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ABSTRACT 

In her fiction, Edith Wharton addresses the struggle of the 

individual to reconcile specific spiritual, economic, or sexual 

needs within the confines of a well-defined social structure. 

Wharton presents this struggle from several angles of vision, 

what she calls "reflecting consciousnesses," without providing 

' any moral directives to justify the pain and suffering which her 

protagonists experience. In failing to provide a moral center, 

the'author reveals the-limitations in popular wisdom and 

conventional mores; she si,multaneously undermines traditional 

ethics by revealing the limitations of conventional morality in 

practice. ~ence, Wharton's subject--and the subject of this 
> .  

thesis--is morality: her vision of morality; the failure of the 

literary critics to accept the ramifications of that vision; and 

most importantly, the value of that vision for those willing to 

accept its implications. 

The Introduction to thcs thesis ou.tlines Wharton's 

intellectual development, her artistic perspective, and her use 

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

the five major novels chosen for this study: The House - of M'irth, 

summer, ' The Custom -- of the Country,  than Frome, and The of - - 
Innocence. Chapter Two gives serious consideration to the 

evolut8n of Wharton criticism. Chapters Three through Seven 
f 

deal vkth each of the five novels in turn, specifically 

illustrating how Wharton's use of point of.view allows her to 

develop her ideas and reveal the implications for society at 

i i i  



large. Chapter Eight concludes by considering the implications 

of Wharton's vision generally, and 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. 
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I. Introduction 

Edith Wharton created a un-ique position for herself in the 

American literary tradition, partially by circumstance, and 

partially by design. She was bred to a po$tion of upper-class 

comfort, but early on, she was exposed for extended periods to 

foreign influences. More importantly, she had an in-born love 

for knowledge which drove her beyond the normal expectations of 

her role-as a society matron and into the pursuit of literary 

craftsmanship. She made herself familiar with traditional 

literary. theories, as well as' with the innovations developed by - 

modern writers and theorists. Throuqh this exposure, and as a 

result of her intellectual growth, Wharton escaped the 

inhibiting expectatigns of her social position, although she 

maintained a heelthy respect for the power of the sbcial 

framework. 

In her approach to literature, Wharton drew on her own 

background and experience, on her literary knowledge, and on her 

artistic sensibilities to redefine the form,of literature for 

her own purposes. She developed a technical theory concerning q J  
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 which she could 

define $nd assess the social, marital,' and sexual roles o • ’  men- 

and w d n z i n  krious levels of society. At her most ambitious, 



in - The Custom of the Country, Wh rton defined and addressed .theq -- P 
- - - - - - - - 

evolution of the American cultural identity. 

Without a moral stance, Wharton became free to develop each 

situation to its logical and realistic conclusion, regardless of 

the implications. She thus creates a literary techniiue 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 in modern American 

literature, whicQ suggests that Wharton,has been largely 

misunderstood by an audience that failed to grasp or to accept 
- 

, K 

her .meaning. In Wharton's terms, however, form and meaning are 

so completely integrated that by analyzing her use of point of 

view, the meaning becomes apparent, the implications clear, and . 
her abilities evident. Just as Wharton moves beyond 

pre-established notions, so anyone addressing her fiction must 
i 

do so as well. 
d 

Wharton was able to move beyond the restrictions of her 

community for a variety of reasons. Although she came from the 

upper echelons of New York society, she and her parents lived 

and travelled for long periods in Europe from 1866 until? 1872, 

between Wharton's fourth and tenth years, and again from 1880 

until 1883, be,tween her eighteenth and twenty-first years.' 

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

------------------ 
'R. W. B. Edith Wharton: - A Bioqraphy, ( ~ e w  Yoyk: 

, 19751, p. 19. 



* 

French, and was exposed to European culture a.nd intellectual 

' thought. This is not to7suggeSt that when she lived in New York 
* 

she did not, become. involved with the usual concerns o f  

upper-class society, but Wharton as well ?became'instilled with a 

love of learning which lasted her whole life. 

She comments at length in her memoir, A ~ackward Glance, - 
9. 

about her love of books, of reading, of the emotional and 

intellectual adventures she experienced vicariously during her 

adolescent years in her father's library. Unschooled except by 

private tutors, she voraciously consumed everything but the 

popular romances forbidden by he; mqther until., so00 after her 

marriage, a close friend and mature,mentbr, Egerton winthrop, 
\ 

- 
channelled her into very specific areas, which ~ e w i s  feels is.a 

A 
turning point in Wharton's educatian: 

--4 

. . . Winthrop directed Edith to the French novelists, ' b *  

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 ~ihthrop 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 en~ironment.~ 

These details of Wharton's background are worth noting because 

they help to e-xplajn her unwillingness to perceivk life in the 

conventional manner of her day. F 
-. 

-In the latter part of the nineteenth century in New York, 

spec'if ically in the claustrophobic world which Wharton inhabited ------------------ 
2~dith Wharton, A Backward Glance, (New York: Appleton-Century, 
1 9 3 4 ) ~  pp. 55-76, b 

30p. - Cit, p. 56. s 
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Victorian, Christian moral principles into their fiction. 

