necessary for "
existence within the social framework.

When Royall attacks Charity, he feels that she has betrayed

him in relation to these assumptions, Whereas he treats Charity -
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like a respectable woman and»sa£i§£ies'his-sexpa}ineeds with

_ v

-Julia>Hawes, Harney uses Chariﬁy for his physical needs and
saves his respect for Annabelle Balch. Royall's anger is
directed at his own incorrect aésumptions about Charity's
commitment to respectability. Regardless however, there is
littlé difference between Royall and Harney in their
relationships beyond the fact that Charityvresponds to one.and
not to the other, with the result th;: Royall feels betrayed.

From Charity;s perspective, when she frees herself from
conventional mérality, respectability and marriage negotiations
are irrelevant in the context of her own sexuality.ABut,whenl
Harney promises marriage, he moves their relationship into a
more conventional framework.and thereby aligns himself with
Royall. More importantly, Harney pointedly reveals to Charity
that she has nothing left to offer in exchange for his marriage
vow.. |

In one way then, Charity is deceived by Harney, but in
another way, each chooses a relaﬁionship unencumbered by the
usual negotiations and. agreements, and they each benefit from .
that relationship: "From the first she had needed him more than
he had wanted her, and the power that had swept them together
had been as far beyond resistance assa great gale ST (p.
230). The difference between them, hbwever, is that Charity is
only one element in Harney's life, while ﬁarney becomes her - -
whole existence. Moreover, Harney doas;not endanger his position

within the community by indulging in the relationship, while
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Charity concedes all her defences as her neéd forihim grows.

And because he is so essential to her sense of self-worth,
‘without his nurturing, her sense of independénce_disapﬁéars;
Just as she earlier lacked the ambition and intellestual
curiosity to capitalize on the "thirst for informafion" she
found in Nettleton, so she again becomes lethargic and incapable
of sustaining herself outside»conventional boundaries: f. . .
though she had not had the strength to .shake off the spell that
bound her to him she had losf all spontaneity of feeliﬁg; and =
sesmed to herself to be passively awaiting a fate she could not -
avert" (p. 214). With RoYall as the catalyst, then, Harney and
Charity move their relationship inside conventional boundaries.

From Harney's perspective, he and Charity share an affinity
uninhibited by moral restfaints, and when he capitalizes on that
affinity, he only takes whét is offered freely, just as Charity
takes what he freely offers her. In this way, they are without
obligations to each other and are without the usual restraints
which inform conventional relationships. But at other times, he
also ﬁirrors the sttitudes and perceptions of Royall, which |
suggests that Harﬁey is cognisant of and versed in sexual
conventions, and that he simply takes advantage, as Royall
suggests, of Charity's ingenuousness. By variously mirroring
Charity's spontaneity and Royall's assumptions, Harney reflects
the underlying philosophy of each, and reveals a perspective

positive conseqguence of such adaptability is that Harney
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responds sincerély £o Charity's natural instincts, while
simultaneousiy'enjoyiné and sharing Royall'S'more worldly
intellectual perceptions, while simultaneously sharing Annabelle
Balch's commitment to respectability. |

The neéative aspect'of this adaptability is that he is
without a consistent moral framework, which’makes him
susceptible to whomever exerts sufficient pressure at any given

time. When Charity makes herself available to him, he responds

“to her. But when Royall exerts pressure, Harney adapts again,

which feshapes'his relationship with Charity and leaves her
floundering. And final}y, in his commitment to Ahnabelle Balch,
he deserts Charity completely iﬁ favour of the social pressure
of a respectable engagement. In one way then, Harney's
adap%ability is that which allows Charity to move beyond
con&émtional restrict{ons, but ironically, that same
adapgabiiity undermines her position when he abruptly changes
direction. Harﬁey's iqvqlvement with ChariFyr§n§it§e communiiy

thus reveals the consequences of relationships which are not

informed with a consistency of beliefs, at least to those who

fall victim to such inconsistencies.

When Harney leaves North.Dormer, his legacy of the';
relationship is. a guilty conscience, while Charity's legacy is
the fact of her pregnancy and the realization that her options
have decreased significantly. But she is influenced less by the
exigencies of her situation than by‘her own feelings of

inferiority: "Charity had never been able to picture herself as
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his wife; had never been able to arrest the vision and follow 1t

out in its daily consequences . " (p. 220) Although her,,,,,r,,,r,r,,,,, -

emotional and physical well-being depend on her ab1l1ty to make

demands of Harney, she is inhibited: ". . . she had never known
ikheg to adapt herself . . .(p. 220). In her relationshlplwith

Harney, the.exercise of power is contained in her submission,

. and just as she cannot aboft his child, so she cannot adapt to
her changed circumstances:é"She knew she haé,it in her,power‘to
‘[make things hard]; she held his fate in hef‘hands ‘All she had.
to do was tell him the truth; but that was the very fact that
held her back . . ." (p.A234). Charity thus is trapped by her
own nature: she can neither adopt a more pragmatic approach, nor
can she assert herself with Harney as her situation demands.

More importantly, without Harney's stimulation, her
ffamework shrinks back to clearly-defined boundaries: "Her five
minutes face to face with Mr. Royall has stripped her of her
last illusion, and brought her back to North Dormer's point of
view" (pﬁi%34). Herrrelationship with Harney provides a way for
‘Charity to escape the debilitating aspeets of her existence, but
their interplay also reveals the danger in such vicarious
escapes. When Harney leaves, her illusions of independence
disappear, and‘she sees the werld through North Dormer eyes and
with North Dormer values. | |

She ‘cannot remain in the village, but nor can she escape,
like Julia Hawes, to Nettleton, so the only other option is the

mountain, where Charity hopes for refuge. But when shebgoes
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there, she finds neither refuge hor help; instead, éhe finds a

. : :
way of life 'which is completely alienating. She- sees not the -

refuge she needs, but only a conception of this communityﬂyhich
‘exactly mirrors North Dormer perceptions:
She herself felt as remote from the poor creature she
had seen lowered into her hastily dug grave as if the
height of the heavens had divided them. She had seen
poverty and misfortune in her life, but in a community
where poor thrifty Mrs. Hawes and the industrious Ally
~represented the nearest approach to destitution there
was nothing to suggest the savage misery of the Mountain
farmers (p. 259). L
‘Although the mountain community had always represented’ a viable
escape route, this option only becomes another shattered
illusion.

Because shé judges the Mountain in the same way as North
Dormer judges her, her options finally are reduced to absolutely
simple choices: ". . . to live, to choose, to act, to make
herself a place among these people--or to go back to the life
she had left. A mortal lassitude weighed on her" (p. 260-1).
Charity must choose between a community which is completely
alien to her experience, or one which she knows is lifeless.
 While ". . . her mind revolted at the thought of becoming one of
the miserable herd from which she sprung” (p. 261), she also
feels she cannot ". . . remain at North Dormer"™, although ". . .
everything beyond [that decision] was darkness" (p. 263-4). In
that darkness, she is reduced finally to physical as well as

spiritual inertia: she is without power, without choice, without

options.
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She is without even the sustenance which Harney's

"

potentiality provided: . . Harney's«image had been blurred .

. .she thought of him as so remote from her that he seemed
hardly more ﬁhan a memory. In her‘fagged‘andbfloating mind only
one senéation had the weight of reality;‘ig‘gzs the bodily
burden of her child" (p. 264-5). Charity's dream of bliss thus
is reduced to a burden of responsibligy and a choice between two
communities which are equélly debilitaﬁing: When she breaks free
from the restrictions éf the community to enrich her life then,
she ironically.also bréaks free from its prbfective restraints,
which leaves her defenqeless, and which she is forced finally to
acknowledge: she is without options in a world which judges her
as harshly as she judges herself.

When Royall seeks her out and again offers marriage, her
response reflects this understanding: "Her whole body bégan fo
tremble with the dread of her own weakness . . . . she was not
sure if she was rejééfing'Whét he offered, or already struggling
agaihst the temptation of taking up what she no longer had a
right to" (p. 270). Whereas she previously maintained a strong
seése of her own needs and rejected Royall's advances outright,
when the magnitude of her dilemma ié clear, - she gesponds to the
expediencies of her situétion: ". . . she had only a confused
sensation of slipping down a smooth irresistible cﬁrrent; and
she abandoned herself to the feeling as a refuge from the
tormeét of thought" (p. 273). By suppressing herself in this

way, she is able to cope with the exigencies of her situation,
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but at the same time, ironically, she denies everything that

gives her life\§e§ging.

Conseguently, she accepts the inevitability of her future; ——

n

but she-also accepts.her own diminishment: ". . . she fo}lowedya
Mr. Rofall as passively as a tired child . . ." (p.274);§she |
"sat down obediently, and Mr. Royall, his hands behind hisiback,
paced sldwly ﬁp and down the room" (p. 276); and shé~". . . had
the feeling that if she ceased to keep close to him, and ao what
he told her to do, the world would slip away frbm beneath hér
feet" (p; 277). Finally, she acquiesces to their marriage as if
it were out of her control:
| After another interval the lady on the bench stood up,

and taking her hand put it in Mr. Royall's. It lay /

enclosed in his strong palm and she felt a ring that was

too big for her being slipped onto her thin finger. She

understood then that she was married. . ." (p. 278)
In this reversion to childlike compliance, Charity suppresses
her adult drives-in favour of the-security which submission
provides. Paradoxically,'however,,éhe obtains security only in-
exchange for sexual favours in»marriage, which suggests that
Charity's options do.not:provjde any ave&ues to reconcile her-
adult drives with her social and economic needs. Moreover, the
insidious implication is that female sexuality 1is best'
"controlled by childlike compliance.

When she later assesses her actions, she lay "trembling
with a fear that ran through her veiné liké ice. 'What have I
done? Oh, what have I done?'" (p. 283). In Charity's terms,.she
has ensured her own survival at the cost of her spiritual

>
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well-being and at the cost of any possibility for happiness,
which makes her simultaneously "feel ashamed ané'§e£e§é¢h£é;f(bfww
291). Her physical survival thus bears little relation to her
emotional needs, and her shame reflects this understanding.'she
becomes trapped by ﬁer ever-decreasing options in a world she
cannot escape, but which does not acknowledge or even recoénize
as valid or legitimate her sexeal and sensﬁal impulses. | '
When:she returns to Royall'sihouse in North DOrmé;, theni
‘her life effectively is over: just as she steps from the houSe>
towards Harney on a sﬁnny spring morning, rejecting North bormef
and full of her own pofentiality;.so she now returns to that
house in cold autumn moonlight, buréened by responsibility,
emptied of possibilities or ﬁope, and married to a mahvas

lifeless as their community.S®
*Griffin Wolff suggests that Summer reveals the process of
maturation that Wharton had experienced to date, that the
denouement points to Wharton's own acceptance of the
consequences of adulthood: "Ultimately, if a woman is to develop
completely, she must cross the threshhold and go out for a-
while--and then, willingly and w1th fully informed adult
knowledge, return .and recross it--'come back for good'. This
second crossing is the acknowledgement that no one can be free
of her social herltage, that she carries it with her in stored
memories and associations that may never be expunged" (Feast of
Words, p. 294) While this analysis of the effect of society on
the individual is no doubt correct, this interpretation not only
ignores the child-like .imagery of- the closing pages and the ’
implications concernlng Charlty s relationship with Royall, but *
more 1mportantly, it also ignores the cold, dark imagery which
permeates the latter part of the novel and which Grlffln/Wblff
herself points out that Wharton uses to illustrate a-sénse of
"emotional deprivation" (Feast of Words, p. 15). :

In Edith Wharton's Argqument with America (Athens,
University of Georgia Press, 1980), Elizabeth Ammons, in
contrast, offers a feminist perspectlve "Thematically, the book
is Wharton s bluntest criticism of the patriarchal sexual’
economy. The final union between Charity and Royall is not
merely depressing; it is sick . . . . Just the thought of
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From Royall s perspectlve, however, Charity's options are
g

3

clear- cut' she either seeks marrlage or she is. a whoze, and her -

=Y

apparent inconsistencies only confuse him, renderlng h1m
varfogSly malleable, querulous, and resentful. Not only does he
fail to understand that Charity's own sexual needs may be
pressing, but more impertanfiy, he is incapable of Unde;standing
why she rejects his offer of financial)security and a
respectable marriage in favour ef a sexually gratifying
'relatibdship built only on an'illﬁsory sense of freedom and— - —
mutual acquiescence. His assumption that Charitxiﬁants and needs
the pfoteetion of marriage nevertheless provesraccurate, which
suggests that he senses.her commitment to conventional
" standards. | |

As compassionate as Royall uitimately seems, however,‘the
fact remains that by marrjing Charity,'he mo?es their
relationship into"the sexual arena, and thereby places their
relationship completely inside conventional boundaries. R0yall
is gu1ded by a system of ‘values Wthh prov1des avenues for his
own grat1f1cat10n. At the same time, he ensures that’ the system
is pérpetuated. Whereas Harney adapts to whichever value system
provesvexpedient or rewarding, Royall reveals a consistency of
beliefs; and yet, the fact remains that they both have avenues

for addressing their needs which are socially acceptable and ™

attainable. Royall's relatiohship with Charity, likebHarney's,

- ————— — ————

S(cont'd) marrylng this old man disgusts Charity; yet in the end .
shé is Mrs. Royall" (Argument, pp. 133—4), : e
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then, ultimately is self-serving and sélf—interested, but

ironically, Royall's actions are reinforced by his moral —
framework and seem philanthropic in the context of Charity's

situation.®
. £
But for Charity, compliance with that framework only

[

reveals the limitations in existing morality. ‘Her reduction and
ultimate victimization by Harney and Royall does not stem from.

”

vindictiveness or malevolénce,.for each fulfills Charity's needs -
in very speciffé ways ana'in her own tefms.'Her‘tefmsréhanée;”ﬂmidﬁrA
however, in her evolution from a state of fertile anticipation

into onezdf'lifeless inertia. If Charity had a sfronger sense of
herself, or if she were more intellectuallyrcurious} sﬁe mighp |
escape to the mountain, as does her mother. Or she might go tp"'
-;Zttleton, as aoes Julia Hawes. But the point is thét Cﬁarity is

not emotionélly of intellectdaliy capable of acting on such

options. Or, if Charity revealed less dedication to conventional
standards, like,,Har:ney,,,,éx,fmére,,ﬁlfikefRoyall7 she might make the———
demands necessary to provide for herself, a§ does Annabelle

Balch. But the point again is that Charity lacks Harney's

—— - ———— — ——— = ——

¢Ammons touches on this point as well: "The old man marries

Charity because he is mortally lonely; he needs her and

sincerely wants to help her. Still, the fact that his

paternalism has a benevolent side does not free it from being
repugnant, as Wharton underscores by making his marriage to

Charity figuratively incestuous. And the union he forces on his
foster child without her willing consent implies incest to

suggest the fact that American marriage itself symbolically is P
incestuous. As Wharton can show clearly in this book because of
its unsophisticated milieu, the institution of marriage is at

bottom a paternalistic and unhealthy extension of the — ———
relationship between father and daughter" (Argument, p. 137).

¥
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| adaptability,'just as she lacks Royall's dedication, although

she has sufficient acumen to sense that her compl1ance w1th o

community conventions works against her ewﬂ”sensual'rmpuises?"““‘**;*
The struggle revealed instead concerng the possibiiities«

for Charity to fulfill her own needs wfthin a clearly-defined

framework. In spite of her enotional and intellectual

limitations, Charity initially has’a well-developed sense of her

own power which allows her to revolt arbltrarlly aga1nst tr1v1a1 '

or meanlngless standards. But when Harney st1mulates her and she,

revolts against more essent1al less flexible standards, she

reveals that her power is at best 1llusory Because she fails to

negotlate along conventlonal 11nes with e1ther man, but at the

same time, attempts to remain w1th1n the communal framework

-

"however superf1c1ally, she 1s destlned to fall victim varlously
o

to less conventional or more. str1ngent demands.,Moreover, wken

faced ult1mately with conform1ty or rejectlon she must f1nally

had. At this most basic level Char1ty must deny herself or she
must leave, and because she cannot v1suallze an existence beyond
North Dormer, she capltulates completelyvand opts,for a
spiritless existence as a means of ensuring her own survival.
Underlying this whole conflict is an assessment of the
double standard in the sexual arena, as well as,an assessment'of
the consequences of that dguhle standard. Atrjssueﬁrsmthe”psewofkirv

female sexuality as a negotiating factor in marriage: women

exchange sexual favours for financial security and social
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prestige, which suggests not only that respectable women are
without sexual urges, but that materialistic concerns are the
overriding conslderatton in the marrlage market. To test these -
assumptions, Wharton creates in Charity a character whose

sexuality is her most essent1al aspect, and for whom materlallsm

e
—

is irrelevant, at least insofar as she takes her security for .
granted. Whiie these qualities set Charity apartvin very
specific ways, she still shares many of the values and beliefs
of the community and acoepts her blace therein, seetingwescaoeﬂw
only momentarily and vicariously. Nor is Wharton particularly
~interested in those who escape or ignore»conventional
'restriqtions. Instead, she.creates an average, naive, and
somewhat limited individual who must attempt to reconcile hef
need within a moral framework'uhich fails to acknowledge those
needs and which makes inflexible demands for conformity.

In a'larger sense then, Wharton reveals the difficulties
involved for those whose needsuare not met Within the framework
 of thelr existence by playlng several characte;s off against
~each other. Harney provides the perspective of expedlent
adaptability: his rapport and communion with Charity reveals the
positive side of that adaptability, and yet, his inconsisteucy_
vleaves her floundering when she is most;yulnerable.fIn coht}ast;
Royall illustrates unquestioned dedication to conuentional
morality: his commitment to Charlty reveals the p051t1ve slde of

that dedlcatlon, but he also condemns Charity to a splrltless

existence. And together, Harney and Royall share specific common
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assumptions about their own sexual needs and about the avenues

available to them for gratification.

Reflecting against them is Charity herself, who also shares

specific common assumptions with each, but who is condemned by -
the same standards whiéﬂibrovide for Harney and Royall;'ThiS
suggests that the double-standard denies her avenués to
~gratification becauée of incorrect assumptions about the nature
of female séxuality. Ironically, however, she is victimized
because she moves away from those restrictions, because she
fails to make the demands nécessary to énsure;her own security,
which suggests that the conventions are meant to protect as well
as to restrain. By breaking'away from the moral framework in her
search for self then, she paradoxically 1oses herself to those
who are able to take control. |

The interplay of Charity, Royall, and Harney in the context

of the sexual arena provides the contrasting angles of vision

necessary for evaluating each in his own terms and against the

-

others. In so doing, the limitations in each becomes apparent;
thereby suggesting that there.is no underlying consciousness to
provide a lesson, no moral touchstone to justify the occurrence
of pain and sufféring: Harney's morality is reduced to
self-interested expediéncy; Royall's to self—serving'inertia;
Charity's to denial and lifelessness. Although conventional
values and beliefs provejinadequate for anyone whose needs'move
beyond ¢onventionél expectations, those values are perpetuated
by those whose needs are served. |
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V. The Custom of the Country: The Material Drive

Although lacking the subtle understatement of Summer, and the

sympathetic immediacy of The House of Mirth, The Custom of the

Countrz contfibutes to the Wharton canon by presenting a vision
of America which is as disturbing as it is revealing. The most
ambitious of the major novels, it is, at the same time, the - =~ - -
least successful, simply because Wharton's éubject is so broad;
and the implications so far-reéching that the focus becomes
diffused and unclear. And yet, it is possible to:clarify |
Wharton's assessment of America 1in this ngyel, and torundérstand

the impiications, by interpreting The Custom of the Country

according to her technique of "reflecting angles of vision" and
by not seeking any moQiimdirectives within the narrative.

In the central character, Undine Spragg, Wharton creates a
young woman who takes control of her own destiny; Whereas Liif .
and Charity are inculcated with the values of their commpnity
and are partially committed to those values, Undine, by
contrast, moves beyond the limits of ﬁer own ;ommunity, and
seems to adapt, albeit superficially, to every community which
variously attracts her. In so doing,‘she develops the desire and
the momentum necessary to mové from unsophisticated, small town
Midwestern beginnings through the various levels of New York
society, and ultimately, into a kind of international commuRity — —

of her own design. In her evolution, she addresses only her own

v
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needs, and she refuses to subjugate herself to anyoné who
éttempts to inhibit her progress. )
Undine thus reveals the very qualitieé which Lily and
Charity lack: in co?trast to Charity, Undiﬁe is incapable of
denying Her own essential self; in contrast to Lily, Undine
clearly defines her goals and negotiates however éallously to
ensure her own gratification. These distinctions between Lily
and Charity and Undine becdmg important in addressing Wharton's
-assessments of social and sexual roles, because heré, the. -~
emphasis ghifts from woman as victim to woman as victimizer.'
Whereas Lily and Charity are incapable of escaping their moral
framework, Undihe strives to learn the skills of admission‘to
each community only as a means of gratifying her own superficial
sense of what she feels admiséioh will provide, although as a
woman, she is restricted to the marriage market as a means of

achieving her goals.

At the same time, Wharton assesses the implications of

Undine's modus operandi by456n£r55finé hefrwithiﬁaipH”MarQéii,

her eventual husband and a member of New York society, who at

'Lewis points out that in the early stages of her work on The
Custom of the Country, Wharton was fascinated with Nietzsche:
"Beyond Good and Evil,The Will to Power, The Genealogy of Morals
were all in her inventory of favorites this year [1908]--and she
found them full of originality and poetry . . . . What she
especially admired was Nietzsche's exhilarating 'power of
breaking through the conventions', and she thought that it was
"saluatory now and then to be made to realize "Die Unwerthung
aller Werthe' [the reevaluation of all values'] and really get
back to a wholesome basis of naked instinct" (Biography, p.
230). The premises in Nietzsche which fascinated Wharton found
fruition in Undine's characterization and in her ewolution. — -
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times dominates the narretive completely. Both these characters
are products of their particular environment, albeit modified
according to the chaﬁging values they encounter, and as such,
the options available for seeking gratification fall within
clearly-defined boundaries. Undine and Marvell also are
juxtaposed against a plethora of other characters who represent
various levels of American society at home and abroad, and who
provide a criterion,for established and newly-evolving mores.
The "interplay between Undine and Marvell, in relation to a
continuously-changing backdrop, points to the central conflict:
Undine's ability to adapt to a society in transition contrests
with Marvell's inability to adapt to that society, and their
evolution reveals the kinds of skiils and dedication of purpese
required to surrive and to succeed. Because of the emphasis on
adaptability, Wharton utilizes a naturalistic structure, but at
the same time, she establishes a situation which tests
naturalism as a philosophical framework. Inrthie sense, Undine
and Marvell embody particular philosophical positions, and their
evolution is at times more’consistent than plausible.

But Wharton broadens her scope further. On one ievel, the
interplay between Undine and Marvell reveals the conflict
between completely oppoeing sensibilities in a society more
dedicated to‘material well-being than to spiritual values. On
another level, Undine and Marvell provide the vehicle to assess
_the evolution of the American value system in general terms:

Undine's background and her commitment to materialism contrasts
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with Marvell's own background and his commitment to the
altruistic; and together, .their marriage symbolizes the amalgam
of values which provide the foundation of American cultural
guidelines, just as their separation and divorce points to the
incompatibiiity of such contradictory values and the inevitable
consequences. On this symbolic .level, Undine and Marvell, and
later Undine alone,vembody small town,'Midwestern values,
rifualized New York standards, and‘the customs of a society in
transition, and which, thereby, reveals the evolution of therr
American cultural consciousness. On yét anothef level, that
national consciousness is contrasted with France to point to
specific cultural differences between French customs and the
American tehdéncy to adapt to new perceptions and possibilities :
as they arise. |

| Hence, Undine is the vehicle by which America's cultural
evolution 1s assessed in its own terms and against a contrasting
and more rigid national perspective. In a sense then, Undine's
evolution assumes epic proportions, as éhe provides the means to
assess America's adaptability as a cultural phenoména, and

Undine becomes a somewhat ironic epic heroine.?

——— - i ——— - —————

Griffin Wolff disagrees with this definition however: "The
Custom of the Country furnishes enough subject for several
tragedles, yet 1t 1s not an epic. Its sweep is gargantuan: the
aim of its conquest is very nearly as large as the ambition of
its heroine; its mood is martial, furious, and devastating. But
it is not an epic. . . .It is the cosmopolitan debacle that
Wharton fixes upon with such ruthlessness; the epic is outside
the walls, just within shouting distance" (Feast of Words, p.
231). But insofar as Undine embodies the characteristics of the
American cultural consciousness, and her own evolution mirrors
the national evolution, the term, epic, does seem apt.
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Lonsequently, Undine must be completely consistent in order
to fulfill such a broad function and to coﬁtrast against So'mahy:‘
characters and in so many situations. Once her philosophical S
~ framework is established, then, her mbtivations are subservient -
to her actions. This consistency provides a measﬁre aéainst
which the issues become apparent, but at the same time, the.
presentation becomes tedious and Undihe's evolufion monotonous.
Mofeover, without a moral directive to explain Undine's sucggﬁs,
her evolution seems to serve no purpose at all. But regardleSs
of the lack bf{character development and spontaneity, the use of
reflecting angles of vision is consistent, and Undine's
evolution is extremely reveéling as a means to assess the scope
~of Wharton's vision. In creating a saga of such proportions,
Wharton is handicapped not by the narrowness of her vision, but
by the breadth of her vision and by her understanding of the
people and country she asgesseé.3 In order to address the issues
in the manner which the subject demands, however, this

2(cont'd) Ammons describes the novel differently again: "The
image of a warrior queen borne in triumph by captive princes not
only describes the structure of The Custom of the Country, which
Wharton called a 'chronicle novel' and which, 1n place of a
conventional plot, recounts a series of campaigns, each followed
by its brief 'progress' in the regal sense of the term. The
image also describes Undine's character: her capacity to wield
and embody power" (Argument, p. 105).

3Aammons suggests that "the novel is Wharton's tour de force on
the marriage question (and perhaps the best novel she ever
wrote): it throws a brilliant satiric light on the institute of
marriage, stripping it of all sentiment and sentimentality"”
(Argument, p. 97). While there is no doubt that the business of
marrjage provides the dominant chord in this novel, and that
there are satiric elements at play, Wharton moves far beyond a
discussion of marriage in her assessment of the American psyche.
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overly-long novel must be discussed at some length.

.Unlike Lily's attraction to the spiritual andréﬁafitY'sﬂ
attraction to the emotional, Undine is attfabted térthe |
materialistic and the worldly, and this dedication establishes
her framework for,existence. From relatively humble, small-town
beginnings, she capitalizes on her father's growing financial
success and redefines her needs according to her growing
awareness of alternative possibilities, beginning with the
comparative merits of vacation spots. Undine initially discovers
the ". . . . gentility of summer vacations at thé Mealey Housen,
"whither her pafehts, forsaking their squalid'suburb, had moved
in the first flush of their rising fortunes."® She quickly"
realizes, however, that the Mealey House is inadequate according
to more worldly perceptions: ". . . the southern visitor's
dismay, her repugnances, her recoil from the faces, the food,
the amusements, the general bareness and stridency of the scene,

were a terrible initiation to Undine" (p. 54). Because she

responds to the perceptions of those around her who seem to know
more than she does, Undine fails to develop a criterion for
judgement herself, and so attempts to comply with an
ever-changing value system.

Consequently, although she acts immediately on hef‘
companion's perceptions, and changes the Great Lakes resort for
one in Virginia, any contentment again proves fieeting when a

-—— o — - ———— —————

“Edith wharton, The Custom of the Country, (New York: Scribner's
Sons, 1913), p. 52. All further references to this text are from
this edition. ,
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supercilious guest criticizes the locale andrthé inhabitants:
"The place was forever blighted forf[UnaineJ. 1—i7Bﬁt~Missw—r,,,i,,,,
Wincher's depreciatory talk had opened ampler vistas, and théﬁ
pioneer bléod in Undine wéuld not let her rest" (p. 56). Thence
to Skog Harbour, Maine, thence to New York, "Qith no bettér
success" (p. 57).
'This pattern of defining her own needs only in relation to
the perCebtions of others becomes double-edged insofar as
Undine's ?mbitions are concerned. In one way, she is able,
unlike her pafents, to perceive a vision of existence beyond her
own humbleAbeginnings, and that perception, that pioﬁeer spirit,‘ 
allows her to create goals which give her life meaning. But at
the séme time, she redefines her role and her needs in response
to eéch new circumstance and according to standards which she
does not necessarily understand: |
Undine was fiercely independent and yet passionately
imitative. She wanted to surprise every one by her dash
and originality, but she could not help modelling :
herself on the last person-she met, and the confusion of -
ideals thus produced’ caused her much perturbation when '
she had to choose between two courses (p. 19).
The ambition which pulls her away ffom Apex City and towards New
‘York society thus is, ironically, the same quality which leaves
her without a clearly—defined social framework.
| This pattern is repeated in her sexual relationships as
well. When she inifially arrives in New York and is aftracted to
a ". . . handsome Austrian riéingmaster . « . [shel pledgles]

herself to him," until she discovers, through a friend's = ‘

investigation, that he is a sham, ". . . in the light of which
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discoveries Undine notiCediQ,;¥ his lips were too red and that

his hair was pommaded" (pp. 25 -6). And although she was engagedrrﬁWN

to Millard Binch for two years, when Elmer Moffatt arrives in

Apex, Undine is so taken w1th hlS "look of jovial cunning" and
his "faintly impudent tilt of thevhead" that she qu{ckly elopes
with him (pp. 108-110). When she encounters him several years
later in New York, however, after being initiated into society,
she reassesses him through different eyes: "[What] Undine had
formerly though 'smart'. . . now struck her as merely vulgar.
She felt that in the Marvell set Elmer Moffatt would have been
stamped as 'not a é%htleman'" (p. 108). As a very pliant student
of manners, her impressions are not formed according to any
inherent value system, nor does she judge according to her own
‘Midwestern criteria, but rather, she assesses according to the
various, role models who influence her perceptions.
In Undine's terms, therefore, ch0051ng the correct role
model .and patternlng her response accordingly-nqt only gives
T —

- definition to her goals aﬁd'needs, but provfaes the criteria by
which to assess her progress. The limitation in this approach
occurs when she choosesgg;-?;;orrect or irrelevant role model as
the standard for behavior, as when she initially assumes thatv
MarQell is insignificant: |

Even now it seemed incredible that [Popple] should not

turn out to be more d15t1ngu1shed than young Marvell:

[P@ppleL seemed so much more in the key of the world she

read about in the Sunday papers-—-the dazzling,

auriferous world of the Van Degens, the Driscolls and

 their peers (p. 23).

Her standard for judgement in New York initially is established
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by the society pages, and she,defines her goal in terms of the
meretricious splendour of the newly—arrived and the‘
newly-affluent, but wﬁeh Mrs., Heeny redefines the soci&l order
for Unaine, she immediately reshapes her ambitioﬁsband fixes her
perceptions on Mrs. Heeny;sAcfiteria. In this way, Undine's"
framework expands simply through her exposure to alternative
possibilities, and she adapts her criteria for judging men
accordingly.

Fo:vUpdine, however, sexual relationships are intertwined
inexorably with social relationships, which forces her to
redefine hér 0wnnsocial role and expectations as well. When she
is invited into the Marvell-Dagonet world, not only is she
disappointéd fhat her hqséesg'does not live on Fifth Avenue, but
‘Mrs. Faigford's\h0use and the meal do not comply with Undine's
expectations: the house itself is

. . . small and rather shabby . . . [with] no guilding,

no lavish diffusion of light . . . the room they sat in

after dinner . . . reminded Undine of the old

circulating library at Apex . . . . The dinner too was

disappointing . . . . and she began to suspect that it

wasn't a real 'dinner party' . . . (pp. 31-2). ‘
The conversation also is confusing: "The talk ran more on
general questions, and less on. people, than she was used to . .
." (p. 35) Moreover, "all the ladies in Apex City were more
’voluble than Mrs. Fairford . . . conversation seemed to be a
concert and not a solo” (p. 34). On the basis of Mrs. Heeny's
evaluation of the social order and the Marvell's place in that

order, Undine's own standards,pfove unwbrkable, with the result

that she is without touchstones in this new conception of social
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'rituél: "All was blurred and puziiing to the‘girl'iﬁ this world
of half-lights, half-tones, elimiﬁétions, &hd'ébb}leéfidﬂgh} .
." (p. 37). Consequently, she misreads certain cues and
misunderstands certain conventions.

But overridiqg all he{ confusion'are several factors which;
sustain hef throughout the eyéging;.ohe assumption is that Ralph
Marvell, "this brilliant youth--she fhow felt that he was
brilliant ... . had really no eyes for any one but herseif. ; T
(p. 39). And regardless of her lack of understanding about the
conventiohéAof this wofld, and herrlack of enthusiasm, if this
world is considered the best part of SOCiéty, then Undine -
unquestionably wants to be initiated into it, which is possible
because of Marvell's attraction to her. More importantly, there
is no doubt in Undine's*mind thagman advantageous marriage is
the most productive avenue to social sucéess. Without any 'v
understanding of tﬁe underlying values of this community, she
thefefore begins to mé@iﬁy,hgﬁ,behayior?acCordingle o

She learns, for instance, that;visiting art galleries and

-

attending the opera in the sanctity of a box éré expected of
young ladies of distfnction,:along with specific compliagpé;po
form. At the gallery, she mimics those around her: "As Undine
made her way [around tﬁe,géllery] . . . she was qrare of
attracting almost as much notice as in the stréet,’and she flung
herself into rapt attitudes before the canvases, scribbling

notes in the catalogue in imitation of a tall girl in sables-. .

." (p. 48). Her pose brings her to the attention of Peter Van
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- Degen, ". . . the supreme exponent . ... of those crowning art:\~J
that made all life seem stale and'hhpréfitébiéroafgiag:fﬂéfﬁ;égéiWﬂ
of the Society Column" (p. 49-50). Her superfic{al'bompiiancemf"ﬂ“**
with society's forms along with her own‘phygical attribﬁtes,
thus provide an immediate return. | |

-* She capitalizes on this advantage by demanding and
.receiving’from her father the price of a private‘bog at the
‘opera (p. 59), wheré, with her school friend, Mabel Liscomb,
Undineis transformation coniinues: "Undine haa éireadyﬂseéome.
aware that Mabel, planted, blond and brimming, too near the edge‘
of the box, was somehow out of scale and out of drawing; and thé
freedom of her dembnstrations increased the effectAof | |
disproportion" (p. 63). in assessing the differences between
Mabel and herself, Undine touéhes on the essence of her own
approach: "And [Mabel] had a way of Erumpeting‘oﬁt her ignorance
that jarred on Undine's subtler methods. It'was precisely at

this point that there dawned on Undine what was-to be-one of-the  ——

gﬁiding principles of her career: 'It's better ﬁg watch

ask guestions'"™ (p. 65).lUndine's subtlety, then, along with
plianc;, provide the guidelines for her actions.
She not only redefines her éwﬁ style,. but when Mar el}
later approaches her, she also reassesses her own assumptiohs
about sexualﬁroles: "She had always associated finish and
refinement entirely‘w%th her own sex, but she began to think
they might be even more agreeéble in a man" (pp. 69-70). In
-conversation with him, the sexhai ritual also takesroh}

-
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completely dlfferent connotatlons.

. .. the instinct of sex told her that under hlS qu1et
words, he was throbblng with the sense of her proximity.

And his self-restraint sobered her, made her refrain

from the flashing and fldgetlng which were the only way

gge knew of taking part 1n the immemorial love -dance (p.
By the end of the evenlng, she maﬁters her role suff1c1ent1y
enough albelt qu1te superf1c1ally\\to ensure her engagement and .
subsequent marrlage to Marvell two months later.

‘That is not to suggest, however,, that71n sp1te of such
adaptability that Undine is w1thout any cultural‘gu1de11nes‘ On
_ hersmother"s side, Undine's grandfather "drifted into the
‘ministry . . . . [but] it didn't pay him anything like as well, "
so finally he ooened a drugstore, and he did»first-ratevat thath'
too, though his heart was always in the pulpit” (p. 80).
Spiritual conviction thus takes second place to gconomic

concerns, and reward is measured mainly by financial ‘success. At

the same time, 1ron1cally, his success leads to land speculatlon

~

which in turn leads to bankruptcy, wh1ch suggests that success,
if uncontrolled, may leaa readily to excess and to unhappiness.

Her father, on the other hand, was "poor and [his].earl
narried life had been a protracted struggle, darkened by . {\»
domestic affliction" through the deaths of two of hrsﬁchiidren‘
from typhoid (p. 80), although circumstances change: |

Mr. Spragg had 'helped out' his ruined father-in-law [by
taking over some-land for a bad debt], and had vowed on
his children's graves that no Apex Chlld should ever
_again drink poisoned water--and out of those two -
dlslnterested impulses, by some impressive law of

compensation, material prosperity had come (p. 81).
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‘Spragg's. example suggests that clearly defined goals, in -
4con3unctlon with clearly deflned 1mpulses, create the
rsmgulafltyof purposeaneCESsary~for success,'whrch“he”bufhﬁsﬁﬂr7f*”l
to~inCrease'hiS«prosperity. |

) Consequently, although her parents are "'plalnlpeople and

'had not yet learned to be ashamed of 1t“ (pp 81—2) and

=.

although they seem dreary and llmlted in the context of New York
soc1ety, they both pass along to Undlne spec1f1t elements wh1ch
71nform her ex1stence, although she reshapes those elements
according to her ability to 1m1tate. From her father; "Undine
derive[s] her overflow1ng act1v1ty and dedication of purpose’
(p. 119). From her grandfather, she der1ves the tendency of
excessiveness: "There was somethlng still better beyond,
then—-more‘luXurious, more'exciting,vmore worthy of her!" (p.
54). This genealogical account. of Unoine‘s'character not only
accounts for her~idiosyncratic gualities, but such.historic
fconnectionsmalso>pro¢idemthe~naturalist:d&mension5woffherfmﬁ~=WW”:m”ﬁ
evolution. | ¢ |

- But while her father's and grandfather's dedication to
materialism stems in part from altruism or at least economic
priorities, Undine's dedication stems completelyvfrom , |
self-interest and self-indulgence. The need to discover and‘bev
accepted in the best spot stems. from the same need to know and
be accepted by the best peoplé in New York' She thus retains

only the drive for success, the de51re for worldly

aggrand1sement, w1thout retaining any of the virtuous or .
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expedient underpinnings of her forebears. -~ - T

~ The nature of Undine's terms for success reaches to the

very heart of American cultural assumptions. The principle on
which Amerécé was founded was the desire to improve the quality
of iife, whichAoriginélly was defined in terms of religious
freedom and fréedom from class bérriers and restrictiéns;Aln

theory, that desire means that godd works provide ‘the ke

spiritual contentment, and any economic reward is coincid
In Undine's grandfather, the religious and the economic qrg
".comfortably intertwined; in Undine's father, the commitment to
good works leads coincidentally to’finahpial prosperity. In this
sense, the basis of Ahe;ican philosophy seems to provide the
freedom to be, the freedom to‘'do, in whétever terms the
individual defines, with the underlying éssumption that striving
for particular goals leads to spiritual and finanéial rewards

for the individual, and to benefits for the commuﬁity in

general.

But in Undine's drive towards materialistic success and
social acceptance; tﬂere is no spirituai:or beneficignt
connection, She sees .the worldly rewards, but those rewar?s a?e
disconnected completely from any philosophical frameﬁork, nor
does she have any reservations éboﬁfdthe value system which this
society reveals: "As her imagination developed the details of
the'scene.. . » it became clear to her that fashionable sbciety
was horribly immoral . . ." (p. 62). In Undine then, something
vital is lost in the cultural evdlution. Whereas the

v
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materialistic rewards initially represented, or at least were

‘seen torrepresgnt,rthe'embodiment of spirithal and mofél iaeals,
in Undine,“the materialistic reﬁara becomes an end in itself. -
‘Moreover, although she has drives éhd skills similar ﬁo her

father, unlike him, she restricts her‘search for worldly success

to the marriage market, where she plies her own'attributés as
carefuliy‘as’wduld a businessﬁan market his product.'In contrast

to Lily'§ aftractiqn to the ideal, then, and in,contfasfvto ~
Charity's instinctual response to theAsenéfzgs, Undige is guidsd
by her unguestioned dedication to the materialistic and to the
worldly, where the oniy possibility for success in her own terms
is. to sell her product, herself, to the most temptihg bidder. In

Vthis way, Undine is“thevchild of hef background, although sﬁe
rédefines those cultural assumptions onlf in terms of
self-interest and in relation to her seihal role. The
implication is, however, that freedom from religious and social
responsibility, thereby raising specific questions about the
nature of those cultural assumptions.

Hence, Undine's development does not concern spiritual
development or emotional fulfillment but, rather, it concerns
her physical>transformation into a social exemplar and a
successful woman according to the criteria available to'her, and
according to her own needs, ambitions, and abilities. Hef
understanding of what constitutes a good marri

age changes, but

her assumption that she must marry well is taken for granted
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both by her and by her parents. Initially, they annul her

marriage to Moffatt as an unsuitable match, and later, they

acquiesce to a move to New York, which is as importunate for

them as it is auspicious for her. Moreover, Undine's demands for

‘dresses and opera seats are fulfilled; in spite of Mr. Spragg's
growing financial pressures, which suggests thét Undine must
presént herself in the best possible light and in the best .
circumstances, regardless of the cost. The same attitude is
reflected in Mrs. Heeny, and in Mabel Liscomb, who take for
granted that Undine is husband-hunting. Her ambitions therefore
are defined by thoserarqpnd her in relation to conventional

expectations.

But the abilities -which drive her father in business are
transformed in Undine into social acumen and subtle

adaptability, which she capitalizes on in her search for a

husband. The custom of the country here then concerns the custom

of marriage as a means for woman to fulfi'].l”hé’r iafﬂibifféﬁs';"m o
Conseqguently, although Unaine leaves Apex City behind, she
carries with‘her,to\New York and to Ralph Marvell the same
sensibility which initially guided her to Elmer Moffatt; not
lZVe or even affection, but rather, an attraqtion to and a
premonition of something beyond and better than her present
horizons, which shégaoes not try to assess, but which,
ironically!'givés meaning to her life, albeit in purely
‘materialistic terms. Undine's emotional néeds and spiritual
values are overwhelmed compietely by her dédication’tovpower,
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position and materialism; the result of a complex system of

values and moral gu1de11nes meant to enhance llfe, but whlch are
reduced'only to the physical manifestation thereof. Her
evolution reveals theFﬁossibilities fot fulfillment according to
this criterion; her perspective provides one angle of vision.

Juxtaposed against Undine is the angle of vision provided
by Ralph Marveil. Unlike Undine, wno rejepts her birthplace,
Marvell peréetuates the traditions of his own:

For four or five generations it had been the rule of
both [the Dagonet and Marvell] houses that a young
fellow should go to Columbia or Harvard, read law, and
then lapse into more or less cultivated inaction. The
only essential was that he should live 'like a
gentleman'--that is, with tranquil -disdain for mere
money-getting, a passive openness to the finer
sensations . . . and an archaic probity that had not yet
learned to distinguish between private and 'business'
honor (p. 75).

¢

In his compliance with the expectations of family ‘and community,
he becomes committed to "desultory dabbling with life": a law

career which 1s the "least real th1ng in his life", and an

71nterest in llterary and artlstlc pursuits, the results of whlch
are "charming thlngs,VIf only he had known how to finish them!"
(p. 75). Neither business nor aesthetic success therefore is
relevant in the context of his priorities.

Marvell also respondS'towfthe werld of wonders within hin“

(p._.75), and -defines his purpose,accordingly{ "What he wanted

most, now that the first flutter of being was over, was to learn
and to do--to know what the great people had thought, think
about their thinking, and then launch his own boat: write some

good verse if possible; if not, then critical prose" (p. 77).
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His commitment to ethical and aesthetic concerns, combined with

his very strong sense of traditional values and his distaste for -

the materiélistic*expediencies of the business world, place him
comfortably within his community.

He»does, however, dev1ate from familky tradltlons in one
particelar way: "Ralph had never taken his mother S soc1al
faiths very serlously. Surveying the march of civilization from
. a loftier angle, he had early mingled with the Invaders and
curiously observed.thelr rites and customs" (pp. 78 9).
responds to these newcomers with self-righteousvsmugness because
he feels secure in his own role, and in his assumptions. For the
same reason, because he feels so<secure, he also responds to
Undine, who seems to provide a focus for his interests:

It was incredible that she too should be destined to
swell the ranks of the cheaply fashionable; yet were not
her very freshness, her malleability, the mark of her:
fate? . To save her from Van Degen and Van
Degenlsm' was/that really to be his mission--the 'call'

for which his life had obscurely waited? (p. 82).

Undine seems to provide for Marvell the means to realize his own
"altruism. Consequently, he enjoys her lack of proficiency in
social sﬁillsvat the onset 6T'theirvrelationship'as.proof of her
ingenuousness.

But just as Undine mistakenly ascribes certain
characteristics to Marvell on the basis of his position in
society, so he also errs in his assumptiens about her. Although
Undine's perceptions are totally externalized, and Marvell

senses that she is without "any sense of relative values" (p.

83), he perceives a similarity.between his parents and her own:
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"Here was no retrospective pretense of an opulent past, such as
the other Invaders were given‘tp . - . . The fact drew [the
Spraggs] much closer to the Dagonetlideals than any sham
élegance in the past tense" (pp. 81-2). On the basis of this
peréeption, he mistpﬁ%%&y assumes that Undine also shares his
aisinterest in opulent trappings and, like himself, would aspire
to a more altruistic plane, if given the proper guidance, which
he willingly does. )

From Undine's pe;spective; however, Marvell provides the
key to a world of style; but she mistakenly assumes that he also
provides the key to the materialistic bleasures she wants: "She
had fancied_Ralph's wooing would at once'adhit her to all his
social privileges; but he had sﬁown a puzzling reluctance to
introduce her to the Van Degen set, where he came and went with
such familiarity . . ."'(p. 93). Marvell's underlying purpose is
to keep Undine away from the very set to which her ambitions,
ironically, are directed. Reconcilation of such opposing
sensibilities is impossible, but the& nevertheless marry.

When Mr. Spragg faises concerns about Marvell's ability to
support; Undine, and atfempts "to make her see that she owed it
to herself to do better" (p. 123), Uﬁdine reveals hef underlying
motivations: "Did [Mr. Spragg] suppose she was marrying for |
money? Didn't he see it was all a guestion, now and here, of the
kind of people she wanted to 'go with'?" (p. 123). So far as Mr.

Spragg understands, she .is marrying to ensure her financial

well-being, but Undine is interested in money only as an avenue
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to social success, which she thinks Marvell will ensure. If the

Marvell-Dagonet family is of the best quality, then Undine

unquestionablyﬁwants the best, regardless of financial or social

uncertainties.
Undine's and Marvell's relationship thus reveals the

consequences in attempting to unify completely opposing

sensibilities. Marvell feels that a frugal existence helps them

to clarify their values. In Europe, then, Undine wants

excitement, but he is content to "lie in wait for adjectives"”

(p. 146), and to glory in the focus that she provides for him:

. . . it's all these months together, it's all our

happiness~-it's the meaning of life that I've found, and it's

you dearest, you who've given it to me!" (p. 153). Marvell uses

Undine to provide for his emotional well-being; and to give his

life purpose..

.

- But at the same time, because of her demands, he is forced

to acknowledge her limitationst ;vmW,ﬂ'“

Her mind was as destitute of beauty and mystery as the
prairie schoolhouse in which she had been educated; and
her ideals seemed to Ralph as pathetic as the ornaments
made of corks and cigar bands . . . . He was beginning
to understand this, and learning to adapt himself to the
narrow compass of her experience. The task of opening
new windows in her mind was inspiring enough to give him
infinite patience; and he would not yet own to himself
that her pliancy and variety were imitative rather than
spontaneous (p. 147-8).

In his attempt to adapt to Undine's frame of reference, Marvell

becomes embroiled in financial worries and compromises, and when

they return to New York, he drops his literary pursuits and his

law career for an unsuccessful job selling real estate and for
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the "incessant struggle to make money enough to safisff her
increasing exactions. That’wég'whére the 'call’ had led him . . —
" (p. 218). Marvell's involvement with Undine leads not to-her —— —
'Spiritual growth, as he hoped, but ironically, to his own
pursuit of the materialistic.

Marvell's general deterioration and ultimate destruction
_reveals the/limitations in his perspective: having been
inculcated with a value system moré reléted to esoteric concérns
and more attentive to form than to materialistic acéumUlation 7
and 'practicalities, he nevertheless adapts to the changing face
o% New York society in a way which his mother cannot, thereby
suggesting that Marvell sees possibilities beyond her narréw |
focus. But by accepting the possibility of such alternatives,
however smugly, he loses the protection which exclusién
provides, | 7 ‘

In his assumption that the Spraggs and the Dagonets share a
simiiarity in values, he points to his own community's social - .=
evolution: "Small, cautious, middle-class, had béén the ideals
of aboriginal New York; but it suddenly struck the young man
that they were singularly coherent and respectable . . :." (p.
74). The gqualities which informed his ancestor's peréeptions
reflect those of Undine's grandfather and father, and provide a
feasible amalgam of altruistic ideals and materialistic reward,
which Mr. Dagonet reveals yet, at least insofar as negotiating
with Mr. Spragg over Marvell's marriage coniracf: "It will pay

us both in the end to keep him out of business . .. . The
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retort drew a gruhf of amusement from Mr. Spragg; and the eyes
vathe two men mét’in unexpected hnéerstanding“'(p; t21-2). But
in contrast to Mr.'Dagonet, in Marvell, hard-edged prég@a@ism ig @
overshadowed by phiiosophical niceties, with thg result that he
is singularly unpfepared for the role he adopts: "He knew that
'business' had created its own special morality; and his musings
on man's felation to his self-impbsed laws had shown him how
" little human conduct is generally troubled about its own
sanctions. He had a vivid sense of the things a man of his kind
didn't do . . ." (p. 258-9). In contrast to'his grandfafhef
then, Marvéll is not/comfortable with the expediencies of his
role. v

Hence, Marvell provides.a contrasting perspective on the
evolution of tﬂe American ethical code: just as Undine's
sensibilities have evolved to the point where her quest for -
.materialstic reﬁard lacks any philosophical underpinnings, so -
Marvell's sensibilties are-rbfined to the pgin§ whg;gihjs B
aiﬁrﬁistic téﬁdencies lack any pragmatic foundation. And he is
in his way as limited as Undine is in hers. By defining his
whole existence only in relation to Undine's response to his

vision, without'including any possibility for benefit to

himself, gfgég?’vicafiously; he is destined to lose himself
completely to her more definite aims:

What hurt him most was the curious fact that, for.gﬂl
her light 1rrespon51b111ty, it was always she who/made
the practical suggestion, hit the nail of expediency on
the head. No sentimental scruple made the blow waver or
deflected her resolute aim (p. 165).
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Like Undine then, Marvell too has lbst,something vital in the

cultural evolution, which suggests that altruism without reward -

is as limiting as self-aggrandisement is without beneficence.?®
While Undine instinctually adapts, hoﬁever, in contrast, Marvell
responds to alternative pdssibilities; but he lacks the . |
dedication and skills for the demands placed on him. As a
result, he flounders in the conflict between his own ideals and
his half-hearted attempt to adapt to a world which he recognizes
operates according to more pragmatic concerns. |
Consequently, he attempﬁs to adapt to a role which is as

(

there is a tacit understanding‘by both parties:

unfulfilling as, it is confusing. When he goes into business,

The real estate brokers who had takerr him into
partnership had done so only with the hope of profiting
by his social connections; and in this respect the
alliance had been a failure. It was in such directions
that he most lacked facility, and so far he had been of
use to his partners only as an office-drudge™ (p 257).

" The partners assume that Marvell will capitalize on his position

for his own benefit, and by which, they also will benefit: But —

in assessing Mr. Spragg's business attitude, Marvell also points
to his own limitations in this area: "As far as Ralph knew, his
father-in-law's business record was unblemiéhed; yet one felt»in

him an elasticity of adjustment not allowed for in the Dagonet
SGriffin Wolff interprets their relationship in another way
which suggests much the same contrast: "Thus by a kind of
perverse symmetry, Ralph and Undine have been contaminated in
opposite ways: the Marvells have denied any direct expression of
energy or aggression, and the Spraggs have taken the normal
capacity for initiative and inflated it beyond reason. Their

offspr1ng are complementary anamorphoses, parables of defect and

excess" (Feast of Words, p. 243).
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code" (p. 259). From Marvell's perspective, success in the

business world degigds on his abiiity to shiftmﬁié pé§ééﬁtfbns,'

" - e

to adapt his own code for more utilitarian purposes: ". . .
guick decisions were essential to effective action, and brooding
over ethical ghades of difference might work more ill than good
in a world committed to swift adjustments” (p. 261). When a
business opportunity arises, Marvell suppresses his ethical
misgivings by responding to Mr. Spragg's more pragmatic
as$essment. In so doing, Marvell fulfills his obligétions to his
business partners, and he underwrites his wife's expendigureé.
His decngpd toocomply with the exigencies of his situation does
reap the expected financial rewards, but the magnitude of his
concession is lost in a sea of bills and in a disipterested
wife.'

Most importantly; Marvell al§o sacrifices the foundations
which give his life meaning: ". . j he was getting to have the
drifting dependence on-'luck' of the man conscious of his - - ——
inability to 'direct his life™ (p. 264),'In his attempt to
redéfine his rolé according to his wife's expectations, and
according to more profitable cfiterié,»he finally must
acknowledge the difference between Undine's value ,system and his
own: "She wanted to enjoy'hérself, and her conception of

: gnjoyment was publicify, promiscuity—-thé band, the/banners,,the
cfowd, the close contact 6f covefous impulsés, and_thersenseipf
;ffﬂking among them in.cool security” (bp. 223-4). Even as he

%" - - —_————
-

.complies with her éxpectationsfand thereby loses himself,. he -

=
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also realizes, as she does, that he iis incapable of adapting as

she wants: ". . . it was plain . , . that he would not achieve . __

the quick rise to affluence which was man's natural tribute to

woman's meriés“ (p. 227). In his.attraction andcommitTth to
Undine, hoyever’altruistic his motives might have been, he moves
beyond thewprotectionvof his own world by trying to compete in
hers. ‘

In so doing, he commits himself to a contest which tests
his altruistic tendencies in response to a wife who is- -
completely oblivious to any other standard than her owﬁ, and in
a world which operates according to a different.criterion, as
one of his more philosophical friends observes: . . . even
[Marveli] has to conform to an environment where all the
romantic values are reversed” (p. 207). In consequence, he is -

drawn towards a wife.and a world he understands, but which, L;

ironically, seems meaningless. But as meaningless as he

perceives his wife and that world to be in the context of

own beliefs, the féétermaingighat7ﬁéwgéébﬁeérssjgéﬁ;leéelfr
enveloped in that sysfem that.he becomes totally dependent on
it, and ultimately loses himself to it, beyond the hope that his
son will succeed where Marvell himself fails.

From Undine's perspective, howeVer, there is\EB\confusiqn
between her methods and her goals; She :éélizes as soon as she
is married that.she has misjudged Marvell's potential to fulfill ..
her needs, and that Mrs. Heeny's assessment of the sbci&l”dfdéf”’

is outdated, if not incorrect: "[Undine} had found out that she —
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-

had given herself to the exclusive and the dowdy when the future

-

belonged to the showy and the promiscuous” (p 193). When she
— attemptsftorcoeree—Marveil fefﬁhe{AGWﬂ*iﬂtefest54*354Sh8460884ﬂ4**%44

w1th her parents, and when her- usual methods fa11 she'

arbitrarily rejects her marrlage as unproductlve. Her desire to

sail home from Europe on Van Degen's motor launch thus stems -

from the same desire,aswher decision to reset the Dagonetrrings

and her dlstaste at dlscover1ng her pregnancy° for Marvell

fam1ly rings and pregnancy symbollze the cont1nu1ty of tradltlonf
and the perpetuation of certain standards, in contrast to the

elegant and meanlngless decadence of the Van Degen yacht but -

Und1ne sees only the restriction of a pregnancy, and the

unfash1onableness of family heirlooms, in contrast to the

L

p0551b111t1es in sailing home on a luxury yacht belonglng to the
" one man who seems to ep1tom12e her expectatlons.

When' she shrugs off Marvell then, she is responding~to her -

~ : )
~—- - —own-value system: "Out-in-Apex, if a girl -marries-a man who — ———— -

don’'t come up to what she expected, people consider it's to her
credit to want to change"” (p. 96). Even as her outward polish

“and subtlety of approach increases, she continues to follow her

©

own customs. There can be no hesitation about disengaging

herself from an unproductive relationship simply because men and

l

marr1age provide the avenue to success so vital to Undlne s
R
well-being. Marriage is not a love-match, then, but a bu51ness-x

arrangement, and success depends on her ability to redefine her’\v’ .

frame of reference as quickly and as often as necessary. The

158

t



favours ontsiderthe;safety of rhé”maffiage‘édhffééi;’fhé?ési

fact that the frame of reference continuously“changes suggestsa

how elusive fulfillment 1is.

In Undine's attempt,to_redefine”her”goalsracoording”to more

IUCrative possibilities; she once more commits herself to the

';"Sunday Supplement" criteria for elegance. fn contrast to the

Marvell family's distaste. for Van Degen Undlne senses that w1th
h1m lies her future: "There was more S1m11ar1ty of tastes

between them . . . . She felt the strength of Van Degen s

contempt for everythlng he did not understand or could not bUY-T”~»””

that was the-only kind of exclus1veness that 1mpressed her"

(p. 192) mln her attractlon to. h1m, just as in her earller

attractlon to Marvell, she mlstakenly assumes that Van Degen =

AN

will fulfill her expectatlons, and plots accordlngly:
[ ]
". . . her impatience to enjoy was curbed by an instinct
for holding off and biding her time that resembled the
patient skill with which her father had conducted the
sale of his 'bad' Treal estate in the Pure Water Move
days" (p 201) - ‘ '

7 Although her patlence and acumen does lead to the commitment

from Van Degen’which she needs to begln divorce proceedlngs-from'
Marvell, she mistakenly assumes that,she'and Vanfﬁegen are
similar in every respect, and so she mlscalculates. She
incorreetly~assumes that theyishare a commitment to each other,l'
and that the1r verbal agreement is rec1procal o ' 4 |

Moreover, Undlne mlsjudges in another way in that she

‘presumes toﬁachleve her goal of marrlage by offering ‘-her sexual

undercutting her own position: "She had voluntarily stepped
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outside of her social frame . . .".(p. 370). Van Degen, on the
other hand, feels no such commitment and deserts her, leaving

only -a pearl necklace as payment for services rendered (p. 379).

Whereas her rejection oﬁgMérVell stems from her cleér—sighted
assessment of his inability to fulfillvher needs, in contfast,
~her rejection by Van Degen occurs because she fulfills hié needs
too readily,'without follpwing through on the fine points of |
-negotiation. Unlike Mafvell, Van Degen operates only in relation
" to self-interest, like'ﬁndine, but  he has a‘hypocritical'1éve1””m*ﬁ“
to his relationships, whiéh Undine does not. More impogtahtly,
her failure with Van Degen pointédly illustrafes that the '
business of marriage'requires‘sgfupulous;négotiatieﬁs~and'good" -
instincts. | |

Ih her dealings with both Marbéll'andean Degén, Undine
also reQeals her failure to understand either man's motivations
beyond the most superficial level. She sees in Marvell only his

position in society, and she sees in Van Degen only the

meretricious splendour which informs his existence. AlthOugﬁ sRe
does not lose sight of her goal, which in thisrcase is defined
in response tglher need for materialistic gratification,
disconnected from Marvell's disapproval and his financiél
instabili;y, her goal is upfulfilled through Van Degen becausé
of her lack of judgément. Not only does the "Sunday Supplement”
fail to pfovide her with the complete picture76f Vaquegen that
she needs for,succesé, just- as Mrs. Heeny failed tb”pf6ﬁidéffhéwJWMW*
complete ,picture of thé“METVéii”famiTyj*bﬂfTUnﬁTné‘aisﬁipYESUWES‘*“*

“~

6
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that she and Van Degen'are_similar in every respect, which, in

~fact, they are not.

Undine thus comes up against customs and standards which

are quite diffefent-to her owﬁ. New York is;a7€6mmuﬁfty7§HTEB'
amalgamates new families with,old, position with pbwef, and
power with wealth. At one extreme are thevDagoaet~Marvell
elders, who refuse to adapt fO;a'SOCiEtY whichahas reformed
iteelf: | |

‘Mrs. Marvell's classification of the world into the _
visited and the--unvisited was as obsolete as a mediaeval =
cosmogony. Some of those whom Washington Square left
unvisited were the centre of social systems far outside

its ken, and as indifferent to its opinions as the
constellations to the reckonings of the astronomers; and

all those systems joyously revolved about their central

sun of gold (p. 193). :

The elders are able to exclﬁdeethemselves from a society wﬁich
has no interest in them, and are able to maintain a modest if

contented existence, but their offepring sense the limitations
in such isolation: "Mr. Dagonet was always pleasant to see and

hear, but hlS ‘sarcasms were grow1ng fa1nt and recondlte- they

had as little bearing on life,as the humours of a Restoration
Comedy" (p. 311). The younger generation thus acknowledge but do
not perpetuate such standardg i
Because Ralph and his cou51n, Clare, both sense in their
eﬁn way and.accordlng to their owq needs that the elders are

anachronistic, they adapt accordingly. Ralph becomes

entrepreneurial, while Clare marries Peter Van Degen to ensure

her finaneiai well-beidg'andiher'poaition in the social

evolution, in spite of her reservations about his other
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qualities: "Poor Clare repented, indeed--she wanted it clearly
understood--but she repented in the Van'Degenf&iaﬁéhas?iaﬁaitheff7 -
Van Degeh motor bore her broken he eart f:Qm Qpe:a,to,ballfmlppfﬁmlhlll
76-7). But just as Marvell s new role is spiritually
unfulfilling, so Clare rema1hs unfulf1lled as well. She
therefore turns to Ralph for the sustenance she does not find in
her marriage, which suggests that Ralph's and Clare's |
modificationsrare as insufficient as the Dagonet's isolation.

In any case, Clare reveals, like Van Degen, a'iévéi,ai”‘"
hypocrisy in her'relationships which contrastsrtO‘ﬁatvell, who
cannot reconcile his ideals with the facts of his existence:

"No, he didn't feel as Clare felt . . . . he could not conceive

that tenderness and desire could ever again be one for him: such

a notion as that seemed part of the monstrous sentimental muddle ——
on which his life had gone aground" (p. 426). For Van Degen and

Clare, there is a tacit understanding of what each provides for

K]

the otherluanq¥at what cost: she prov1des him with the
respectability of established society, in exchange for financial
well-being'and social relevance, and each adapts his own:
framework accordingly, accepting that hypocrisy is an essential
aspect of that framework, unlike the elder Dagonets, whose
dedication to rlgld and 1nflex1ble standards is ultlmately as
meaningless as Ralph Marvell s dedlcatlon to altruism.

In contrast to Peter and Clare Van Degen, Marvell andi/n

Undine share specific qualltles wh1ch set them apart lee | ;

Undine, Marvell lacks the hypocrltlcal level necessary to adapt

-
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completely into this world. Like Marvell, Undine misjudges

because of her failure to aésess'the_iméiiéaiibné7iﬁéféu§ﬁi§fif

‘But unlike Marvell, Undine'losas,herWground”only,momehta:ilyrﬂwwwm :

and she never loses sight of her goals. Undine's difficulties

then, and her evolution, in contrast to and in relation with

Marvell's difficulties, are reflected against a society in flux,

where old customs are meahingless, where the pregénf generation

selectively adapts according to individual needs, and where

hypocrisy provides a means of aadressingrtﬁe7inadequacies in a

changing value system.

In contrast to the Van Degens, and inispite of her
‘adaptability, Undine reveals specific limitations. When she
ignores the telegram requesting her retuin to Marvell, she does .
not only because she feels it is a ploy to inhibit her freedom,
but also because her loyalties have shifted to Van Degen and the

possibilities which he represents. Therefore, her need for hifm

,aDQﬂQEE,QQEWitmehLWEQWbim overshadow any compassion she might

féel for Marvell, and she so reacts: "So malleable oﬁtwardly,
she had remained ‘insensible to the touch of the heart" (p. 224).
When Van Degen, through Indiana Frusk, suggests that the
double-standard stops when illness intgrvenes, and that Undine
shouid have responded to Marvell, she points out the inherent

hypocrisy, with little effect.

In this way, she differs from those around her, for'Undine

continuously attempts to reconcile her private needs with her

public role, and does not campiy wiggwgﬁggééhble;ggéﬁdard

’
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remealed in most of the relationships: "She wanted, passionately

and persisteﬁtly; two thingsthich she believed should subsist -
together in any well-ordered life: amuSementWandﬁrespectahilityllﬁﬁ

| L ipr.354). In her earlier commitment to ﬁarvell, she

attains resoectability‘without amusement,‘and in her

’relationship with VanvDegen, she ultimately is forced to realize

that she obtains amusement, but without the respectability of:

the marriage contract. Whereas this soc1ety adapts itself to ‘the
complex hypocrisy of public marriages and pr1vate relationshlps,,fW7'
Undine, in. contrast is inhibited in this particular regard.

That is not to suggest that- she finds illicit relationships

immoral; rather, she finds the custom 1ncompat1ble w1th her

needs and expectations in a well-ordered life . More

1mportantly, she reveals that at this most essent1al level, ‘she
remains dlsconnected and dlsenchanted which suggests that even

in Undine's clearly-defined terms of reference and dedication to

,goals,7thereﬁarellimitsmtolherladaptabilitylllhlllml,'

While Undine contrasts with established New York‘society in
one way, her father provides a contrasting perspective on the
limits of adaptahility. When the Spraggs come to New York,
Undine‘s father carries with him a complex business morality,
but he operates within clearly-defined limits and in relation to
clearly defined standards,’which he feels Elmer Moffatt, for
- instance, does not comply w1th in his own dealings, and whom Mr.

Spragg considers a cutthroat" (p. 263) But the pragmatlc

framework which serves Mr. Spragg well in Apex does not lead to
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Marvell, so the Spraggs provide an example of established values

~equal success in New York: "For some t ime past, Mr. Spragg gad

been ra ther C ont i'nUOUS 1 Y overwor ked . . o ”-’H,e’,had’;ﬂQVEE’iqtnte’ T

- regained, in New York, the financial security of his Apex days.

- Since he had changed his base of operations his affairs had

followed an uncertain course . . ." (p. 302). Out of his
element, he is unable to adapt at all, and so follows hiSVOWn
customs in a society which operates accoggggé‘to a differént
yalue,system., ‘ |

Whereas Undine responds, at least”supefficially} and
conforms so far as she is able, Mr. Sbragg, in c5ntEast,‘is
unabie tc_adapt at all, and the gap between father and daughﬁeru
so widens that they completely lose touchAwithleach other's
sensibilitiesﬁ,". . ; all shé cared for, and attached importance
to, was as removed from her parent's conception’éf lgfé as her
impatient éreed'from their passive stoicism" (p. 318). Just as

the bagonets provide an example of traditional values for

T . _
for Undine. But just as the Dagonets become anachronistic so far

.as Marvell is bqncerned, so the Spraggs become ineffectual so-
far as Undine is concerned. Having been forced out of their own
social framework in Apgx by a daughter who seesbnothing beyond
her own ambitions, they are condemned to a meaningless existence -
dedicated to her well-being at the cost of their own.

In contrast to the Dagonets then, who refuse to accept that

the world and the customs haVe changed, Mr. Spragg attempts to

live by his own values in a world with different customs. But
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both are, in any case, doomed to extinction, and Mr. Spraég is

transformed by his displacement from a édnfidéﬁtLApékf””,ii',W,”

businessman into an unsucceésful,NeQ‘YQ;k éntrepfeneur,”ipfb a
pathetic, dislocated pilgfim dedicated to a meaningless study of
European hotel rooms. The example provided=by Mr. Spragg
vsuggests, therefore, that Undine's adaptability is a reflection -
of her survivai instinct. h
Adaptability thus becomes the common thread and provides
the means to assess all the interrelationships. The unquestioned
dedication of the Dagonets to past values and the disloqafed
dedication of the Spraggs éontrasts with Marvell's half-hearted
suppression of values, and sgggests’that social evolution is not
only inevitable, butﬁnecessazygif‘the community is to remain
viable and rélevant. The Van Degen group, and specifically
Clére, modifies the customs Qf'the'past, maintaining a
superficial compliaﬁce with form and traditions, but the form
lacks moral subst aﬁce,t{l_ggyditimson‘lz_serv‘e appearance, and
the social framework is adapted to economic expediencies as a
‘means of ensuring comfort and pleasure. Thereby, society
reshapes and reforms itself aécording to a changing value
system. Those that do adapt, like Clare, place their social and
material needs béfofe any othérs, which Marvell, in contrast, is
unable to do. | |
Undine, however, brings a different sensibility to her.
relationships, mirrored in her girlhood friends. Like Undihe,r
Mabel and Indiana define their existence in relation to
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marriage, social position and affluence. When they divorce, they

too are complying with the Apég'pfiﬁéipié?owa&diﬁéisétEéE§Ii~
Mereover;.these women do not,dabble’in,illicit éeiatienships;éerww—e—
"pleasure, but only asta meahs to ensure the;r own goals,.in

spite of the possibility of scandal. The Apex women'therefore
operate within the boundariesvof their own social frageﬁork,
although their terms change as they become more worldly and
'sophisticated. They see better opportunities, and they
instinctually'redefineitheir goals accerding to £ﬁé§£‘6§n -
physical and social evolution. So far as Indiana and Mabel are
concerned, Undine's motivations are correct, and her decisionvto
divorce well-founded;iehe simply'lacks,the necessary skillgte

follow through succesafully: "1f yeu‘d only had the sense to

come Straight to me, Undine‘spragg! There isn't a tip I couldn't
have given you--not one!" (p. 344). Like Undine, then, Mabel and
- Indiana are without moral inhibitions, and are dedicated to
materialistic well-being and social position, which makes them .

seem compassionless, unethical, and mercenary while, at the same

time, they seem simple and unassuming.

But regardless of individual quatgties, the Apex women and
the Van Degen group all reveal a visien of existence free from.
ambiguities, ethicai values, and dedicated,tq their own
self-aggrandisement. In this way, and regardless of social
nuances, the newcomers and established soc1ety are at a

comparable stage in the social evolutlon. In contrast to Mr.

Dagonet s and Mr. Spragg s allenatlon from each other and from
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society in general; the newcomers intermingle freely with the -

:“not—sbfnew'and with the old families, thereby suggesting that =

,comﬁonélity of purpose, in this case, the pursuit of power,
position, andeéaith,.ultimately creates its oﬁn‘éociql'>
framework, regardless of regiomnal nuahces; Those thatk;dapt td
this framework and comply with its standard survive dnd succeed,
and those that do not are destined for alienation and
extinction.

Undine thus is:typical of her sex, her class, and her
generation, and her evolution must be assessed on sé?eral
different levels. As she flounders in‘thé face of Van Degen's o
rejectién, she asSeéses herself only in relation to those around
her: "[Indiana) still did and was all that Undine had so
sedulously learned not to be and to do;rbutvtd dwell on these
obstacles to her success was but'to be more deeply impreséed‘by
the fact that [Indiana) nevertheless succeeded" (p. 345). r}

Inhg:gg;Aigﬂﬁpigwg§§essmeqziis the fact ph§t~Undi§e cg@notwadmit ]

defeat, for to do so diminishes her in relation to everyone
around her, and becéuse she sees herself only as others see hér,
she would necessérily lose all avenues to selféesteem by
withdrawing from the competition. Moreover, because she defines
her whole existence in terms of materi;listic and social
sucéqss, by giving up those goals and*gdmitting failure, she
also would lose everything which gives her life meaning, without

which, her life would become as”purpééeleés'as Marvell's and her

father's. Lacking an emotional or spiritual framework, she is
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driven in an illusive pursu1t of other people's goals as a

means, paradox1cally, of escaplng potentlal oblivion.

In contrast to Marvell, whovunderstands thefsystemmbut—%*—~—f~wmf
cannot conform, Undine strives to conferm, but is limigeg*by her
lack of nnderstanding This lack, 1ron1cally, is that which |
vcontlnuously expands her perceptlons- as optlons are lost, she
seeks new options, always better,and more lucrative, as a means
to give definition to her needs and to justify her existence.

- Paradoxically then, her limitations provide avenuesrfor hefwww
,pereeptions to expand, albeit superficially and always in
reaction to nenly—aequjred role models. Her ability to adapt to

the terms of success defined by -those around her thus provides

her ra{son d'etre, andnshe‘mitrors exactly the value system of
her SOCﬁety.'_ | |
In this way,(Undinev;eveals the struggle involved in

complying with the social framework, but on a different level,
She;alSmeEQomeswthemembodimentaQfathe;cultunalaconsciousnessTmewa_tﬁe
in that her evolution is fixed clearly in the historical eontext>
and in relatlon to the cultural evolutlon of America. The
1mp11cat10n, then is that Undine symbolizes not only a .
generation for whom adaptability is the'tommon characteristic,
but she also symbolizes a country which lacks an ethical~
framework, and which, therefore, continuously seeks beyond its

present horizons as a means to escape its own 11m1tat10ns. )

Undine's evolutlon thus assumes epic proportlons insofar as she

provides a means to assess the cultural phenomena of
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adaptability.
Because of the complex nature of her toleTNUndineLs,actiqnsffvw—
must be completely con51stent in order that the phenomena be

assessed ani her modus operandl is establlshed what she does

to resolve he d1ff1cult1es matters far more than her underlying
motivations. For instance, even while she pursues Van Degen in
France, she becomes aware of alternative possibilities in the
transformation of Miss Wincher of Potash Springs into the
Marquise'de'Trezac in France:
Once more.all the accepted values were reversed, and it
turned out that Miss Wincher had been in possession of
some key to success on which Undine had not yet put her
hand. To know that others. were indifferent to what she
thought important was to cheapen all present pleasure -
and turn the whole force of her desires in a new
direction (p. 286).
Because of Miss Wincher's successfulvtransformation, Undine
perceives a vision of existence beyond Marvell, beyond Van
Degen, beyond the limits of New York, replaced with the French

' sensibilities of Raymond de Chelles, the world of the French

landed 6entry, and the1r Amerlcan wives, "the women who had
married into the French aristocracy, and who led, in the
high-walled houses'beyond the Seine whichhshe once thought so
dull and dingy, a life that made her own seem as undistinguished
as the social existence:of the Mealey HOOSe",(p. 286). Just as
her perceptions change in accordance with the poSsibilities of
alternative vacation spots, so her berceptions change'in

relation to Miss Wincher's success.

xiﬂ\'k
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When Van Degen throws her over,Jrevealed by Indiana

specifically, and New York soc1ety generally, Undlne respdnds
"accordingly: "Her evening,at,the,Qperaghadeshownfhetuthe—~ —————————
impossibility of remaining in Mew Yort. She had neither the

skill nor the power to fight the forcea of indifference.leagued
against‘her ; . ."'(pp.‘376—7).‘Asfshe rejected Marvell's world
without realy understand1ng it, so she”rejeételvan Degen's world

in the same way, except in this case, that conclusion 1s forced

on her by a commun;ty whose nuances she fa1ls to grasp.‘Her lack

of success in, New York, together with the possibilities

available in France, allows her to give.,definition to her needs

in relation to a new ®ocial framework, whlle MlSS W1ncher s
13

transformatjon gives»redeflnition to Undine's goals in terms of
a new social exemplar. 7

She thus is neither destroyed nor changed by her
_ difficulties, but instead, she instinctually'redefines her goals

in relat;on to the options available, In one wayrlundlneflsﬁm7xﬁ_wm—ﬁ

L 4
rejected by the community she. represents, but in another, more

far-reaching way, she applies and follows the laissez-faire

attitude of her society. When éheiundernrites her escape by

selling Van Degen's pearls, she is without moral misgivings and

merely capitalizes on her losses. In so doing)_she attempts to
turn failure into success by adapting—her needs to her optléhﬁ?f*mw-~

Undine's con51stency and her so:ourn in France therefore

prov1de Wharton with the means not only of reflectlng Undine's"’

S .
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consequences of the American value system in practise. When

Chelles offers marriage, Undlne 5 ~and-Marvell' sfch1ldmprQV%desfjW——ff

the only avenue to soc1al acceptance and success available to

her and, consequently, her surv1val requ1res that she demand
from Marvell “the only element left which gives his own life
meaning. In acknowledging his needs, shemmustrdeﬁy_her own,
which is impossible, and hence, from Undine's perspective, the

issue is clear-cut and straightforward. When she initiates legal:
- proceedlngs agalnst‘Marvell then, her actions are justifiedin

‘and for themselves, nor are compaSsion or pity even a
2 . ..

consideration. Moreover, her actions are reinforced and

;gfsupportedrby<a~iega%fsystemimorefiﬁterestedwin;materiaifrights::;:rfj
than in moral considerations. S ’ |

w

From Marvell's perspective, however, he is once again
pitted against an adversary with a much stronger survi§a1
instinct, and when his half-hearted attempt at adapting fails,
he flounders in the recognition of hlS own pathetlc |

helplessness' “He seemed to be stumbling about in his 1nan;ted-

prejudxces like a, modern man in a mediaeval armour . . . . the
whole archaic structure of his rites and sanctions tumbled down
about him" (p 469). In his role as maladjusted idealist,

Marvell reflects agalnst Undlne s unquestlonedqgﬁd unhe51tat1ng
pragmatlsm,‘and‘therr interplay reveals the consequences of such';

e

a union.

But on another level, Eﬁe”coﬁseQUénCeswofthéif”"WM”ﬂ'

reiatTonshTp‘symboiize‘thE‘TneVTfab1e evolution of the American



‘ ethic.4Because of the nature of altruism and materialism

\respectively, their initial attraction to and sense of potential

1n each other soon proves unworkable and contradictory to their

own expectations and aims, and suggests not only that the
materialistic tendency leads only to greater demands and more
expectations, but that ultimately, regardless of any intrinsic
values and needs, any oppos;ng sensibilities are destroyed by
" the magnitude of such an all- encompas51ng, dynamicfﬂand .
self-serving, albeit meaningless framework. What remains is a
value system dedicated to the rewards, but oblivious to, unaware
of, fand,disini;e,rested,in the fact that the r,e,wards are only ,a_,'
means to a greater,.long—forgotten end.

ConSeQuently, when Undine overpowers Marvell, she does not
act with malice or with mindictiveness, but with the

understanding that he stands in the way of her progress and

goals, and so must be manipulated. From his perspective, Marvell

"removes himself from a world with which he cannot cope, just as
the underlyung values are removed from Q}world dedicated to
different priorities. From Undine's perspective; her pragmatic
self—interest leads to success in her terms insofar as she
obtains the avenue to marriage essential to her well—being,rjust
as pragmatic self-interest‘provides the criteria for her
society.> ‘

‘ 20) married to Chelles, however, her actions and the e
gutggm:ezlkpmedictableinthatsheproyidesayehiclehyghich

the author can assess American culture in relation to French
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culture and customs. Just as Undine's superficial compliance
with convention serves her purposes in New York, so she adapts

again in France, although she is confronted with a system which ..

e

—

is as exacting as it is inflexible. Not_bnly does Chelles define
her‘role accogding to centuries of traditions, bpt she fails toF:3
absorb him either iﬁtellectuall§, or sexually, and her physical
attributes and social graces fail to impress the French
community: "But a woman has got to ,be*something,ﬂmo,re,,,t'ha,n
good-looking to have a chance to be intimate with them: she's’
got to know what's being said about things" (p. 541). Those
gualities which ianrm Undinejs'égistgnce thus are viewed as
insufficient for her husband's needs and irrélevant insofar as
the community is concerned, and suggests that Undine and Chelles
maintain completeiy contradictory priofities.

| While she masters the skills of adm{ssion to French society

5

sufficiently to obtain access, her lack™of understanding about

i

‘the underlying value systém leaves her predictébiy discontented,
which Chelles assesses ‘in terms of his own folly: ". . . and

we're fools enough to imagine that b;cause you copy our wayé and
pick up our slang you understand anything about the things that
make life decent and honourable for us!1" (p. 545). Chelles —
shares Marvell's sensibilities in their dedication to

traditions. But in contrast to Marvell, Chelles is ¢§mp1éte1y

inflexible, as is the community he inhabits. His inflexibility ... .=

ensures his emotional well-being, just as the French community's .-

inflexibility ensures its own perpetuatibﬁ. Hence, Undine's

=
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criticisms of thé\French community are rejected as invalid,

\

irrelevant, or irréggrent,incontrasttotheadaptability/k“~

revealed by the New York community. And.whereas Marvell loses

his own well-being by attending to Undine's needs, Chelles, in
contrast, refuses to adapt\at all.

The limitqgipns in Undfqe's value system become apparent

S,

4

. A . : .
when pitted against a more exacting standard. Unable to "find a
AN
N s .
crack in the strong armour of hef\pusband's habits and

\
prejudices" (p. 547), isolated froﬁ\phe social scene éhdwfﬁewiﬂﬁwrir
frivolities which give her life meaniﬁéx\vndine spbsequently
flounders without direction or purpose i;\e community which

fails tova¢know1édge her needé. Without anyxtpuchstones, she is
reduced by her fear of "social.%eprobatioﬁ" (§}\564), to silent
acquiescence, and is trapped in'a country estaté;\ghere on "one

of the chief distractions [is] . . . to invent ways\og annoying

her mother-in-law . . ." (p. 518). From Chelles" perspéqtive;

and every situation, in épite of any apparent inconsistenciés\or
idiosyncratic needs. From Uﬁdine's perspective, however; |
Chelles' dedication to such a rigid code destroys her 7 Q
self-esteem and leaves her struggling to maintain her identity

as she fights against customs which she does not understand. By
reflectigg Undine agéinst Chelles, then, Wharton makes appareht

the flimsiness of the American value system and the insensitive

[

P
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~and m1ndless rigidity of the French value system.® .
When Elmer,Moffatt reenters Undine's llfe, then he S

prov1des a role model for Undine by wh1ch sh, is able tc¢

redefine her existence according to more attractive and
lucrative possibilities. In spite of her experience;with
Chelles, Undine remains cémpletely consistent, givenrthe,proper
stimulus:

The Driscolls, and Shallums, and Mrs. Rolliver! How
carelessly [Moffatt] rolled off their names! One could
see from his tone that he was one of them and wanted her

to know it. And nothing could have given her a completer
-sense of his achievement--of the number of millions he

must be worth (p.534).

Through Moffatt, Undine is able to redefine her role 'in the
American cultural context, which counterbalances and offsets the

French conceptlon of her irrelevancy.
1 4

‘More importantly, he relnforces her identity and recreatés
meaning in her life: "Here was some one who spoke her language,
who knew her meanings, who understood, instinctively all the
déeb¥§éé£é&“§én857f6EWGB§EBﬁBéEﬁSE§ﬁTEéaﬂVéEéBﬁié?yvﬁgawﬁd’”’*
terms;vand as‘she'taiked she?once more seemed to herself q‘*

intelligent, elequea%,‘and interesting” (p. 536). He redefines

"Wershoven comes to much the same conclusion, albe1t in

d1fferent terms: "But the contrast of the American outsider and

the French insider reveals not only the” errors of American

attitudes by the hypocrisies of French ways and their

resemblances to certain American attitudes. Chief among the
similarities of the two groups is the mercenary nature of their
supposed romances. The marriage of Raymond and Undine is one of -
mutual exploitation, for Chelles expects to profit by it ... .. .
financially, as his brother Hubert does when he marries another .
American heiress, a;miy named Miss Looty Arlington" (Female

Intruder, p. 68).

-

g .
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‘her life at its most essential level. Undine”instinctually'

senses that 1f Elmer Moffatt can buy hlS way 1nto New York _;mermfe

soc1ety, then given enough money, she could buy her way back

into society as well, Her connectlon w1th Moffatt provides her
with the cultural, social, and materialistic framework she
needs, but more importantlyh their mutual assumptibns,aQout
wealth as the avenue to power give definition to Undine's life
and-create specific goals. Undine's response to Moffatt'so
revives and restores her that she feels " shamed of her tame
acceptance of her fate" (p. 537), and she becomes driven to
succeed according to this new possibility as a means of escaping
her present debilitating circumstance. . -
$ : v

Moffatt reinforces Undlne s value system in another way as
well:

. . . [He] launched out on-an epic recital of plot and

counterplot . . . . It was of no conseqguence that the

details and the technicalities escaped her: she knew

their meaningless symbols stood for success, and what

that meant was as clear as day to her. Every Wall Street

—_term had its equivalent in the. language,ofeElftthuenueWﬂmwa_ﬂf,

- .« « o To have thlngs had always seemed to her the

first essential of existence, and as she listened to him

_the vision of the things he could have unrolled itself

before her like the the long triumph of an Asiatic
congueror (p. 537-38).

According to their sexual roles then, each strines for the best,
which Moffatt achieves through business deals that are

underhanded, with dubious connectionsvail the way to Congress,

and which Undine achieves through self-serving marriage

contracts and-a legal system concerned only with propertyand ——— :

material rights. For both Marveﬂan&gn%—%}nanc—ra%%ewardi
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‘and material comfort are the criteria for measuring success, and
achieving such material recognition provides 1ts own,sjf;’;iij:tm”;ﬂf

justification. Moffatt's dedication tortherwpglg of business

reflects against Undine's dedication to the business of
marriage, énd'iﬂ this sense, they are kindred.
" Their shared assumptions and similarity in values sﬁggestS-

that Moffatt can fulfill Undine's needs in every way: he is
\\{ich he is accepted at hgme and abroad; and he'understands her
needs and excesses, and willingly 1ndulges them. Moreover, they'
are culturally and soc1ally compatible which, in response. to
Undine's experience with Chelles, becomes an essentialraspect if
she is to maintain any identity at all. She thus discovers the_"
means to ingratiate herself to Moffatt by‘developing some
adeptnéss at ferreting out the collectibles which he admires (p.
561); and'by,acquiring "as medh of the jargon as a pretty woman

B}

needs to produce the impression of being well-informed . . ."

| (p. 561) In so d01ng, ‘she hopes to become a part of his
collection. ‘

Hence, the patterﬁ repeats itself, and Undinevescapes to a
more lucrative opportunity with her image restored, her values
reinforced and her goals redefined in relation.to her own
social framework. By contrasting Undine against Moffatt in thlS
way, the similarity in their values system is revealed, albeit
accerdi;; to their sexual roies, as is the optimistic |

expectation by which they maintain xheir equ111br1um and their

momentum, in spite of any setbacks. = P’
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And yet, the ultimate irony is that, despite her social and»

material success; Undine's modus operand1 does not prov1de for

fulfillment even in her own terms.~By marry1ng Moffatt she

receives the recogn1t1on and prestlge she requ1re5°
It was only necessary to glve people the time to pretend
they had forgotten; and already they were pretending
beautifully. The French world had of course held out the
longest; it had strongholds she might never capture. But
alfeady, seceders were beginning to show themselves . .
. (p. 590

In reaching this pinnacle, Undine gonferms to ever more
punctilious standards of etiquette in order to fulfill her -~
superficial sense of what each tole tequires. The result is that
in her social_evolution, she becomes alienated from Moffatt, in
spite of their kindredship: | ‘

. . . he had given her all she had ever wished for . . .
he had made up to her for all her failures and blunders
. . . . But there were [times] when she saw his defects’
and was irritated by them: when his loudness and '
redness, his misplaced joviality, his familiarity with
the servants, his alternative swagger and ceremony with
her friends, jarred on perceptlons that had developed in
her unawares (p. 591).

x

While she obtains amusement with Moffatt Eﬁéh;’hér standards of
respectability evolve beyond his own, which diminishes her
contentment. However superficial her mimicry is, and regardless
of her frustrations in dealing with such standards, she
nevertheless is inculcated with the form if not the substance of
her role models, which suggests that she internalizes standards
which have no meaning for her, but which, i:onically, deny her

the possibility of fulfillment. - o - -
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More importantly, the drive and momentum by which she

achieves her success also ensure that she,remainhdisconnectedzmm;”

"Even now, however, she was not always happy. She had everythlng

she wanted, but she. still felt, at times, that there were other

things she might want, if she knew about them" (p. 591). When an

ambassadorship is mentioned she focuses on _that possibility, but
the position is less important than the fact that she
ingfinctually 1ooks beyond her present h rizons for more
fﬁifative possibilities, which leaves her disenchanted with her -
present boundaries. She thus is trapped in a continueus search
for something more and different as a means to compensate for
her feelings of inadeguacy and discententment, which, . .
ironically, remains elusive and‘unobtainable by virtue of her
lack of understanding and commitment.

- That need for the unobtainable, however, serves her well

insofar as she continuously expands the boundaries of her

perdeptions apd strives for ever more lucrative possibilities.

By which, in her terms and in the terms of her soc1ety, she is
extremely successful. In the sense that she evolves into a
physical and social exemplar, Undine maintains control of her

own aestiny, within the social framework and according to the

. poSsibilities which arise within her sexual role. Her dedication

E

of purpose ensures that she prov1de for her own needs, and the
consequences fall to those who attempt to stand in her way:. That

Undine adapts sd well to this framework with so little

N
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understanding pointedly revealshow flimsy is-theassumption——



that wealth is a criterion for worth. That she remains

unfulfilled suggests that without any intrinsic values, Undine's

ambitions and momentﬁm,only provide;ah,escapeﬁfromwthe
- meaninglessness of her life. -

To suggest, however, that Wharton's purpose is simply to
illustrate the kind of‘self—serQihg and oallous adaptability
required to survive and to succeed in this society is to ignore
_the implications of the various levels of interplay, although |
" this element certalnly is essential and prov1des the unlfylng
framework of the dlscourse. On this level, Undine’ s_unquestloned
dedication to physical and material values reflects against
Lily's commitment to the spiritual and against Charity'sr W
instinctual response to the sehsual, and together, they reveal
the essence of‘woman in the larger framewdrh of Wharton's
_perceptions. d”

Lily's attempt to maintain values in a world operating
according to more expedient concerns leads to her death; = 1
Charity'e attempt to fulfill her sensual needs in a world which
fails to acknowledge those needs leads to her emotional
destruction;'and Undine's conformity to the materialistio
pursuits of everyone around her leads to frustratleﬁ”and
discontentment. The evolutlon of these characters suggests,
therefore, that in the context of Amerlcan soclety, the roles

avallable .to women do not serve their sp1r1tual or emotlonal

needs, and attemptlng to fulfill those needs is a mean1ngless

and futile exercise whlch leads to death or to l1fe in- death or
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to an endless pursuit to escape inadequacy.

But given these options, Undine's evolution suggests tha t

in spite of specific limitations, her priorities’are the least

?self-destructive(hhowevefdestrUCtivésheis to o£ﬂers. In th?s
way, Undine illustfates thaf survival necessitates the
transformation of woman from victim to victimizer as a means of
maintaining control over her own destiny in a world dedicated to

its own self-aggrandisemenf. By adapfing to the cusfom;‘::H
conventions of her $o€iety, rather than fiéhting~againstwthose:wwrww
standargzéas Lily ané Charity do, Undine ﬁs successful in her

own terms and éccording tovher peers, and that, ultimately, is

all fhat matters to her and to this sbqiety, despite any

personal frustration or spiritual discontentment.

And this perception informs the larger issue in The Custom

of the Country: an assessment of the cUltural‘evolutioh of

America. On this level, Undine not only contrasts with her

@

parents and her Apex friends to provide an historical and

regional context, but she also contrasts with Marvell and his

family and against various segments of,NeﬁyYork.soéiety:in order.
to cover the full range of Amer ican sensibilities.JTheqanélysis
Vconsiders the phenemona of the cultural identity of § Wholé‘
nation as it was originally-concéTved, and how»fhaf‘jdentity: s
evolves in relation to changing‘percéptiohs and cohéerns.AByﬁ

reflecting Undine and Marvell against each other and qgaingt

4 2]

others, the interplay of characterS’pointS”toathe tradéformati9n~~fm~

-3

of the American ethic ffamasee%aji:fésgeﬂsibleaﬂd. S _' ;
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ihdividually productive system into one which is without.

intrinsic values and concerned only with Selféaggrandisemént'as,

a measure of worth.

Wharton's purpose, howevér, is not only to address the
nature of this evolutigg, but to reveal what the implications
are for a society‘d:iven by such criteria. For this reason,
Uhdine provides the consistency necessary to measure the
phenomenon in and for itself, in relation to the needs of the
individual, as a unifying force for soc;ety genéral;y,“qnq in
comparison to the‘cultural framewofk‘of French society. Because
Undine lacks any inherant values, she is driven%is pursuit of
material and sociélgoals as a way to define her existence, but
which always prove inadeqﬁate and insufficient, with the result
’that She continuqlly modifies and adabts her perceptions in
s?ﬁi?xgé gécape her 6wn meaninglessness. Apd because Undine

mirrors the priorities and concerns of those around her,

regardless of social and regional nuances, she symbolizes a

vhole generation driven in the same meaningless pursuit. By
‘consistently adapting to cpnstantly—changing critéria, Undine
.ana her society expand their perceptions and their expecfations
and reap great_material success. |

But atﬁthe“same-ﬁime, such rewards prove inadequéte insofar
‘as i;dividual neéeds é:e concerned, are destfuctive tO'thos§ who
do{not,éoﬁply, énd>become inégbstantial in cbmparison to more

rigid standards, which suggests that é,daptab,ilit)L as a_ .

i~
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j:j2>the worldly rewards. In order to address the ramifications of

this issue, Undine's character is not developed fully, nor does
she chénge or grow except physically;andvsocially. Méreover, her
movement up the social scale becomes as tedious as it is
linevitable, despite her temporary setbacks and frustration.
Although she tests the bounds of verisimiiifude, however, Undine
unquestionably serves the purpose in reveaiing Wharton's vision
from a clear-sighted understanding and assessment of a societ%
justifying its perpetuation by trying to escape from its

inadequacies.
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VI. Ethan Frome: The Dutiful Ska’C'fflLf'ifé' T

Although Wharton focuses on women in The House of erth Summer,

and The Custom of the Count;y, she is obv1ously interested in

men's roles in soc%s;yaéjwe;l, for in Ethan Frome and The Age

of Innocence, men Become the central characters. In other novels

which focus on men, like The Valley of Dec151on with its

polltlcal empha51s, A Son at the Front w1th its subject of war,

and Hudson River Bracketed and The Gods Arrive, with their

bortrairs of the artist, the social evolution of the individuel
becomes less important in reletion to these special interests.
But those novels concerned specifically with inter-personal -
relationships from a male perspeetive, provide an erfeetive

counterpoint to Wharton's assessments of women in society. In a .

~-sense then, the link moves from Lily and Charity to Marvell,

who, like them, unsuccessfully attempts to reconcile his

- personal needs within a spocial framework operating by more.

expedient and self-serving criteria.

s

While Marvell's evolution is only one of a multitude of

issues presented in The Custom of the Country, the evolution of

- A

the central characters in Ethan Frome and The Age of Innocence

provides the unifying issue of the discourse in these novels.

Moreover, not only do the protagonists, Ethan Frome and Newland
Archer experience the same kind of struggle as do Marvell,

Lily, and Charlty, but Wharton remalns con51stent ‘in her .
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approach: like- the others, Ethaﬁ and Newland are segregated from

Ethan and Newland,accept‘certainlassumptionsAaboutrtheirvsoeial—————,—
’ and marital responsibilltles, and comply with certain

conventions; Similarly, Wharton‘s‘technigue'is-consistent,in,her R
use of reflecting angles of v1sion. Here, however she'contrasts
female characters w1th the central male characters as a means of
creating interplay without resolution. But as in the other
'novels, the evolution,of the central characters prov1des the
 means to assess moral gu1delines which work against the needs of
the individual. |

" In Ethan Frome, Wharton utilizes the same setting as in

,’SUmmeti"although the harsh vitality of a New'England winter'
transforms the scene. Moreover, Wharton adds a first person i
narrator who 1nteracts with Ethan and frames the 1nterplay

between the three central characters, Ethan, Zenobia Frome,,and
Mattie Silver. By utilizing a narrator to addwanotherwanglemofuww;fWﬁ
‘v151on, Wharton provides a means not only to assess the

" relationship in 1ts own terms, but also according to an out51der
whorwitneSSes the consequences of that relationship twenty-four

years later. The esSentialwconcernlthus is two-fold, or rather,

the essential conternvcontinues beyond the immediate crisis and

into an evaluation of the conseguences of -that crisis over the
course of a lifetime, by someone who is sensitive to Ethan's
env1ronment and influences, but who is objective enough to ‘

provide a contrasting perspective from the larger, out51de
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world;”{ d
In thisrwaydthen' the long;term’conseguenees of"EthanWsW77

_actions are made apparent from,the,start whlch the narrator
reveals in his assessments of Ethan s - repressed potentlal and in
’hlS meagre ex1stence. Nelther the narrator, nor Ethan howeverf N
- provides or suggests a resolutzon to the confllct presented
Rather, a very compiexg;ssue.ls reduoed to its most‘essentral‘
‘level; wherélﬁhe setting, the interplay of a fewlcharaotersz a
final ironic reversal, and time itselfg allow the_implications'
to speak for themselves. |

At the onset, the narratorvprOVides specific details about

=

>

Ethan's historical andfoulturaL influences.rsftuated in a rural,
forgotten area of’New England Starkfleld is, as the name -
implies, a v1llage which contrasts w1th the natural vigor of the

surroundings: "I had been struck by the contrast between the

'In her introduction to the Modern Student's Library Edition of
Ethan Frome, written in 1922, Wharton emphasizes the importance
of the narrator: ". . . only the narrator of the tale has scope
enough to see it all, to resolve it ‘back into simplicity, and to
put ‘it in its rightful place among his larger catagories”
["Introduction to Ethan Frome" in Ethan Frome, (New York:
Scribner's Research Anthologies, 1968), p. 71]. Griffin Wolff
goes on' to suggest that ". . . the relation of the tale to the
narrator's larger catagories . . . [is] the primary interest,

the focus of the story as Wharton defined it" (Feast of Words,
p. 162). While the importance of the narrator should not be
ignored, the interplay between Ethan and Mattie and Zeena
provides the dominant chord in the tale and should not be
downplayed, which Griffin Wolff herself later acknowledges: "Not
situation alone, not narrator alone, but each illuminating the
other . . ." (p. 163). She does maintain, however, that the tale.
is largely a figment of the nparrator's imagination, and as such,
is suspect, which allows her to move her discussion into
psychological analysis and away from the implications of Ethan's
situation. » : ‘
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v1ta11ty of the climate and the deadness of the communlfy;"2

-This contrast between the surroundlngs and the 1nhab1tants;4i:;9tlw~5
occurs, in part——beeause the latter unquest}en%ngly~aeeep%~thexzffmuf
own 1n51gn1f1cance in relatlon to the forces of nature whlch o
envelop their existence: "I began to understand why’Starkfield’
emerged from its six months' siege like‘a starved garrison
capitulafing without»éuarter"(p 1}). Because the nafrator

o

v151ts Starkfield in winter, he perceives a vision of existence
_reduced to its most essential elements 1nsofar as one mustr -
either escape or remain.and‘accepyz "'Most of the smart ones getv
away'" (p. I1). In»those that remain, the narrator senses
resignation and acceptance: "Allrth d&ellers‘in Starkfiela, ;S‘
in more notable communities, had had troubles enough of ‘their
own to make them comparatively indifferent to those of their
*neighbours e ."(p. 11). Even the community's mdst-pre-eminent
citizen, Mrs. Hale, with whom the narrator lodges, is in reduced
circumstaﬁees,.which she accepts with "decent dignity" (p,ﬁlll;f”,mw,
The narrator's response reveals his understanding of a
community where survival is the mos£ important issue, and for
some, the only issue. He enjoys listening to Mrs. Héle's
"éhronicles" about the commuhity, not because like her, he ". .-
; 5 -
. felt, or affected, any social superiority to the people about
her . . ."(p. 11), but because, like Mrs. Hale, h; is able to

perceive and'to assess the community on a different level: ". .

2gdith Wharton, Ethan Frome, (New York: Scribners Research
Anthologies, 1968), p. 10. All further references to this text
are from this edition. . : :
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. 1t was only that the accident of a finer sensibility ana a
little more education had put jﬁst‘enough distance between
herself and her neighbours to enable her to judge'thémhwith

detachment"(p. 11). Like Mrs.rHéle then, the narrator accepts

the community as a cohesive unit which has evolved in its own

terms and according to its particular needs, but like Mrs. Hale,

g

- the narratof'also is able to perceive the significance of the
evolution on tﬁefinhébﬁtants,‘ |
While the narrator understands the community's evolutién,
he senses that Ethan's persohnal evoiution is more complex: ". .
. he was the most striking figure in Starkfield, though he was
but the ruin of a man" (p. 9). The magnitude of this
contradiction is reinforced by his dedication to a role which 1is
so obviously debilitating: "That man touch a hundred? He looks
as ithe was dead and in hell now" {(p. 10). Given the
generalities of Ethan's background, and his qccident twenty-four
‘years previously (p. 10), the narrator cannot reconcile the
image of Ethan's potential with the reality of'his existence,
/and enquiri€s to Mrs. Hale are as unproductive as Harmon Gow's
ingenuous assessment: "Though Harmon Gow dé{i}oped the tale as
far as his mental and moral reach permittéd‘thcre were
perceptible gaps between his facts, and I had the sense that the
deeper meaning of the story was in the gaps" (p. 10). This
assumption by the narrator, as well as his understanding of a

community which allows such tragedy to perpetuate itself

unchecked, allows him to reach through his own perceptions into
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Ethan's past-rw1thout the’ trollxes,,blcycles. and communication

systems now common to the area, "Twenty years earller the means’

"of re51stance must have been far -fewer, and- the enemy in- command
of almost all the lines of accessvbetweenvthe beleagured
villages . . ." (p. 11). The narrator recreates in his mind a - ~
vision of an earlier time, when the community was more isolatedj
when winter was a domineering enemy, and Ethan a young man;‘

Just -as Charity's evolution reflects her instinctual
response to, the natural fertility of a ‘rural summer, so Ethan's
evolution reflects that same rural environment at a different
stage, when isolation, monotony, and deedness become the common
characteristics of the area and the inhabitants, and

particularly Ethan:" _ ' _ .

He seemed a part of the mute meloncholy landsdcape, an
incarnation of its frozen woe, with all that was warm

and sentient in him fast bound below the surface; but
there was nothing unfrlendly in his silence. I simply
felt that he lived in a depth of moral isolation too
remote for casual access, and 1 had the sense that hlS
loneliness was not merely ‘the result of his personai -
plight, tragic as 1 guessed that to be, but had in it .

. . .« the profound accumulated cold of many Starkfield
winters (p. 12).

Whereas Charity reflects the fertility of her environment, Ethan
reflects the winter of his environment, which seems premature
for a man of his stature, and more advanced than his age and
circumstances would suggest, even in the bleak and dead
hostility of a rural New England winter. The narrator senses
that Ethan is integrated into his community, and in some'w;ys
symbolizes his environmeht, but that, also, Ethan somehow is set

apart by virtue of his mien, his circumstances, and by the gaps
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in his history.

The narrator's curiosity is aroused further &héhféthérf
contradictions become apparent. He dlscovers that Ethan, like -
the "smart ones™ escaped Starkfleld for Florlda, and that he
enjoyed the experlence- "I was down there Once, and for a good
while afterward I could call up ‘the 51ght of it in winter. But
now it's all snowed under" (p. 12). Ethan's response suggests
that although he accepts the virtues of alternative
possibilities, escape for him becameaonly a temporary phenomenon
which, for a’time, provided a means of coping with the more-
debilitating aspects of his existence. Moreover, when he
encounters a technical volume, Ethan reveals a contrast between
his public image‘and his actual intellectual capacity, which the
narrator notes: "I wondered less at his words. than at the queet
"note of resentment in his voice. He was evidently surprised and
slightly aggrieved at his own ignorance" (p. 13). In their
interrelationship,‘then, a$ brief and as superficial as it is, |,

the narrator and Ethan reflect each other's sensibilities and
assumptions. S

From Ethan‘s perspective, the narrator revives memories and °
possibilites beyond the narrow ;estraints of Starkfield, while
from the nar;ator‘s perspective, Ethan not only symbolizes the
7>stagnant inertia of a whole community, but‘stands out as more

tormented apd more stoic, thereby re1nforc1ng his traglc

_ _d1mens1ons- "Such tastes and acqulrements in a man of his

cond1t10n made the contrast more p01gnant between his outer

-
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situation and his inrfer needs . . ." (p. 13). Because these men

are thrown together regularly, and because of thelr rapport thé""_”

narrator becomes obsessed with Ethan's evolution.

When a snowstorm cripples the'communify, the narf;for is
taken symbolically into Ethan's past, arriving by horse-drawn
sled to an isolated, decaying farm which is barely surviving‘
winter's onslaught. The front narrative frame thus provides. a
means of reaching inﬁo Ethan's past and into his perceptiqngfr
while at the same time, forcing an assessment of His actiohs
according to the more objective, less narrow sensibilities of
the narrator. Layering the angles of vision also ant1c1pates the
narrator's 1mmed1até reactlon to the facts of Ethan's 11fe in
the end frame, which contrasts sharply with Ethan's own_st01c
acceptahce. In so doing, the meaning in the'gap fsieffectively,
and silently, provided. The interplay between thése characéeég
therefore provides a means to assess Ethan in hjs.own terms and
also acccording to a sympathetic outsider whb does not share
Ethan's” assumptions, but who isqnevertheleés driven to
undgrstand his predicament. |

Consequently, although the nariétor disappears, Ethan's
evolution is presented in relation to the lohg;tgrm effects of
those choices-made‘twenty—four yeafsibefore. As a young man,
Ethan expands his horizons through an engineering course, which,
together with a "siight engineering job in Florida, put in his
way during his period of study at Worchester, increésed his

faith in his ability as well as his eagerness to see the world .
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. ." (p. 28). By initially'léay}ng Starkfield .for school and for

-

travel, Ethgn reveals a need for stimulus not availégiérinfﬁggi
’small comﬁunity; but he is pulled back by circumstépces:
"Fust(sic) his’fapher got a kick, éut haying, and went soft in
the brain, -and gave money away like Bible texts afore he died.
Then his mother went queer and draggedvalong for years as weak
as a baby . .'.“ (p. 12). In spite of his personal'ambitionsjr
Ethan fulfills his filial duty,-end his existence is reduced to
a siient and lonely vigil over his wéak and aiiing mother.

That Ethan complies so readily to such a debilitating rofe
suggests that when a choice must be made, he suppfesses his own
needs in favour of'family and community expectations. His own
needs therefore becomé subservient to the needs of those who
rely on his sense of duty and responsibility, which for Ethan 1is
defined in te;ms of the material maintenance of a'hélpleSs; |
dyinngoman. Ethan gives up his own goals ana dreams, beyond the
- odd reminder of whgz he might have achieved, given different
circumstanées; .

This role is so contradictory with his needs, hOWever,ithat
when Zeena comes to nurse his mother, Ethan reacts
instinctively: "After the mortal silence of his'long
imprisonment Zeena's volubility was music to his ears" (p.
27-8). In a sense, she becomes mother-like, nurturing and
providing an avenue for him to redefine his role along less
debilitating lines, albeit according to her own expectations:

"The mere fact of obeying [Zeena's] orders, of feeling free to
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go about his business again,and talk with other men, restored

his shaken balance ana maghifiedrhisrééﬁéé offéﬁét:Hé oﬁédiﬁgr"7”W”m
(p. 28). Ethan's response to his mother firgf"éﬁd’fhéﬁ”fé’Zééﬁﬁ;T"*;"
suggests that he is driven less by personal ambiﬁion than by a
value system which puts his mother's well-being ahead of his

own, and which provides him with a conventional social

framework.

This value system, togéther with his acquiescenf nature and
his fear ofyloneliness on the farm in winter, leads to an
almost-instinctual demand for whaf Zeena prov{des and
represents: ", . . when he saw hér preparingvto gb éway, he was
‘seized with an unreasoning dread of Being left alone on the
farm; and before he knew what he was'doing he had asked her to
stay there with him" (p. 28). Ethan chooses marriage then, not
for romantiC'reaSOns, buf as an escape from loneliness and as a_
way to define and to give meaning to his life. In so doing, he
places the responstbility’for”his own well-being with a woman
who does not necessarily recognize or understaM@ his needs, but |
who does furnish him with a framework for existenee. Marriage to
Zeena thus provides Ethan an escape from'his own sense of
inadequacy.

Moreover, because he does not envision escape from the férm
without Zeena's assistance, he reveals how tenuous is his sense
of individuality ané independence, given the choice between
making his own way and relying on Zeena for support. Ethan's
understanding of his own iimitations is revealed in hié decision
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to marry Zeena, and marriage becomes his attempt,to reconcile

the contradictions between his needs and the social framework he

requires. Ethan is so Unfulﬁilled’bx'the relationship, hQiever,
that providing for his social well-being becoﬁes tantamount to
denying his spiritual and emotional well-being, although he
accepts'£he consequences of that choice.

Like Ethan, Zeena also reveals specific contradictiéns in
her nature, and in her expectations about' the marriage. On the
one hand, ". . . she had let her husband see from the first that.
life on an isolated farm was not what she had expected when she
married” (p. 28). But on the other hana; remaining in this small
‘community is important to her well-being: '

She4chose to look down on Starkfield, but she could not

have lived in a place which looked down on her. Even

Bettsbridge or Shadd's Falls would not have been

sufficiently aware of her, and in the ‘greater cities

which attracted Ethan she would have suffered a complete

loss of identity (p. 28). ,
Like ﬁthan then, Qho defines his role according to filial and
conventional expectations, Zeena aiso defines her idéntity
according to her social framework. Remaining in Starkfield is as
important to Zeena's emotional well-being as escaping is for
Ethan's own well-being, in spite of her constant complaints to
the contrary..

AS a result, Ethan énd Zeena remain in Starkfield, where
she becomes absorbed with her deteriorating health and with
Ethan's inadequacies as a husband: "when she spoke it was only

to complain, and to complain of things not in his power to

remedy . . ." (b. 28) They are trapped by their mutual need for
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each other in that Ethan supports her, while she givea a foous"
to hlS existence accordlng to c¢onventional expectatlons. “That
fulfilling thesé& needs is Sordebilitat%ng to'both~ra£sesﬂ4w; ﬂv%¥f~—
.specific questions ooncerning the nature of interpersonal
relationships: from Ethan's perspective, the marriage inhibits
the possibility of broadening his.horizons or fulfilling his
emotional‘needsﬁ while‘from Zeena's oerspective, the marriage-
condemns her to an existence out of keeplng with her
: expectatlons. Each needs the other, but at the same tihe; eaoh;
resents the restraints which go along with the benefits.

When Mattle Silver comes to assist in the household she
flllS the same role that Zeena orlglnally fllled insofar as
Matt1e-g1ves meaning to Ethan's life beyond the confines of his'
present situation. Ethan feels the limitations in his |
relatlonshlp with Zeena, not because he resents his role, but
because that role is so dlsconnected from everything he values'h
"By nature grave anérlnart&culate, ‘he admired recklessness and
gaiety in others ana was warmed to the marrow by friendly human
intercourse" (p. 27). Mattie's liveliness, her cheery
disposition and her youthful enthusiasm (p. fﬁ), contrast
sharply with Zeena'a silent, aging pessimism.

Hence, Mattie fills the gap in Ethan‘S\existence:

But it waa not only that the coming to his house of a

bit of hopeful young life was like the lighting of a

fire on a cold hearth . . . . She had an eye to see and

an ear to hear: he could show her things and tell her

things, and taste the bliss of feeling that all he

imparted left long reverberations and echoes he could -
wake at will (pp. 17-18).

196



.Insofar as she aamires his knowledge éndfﬁnderStanding, in
_cgntfast to Zeena's complaihﬁs abbut hiéihabilities;'Mattie“'
reinforces Ethan's‘Self—imége..Wbenéas higiduties on the farm
are'completelywdisconhected f;dm;his'feal in‘éfé ts{ Mattieisv’

response makes those interests seem relevant and important and

admirable. Moreover, she awakens his séxual‘neeasﬁas'wélli "and 'C:f
there were other sensatiéhs,_lgss definable buf more exquisite, |
"~ which dfew them together with a shockrbf?silent*joy . . f“ (p;'
18). Mattie's résponse to Ethan reveals thé'émotional, T‘f : ;)%/(—
intellectual, and sexual'limiézzzbns'of his'éXisteﬁce, and his |
attraction to her is almost instinctual, as repressed éé such
instincts are within thefédcial-cépvéntions-of’his communityQ
. As a marFiéd man, Ethanfs duty‘iéhto hiszife and to his ’
farm, and he aqéeptS'this role aS’uhqueStioningly‘as He'éatlier
accepts his feséonsibilitiés to hiS‘mother; But whereas his
response to Zeena is defined by the legitimacy of the marriage
contract, as unfulfilling as,that-pecomes for both of fhem, his
response to Mattie cannot be‘realized through sucﬁ cohventidnélr
avenues. Ethan therefore restricts himself to twinges of
jealousy, to intima;e moments of innocent pleasure, and to
supplementing her housekeeping,efforts‘to maintain peace in the
household. Compensating for the limitations in his existence is
at best vicarious and tenuous, and. lies clearly within the
bounds of conventional morality: "The fact that he had no right
to show his feelings, and thus provoke the expression of hers,
made him attach a fantastic importance to every change in her

/
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look and tone" (p.' 21). As repressed as his instincts are,

however' and as- llmItEd as hlS perceptlons may be, Ethan is "f'”w”
-mdrawn 1nev1tably towarés the possrballttesfwhfch~Matt1fr4'4*44~r*”**”
represents. -

From Mattle s perspectlve, her relat10nsh1p w1th Ethan [
encompasses more practlcal concerns. Mattle comes to the Frome.“
household because her father s economlc fallures and het
background leave her_nnprepared for more lucrative -
- possibilities: T : B 3y 77 | o

. n

"... . Mattie, at twenty, was left alone to make her way

.,+ <« .For this purpose, her equipment, though varied,

was inadequate. She could trim a hat, make molasses

candy, recite ... . and play TR wWhen she tried to - = — =
extend-the field of her activity in the direction of

stenography and bookkeeping her health broke down and

six months on her feet behind the counter of a

department store did not tend to restore it (p. 25).

Like Lily, Mattie's options are limited by her background, and
’similarly, she'also is taken in by:an equally unfriendly and

dlsapprov1ng relative, albelt on a completely dlfferent soc1al

and economic level. "Zenobla was doubtful of the g1r1 s
efficiency, but [was] tempted by the freedom to f1nd fault
without much risk pf.losing her; and so Mattie'came to
Starkfield" (p. 25). Mattie maintains therhodse; and Ethan
maintains the farm, and Zeena rules them both.with a'criticalv
eye: "Zenobia's‘fault-finding‘was of the silent kind, but not
'the less discouraging for that" (p. 25). Just as Ethan does;not
guestion his role in his relationship with Zeena,VSO Mattie
unguestioningly accepts her role as well, but while Ethan's R

commitment stems from his sense of responsibility, Mattie's

o
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commitment results from the dearth of alternate p0551b111t1es-77;

"'Where'd I go, 1f‘ did [leave]"" (p. 22). Mattie is

v1ct1mized therefore, by economicgrealities, while Ethan is

* victimized by his sense of duty.

1nh1b1ts her response to Ethan.

But just as Ethan's role is insufficient for him, so |
ﬁattiefs role is ihsufficientvfor her, befondfthe'basicdone of .
survival,:She goes to theIOCCasional dance, but'EthanVS'7
"attentions and his 1nterests strike such a respon51ve chord in
her that her position in the Frome household 1s jeopardized
Hence, Mattie also reveals a contradiction between'her role and
her expectations 1nsofar as her increasing affection for Ethan |
is counterbalanced by Zeena's growing animosity, which makes
Mattie's position precarious: "[Ethan's dread] was formed*of

Zeena's obstinateisilencekﬁof Mattie's sudden look of warning .

. (p. 25). Mattie needs the affection which Ethan provides,

.but she needs to maintain her economic security as well which

Within the narrow confines of the farmhouse, then, and
isolated by winter weather and their own sensibilities, Ethan,
Zeena, and Mattie are forced to confront their own and- each
others's contradictions. Zeena's unhappiness is reflected in her
constant complaints and declining health, but the essential
issue is her emotional well-being: "Zeena took the‘view that
Mattie was bound to make the best of Starkfield'since she hadn't
any other place to go tof‘butrthis did not strike Ethan as

conclusive. Zeena, at any rate, did not apply the principle in
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her own'case (p 24) For'Zeena;'definin§7herwekistenéeilf””'m
according to the narrow confines- of Starkfield demeans her sense.

vof self—worth,,and because she cannot accept her own
limitations; she p01nts:to‘those around her instead. By.
suggesting that Ethan and Mattie do not fulfil} her

expectations, Zeena compensates for her own unfulfilled needs.

In this sense, Zeenafs spiritual partner is Undine, in that both

look to and blame others for their own unhappiness. ﬁutiZeena,fﬂrﬁffw

T

.
superior and in control, she is restricted to a role which is

like Mattie, has few options. Because Zeena needs to feel

necessafyifor her well—being; but which is, at the samevtime,
'debilitating.‘Moreover, Zeena's position is increasin%ly
threatened by Ethan's growing affection for Mattie.? 7

From Mﬁé%ie s perspective, she must usurp Zeena's position

in the household in order to obtain the security necessary for

her own well-being. But such an action is impossible by virtue

of Mattie's inability to see beyond her own limitations and
'Zeena's power, with the result that Mattie is drawn towards a

crisis for which she is ill-equipped, but which*neéertheless is

3ammons interprets Zeena's role differently: "Ethan. Frome
maintains that witches are feal. There are women whose
occupation in life consists of making other people unhappy.
Ethan Frome includes three. Ethan's mother, housebound and
isolated . . . . Zeena's hypochondria, her frigidity, her
taciturnity broken only by querulous nagging, her drab
appearance——these make her an unsympathetic charactger . . .+ .
Mattie Silver is merely spared the gradual disintegration into

queerness . . ." (Argument, p. 68-9). Ammons' analysis, Ahouever,,

fails to acknowledge the underlying implications in Zeena's
actions .and her attitude, nor does Ammons consider the-
limitations in Zeena's role, which she herself understands.
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ineyitable because of her need for Ethan's support and : -

attention. Both Zeena and Mattie thus are threatened by the

other, but lack any avenues' to reconciliation. ‘

-

For Ethan, his desire tovescape Starkfield is not so much a

Ties sm e

wish for more lucrative possibilities, as that his existence

provides so little spiritual°Sustenance. Mattie reveals to

~Ethan, however, that marriage itself is not the cause of his
unhabpiness, but rather, that his relationship with Zeena is
llfeless'

For years that gquiet company [in the graveyard] had
mocked his restlessness, his desire for change and ‘
'We never got away--how should you?' seemed to
itten on every headstone; and whenever he went in
out” “of his gate he thought with a shiver, 'I shall .
Jusf go on living here till I join them' But now all "’
esire for change had vanished, and the 51ght of the
little enclosure gave him a warm sense of continuance
and stability (p. 22).

Ethan's unhappiness, therefore,.is"nof caused by the role of
husband and Starkfield resident which he feels compelled to
play, but‘rather, because he chose the wrong wife.

In his attraction to Mattie, he continues to define hié
existence according to conventional éssumptions, and imagines
her replacing Zeena as a means of fulfilling his expectations
from life. But his adherence to such conventional guidelinés
paradoxically inhibits the fulfillment of such expectations,
simply by virtue of his sense of responsibility to Zeena. She,
Mgttie, and Ethan thus all attempt to escape their entrapment by

feeding on the potentiality each finds in the others.
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When Zeena unexpecténtly leaves the farm overnight, Ethan
and Mattie are afforded the opportunity to test their
relationship. As attracté&d as they are to each other, they are
restrained by their own inhibitions and by Zeena's presence,
with the result that any intimacy is at best sporadic: "Ethan, a
moment eaflier, hadbfelt himéelf on the brink of eloquencé; but -
-~ the mention of Zeena had paralyzed him. Mattie seemed to feel

the contagion of hi's embarrassment . . ."“(p. 32). In spite of
several such awkward moments, they manage to create a'scene,éfl
domestic ease, which suggests real possibilities, given
different circumstances:

‘They spoke of every-day things, of the prospect of snow,

of the next church sociable, of the loves and quarrels

of Starkfield. The commonplace nature of what they said

produced in Ethan an illusion of long-established

intimacy which no outburst of emotion could have given,

and he "set his imagination adrift on the fiction that

they had always spent their evenings thus and would

always go on doing so . . . (p. 33) -
More than that, Mattie's reliance on Ethan allows, him to assert

__himself in a way unknown with Zeena: "Combletely reassured,

[Mattie] shone on him through tear-hung lashes, and his soul
swelled with pride as he saw how his tone subdued her. She did
not even ask what he had done . . . .he had never known such a
thrilling sense of mastery" (p. 33). When they are able to
enclose themselves in the illusion which the ‘scene suggests,
Ethan not only finds a way to provide meaning in his existence,
but he also i's able to redefine his own role in more positive

terms. Whereas Zeena maintains the dominant-role in their

relationship, Ethan becomes the dominant member with Mattie, and -
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she becomés subservient to his authority.

Such illusions are quite tempor;ry, however, for Zeena
" never guite disappears, and the mention of her name, the
breaking of-her pickle dish, and the antiCS'df'thQ cat, all
reassert her authority within the house: "The'cat, who had been
a puzzled observer . .. jumped:upAinto’Zeena's chair, rolled
itself into a ball, and lay watching them with nérrowed éfes”
.kp{ 33). When Mattie sits in Zeena's cheir,.neither Ethan nor
Mattie are éomfor£able: "It was almost as if the o£her face, the
face of the superseded woman, had obliterated that of the |
iptruder" (p. 33). Ag'ﬁuch as Mattie and Ethan respond to each
other's needs, and as much as they sense the'potentiality in the
othér, they are both controlled by other, more inhibiting .
restraints which they define in relation to Zeena's
authoritative position within the household.

~ Zeena's aﬁ?hority, however, is less a concern than is
Ethan's and Mattie's own ethical framework. As inarticulate as
they are, they share specific moral assumptions which iare so
integfal that no.communicatidn is neceSsary. I&;ﬁ%@d, mere
allusions to sexual intimacies strike Ethan as "vﬁlgar and
out-of-place" and create acute embarrassment for Mattie, who
"blush[es] to the roots of her hair" (p. 34). And what seems
‘natural "under the open irresponsible night," takes on different
connotations inside: "Now, in the warm lamplit room, with all
its ancient implications of conformity and order, she seemed

-

infinitely farther away from him and more unapproachabfe" (p.
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34). From Mattie's perspective, the sexual relationship cannot

be disassociated from the marfiage contract, and because~E£hani
is mar:ied, sexual attraction does not lead(;o éexual_
gratification: "She prpnounced the word married as if Her voice

' caressed it. It seemed a rustling-coVertlleadingAto éhchantéd
glades" (p. 34). Unlike‘Charity-ﬁhgn; who cannot deny her sexﬁalw
needs, Mattie curbs her sexual instincts‘aécordiﬁg to Y
conventional restraints, ih éﬁité‘ofﬁhef'ackﬁoWlédgement of the?'f'
possibilities which Ethan represents,

From Ethan's perspective, his fantaéies are restricted to
cleafiy;defined moral limits: "Ethan had imagined that his
allusion miéht open the way to theraccepted pleaséntries, and
these perhapélin turn to a harmless caresé, if only a mere touch
of her hand" (p. 34). That he feels a caressvis harmless
shggests that anything more is hafﬁgﬁl, which carries much
“meaning in i;svimplicatibns; not only would a seXual atta%hment
be harmful to.Mattié insofar as hertowh position is concerned,
but such ah attachment would also undermine his commitment to
Zeena, thereby creating a harmful situation for everyone
involved. And yet, his need for Mattie cannét be suppressed
éomﬁietely, which he confronts by touching her sewing material
;;}'achieving symbolic, algeit brief, gratification:

‘The return to reality was as painful as the return to
consciousness after taking an anaesthetic. His body and
brain ached with indescribable weariness, and he could
think of nothing to say or to do that should arrest the
mad flight of the moments (p. 35).

By finding a harmless culmination to the "intimacy of the
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evening,‘Eﬁhah reveals how inhibited he is by sgxual'téboos.
In spiﬁe of his need for Mattie and his gdistaste for ieqna,'
however, he is incapable of moving beyond the ethical guidelines
~and the conventiphal @sspmptians'of his community.~Not
/surpfisingly,then; Ethan and Mattie do not'caﬁitéliZe on Zeena's
absence, Qof’ohly‘becauée her“authoritykbermeates the house, but
more impérfantly, because Ethén and Mattie are trapped by their
’own‘inhibitiohs, ig spite of the pbsitive‘reinforcement and the-
potentiality which they perceivé in each other.
Ethan's moral inhibitions and acquieScent‘qualities also
léave him pbﬁerléSS in countermanding Zeena's authority. When
éhe decides that Mat;ieimust 1ea§e,-éthanris fo§bed to éonfrqnt
the meagreness of his existence: |
All the long hisery of his baffied past, of his youth of’
failure, hardship and vain effort, rose up in his soul
in bitterness and seemed to take shape before him in the
woman who at every turn, had barred his way. She had
taken everything else from him; and now she meant to

take the one thing that made up for all the others (p.
41).'

&

In spite of Mattie‘é influence, there is né-question,in Ethan's
mind that Zeena cohtréls his -emotional well—being, just as there
is no question that she controls Mattie's economic well-being
(p. 42), both of which are sacr}ficed, ifonically, by Zeena to
“ensure her own economic and emotional secprity.v

Ethan therefore considers every possible alternative to
escape Zeena's control, including his taking Mattie out wést and

leaving Zeena with the farm; but he just as gquickly rejects this

possibility, not only because the farm would not sell, but
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because Zeena could not manage it alone, while he would be -
without resources to support Mattie out west. In rgé§§fing this

option, Ethan reveals his compliance with a custom which places

the financial and material responsibility for Zeena and Mattie

hA
N
a8

with him, in spite of his limited resources and his lack of
affection for Zeena. He places these demands on himself’
ébcording to his belief that he must provide not only for Zeena
as his wife, but for Mattie as well as a result of their
emotional commitment. .

As he becomes more desperate, he considers the possibility
of defrauding his neighbours, but he is again inhibited by the
moral implications:

. . . he saw his life before him as it was. He was a

poor man, the husband of a sickly woman, whom his
desertion would leave alone and destitute; and even if
he had had the heart to desert her, he could have done
so only by deceiving two kindly people who had pitied
him (p. 48).
Ethan thus is bound by his own limitations. By deserting*Zééné;"'

he evades his marital obligations; by losing Mattie, he denies

his emotional needs; and by using his neighbours, he ignores his

social responsibilities. And because of his sexual inhibitions,
he cannot demand that Mattie remain. Ethén's moral and ethical
framework therefore denies him the possibility ofvrecongiliné
such disparate needs, and he flounders in the face of tﬁis
realization. -

Zeena's confidence is restored, then, while Ethan”and
Mattie face the conséquences of her departure. Their imminént

separation leads not only to the open affection which they
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hitherio7aéniédit£;mselvesg but also to an ackhowledgement of S
their feelings: "They had nevef before avowed théir inclination
so openly, and Ethan, for a moment, had ihe illusion that he was
a free man, wooing the girl he meant to marry" (p. 52). Their
relatipnshiﬁ therefore 1is acceleratéd by circumstance, and Ethan
overcomes his sexual inhibitions, but only by'maintaining-hisb
iliusions about the legitimacy of theiﬂ_relationéhip.

Finally, however, each écknowledges the consequences of
their separation: "'Ethan, where'll I go if I leave you? I don't
know how togget along‘alone. You said so yourseif just now.
Nobody\Bﬁt you was ever good to me'" Zp. 55). Mattie needs to be
’ prdvided for, té be protected and taken care of, while Ethan
needs the sustenance which she offers, in contrast to the empty
silence which awaits him with Zeena:

The words were like fragments torn from his heart. With

them came the hated vision of the house he was going

back to--of the stairs he would have to go up every

night, of the woman who would wait for him there . . . .

Mattie's avowal . . . made the other vision more

abhorrent, the other life more intolerable to return to

. .« « {(p. 55). .

As debilitating as Ethan's future is, however, and as empty as
Mattie's future seems, they both unquestioningly accept Ethan's
inability to break free: "'I'm tied hand and foot, Matt. There
isn't a thing I can do'" (p. 53). So locked in is Ethan by his
compliance to duty that when Mattie suggests that they kill
"themselves, death becomes thgpgniywyiable,alternative.

The ethical guidelines which inform Ethan's existence prove

" in application to be extremely limiting. Ethan's sense that he
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can escape to a city or to the Wgst'proyés as illusory as his . =
furtive moments with Mattie, for Ethan's whole existence is .
defined only by conventional and moral gﬁidelines which have
little relation to.hié real needs. Onlyvby.cgmplying with such
guidelines, however, aoes he achféve any legitimacy, and when
the illusions break .down, he is left with nothing to combenSate
for his sa&;ifice. Death with Mattie_thérefore provides é means
not only to eséape Zeena, but to escape from his bwn ﬁbréI“éﬁd
social :estraints.

Ethan's evolution reveals his underlying motivations in
relation to his social andieghical framework, but‘these
motivations also aée assessed by the perceptions of the narrator
and of Mrs. Hale, which extend twenty-four years'beyona the
tale. Ethan's options, like Liiy's, are limited by his own
perceptions'and values, nor is Ethan cépable of compromising his
beliefs, as‘detrimental és such compliance is to his emotional
and spiritual well;being. But unlike Lily, whose eécape through
death ‘is successful, Ethan survives, like Charity, to face in
his day-to-day existehce the consequences of his beliéfs. When
the narrator enters the Frome household, he is confronted with
the realization that Mattie as well as Ethan survivéd the
suicide attempt, énd that she, Zeena, and Ethan are ali
caricatures of their younger selves.

As a crippled, whining invalid, Mattie ironically achieves
the security and attention essential to her well-being: "there

was no-where else for her to go" (p. 59). As the mainstay of the
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household, Zeena ironically maintains the authority she needs:
"Zeena's done for [Mattiel], and done fér Ethan, as good as she
could" (p. 59). And as the financial suppoft for both wdmen,
Ethan remains with Zeena without losing Mattie, theréby
ironically reconciling his conflict. From each of their
perspectives, then, the conpradiétiopg %ré reconciled, albeit
ironically, and with overtones of the macabre.

| The péradox is,lhowever,,that Ethan's attempt to escape
through deafh condemns’ him instead, like Charity,‘to,a
life-in-death existence, without hope and without escape from
the responsiblities which bind him: "But sometimes the two of
‘them get going at each othér, and then Ethan's face'd break your
‘heart . . . . When I see that, I think it's him that suffers
most . . -." (p. 59). From the narrator's perspectivé, Ethan's
life becomes a tragedy of immense proportions, not becéuse he
was forced to choose and chose wrongly, but becausé his criteria
for choosing areﬂinsufficient or inadequate-or'wfong: "1 doﬁ't
see's theré's<much difference between the Fromes up at the farm
and the Fromes down in the graveyard; 'cept that down there
they're all quiet,_and the women have got to hold their tongues"
(p. 59). Ethan's compliance with cohventional guidelines,
marital dutf, and social responsibility thus leads to a life of
repressed potential and stoic endurance. In this sense, the
narrator's feeling that the deeper meaning lies in the gaps is

true insofar as the meaning is revealed implicitly in Ethan's

meaningless, minimal existence.
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As a result, Ethan's evolution provides a means of -
: assessing the limitationslof the moraluand social ‘guidelines -
which inform his existence. By locating him clearly within his
communityi\gthan'becomes not a rebél attempting to{escape |
responsibility, but rather, a typical community memher, driven

, by the same concerns and necessities as his fellows. But hecause
Ethan is exposed briefly to out51de stimuli, he recognizes that )
life should expand beyond mere surv1val which sets him apart |
and makes him susceptible to alternative possibilities. Even
within the very small range of his sensibilities then, Ethan
Understands that'complying w&ip conVentional ekbectations’
regarding moral duty and “social responsiblity is debilitating,
and yet, he is compelled to follow such guidelines and cannot
acknowledge that escape is possible, in.spite of his recognition

of alternatives.

In order to reveal the implications of this fact, duty e

becomes a querulous old woman, while sustenance is a
compellingly helpless young girl, and'the three are‘pitted
against each other in an isolated, alienating communitf where
survival becomes an end in itself., By reducing their struggle to
these essential terms, Zeena's need for Ethan's compliance
contrasts with his adherence to marital responsibility, and
Mattie's need for Ethan's support contrasts with his attraction
to her potentiality. Ultimately however, duty Wins, while

Mattie's potential is transformed into a nightmarish,

inescapable reminder of a long-forgotten dream.
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Because Zeena and Mattie both fulfill théir own héeds,"
however ironically, while Ethan fulfills only his marital
responsibilities, also i;onicallyf the limitations in Ethan's
ethical framework become apparent, Which is'reinfor;ed by fhe
narrator's perceptions. Ethan's existencé becomes a'f-vv ”
life-in-death struggle to cope.in a”COmpleteiy meaningless
framework, where the abildty to gndure ultimately‘overfides all
other concerns. The issue at hand. then, is not that than is
without choice, but that his choices are limited by a value
system which does not addreSS‘his\needs; but which he
;nqueséioningly accepts,

Wharton's purpose, as a result, is not tovreveal how
limited Ethan's existence is, but rather,:to reveal why his life
becomes so limited in the face éf his own expectations..
Moreover, the narrator does not express his misgivings to Ethan,
for such assessments not only are futile insofar as Ethan is

concerned, but self-evident as well. The narrative frame
nevertheless pfovides a window on a social situation dhich'is
reduced to its most essential elements, and which thereby points
.to the destruc;iveness of socialaduty and moral responsibility
to those whoée needs are not served within thé framework.

In this way,‘Ethan's evolution mirrors Marvell's
victimization by Undine. When Ethan and Marvell each marry, they
assume unguestioningly the inherent financial and'social
responsibility of their role, in spite of any distaste or

discontentment or unhappiness, and no-one questions their duty



to provide for the material needs and social well-being of their

wives. When Undine'rejects—Marvell, shewpointeély:feygatsﬁthgpW?ff;ff

he has not fulfilled his social pblig@tipnsio;Ahis maritél o
responsibilities according to her‘criteria, as'demanaihg as that
criteria might be. Ethan élsb is unable to provide for Zeena‘ﬁrv
social and magerial comfoffs, buthﬁnlike Undine, Zeena is not
driven to escape, which forces Ethan aﬁd Zeena to ponfrbnt'
Cdntinuously the limitations which each acknowledges in the
other, and which, therefore, pefpetuateé the’debilftating"i
aspects of their relationship. Regardless ofltﬁé‘differéncés in.
Marvell's and Ethan's social and economic positions, then; theé
are both committed to roles wvhich are personally upfulfilifng;:'
and emotionally enervating.® |

Men as well as women therefore are susceptible to
victimization when their actions become inhibited by ethical and.
social guidelines which prove incompaiible with individﬁal

needs. Marvell's death and Ethan's life in_death occur asia '

result of their compliénce with social expeptations_and'moral

responsibilities, rather than through moral weakness or social

‘Lewis quotes Wharton's reaction to Percy Lubbock's disapproval

about a play which addressed marital relationships from the

female perspective: "And I wonder, among all the tangles of this
mortal coil, which one contains tighter knots to undo, and
consequently suggests more tugging, and pain, and diversified
elements of misery, than the marriage tie--and which,

consequently, is more 'made to the hand' of the psychologist and

the dramatist™ (Biography, p. 252). Although Ethan's and

Marvell's evolution address the limitations in marriage from the .
male perspective, the substance of her comment is fitting in any
case, simply because marriage is the most sought after and the )
least escapable of the social institutions, and provides the
vehicle fior Wharton's assessments of society. - .
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irresponsibility. While this assessment of Marvell may not stand

out in relation to all the other assessments presented in The

Custom of the Country, in Ethan Frome, the narrator assures that

the underlying motivations in- Ethan's evolution are clear. In
Ethan's compliance with the SQ¢ial and sexual gpidelines of his
community, he bécomesrtrapbed in‘avrole which is |
self-destructive so far as his ihdividual neéds are concefned.
Those values which are‘ﬁeant to eqﬁance’the personal and
spiritual iife of the individual thus become highly suspect to

those willing to face their implications.



VII. The Age of Innocence: The Intellectual Compromi se

While Ethan Frome is the most popﬁlar of'Whartdn;s novels, The
Age of Ihnocence, awarded the Pulitzer Prize, is the most"
revered. Although there is some difficulty in explaining wﬁy
vthis novel stands out over mofe ambitious and mo:éWmQVingiworks,

two reasons suggest themselves. First, The Age of Innocence is

gentle in its condemnations of sociéty, more palatéble, and less
jarring to conventional sensibilities. Historical distance is
created within the narrative,§o that its assessments of society
seem less threatenlng, at tlmes tinged with nostalgla. Second,
and more 1mportantly, the nature of the central character
creates a sympathetic response. Because Ngwland Archer is
intelligent, thoughtful, and articulate, his struggle to
reconcile his pefééﬁéi”heédé”iifhiﬁ”é fégffiéfidémaﬁam"””m';"
clearly-defined éocial order is presented with subtlety and

compassion. But in fact, Wharton's view of the individual's

relation to society is probably more bleak and more insidious in

“this novel than in any of her earlier works. In The Age of
Innocence, she reveals the emotional evolution of a man who
rationalizes his compliance with society's demands, which-

reveals thereby how society perpetuétes itself, and at what

cost. Like Ethan Frome, then, The Age of Innocence presents,

from a male perspective, the struggle to reconcile personal

needs within the social framework.
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Newland Archer is the central conéeiousness ighggg Age. of
Innocence, aﬂd his conflict, like Ethan's, revolves around his
marital responsibilities. But Newland;s evolution, unlike |
Ethan's, reveals the details which‘lead to his'eQentual
capitulation to social pressures. Wharton utilizes a limited
omniscient narrator to focus brimarily on Newland, but his aﬁgle
of vision contrasts with May Welland, who embodies the véiues of -
New York, and with Ellen Olenska, his intimate friend, who
embbdies his personal needs. As an active‘and interested
participant in society, ﬁewland uﬁderstands the nuances of his
and everyone else's role, and he appreciates the fine points of
discrimination and punctilio which define society's form and -
create meaning in fhe lives of the participants. While he ‘shares
these assumptions and beliefs with May, at the same time he sets .
himself apart intellectually, which draws him to Ellen, who
provides a different vision of life and drastically alters his
perceptions. Newland becomes torn between his éocial and moral
obligations to May Welland, and his .sense of life's excitiné
potential which Ellen represents. The intérplay'betwéenvthese
characters provides the central conflict in the novel, one which
remains.irreconcilable because no certain moral vision is
provided. Insteaé, the implicationsrspeak for themselves.

Like all of Wharton's characters, Newland opérates within
an exacting social framework. In the refined atmosbhere of 1870
New York society, civilization appears to be at an advanced

stage of the evolutionary scale. And yet, the taboos which
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define the boundaries of punctilio are used in thefsame way as

.

aboriginal taboos are used to protect the tribe from the

unknown: ". . . what was or was not 'the thiag' pIayediavbarfiae 77777777
important in Newland Archer's New York as the inscrutable totem
terrors that had -ruled the destinies of his forefathers
‘thousands of years ago.' For this reason, certain members of
society are given the‘fesponsibilityAfor defining and defehding,
the boundaries from intrusions: "The whole of the club turned . = -
instinctively, waiting to hear what the old man had to say; for
old Mr. Jackson Qas as great an authority on 'famﬁly' as
Lawrence Lefferts was on Fform'" (p. 7). Hence, good taste
provides the criteria for assessing the unfamiliar, usually as
unsuitable or inadequate, ané thereby protecting the,group from .
foreign influences. At the same time, good taste leads to the
perpetuation of existing standards; which creates formalized
rules of conduct to govern every aspect of existence.

Those who do not cemply,>iiEeVMra. Mansop Mingott, with herri;i”
"characteristic independence," which she aets on "in‘flagrant
vviolation of all the New York proprieties™- (p. 25), and Julius
Beaufort, who has a "cpoi domineering way and [takes] . . .
shortcuts through the conventions" (p. 28), each have a very
strong sense of their own priorities, which gives them emotional
freedom from the social dictums that surround them, and thch~
 they ganlafford to indulge. As a resulf,'they establish rather -

'Edith Wharton, The Age of Innocence, (New York: Random House- =
Ltd., 1920), p. 2. All further references to this text are from ‘
this edition. =
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than follow trends, which is accepted in Mré; Mingott,begausemof
her respected family connections and because she‘is
"fascinating" (p. 26), and which is accepted in Beaufort because
of his style: "Mr. Beaufort's secret, people were agreed, wés
the way he carried things off . . . . 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 Miﬁgott{s «. . ." (p. 18). The community expands the
boundaries of good taste to include Mrs. Mingott and Beaufort
because their lack of conformity falls within acceptable limits.
Some slight variation is permitted within the social framework
then, but most conform to established standards. By acquiescihg
to the communal framework, most establish a senserf self,
albeit one ironically defined according to common standards
rather than to individual neéds.

Newland initially accepts such standards as necessary,
while still setting himself apéff; Although one convention
"seemed as natural to Nteand Archer as all the other
conventions on which his life was moulded . . ." (p. 3), at the
same time, "in matters intellectual and artistic [he] felt
himself distinctly the superfor of thosé chosen specimens of old
New York gentility; he had probably read more, thought more, and
even seen a good dea%?more of the world than any other man of
the number” (p. 6). The conseguences of this self-assessment are
far-feaching, for he understands himself to be more énlighténed

than those around him, but he accepts the validity of
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unenlightened perceptions in his peers:

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 (p. 6).
Newland's sense of intellectual superiority provides him with an
appreciation for the unconventional and the extraordinary, like '
Mrs. Mingott, and like Ellen later proves to be, but his social
commitment grounds his responses firmly in the conventional and
in conformity.

This contradiction is not troubling so long as Newland does
not try to reconcile these responses, either in relation to his
own pursuits, or in his expectations in a wife: "How this
miracle of fire and ice was to be created, and to sustain itself»b

in a harsh world, he had never taken the time to find out; but

he was content to hold his view without analyzing it . . ." (p.

5). In deciding to marry May Welland, howeﬁéf; Newland is forced

to éddress the consequences of such disparities, and his
engagement and subseqﬁent marriage tests his ability to fulfill
all his éxpectations from life.

In May, Newland sees a social partner, but not an
inteilectual companion. When he assesses'their relationship
objectively, he rejects all that she represents: ". . . he felt
himself oppressed by this creation of factitious purity, so
cunningly manufactured . . . because it was supposed to be what

he wanted, what he had a right to . . ." (p. 43). Moreover,

Newland is able to foresee a vision of their future together,
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unencumbered by romantic overtones: ™. . . with a . shiver of . _
foreboding he saw his marriage becoming wﬁat most of the other
marriages about him were: a dull association of material and
social interests held together by ignorance on one side and
hypocrisy on the ofgfr"'(p. 41). Despite his intellectual
assessments of May's limitations and their future together,
Newland still is drawn to her: "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 theqyoung haﬁ\fg bring them nearer than any
explanatioh would have done" (p. 14). The gqualities which
attract Newland to May, then, are the same gualities for which
he paradoxically condemns her, depending on his social or
Aintellectual needs of the moment. The result ié that May cannot
possibly meet all of Newland's needs, because if shé were
capable of fulfilling his intellectual aspirations, she would
simultanebus;y lose those convenfional gualities which bind them
together. Newland thus is drawn towards a role which addresses
his emotional well-being, but which simultaneously seems
foreboding.

While May satisfies Newland's social needs, Ellen Olenska
stimulates his intellect. On the one hand, she affrontslhis
sense of propriety: "Nothing could be in worse taste than
misplaced flippancy . . . . [and her comments] struck [him] as
[al . . . disrespectful way of describing New York society" (p.

15). But at the same time, she provides a vision of existence
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unbounded by punctilio: "It was undéniably exciting to meet a
lady who found the van der Luyaen's Duke dull, ggé_gggég_gg
utter the opinion. He longed to question her, to hear more asbut
the life of which her careless words had given so illuminating a
glimpse coLn (p. 63). While her lack Qg_familiarity with local
customs alienates most of the communityi”her unigueness strikes
a responsive chord in Newland and he defends her right to be
different (p. 38). When he visits her home, he‘is further
stimulated: "The atmosphere of the room was so different from
any he had ever breathed that self-consciousness vanished in the
sense of adventure" (pp. 68-9). Just as meeting Ellen initially
leads to a critical assessment of May (p. 44), so visiting
Ellen's home\leads to a critical assessment of his future home
with May, with equally negative results.

More than that, Ellen also points to the limitations in
society by revealing the flipsiness of accepted forms: "He
coloured a little, stared af'her—-and suddenly felt the
penetration of the remark. At a stroke she had pricked the wvan
der Luydens and they collapsed. He laughed, and sacrificed them"
(p. 73). Newland is drawn to Ellen because she reshapes h}s
perceptions on every level, and makes him aware of possibilities
beyondvthe conventional framework. But those qualities which
allow Ellen to assess the community.objectively are, ironically,
the same qualities which jar on Newland's conventional

sensibilities, which makes Ellen equally incapable of fulfilling

both his social and intellectual needs.
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Thehconflict which is brought to the surface thus centers -
on Newland's contradictory needs. He normally maintains his
equilibrium because ofrthe nature of“his intellectual framework:
". . . . he was at heart a dilettahte, and thinking over a
pleasure to come often gave him a subtler_satisfaction'than its
realization" (p. 2). This stance allows Ne&lénd to mafntain a
sense of superiority, a feeling for his own uniqueness, without
ever testing that individuality, as Mrs. Mingott and Beaufort
‘test theirs. Newland instead conforms to clearly-defined and
predictable standards, while intellectually setting himself
apart, which Ellen pointedly reveals: "He did not mind being
flippant about New York, but disliked to hear ‘anyone else take
the same tone" (p. 72). What he couches in intellectual |
superiority she reveals as hypocrisy, and he is forced to
address the underlying implications of her assessments, not only
in relation to the alternatives she represents, but regarding
his compliance with a role they both acknowledge is inadequate
in very particular ways.

To suggest, then, that Ellen simply points out the foibles
of New Ybrk society is not the real issue, for Newland himself
is well-aware of those limitations. Rather, she stimulates him

n

to reassess his perceptions: ". . . she was rendering what might -~
prove the first of their mutual services by making him look at
his hative city objectively. Viewed thus,'as through the wrong
end of a telescope, it looked disconcertingly small and distant

. « " (p. 74). But when he is away from Ellen, "New York again’
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became vast and imminent,‘and May Welland thewibveliééfiggﬁ;ﬁriﬁrﬁ
it" (p. 77). Hence, Newland is pulled between contrasting B
influences which variously shape his responses: his |
conventionality and his dedication to form drive him to May and

all fﬁéiﬁshe represents, in spite of his recognition of her
limitations and the drawbacks he foresees in their m?rriage. But

his need to asgert his individuality pulls him to Ellen and the
possibilities which she represents, in spite of hérrunfamiliar4
ways. Confronting this gonflict becomes Newland's overriding
concern; his perspectivé proVides'one angle of visioh.

Whiie Newland is drawn to Ellen for her uniqueness, éhe is
drawn to him for quite different reasons. Having been raised
somewhat haphazardly at home and abroad by a peculiar aunt,
Ellen is not inculcated with the same punctilious standards as
is Néwland, although she has §ome understanding of the values if
not the form of New York society. She.therefore~hasﬂlittle
appreciation for the formalized graces of society, nor does she
understand the total compliance required for acceptance.

At the same time, she gsees the benefit of acquiéscence to
common standards: "Why not maka _one's own fashions? But I
suppose I've'liQed too independently; a£ any rate, I want to do
what you all do--1I want to feel cared for and safe" (p. 72).
Ellen thus is, in the broadest sense, homeless, fof she
disassociates herself from her European husband and community,
but she is insufficiently versed in New York customs to avoid

the pitfalls which surround her. This somewhat precarious
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position is made more so because she wants a divorce, and she

lacks the financial independence necessary to overcome this.

e

social obstacle. R

Whereas Newland is entrenched firmly within his community
then, and yearns for independence, Ellen in contrast is an
outsider who sees the advantages in a well-defined social
structure: "I don't always remember that everything here is good
that was--that was bad where I've come from . . . . I want to
forget everything else, to become a complete American again . .
." (p. 62). In spite of her understanding of the.limitations in
New York society, she sees her family home as a refuge froha
unhappiness; and she sées conformity as a means of obtaining
psychological‘security, She is attracted to Newland because she
senses that in their intelleftual compatibility she will learn
to adapt to community expectations.

Ellen's attempt to‘conforml'however, is inhibited by her
personal qualities: ". . . there was about her the mysterious
authority of beauty, a sureness in the;carriage of the head, the
movement of the eyes, which . . . struck [Newland] as highly

—
trained and full of conscious power" (p. 58). Ellen's sense of
self is so well—developea that she cannot conform as the
community expects. Not only is her dress considered indecent (p.
7), and her house unfashionable (p. 72), but her own customs and
her reflections‘on New York customs appear disrespectful.

Moreover, she involves herself in inappropriate relationships

with Beaufort (p. 36), and with Mrs. Struthers (p. 76); nor does
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“Ellen realize the magnitude of the family's rally: "The Lovell
Mingotts' dinner . . . . ought to have taughtuhetfthemnaﬁrewne55~~w~;
of her escape; but either she had been allvalong;unaware of
having skirted disaster, or else she had lost sight of it . . ."
(p. 72). Ellen's sense that New York will prdvide a sanctuary
proves illusory, for she is continuously confronted by
meaninéless standards by which her actions are assessed.

More than that, Ellen instinctually resp&hds tbﬁhér ow6” 
value system rather than_to common,standards: she enjois“
. Beaufort's company, she likes the diversion at Mrs. Struthers,.
and the propriety 9f such liaisons matters little to Her. Wheh
she pursues a divorce, she éssumes, because thé "legislation
favours divorée“‘(p. 109), and because she is guiltless (p.
170), that the matter is straightforward, but when Newiand
explaihs‘fhe social implications, Ellen realizes_that bersonal
issues are decided not according to personal needs, but . = e
according to arbitrary rules of decorum. in,acquieséing to
social expectations, Ellen reveals how important is her desire
to belong, given that the'conQentions make so little gense. Each
time she confrqnts such meaningless standards, she must struggle
to suppress her own individuality in order to become part of the
community. |

while Ellen's evolution reveals her attempt to adapt to
community expectations, Newland's evolution movééwin the
opposite direction. Given Ellen's sfiﬁulation{ he attémpﬁsrto

influence May's perceptions in the same way that Ellen
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influences him. May does not respond, hewever, and only makes

him see how convention-bound and predictable they both are:

Hié heart sank, fér he saw that he was saying all the

things that young men in the same situation were

expected to say, and that she was making the answers

that instinct and tradition taught her to make--even to

the point of calling him original (p. 81).
He realizes that they are completely unoriginal, and that there
is no spontaneity in théir relationship, beyond very slight
variations in form; The\cuStoms and traditions which‘he'defends
with Ellen thus become oppressive in relation to/May,'fqr her
unguestioned compliance only reinfofces his ownrgonservative
tendencies: "We're ail as like each other as those dolls cut out
of the same folded paper. We're like patterns stencilled on‘a i
wéll. Can't you and I strike out for ourselves, May?" (p. 8l).
Because of his growing sense of the inadequacies in his role,
Newiand needs to break away from his own predictability. But May
believes- such things only happen in novels, and without her
encouragement and Ellen's continued stimulation, Newland's
revolt is short-lived. s

In spite of his assertions to the contrary, he lacks the
ability to act on alternatives which are contrary to.accepted
values: "During this interval [Ellen] had become a lessvvivid .
and importunate image, receding from his foqegrodnd as May
Welland resumed her rightful place in it" (p. 91). Newland is
conventionalrbecause hé looks to the social framework fo define

the role 'and identity which he cannot define for himself. But

because the social framework does not address the idiosyncratic
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needs of the individual, théf‘éléﬁént remains unfulfilled, and = =~

Newland continuously attempts to aSsgzt,himself,to combengaté
for the inherent inadequacies he.sees, although such assertions
are unsuccessful for very particulaf reasoné..

In his discussions with Ellen rega;ding herAdivorcé,
Newlandrreveals the contradictory elements which guide his
actions. In his relationship Qith Ellen, he realizes how
inadequate his attitude towards divorce’actuailyfis (p. 94). At"
the same time, he responds instinctively to her nearﬁess: ", . .
as he approached her door, he was once more conscious of the
curious way in which she reversed his values . . ." (p. 102).
Given these two factors, Newland addresses Ellen's’sitUation iﬁ
personal rather than general terms, éﬁa\{g so doing, he expands
his ﬁérceptions beyoﬁd the limits of conventional assumptions.

And yet, when faced with the details of Ellen's situation, he

misreads her responses and mistakenly assumes that she will
embarrasg the family. Whereas Newland communicates with May -
perfectly by look and through inference, with'Eilen, such -
communication is not possible, which mékes her victim to his
incorrect assumptions.

More importantly, their inability to understand each
other's motivations allows him to assess her situétion only
according to his own conventional value system, and her needs
becéme irrelevant in relation to the common gobd: “The'
individual, in such cases, is nearly always sacrifiégd to'what

is supposed to be the collective interest: people cling to any
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convention that keeps the family together protects the children

if there are any,' he rambled on, pouring out all the stock
phrases . . ." (p. 110). As much as Newland wants, and needs, to
break away from the attltudes which bind h1m when teSted, he is
incapable of mov1ng beyond his own assumotions, except -
fleetlngly The result is that he knows his value system is
inadequate, but he lacks the ability to modify it except in the
most superfic1al and soc1ally-acceptable way. Consequently, when
May announces her willingnessﬂto‘marry early and soon, Newland
acquiesces to the role he is expected to fulfill, not because he
wants to, but because he does notrknowvhow to escape.

In contrast to Newland, May provides the perspectiye of one
’completely at ease with and fulfilled by her~role.‘For May, life
is defined by conventional values, social punctilio, and
ingenuous expectations: "She was.frank . o o because"she had
knothingrto conceal, assured because she knew of nothing to be on
‘her guard against . . ." (p. 42). She unquestioningly'accepts
the values of her society, relying on her instincts and training
to see her through every sitUation, and she senses, correctly,
that Newland shares those’values: "df course I should hate.
[being vulgar]--so would you . . ." (p.782)'When Newland presses
her to break with conVentions{ she is incapable of even
considering the possibility: "She looked a little bored by his
insistence. She knew very well they couldn't, but it'was
troublesome to have to produce a reason” (p. 82). She is

completely comfortable in her role because her needs are so
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easily provided for within the social framewofk.

She reveals the minimal extent of her individuality in the

early announcement of their engagement, and in agreéing to an
eariy mafriage, but only after serious consideration of
Newland's motivations. May offers to release Newland from his
obligation because shg feels that is the morally-correct course,
which, despite thé personal,sacrifice,(she.éttempts to follow.
While May's sacrifice is,basgd enly on a sgpeffigial, and i
ihcorrect, assessment éva?wland's situation, she nevertheless
is reinforced~by her own moral éoufage: "I couldn't have my -
happiﬁeés made out of a wrong--an unfairness—-to somebody else.
And I want to believé that it would be the same wiﬁh you" (p.
148)+ Wanting to believe that Newland shares her beliefs almost
makes it so, and when he evades her question and responds with
- similar platitudgg, her cerage disappears in relief. May thus
relies on her social instincts and her moral guidelines to see
her fhréﬁQh.the'éfiSis,:éhd thé§é‘iﬁ§tih¢fs'pf6V€"éGﬁﬁIéfélY'
adequate to the.circumstances. She takes Newland at face value
because that is ail she sees, nor is she capable of
understanding Newland's sporadic, rebellious protestatidns. And
because Newland is dishonest with her, she hés no reason to
doubt his sincerity. Marriage to Newland thus fulfiils May's .
social and moral expectations compietely, because she is
reinforced by everyone around her. - ’ 3 )

In May's approach to liferthen,rthe~§ocial framework is

inexorably bound together with the moral code. Both Newland and
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May understand the conventions thch goverf their lives; but
whereas Newland doubtsrthe vaiidity of convéﬁfi&ﬁé thﬁﬁ éeégrgb
limiting in application, May has no doubfs‘at‘all. Nor 60é§ she
have any‘reason for doubting, so long as she only associates
with those that follow the same valuersystemvas she does. By
cénformihg to a clearly-defined and punctilious framework, May
is,brovidedra way'td address the world comfortably, and to find
meaning in her life according to well-established criteria.
Lacking any sense of alternative possibilities, May does not
sense any limitations in her perspective, nor does assessing her
value system ever become a possibility. |
Instead, May uses her moral guidelines to address hef
social relationships. When she seeks affirmation from Newland
‘that they share similar values, she aiso seeks affirmation that
they are sufficiently compatible to marry. And because she
accepts everything at face value, Newland's response seems to
reinforce her beliefs, which-justifies her decision to marry
him. Unlike Undine then, for whom financial considerations
provide the only criterion ih marriage negotiations, and unlike
Charity, who is guided by her sexual needs, May's actions
suggest that moral considerations outweigh all others insofar as
marriage is concerned. By integfating a moral code into her
soclal framework, May is provided a means to address every
situation which threatens her emotional well-being, and to
ignore every situation which does not reinforce it. The irony

is, of course, that Newland does not completely share May's
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values, although she thinks that he does. His djshghgsty,igWﬁﬁwvﬁﬁ
irrelevant, however, because he threatens her well-being ohl&ﬂriw
fleeti%gly, and in a way which she can comfortably addreé;iriigiggiA

While May does not differentiate between the ;ociai‘énd the
moral order, Ellen, on the other hand, ¢onstantly assesses the
implications of every social dictumvfor any underlying validity.
When she aha Newland finally clarify the misunderstanding over
her divorce, he wants to break his engagment to May;,but Ellen
disagrees: "I felt there was no one as kind as you; no one who
gave me reasons that I understood for doing what at first seemed
so hard--and unnecessary" (p. 172). Newland is able to convince
Ellen not to sue for divorce because she clearly sees the moral
implications:

. . . you hated happiness bought by disloyalty and

cruelty and indifference. That was what I'd never known

before--and it's better than anything I've known . . . .

I can't go back now to that other way of thinking (pp.

172-3). '
Ellen's responéé'suggests thagywhen canenfiohs ;;pporf ethiés,
when form supports substancé, she conformskés readily as May’
does to social standards.

In this way, the social code provides Ellen with values
which are meaningful to her and essential to her well—being,ibut
only when the relevance is clear: "I was lonely; I was afraid.
But the empfiness and the darkness are gone; when I turn back
into myself now I'm like a child going at night into a room-

where there's always a light" (p. 173). Sacrificing her R

relationship with Newland is tantamount to asserting her right
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to admission to the New York community, because compliance with
the moral principle forces her to suppréss, in favour of the
common good and her own spiritual gr&wth, much that is
instinctual to her nature. The irony 1is that onlyishe and
Newland are aware of her sacrifice.2

Nor does she gain admission to New York, because she
continues to disregard the meaningless conventions which govern
the lives of the community, but against which her actions are
measured. In contrast to May, Ellen's struggle with so;iety'at
large and with her own nature reveals the conseguences fof those
who do not unguestioningly accept the amalgam of the social apq
the moral order. While Ellen finds a way to achieve meaning inga
life which has lost all pufpose, she does not achieve the

sanctuary she hopes to find, which suggests that in Newland's

2Ammons suggests that the interplay betweeen Newland and May and
Ellen contains different connotations: "Hostility among women is
an important factor in this system, which is most clearly
spelled out in The Age of Innocence. . . .Since it is frequently
women who are charged with keeping other women 'in their place,’
often the enemies of Wharton's heroines, toward whom they
rightly feel hostile, are not men; they are other women who have
been taught to act as the patriarchate's repressive agents,
explicitly or implicitly. Rivalry and hostility between women
are thus guaranteed, as in the cases of May Welland and Ellen
Olenska or Bessy Westmore and Justine Brent. Each twosome 1is
made up of a conventional and an unconventional woman, one the
unthinking product of patriarchal mores and the other a rebel
against them" (Argument, p. 151). While there is no guestion
that the conventional is contrasted with the unconventional,
Ammons’ interpretation seems to reduce a very complex moral
issue to feminist terms. In so doing, she seems to miss the
implications provided by the interplay of characters. Moreover,
in The House of Mirth and Summer, for instance, men are used to
embody the conventional and the unconventional, which suggests
that in the broadest sense, the issues are more social and moral
than sexual. ’
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[ad .
worla, social punctilio matters far more than moral rectitude. _

In contrast to Ellen's and Méy's'options; Newland's optioﬁs
are less clear. From the start, haZZts himseifhagér;ZNEfifiegi”w
of the GOnformity which surrounds him, but equaily critical of
those who are different. Newland presumes thét he can activelf
participate in his world without completely committing himself,
and as a young, single man, that may be possiblg, or at least,
Newland so convinces himself. He initially seems more
enlightened than hypocfﬁtical, more thoughtful than dishonest,
but through his commitment to May and his involvement with
Ellen, the limitations in Newland's perspective become
increasingly apparent. |

He senses May's!shortcomings from the start, albeit
stimulated by Ellen's potentiality, and yet he continues on a

course with ever-decreasing avenues for reconcilation. When he

runs to May in Florida, he actually is running away from Ellen,

thereby suggesting that he lacks the ééuragerto address the
unfamiliar, except sporadically, which is eonfirmed when May
offers_to release Newland from their commitment; Although
Newland is pleésurably sﬁocked at her "reckless uﬁorthodoxy“ (p.
149), the fact remains that he declines her'offér, in spite of
the inherent hypocrisy in continuing a relationship which he |
acknowledges is unfulfi}iing for him and disﬁonest for her.

This suggests that Newland is incapable of escaping from
the role he has defined for himself, due to social pressures, o

May's expectations, and most importantly, because of his own
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reservations. Social obiigationS-for Newland, therefore, have
little to do with moral obligations: he is variously
hypocritical, dighonest, apd'is drivgn only by his own needs
rather than by consideration for others. That is not tdASuggesf
that Newland is exceptionally weak or evil or immoral, for the
"point is that without May'svnaive compliance,’and without
Ellen's dedication to principle, Newland is ill-equipped to
address his situation productively. As much as Newland loves»the
social order, then, there is little relation between it and his
personal needs and the. moral code so far as any reconciliation
is concern®&d.

Hence, Newland's evolution does not feveal the reasons why
he is unfulfilled by his role, for that is clear from the’start.
‘Rather, his evolution reveais the consequencés‘to those who
accept their place in a community, but who cannot fulfill every
need ‘within the social framework. For insfance, he justifies his
attentions to Ellen in terms of philosophical niceties, but at
the same time, he condemns her relationship with Beaufort,
rejecting her, pitying her, for her involvemént with someone
Newland considers socially inferior, Newland applies a double
standard because so far as he is concerned, there is a great
diffefence between Beaufort and himself, and Newland feels that
Ellen's inability to see the difference is a reflection of her
limitations, rather than an example-of his own confusion.

He also fails to see that® he expects Ellen to follow a GQﬁ

different standard from his own, which she does, ironically,

E 233



because of his sociological and philosophical advice. But when
he realizes the implications of her COmplianée, he fejécts~tﬁé 7
consequences: "If we do this now; it will bévworse S
afterword--worse for every -one--" (p. 174); What Newland

espouses in theory, then, proves to have little relevance in’
practice, and he flounders in the contradiction between her

moral standard and his own need. While he flounders, however, 
Ellen does not, nor does May, and when she agrees to an early
marriage, Newland complies fatalistiically.

Although Newland acts as if he is without control over his
life, however, the fact remains that{he makes choices at crucial.
‘points all along the way. When hg goes to May in Florida, wheﬁ
he declines her offer, when he>¢ondemns Ellen for real or
imagined actions, Newland assesses and responds according to a
Qalue system dominated by his social instincts. His mérriagé to
May thus tests the validity of such criteria in the face of his
moral framework and his iﬁtellectualrasp{fations.

Predictably, Newland's marriage'becomes a self-fulfilling
prophecy. His intellectual expectations quickly disappear:

Archer had reverted to all his old inherited ideas about.
marriage. It was less trouble to conform with the
tradition and treat May exactly as all his friends
treated their wives . . . . There was no use in trying
to emancipate a wife who had not the dimmest notion that
she was not free . . . (p. 196)
Moreover, May does not encourage his idios&ncratic needs: not
only does she dislike travel and meeting new people, but she

carries New York values and assumptions everywhere she goes.

Their home is as typical as Newland foresaw, as are their
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vacations in Newport. Their life, in short, offers no more than
he expected: "She had represented peace, stability, comradeship,
and“the steadying sense of an inescapable duty" (p. 208). By
relying on his social instincts, Néwlahd achieves the
socially-correct and comfortable positionvhe sought.

3 While he compliesvwith the expectatiéns of his role, and
fulfills his social and marital responsibilities, however, he
cannot~ignore the inherent limitations: "It surprised him that
life should be going on in the old way when his own reactions to
it had so completely changed" (p. 206).vIn spite of his attempt
_ to suppress his sense of Ellen, the effect of her stimulation
stays with him in some small way. Yet he chooses not to seek her
out until the dull inevitability.of his existence and several
missed opportunities shake him from his lethargic compliance:

- "His whole future seemed.suddenly to be unrolled before him, and
passing down its endless emptiness he saw the dwindling figure
of a man to whom nothing was ever to happen" (p. 228). His
decision to marry May thus proves to be extremely limiting in
application because there is ﬁgthing in his life which provides
for spiritual or inté&lectual stimulation. While May actualizes
his social priorities then, Ellen continues to represent life's
potentiality, and he is driven to her in an attempt to provide
his existence with meaning. But as a married m;n, his options

and opportunities are considerably narrowed, as are the

possibilities for gratifying his need.
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As unfulfllllng as his relationship is with May, however,w1~»

Newland is equally unfulfllled by Ellen. Although she represents »

everythlng he w1shes to escape to, when they finally meet,
Newland disapproves .of her hotel, is confused by her actions,
and fails to understand her intentions without detailed
clarifiCation; Moreover, he looks to her regarding his own

unhappiness: "I'm the man who married one woman because another

told him to . . . . You gave me my .first glimpse of a real‘life;””'

and at the same moment you asked me to go on with a sham one.
I1t's beyond human enduring--that's all" (pp. 243-4)5 He
continues to apply a double-standard with Ellen by placing the

responsibility for his situation with her and absolving himself

-

of any responsibility for his own actions. He also desires that
she remain separated from her estranged husband, in spite of the
social conseguences and her ostracization from the family, while

at the same time, he complles w1th her request that he remain

with May.?® His philosphical assessments and advice therefore

continue to be self-serving and inconsistent.

*Wershoven 1nterprets the situation differently: "Ellen, the
intruder, embodies those values of loyalty and decency, of
sacrifice of the individual for the good of others,  which New
York gives lip service to but does not live by. And now Ellen
holds Archer to his own words, for by denying Ellen the freedom
of a divorce, Archer has chosen to live by the standards of New .
York. Ellen holds him to the consequences of that choice”
(Female Intruder, p. 85). Wershoven's analysis suggests that
Newland and Ellen exert absolute control over each other, where,"’
in fact, both are masters of their own destiny. Ellen, however,
never loses sight of this fact, while Newland wants Ellen, or
May, or society, to make his choices for him as a means of
escaping his own confusion. The irony is, of course, that
relying on others only increases his confu51on and hlS
unhappiness.
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Ellen, in contraggﬁ is completely consistent because she
SHE '

responds only to her%éwﬁ‘clearly—%éfined moral beliefs:

W o. . if it's noffworth vhile Po have given wup, to have

missed things, so that others may be saved from

disillusionment and misery--then everything I came home

for, everything that made my other life seem by contrast

so bare and so poor because no one there took account of

them-5all these things are a sham or a dream (p. 244).
Requesting that Newland remain with May provides the means for
Ellen to test her own spiritual commitment, but in so doing, she
paradoxically inhibits Newland from testing his own moral
strength: "But after a moment the sense of waste and ruin
overcame him. There they were . . . so chained to‘their éeparate
destinies that they might as well have been half the world
apgft“ (p.'245). Hence, Ellen's moral virtue is self—sefving,
ané‘Newland is denied the nurture and the encourageﬁent vital
for him to escape from the unhappiness of his marriage.

In placing the responsibility for his well-being with
someone else whom he so completely misunderstands, Newland is
Qictimized by her good intentions and by his own limitations.
Just as his decision to marry May proves debilitating, thén, so
his need for Ellen is equallyrunproductive, and the
possgpilities for reconciling his conflict are reduced further.

When Newland is with Ellen, he has a "sense of having
slipped through the meshes oftime and space" (p. 231), and this
illusion provides him wiﬁh a way to cope, albeit temporarily.®

%Griffin Wolff suggests that Newland's sense of reality is the
central issue in the novel: "His yearning for Ellen is
indescribably intense, yet for the most part it belongs to
another world . . . . He searches out the house that®Ellen lives
in much as one might visit the hermitage of some transfigured
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Ellen agrees to occasional meetings, but only according to = .~

specific criteria:

It was the perfect balance she had held between their
loyalty to others and their honesty to themselves that
had so stirred and yet tranquilized him . . . . No; she
would go only if she felt herself becoming a temptation
to Archer, a temptation to fall away from the standard
they had both set up (p. 248).

The irony is that Ellen establishes the standard, and.Newland
deludes himself that their relationship operates on an esoteric
plane, imbued only with intrinsic value: |

. . . he had built up within himself a kind of sanctuary

in which [Ellen] throned . . . . Little by little it

became the scene of his real 1ife, of his only rational

activities . . . . Outside it, in the scene of his

actual life, he moved with a growing sense of unreality

and insufficiency . . . (p. 265).
While such illusions allow him to function as May's husband, the

, ) £
real world intrudes (p. 269), and his connection with Ellen

‘begins to évé;whelm him to the point of indiscretion (p; 262).
Li&ing within Ellen's guidelines proves as unworkable to
Newland as living within MayLs social framework, but when he
seeks Ellen out to make the illusions real, she refuses to
comply: “QPd you'll sit beside me, and we'll look, not at
visions, bbt at realities" (p. 292). Whereas Newland places
their’relatiohship in_avspirifual context, Ellen_doeé nbt: "Is
it your idea, then, tﬁat I should live with you as your
mistress--since I can't be your wife?" (p. 292). When he
suggests that they run away together, Ellen sees the >

“(cont'd) saint . . . he sustains a private shrine to the man he
might have been at a different time and in a different place . .
." (Feast of Words, p. 327).
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meaninglessness.in’suéh platitudes: "Oh, my dear--where_ is that
country? Have you ever been'tﬂere?"'(p. 293). She provides no
opportuni?y for Newland to perpetuate his illusiohs, and refuses
to indulge his fantasies: "For us? Bdt there is no-us in that
sense" (p. 294). He is)left,only with a vision of “deadiy |
~monotony" (p. 296) which awaits him without Ellen and with Maylb
as his wife. Each avenue that Newland pries, then, proves‘
edually futile. ) : ) -

The only option finally left for Newland to escape his
vision of deadly ménotony, short of May's death, is through an
illicit relattronship. In considering this alternative; Newland
confronts a convention which works completely against his
intentions: ™. . . in Archer's little world no one laughéd at - a
wife deceived, and a certain:meésure of contempt was attached-to
men who continued their philandering after marriage . . . .
Archer had always shéred this view . . ." (pp. 308-9). In making
illicit relationships sbciallyrunacceptable, and in making
marriage a saéred trust, husband and wife are inexorably bound -
to form the basic social unit, and deceiving a spouse is
tantamount to undermining the foundations‘of thé=socia1 system.
Loyalty in marriage'becomes a personal symbol of oné's
commitment té thé social 'structure, while disregard for the
marriage contract becomes a deavowalvof social
responsibilities. While there are notable exceptions, most

comply, at least superficially, and thereby, the social

structure is protected and perpetuated.
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When the individual is not fulfillgd—hitbingmpp;iaggi{a§:jwijvjjj

Newland is not, he must either suppress his needs, as Newland
- h T .
iﬁitially does, or he must reject the value system which forbids
gratificafion, as Newland ultimately tries: "Ellgn,Olenska,wés
like no other woman, he was 1like ﬁo other man;:their'situation,
theréfore, resembled nqrone,else's, andithey were anSWerable to
no tribunal but that of‘their own judgment" (p..309). Finally
then, Newland's conflict is reduced to the most essential level: -
in order to create meaning in his life, Newland must reject the ,°
>values which inform,has existence.-But at the same time, he sees
the Iimiﬁations in following such a course: "Did she really
imagine that he and she could live like this? And if not, what
else did she imagine?" (p}“311). At this most‘essential level,
his spiritual and social needs are irreconcilable;
He cannot accept that reconciliation is impossible,

N

however, although his attempt to consummate the affair only

;eveals how much the social animal Newland is: "'I don't profess
to be different from my kind. I'm consumed by the same wants;and
thg’same longings'" (p. 314). When Ellen points out the obvious
contradictions (p. 315), Newlandrsees only that this, as his
fimal option, must worg; That the affair is not coﬁsummated
suggesté Newiand only deludes himself, while Ellen, -who returns
to Eufope, and May., Qho intervenes, do not. Newland deludes

himself further with schemes to follow Ellen to Europe, because

_without her, he is doomed to the role he so desperately wants to

escape. Without Ellen, without options, and with May's

5
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pregnancy, Newland finally andvinevitably acquiesces to a role

a

o noe 16 aebmtamg*as it is essential.
‘As sensitive and respon51ve as she is to Newland, Ellen knows
that her understaﬁding of the conseqguences outweighs Newland's:
"No yQu're not! You've neVef‘been_beyond. And I heve . ; . . and
I know what it looks like there” (p. 294). But while Newland
,deflnesﬁhls rebellion 1n social terms, Ellen sees only the moral
1mp11cat10ns, whzch makes her choices much more clear cut and

) ,
self-evadent:—"Shall\I--once come to you- and then go home? . .
| can 't stay here and 11e to the people who ve been ~good to
me . ; . . [nor can I go away with you] and destroy thelr lives,
whenithey‘ve helped me to remake mine" (p. 314-5). The irony is,

of course, that Ellen's assessment euggesté that there are

degrees of wrong-doing and methods of atonement, which she uses

o~
r

to justify her actions: ". . . he saw that her face .’.,. was
flooded with a deep inner radiance . . . . he felt that he had
never before beheld love visibie" (p. 316). Hence, Ellen's
commitment to moral principles is overshadowed by less ratibh?l
needs when faced with the complete denial of self which her
position demands.

In contrast to Newland's confusion between social
'conventione and moral guidelines;,Ellen reveals that separating
the social and moral code provides no better criteria for =
feconciling disparities, and her position proves as limited as

Newland's: the only way that she can maintain her principles is

f
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“to Just1fy her need for Newland w1th1n a- moral framework and to.

rationalize the fulfillment of appetltes not prov1ded for in her

value system. By so doing, she becomes seIf—serv1ng and
hypocritical, not because she is weak and immoral, but because
‘there is no other avenue to reconciliation available. When she

leaves New York unfulfilled, she only;reveals the limits of her

_hypocrisy.5 | <
And like Ellen, May also sees to her own needs. When her
‘%ell?being islaqtually threatened,;inlspite of her earlier
'assertlon; she does make her "own happiness out of an
unfa}rness," which she acknowledges years later to her son: "Sh?”
said she kneu we were safe with fou, and always would be,‘
because once, when she asked you to, you'd given'up the thing
you most wanted" (p. 359). Fulfilling“the conventional role of
wife aud mother, within a reassuring and predictable framework,

provides meaning in May's life, but, baradoxically, she can

‘achieve fulfillment in her terms only if Newland remains"
unfulfilled in his terms. May's compassion, therefore, is

limited, and her understanding .is restricted to a subtle form of
SWershoven suggests that Ellen provides the example of a "moral
positive," articulated by the tutor, Monsieur Riviere: "It's
worth everything, isn't it, to keep one's intellectual liberty,
not to enslave one's powers of appreciation, one's critical .
independence? . . . . This statement stands in direct opposition
to the attitudes and behavior of 0ld New York, and is a code

that only one character in the novel besides R1v1ere himself
lives by. Only Ellen Olenska can fully 'look life in the face,'
and only she escapes from New York with her identity intact" o
(Female Intruder, p. 93). This 1nterpretat1on, however, suggests
that Ellen has lost nothing, nor has she given anything up which

she values, which seems to contradict her own struggles and the
compromises she makes. '
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coercion: "'No;, I wasn't sure then--but I told [Ellen] I was.

And you see I was right', she exclaimed, her Blﬁe e§é§7wét Qith7
victory" (p. 346). From May's perspective, she simply forces
Newland to clarify his priorities, and to éccebt the
responsibili£iés wﬁich his social and mari;al role requires.
The fact remains, however, that May is hypocritical in
placing'her own ne;ds ahead of Newland's and ahead of her moral

r

principles. In spite of the immense differences in their social

and economic positions, May, like Zeena in Ethan Frome, ensures
'Ber own well-being, and is as self-serving, regardless of the g .
cost to others. But whereas Zeena does.n | espouse moral
principles, May does, which suggeéts that hér sensibilities are
more’refined. And yet, Qhen her security'is actually threatened,
her moral principles prove irrelevant and unworkable. May's
actions reveqi tha£ the moral and social order cannot be
inexorably bound together because on crﬁgzal issues, personal
needs supersederéthics.WLike—Elieﬁ'then, May ultimately serves
herself first, although in May's case, her personal and éocial
expectations are so intertwined that in serving herself, she
also serves the'larger framework. Her moral lapsé thereforé
becomes irrelevant because her actions are necessary to her
well-being and essential’ to her social commitment. Nor are her
values ever tested either by a husband who is incapable of
further rebellion, or by a society which shares the same

assumptions. And any hypocrisy disappears in the face of her own

contentment.

243



From Newland's perspective, the consequences are quite

different. Acquiescing to his marital responsibilities is an

acknowledgement of his commitment to the social order, and seems

to provide a reconciliation to the crisis. But his evolution
. does not end here. Like Ethan, the Consequenqes of Newland's
conflict are assessed after thirty years,‘althOUgh without a
narrator; Newland assesses his own life, \ivdoeshis grown son,

Dallas, who provides a modern, more object?

e contrast. Newland
knows that in Eomp}ying with the réqﬁirements of his role,'he
has fulfilled May's expectations: by adopting a "pretense of
sameness, a.kind of innocent family hypocrisyli .'.‘. [May dig;]
thinking the world a good place; full of loving and harmonious
households like her own . . ." (p. 351). Newland takes solace
that he has provided for May's well-being, if not his own. His
assessment of his community life is equally revealing: "Hekhad'

¥
done little in public life; he would always be by nature a

contemplativé'and a‘diiettantéf’but'he had had high‘fhiﬁgs‘td'”
contemplate, and greaf tﬁings to delight in . . .f (p. 349f;
Newland rationalizes not only the limitétiohs in his
relationship with May, but also the dearth of aécomplishments he
sovwanted as a young man,

But just as Newland earlier blames Ellen for his entrapment
in marriage, so he continues to léok elsewhere to justify the
course his life has taken: ". . . he saw into what qidgeprgg;,he
had sunk. The worst of doing one's duty was that it apparently

unfitted one for doing anything else" (p. 354). He thus evolves
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exactly as he feared, without any personal'attributes or
accomplishments to set him apart, and is comfefteé oﬂiy byftﬂé'ﬁ
fact that he fulfills his marital obligations and social
responsibilities. In a sense then, his evolution symbolizes the
course of Everyman's life: Newland takes pride in his childfen,
in his few accomplishments, and he lives ascording to standards-
which are reinforced and perpetuated by everyone around him. In
so doing, he ensures the perpetuation of his community, and sees
its inherent value. By conforming to May's ekpectations, then,
Newland allows the social order to dominate and to provide ior
every need, and any hypocrisy or shortcdmings are submerged. in
the larger framew&fk. 7
But at the same time, thg inherent limitations in his
existence are obvious. Every element in his life and an
essential part of his nature all point Newland in the direction
his life ultimatelf takes, and yet, he senses the limitations in
his role: "Something he knew he had missed: the flower of life.
But he thought of it now as a thing so unattainable and’
- improbable that to have ;epined would have been [futile] . . . .
The ehances had been too decidedly against him" (p. 350).
Acknowledging that he has missed something, while denying the
possibility of attainment, reveals the exact nature of Newland's
dilemma: he .knows life should contain more than his life does,
but reaching out for what Ellen represents, for something so
intangible and transient, flower-like, requires that he also

escape the taboos which define his existence, and which seem
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very tangible and intransigent. Newland's dilemma is not a
matter of courage, however, nor fear. Rather,ﬁﬁéQiéndVkﬁé;;ﬁghggﬁ
if he were to escape his values and deny everything which gives
his 1ife~meaning, he also thereby would lose himself.

But understanding this cohflict does not justify his
choice, which he almost acknowledges: "There are moments when a
man's imagination, so easily sudeed to what it iiVes in,
suddenly rises above its daily leQel, and surveys the long
windings of destiny. Archer hung there and wondered . . ." (pg.
354-5). In his wonderment, Newland reveals thaF a life which‘
could. have provided limitleés opportunit}es instead is lost to
"dull duty" (p. 350), which is, accordiné to his own assessmentdz’
as a young man, insufficient and inadequate. His life proves to
be in his own terms, "sham" and "deadly monotony", in spite.of
his rationalizations to the contrary.

Moreover, those values and conventions to which Newland
5acrifices his inaividuaiity”pro§e*as transient as Newland's -
hopes, which Dallaé pointedly reveals (p. 359). The final irony
is that what seemed so permanent and self-perpetuating
disappears in the face of more expedient, énd humanistic,
guidelines, except in those people, like Newland, who cannot
adapt. And Newland, like others of his kind, becémesa
anachronistic and out-of-step with a society thch fe-forms
itself.® - |

fWershoven comes to much the same.conclusion in her comparison
of The Age of Innocence and The Valley of Decision: "Eventually,
Odo and Archer lose nearly everything, because even the past
they half-heartedly embrace is lost. And . . . Archer, a
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His understanding of his own limifations isérevealed in his
final decision not to reintroduce himself torEllen, forrtnef
are, as he earlier sensed, worlds apart.

What then of the moral implications in Newland's evolution?
Like Ethan, Newland is typical of his time and place, and
similarly, he sets himself apart, which leads to conflict, not
between Newland and his community, but within himself. As an
active and committed member of society, his need to feel a part
of a clearly-defined social structurebis incompatible with his
need to assert his individuality. But as an intelligent and
thoughtful man, Newland faces this dilemma by pursuing every
possible avenue te‘reconciliation, albeit unsuccessfully.

His commitment to May is legitimate in the sense that he

marries her, while his connection with Ellen is illicit from

€(cont'd) disappointed man, justifies his life in old age by
explaining, 'After all, there was good in the old ways . . ."
(Female Intruder, p. 39)

"Wershoven suggests that whereas Newland's life is 11m1ted by
/h1s duality, Ellen, in contrast, has resolved her own conflict:
“"The most satlsfylng final impression is that of a free Ellen
Olenska, who, having been expelled from New York, has lived as
an independent woman, safe from her husband, surrounded by the
culture and vanity of Paris. The apartment that Archer gazes at,
at the end of the novel, is 'many windowed . . . pleasantly
balconied,' and it seems as though the sun has just left it. The
expulsion of Ellen from the suffocation of New York has released
her to the light and openness of a new life" (Female Intruder,
p. 90). This conclusion, however, ignores Ellen's own loss, a’
relationship with Newland the man for whom she was willing to
sacrifice her beliefs and moral standards, nor does Wershoven
consider the fact that Ellen wanted to live in America, as an
American, which is what leads to her struggles with and
capltulatlon to the social and moral guidelines of the New York
community, in spite of her understanding of the preva111ng
hypocrisy.
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start to finish, which suggests that acquiescing to conventional

duties and responsibilities is somehow more legitimate than

breaking away.”In one way then, Newland's evolution suggests
that involveﬁent in the soeial order necessitates the denial of
individual pursuits in favour of broader, morevall—encompassing
concerns. In exchange for such denial, those that'cpmply are
rewarded with the emotional reinforcement and security which
belonging prdyides, and which, in Newland's case, is made
balatable‘because his,capituiation and rationélizations are

presented in such compassionate, gentle terms,

-
)

But ultimately, Newland's actions must be assessed in -
dispassionate terms. Although May is quite differént from Zéena
‘Fromé, and Ellen quite different'from Mattie Silver, the
analogies between Ethan's and Newland's situation suggest that
in the most esgential-way,~there is little difference at all.

Both Ethan and Newland choose to commit themselves to life-long
roles which they kn6w4§£; debilitating and unrewarding, and in
so doing, they each fulfill their social and marital

obligations. This suggests that within any community, regarélessr

of size or sophistication, any individual, regardlgsé of
intelligence and knowlédge, is guided by‘moral vaiues which bear
little relationm to his or to her idiosyncratic needs.

In the interplay between Newland, Ellen, and May, the
limitations of this dichotomy are revealed from every angle: May
defines her own needs in relation to an amalgam of social |

expectations and moral guidelines; Ellen suppresses her own
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needs in respohse only to coh;entions which actualize specific
moral principles; and Newland uses ﬁoral principles to réiﬁféfégﬁ
both his personal and his social sensibilities, depending on his
‘needs of the moment. And yet, rega:dless of the particular
approach, nbt‘May, nor Ellen, nor Newland escape hypocrisy,
self-interest, and incbnsideration, which suggests that when
tested, moral‘guidelines prove incompatible with individual
needs. May's choices suggest that ﬁnquestioning compliance are
the least self-destructive and the most rewarding, while Ellen'g
choices reveal the stréngth of character required for moral
commitment. But Newland, less superfiéial than’May, and less
committed than Ellen, sees the inherent limitations in every
possibility. When forced to choose, however, Newland, like
'Ethan, fﬁllowsvthe_morally—correct course, and condemns himself
to a role which is not as meagre as Ethan's, but which is_
spiritually and intellectually inadequate. The choicés'available
to Newland thus provide no avenue to reconciliation. More
importantly, his evolution reveals not the joy to be fQund in

life's potentiality, but rather, the struggle involved in

accepting so much less. -
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VIII. Conclusion

In her novels, Edith Wharton makes certain sweeping assumptions
about the nature of society generally, and about social behavior
specifically. Her characters all are located firmly within a

social context, and whether that context encompasses the

punctilious world of Newland Archer's Ne& York; or the 
stratified world of Lily Bart and Undine Spragg, or whether
society is represented by the small New England communities of

.
Charity Royall's North Dormer or Ethan Frome's Starkfield, each

provides‘a clearly-defined framework for the individual to ’
operate within. Similarly, all of Wharton's protagonists
experience varying degrees and different kinds of frustration af'
having to conform to the commonly-accepted assumptions of their

communities. In Wharton'SViGW,kthen,thesocialframegggk‘
demands as much of the individual asvitvprovides.

'In this sense, Wharton is a naturalist, but her perceptions
go beyond these limits. In her concern for the social structure,
she inevitably addfesses the moral structure, for, as is
apparent in her fiction; the two are inexorably bound together.
That is not to suggest that Wharton sees the world as a moral
'place} on the contrary, she sees a world where greed, fear, ‘
selfishness, egocentricity, frivolousness, apdwempty ritualistig
conventionlﬁave replaced reétifgde, éhari£§”énd compassioﬁ as

the guidelines for life. As a result, society provides
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lip-service to traditional Christian moral beliefs, but in

~ practice, ethics become platitudes,rstahdarasieabedients, ahéiw‘r
values political. What interests_Wharton is the contradiction |
between established ethical standards and the actuwal workings of
society. //u

Wharton's perspective is unigue in that she was inculcated
with the values and morals of the nineteenth centdry, but logked
forward to the twentieth century in her concerns, her
evaluations, and her techniques. She also brought to her fiction
an amalgam of philosophical thought and literary theeries which
she reworked to encompass her particular perceptions about life.
The result is that Wharton develo ed a literary technique and a
vision of life which, at her best, earns her a place of
distinction in the American literary mainstream.

In each of the novels discussed here, Wharton provides
assessments of traditional Christian moral doctrine. The usual
conception of such'beliefs is that they provide positive,
comﬁonlyfaccepted guidelines for the individual and for the
community, with those shared values furnishing not only a
commonly-acknowledged framework for existence, but a means for
achieving spiritual fulfillment. In this way, the commitment to
shared moral values also provides a standard of conduct which
allows every individual to ée—eiist with his neighbours, and
together, to form, at the most basic level, a civilized society.

Wharton, however, does not assume that Christian values and
beliefs inform the social framework./This position may be a

8 /
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refledtion of her acknowledged commitment to agnosticism, but

more probably, it simply reveals her perceptions about American

society. Wharton suggests that society more properly can be

-understood in terms of Darwinian and Spencerian ethics. In such

terms, the community'srcqmmitment is to survival, adaptation,
and most importantly perhaps, to the achievement and mainienance,
of power. Obviously then, thefe is ‘a contradiction between |
conventional moral assumptions and social pracfiees;i

Wharton accepts‘this contradiction, but what she does
question, and what provides the central focus in the novels, is
the problem for those who do not adapt unquestioningly torspeh
social guidelines. Instead, she focuses on those who‘feei the

need for a spiritual level to their existence, and considers the

, possibilities for fulfilling that need within a spirit-less

framework. In The Heuse of Mirth, for instance, Selden provides

the example of Darwinian adaptation: in his need for

ph il sdph ical pr i nc>1p’l es, he falls 'ba*c_:'k on traditional idioms S

concerning the "republic of the spirit" and romantic ideals, but
he never loses sight of the dichotomy between sueh beliefs an8
the exigeneies of life. Therefore, Selden sustains his need by
restricting those principies to a philesophical level; and he
becomes yariohsly convenfional, hypocritical,rand expedient in

his interrelationships with society and with Lily.

She, on the other hand, reveals the inherent danger in

attempting to fulfill her spiritual needs by taking such
5 - - - .

philosophical principles to heart. Under Selden's influence, she
s

L
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too falls back on traditional mbral principles, but in so doing,
she, unlike Seldén, loses sight-of'thé commonly-aceepted rules
"of conduct for her society. Once her\personél framéﬁ6rk'€hange5}
she becomes out-of-step with everyone else, including Selden,
until, ultimately, she is rejected ahd subséQuently ejected by
the community.

Lily's evélution, in relation to Selden and the various
levels of New York_sociéty, suggests that expediency‘and’
self-interest in themselves éan,provide an acceptable social
frémework; albeit one without any acknowledgement of spiritual
levels, so léng as every member accepts or adapts to the
underlying rules and conventions. But when an individual's
personal needs cannot be met within that framework, he can only
fall back on traditional moral values which are of little use in
a‘sociéty operating ﬁnder differentbcriteria. The implication is
that for-those whose needs requiré something beyond this
criterion, the individual who follows moral principles is

ill—equipped to make the kinqgibf choices necessary for

survival. ,
> ) W

" Similarly, in Summer, Charity experiences her sexual
awakening, not from the pgrspective of youthful experimentatioh
culminating in a mature relat%onship, but from the perspective
of é young girl left to carry the burden of responsibility for
her part in a shared intimacy, where her existence is defined

not in terms of spiritual fulfillment, but in relation to

survival. By ensuring her life, she destroys her spirit,- and in
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S0 d01ng, reduces the romantic ideal to absolutely 51mple terms.

Unlike Lily, .then, who is 1ntelllgent ‘and artlculate, é'

fashionable and active, if somewhat uncommitted member of Her AN
%,

§
Wo-

society, Charity is neither articulate nor fashionabie; nor
particularly ihtelligent, but neither‘is she completely
committed to her small community" either. Charlty is out-of- step
because of spec1f1c sexual and sensual needs which are not
acknowledged within North Dormer, but unl;ke L;1217Chagieybieﬁﬁ
much less able to define'the nature of her unfulfilled need. But -
there is really little difference between Liiy's sophistieated,
thoughtful response to her sp1r1tual needs in the contex}ﬁpﬁrher
complex and manipulative society, and Charity's instinctual
reaction to her undefined needs in the context of her own

artless little village. The kinds of pressures felt by Llly thus

are not exc1u51ve to sophlstlcated society, but are felt in any

community by anyone who attempts to stand apart.

Nor—do such attempts only occur in intelligent and
articulate individuals who are able éovgrapple with and to
comprehend the nature of their struggle in philosophical termef
rather, anyone whose needs move beyond conventional
expectations, even at the most basic level, is subject te
similar repercussions. For Charity, the struggle arises in the
dichotomy between her own sexual and sensual impulses and the
restrictions.bf a community which faile to aeknowledgefthQSeuf
needs within the moral framework. Aanjg§t:e§ Lily's aspirations

to the ideal are tested under’ the most extreme conditions, so
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Charity's sense of her own power and 1ndependence are 51milarly

;tested by the 1ntroduct10n of an out51der “who brlngs all the'”w"'b

underIying\tens 6h5’tb'thefsvrface;’Charify*s”evotutiéﬁ suggeSts”

3

that she has few avenues to fulfill her personal needs within

. the social framework. More importantly, her inability to make

" by those who are able ta.exert control.

Ve

demands on those who make demands of her leaves her victimized

"
In Ethan Frome, this struggle is presented in a similar

rural context, but from a male perspectlve, which suggests that

victimization is not restr1cted only to women. After struggling

with the confllct between his sense of duty and his desire .for

emotional fulfillment, Ethan's ultimate decision to adhere to
responsihlity leads not to spiritual,growth, but to a
life-in-death prison where pain, suffering, and endurance
proyide the substance of his empty existence. By trying to

accommodate everyone'Who makes demands of him, Ethan not only

“fails to fulfill his own needs , €eXxcept ironicall Y. ~but - he also— T e

‘dedicates himself to a role which is as tormented as it‘ig

reponsible.

Newland Archer S evolutlon in The Age;of'lnnocence presents

a similar situation, Wthh{ on the surface, seems much more
compassiqnate than Ethan's treatment. But like the cther
characters, Newland's conflict must be viewed in relation to
those around him: Ellen offers a vision of life unencumbered by
conventional restraints. In spite of his attractidn FO,E}l?h'

however, Newland is intimidated by his own inhibitions and by
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" the pressure'brought to bear on him by those who profit from his

compliance. When he capitulates to May and to the expectations
of society, he is;absorbedwtempleteiy”intUWitT*thereb e
suggesting that -individuality is a fragile commodity'at,best,
whichhdeteriorates without Constant'nurturing. In view ofjthed
fact that Newland initiaily articulates the limitations;thatuhel
iater perbetuates; any attempt to justify his actions according
tora moral standard rings holiow. instead his actions serve- |
only ‘to undermine any commitment to respon51bility achieved at
such a high price. | |

: Wharton presents in Newland's evolution a detailed

examination of a man for whom established rituals,

13

“nclearly-defined'roles, and cqmmitment to respon51bility

‘ultimateiy outweigh any spiritual br.idiosyncratic needs to“the
extent that his individuality is sacrificed for the perpetnation

of the species. Newland is as trappéd in his world as Ethan is
~in-his, -and-the sympathetic~renderinghof'Newlandisfstrﬂggiefeniyf4~W*
reinforces the tragic implications. Just as Lily's and Ethanfs
'moraliy-correct decisions lead to tragedy, so too ‘does Newland's

- struggle actually undermine the validity of moral rectitude as a

-

guideline fornexistence, simply because it becomes so limiting‘

in application. | | | ) |
Newland's and Ethan's capitulation to responsibility

ultimately becomesrasiempty and meaninglessiaswthertwenty-tour

or thirty year gap in their lives. And their commitment to

responsiblity contrasts with Lilyis’and'Charity's need for a o o
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similar commitment from men who cannot deliver. Regardless of

-Conseguently, the individual becomes trapped or victimized or

*3

the social milieu, then, or education or sophistication, men are
trapped by their sense of responsibility in conventional terms, - ——
and women have little option but to play on that sense of

responsibility as a means of ensuring their own survival. Those

‘that question this criterion, whether man or woman, become

involved jn a futile struggle using ethical values which provide
no avenues for spiritual growth or personal fulfillment.
absorbed by adherence to inesCapable values which prove in
application to be shallow, empty, and ineffectual. L
While host of Wharton's fiction addresses the victim, ih

The Custom of the Country she creates a protagonist who

eéitomizes the American commitmeht to expediency. Undine is a

vulgar, young upstart, withéut values, traditions, or moral

beliefs, and as such, she seems‘déstﬁned for an unfulfilled and
Q;;;hieSS'exist;;ce:Wyet”shEWis‘extremely~suécessfﬂ1;feutliniﬁgwrfw—ﬁ
hef>goal$ énd capitalizing on her resources, untroubled by

attacks of cSnscieﬁce which miéht‘otherwise lew her progress.

Undine is successful. simply because she in unhindered by moral
rectitude,ﬂand for this reason, she not only survives, but

succeeds in her own tergz.

The Custom of the Country alienated the critical audience

simply because Wharton's vision of the American cultural
consciousness has such portentous implications. She reveals the

evolution of a society which is guided by materialism and by its
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need for self-aggrandisement, and she p01nts out w1th d1dact1c

precision the consequences to those who do not conform By

locating Undine's evolution in an hIstorlcai conteit, and by
contrasting American mores with French customs, Undine's
limitations become apparent, especially in contrast with Ralph
Marvell's philosophical beliefs. The interplay of characters
suggests, however, that Undine may be despicable, but she

embodies the customs of a country which places

—self-aggrandisment before every other consideration. In this; /
sense then, Undine is America, and the critics' distaste is a
reflection of their»inability to address theiimplications.

Wharton creates a world without absolutes because she sees
a world without absolutes, and in this sense, she is compietely
modern in her sensibilities. And for the same reason,
nineteenthfcentury literary techniques were inadéquate'to heryp
bneeds, forcing her to develop her’own approach,73§ presenting,an
issue thfoughrcontrastingfangles*of”viston;?shemmo§es%béyondﬂa”””
moral center to present characters and events rélative.to each_
other, without expianation or resolution, Wharton's technique
frees her from pointing to any underlying meaning in the text;
instead, she places the respon51b111ty with the reader to take
from the interplay the implications which arise.
That is not to suggest that there is no meaning, but only

that it is elusive. This is partially because Wharton begins

with very basic assumptlons about the roles of men ~and women in

society, about the sexual make-up of men and women, about
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aesthetic and‘intellegtual concerns. She then creates a
situation which tests these'assumptionejunder £hé méélheii};ﬁeW"ﬁw
conditions for their validity. Nor does she previde‘any”easy'f””ﬁ
'solutions.fThe difficulty arises with those who try to justify
any character's evolution aecording to traditional conceptiohs,
which fer a long time, critics attempted to do. But as there are
no absolutes in life, Wharton provides no absolutes in her
fiction. Consequently, the reader must break free from his own
assumptions and let the implications speak for themseives. In
this way, the meaning becomes clear when the reader questions

the assumptions usually taken for granted. In this sense,
Wharton unifies form with content consistently aﬁd effectively.
Whefeas crities alwaye felt that there is a great variation
~in the quality of Wharton's novels, the variation actually
concerns the nature of the subject matter. In those novels whieh
address sexuality, spiritual commitment, material success, duty
‘andefesponsibility, the-subjects are universal. Therefieea”~ |
similar universality in- several other novels which sets them
apart as well: in A Son at the EEQEEr written in 1923, Wharten

addresses the conflict between heroism and survival from the

pbint of view of those left at home, while in Hudson River

Bracketed and The Gods Arrive, her discussion of the role of the

artist is a timeless issue. At her most successful then, Wharton
deals with universal assumptions and all-encompassing concerns.
At her less successful, Wharton applies the same

technigues, but her subject matter makes these novels less
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effect1ve. In The Valley of Decision, the h1stor1c sett1ng and

the panoram1c vision diffuses the central issue concern1ng

political ideologies, while in The Fruit of the Tree, which

addresses labour practices and,euthana51a, the assumptionsv
remain unclear and diffused. In addressing issues which are more.
political than universal, 'there is some difficulty for the
reader in 1n1t1ally defining the angles of vision, and more
importantly, in then addre551ng the 1mp11cat10ns wh1ch arlse
from their interplay, simply because the 1ssues‘1n the,broadest
sense may not be relevant. In those ndvels-@herezfﬁé&perspective
is narrowed to deal with timely iséues, Wharton Terfeits-the
universality which informs her best work. ,

By understanding that the unevenness of Wharton's.oeuvre is
created not by technical or artistic limitations, but by
differences in subject matteé,.ohe also understands why her
emphasis'Changes after 1920. The breakdewn of the moral order
which Wharton p1np01nted in her early*work was followed by“the"“”m**'
breakdown of the soc1al order as a result of the cataclysm1c
effects of the war, and many of_the sociological assumptlons'
which informed the consciousness of the general populace
disappeared, or at least these assumptiohs were narrowed, or
reinterpreted, or‘eatered down by a populace which no longer
tbokkény beliefs for granted. Charity Royall's sexual
inhibitions, for instance, were tossed aside in the Roaring'
Twenties, while Ethan's and Newland's sense of duty and

responsibility was redefined by a generation which had lost all »
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sense of continuity. The result of thei\f?nd SO many other
social changes was that spec1f1c assumptions no longegiprov1oed o
common cultural guidelines, nor could any social standards be
defined very readily in broQg terms.

In’those novels written after the war which focus on
sociological concerns, then, Wharton's assessments are less

impressive, simply because they lack the universality of the

‘good pre-war novels. In Glimpses of the Moon, for instance,

written between The Age of Innocence and A Son at theAFront,
- Wharton examines the consequences for those who are cogoitted to"
the superfical lifestyle of the "lost gehefation" in Europe

after the war; but the asshmptions thch inform the actionsﬁgé

the characters are uncertain and the meaning unclear. Similarly,

in The Children, wfigten in 1928, Wharton addresses_tﬁe‘issue of
multiple marriages and the consequences to the offspring of soch
matohés,'but again, the issue is more timely thao timeless.‘QAs
the social'Order'broké'down,"there'was some difficulty in
encompassing issues which struck at the heart of society's.
consciousness, which explainsrwhy'in’the.later good novels,
Wharton recreates an earlier standard, or focuses on unversal

issues such as war or the creative process, as opposed to
'Wharton herself acknowledged the impact of-the war and the
consequences to her as a writer: "Before the war youw coéduld write
fiction without indicating the period, the present being
assumed. The war has put an end to that for a long time, and
everything will soon have to be timed with reference to it. . .
.the face of the world is changing so rapidly that the poor
novelist 1s left breathless and mute, unless like Mr. Wells, he
can treat things 'topically,' which I never could” (Quoted in

Biography, p. 423).
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specific sociological or political concerns.

As a result, Wharton's skill does not become inadequate to

the requirements of a changing social structure, and there ar -
equally weak and outstanding novels at'eithe; end of her long
writing cafeer. Rather, the great span df her subﬁect matter
suggééfs that her interests rangéd from the political to the
sociological, but at her'mdst successful,'She touchés the pulse
of life. Atlher best, she defihes the chsquusnesswqfﬁaipa;ion” )
in terms which»remain as relévant now as when the novéls were
initially published. She not only captures the inherent
contradictions in the American psyche, but she defines and
analyzes thoge gualities which set Americans apart in terms
vwhich have proveh completelyjaccurate.‘By focusing on Amer}qan
mores and values, then, Wharton gave America a pictUre'of i;self
in excruciafingiy honest detail,;and in'térms which-ultimately
cannot be ignored. She broke away f;dm the limitations ofrthe
past, ahd she'forésaWﬂsoméfhiﬁg”of”América*S’futﬁréi‘and“aSMa*’”*””“*
result, she forged a position for herself in the literary
mainstreamlwhich has not yét been fully acknowledged. As readers
become more‘willing to accept the implications of Wharton's

artistic vision, however, her position in the American literary

tradition will be proclaimed.
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