Authors like George ~iiot, for instance,' editorialize ;freely 
- - 

about characters and events through an omniscient narrator, and 

these three eleme'nts usually interweave towards a lo•÷ical and 

morally-uplifting conclusion. And naturally, there is 

contentment in analyzing literature which reflects and 
Lz * .' 

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

evolves into an uplifting message defined by conventional 
I 

wisdom. The yariation involves only how entertaining t k  

instruction will be, 

Wharton, however, was able to move beyond George Eliot and 
,- 

towards a more modern perspective. dhat is not to suggest that 
a --- -- 

L. c she rejected Eliot's worth, for rWharton praised ~liot's 

abilities and consistently maintained Middlemarch on her lists 

of favorite books;5 but as Wliarton matured, the limitations for. 

her in Eliot's vision became apparent: 
- - -- - 

[Eliot] was a conservative in ethics. She felt no call 
to found a new school of morals. A deep reverence for 
the family ties, for the sanctities of tradition . . . 
is revealed in every page of her books.' 

Clearly, the influence of Wharton's studies and her own 

intellectual growth, led to a broader perspective than that 

+ provided by the established morals of her day.7 
-----------L------ 

'Quoted in Ibi'd, p. 108. 

7~harton relates an anecdote in her memoirs about a critic 
outlining a standard ruLe for short-story d t l n g :  -? 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 



She found'this perspective in her readings and through 
- 

Winthrop's guidance, and her studies provided some sense of the 

cataclysmic changes occurring in European intellectual ghought 
- 

from the mid-nineteenth centdy-onwards. Darwin's Origin of - 
- J ;  \ I - 

Species, published in 1859 in England, revolutionized the 

accepted view of human history, and shifted- Phe emphasis away 

from the traditional hierarchical view of man in relation to God 

and towards man's relationship with the environment as the 

determining factor in existence. Darwin's theories gained 

popularity and led to a shift in 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 
* 

found voice in Emile Zola in France, who came to influence and 

to represent a whole generation of "naturalist" writers. The 

trend established by Zola in the 1870's and 1880's did not reach 

fruition in America until the turn of the century with Norris, 

Crane, and Dreiser, thus illustrating not only that European 

writers, specifically French writers, were trend setters insofar 

as adopting 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 1iteTary technique rather than 
to moralism, her reaction illustrates her inability to comply 
with conventional attitudes and conventions. 



- concerned, but also that American writers lagged a whole 
- 

generation behind their European counterparts in adopting such 
, 

. innovations themselves. 

While there is some difficulty in assessing the degree to 

which Wharton's more international outlook might have made her + 
responsive to these new modes of .thinking, it is very probable 

**&hat she was highly receptive to these French writers by the 

time she was-introduced to them in her mid-twenties, because of 

I?- 

her European egperiences and her voracious appetite for 
,- ' - knowledge. Lewis lists her favourite books for 1898, the year 

_ I  

before her first collection of stcbries, The Greater .Inclination, 

is published, and the list is dominated by nineteenth-century - 
French novelists. Thirty-f ive years later, in h4r'rnemoirsI she 

remembers vividly the impact of "the wonder-world of nineteenth 

century science": 
1 

c' [~inthrop] made known .to me . . . the various popular 
exponents ofbthe 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 uni~erse.~ 

Wharton's own evolution as a writer thus is intertwiqed with $er 

exposure to and stimulation by Darwinism and its literary 

counterpart, naturalism. 

As well as the naturalist approach $0 literature, there 

were, at the same time, other theories being developed in quite 

g~harton, - A Backward Glance, p. 94. 



dif fekent ways, most notably by Henry James and Jbseph Cqnrad, 

who attempted to articulate in theory ahd in practice the ways 

and means of b e ~ t  illustrating their artistic assumptions. James 

suggests that a novel must be a direct'reflection of life, and 

. as such, the use of an all-seeing, all-knowing narrator is 

contradictory by its very definition. Instead, the writer must 
/-+ 

use a c e n d  of consciousness to unify the work to focus all the 
\ 

elements through a particular perspective. 

Conrad suggests that novels should not b e - W l y  vehicles 

for propaganda or moral dir-yes, but rather an accumulation 
a 

. of impressions gathered and reflected indirectly, as one would 

in life,. and any philosophy or doctrine .appears oniy &through a 
G 

cumulative series of impressions.ll ~uch'premises shift the 

emphasis from writer as moral instructor to writer as reflector 

of society's weaknesses and strengths studied from a paiticular 

subjective point of view. In such theories, James and Conrad 

egtablished technical criteria for themselves and for other 

writers, including Wharton, which undermine the conventional 

approach to writing. 

As an admirer of James's early work especially, and as a 

writer of t-subsequent generation, Wharton was exposed to such 

innovations, a h d understood the emphasis on narrowing the point 
of view in a quickly-changing world where no-one could possibly ------------------ a 

'O~enry James, "The Art of Fiction," in The Future of the Novel, - -- 
( ~ e w  Pork: Vintage Books, 19561, pp. 3-27. 

ll~oseph Conrad, - The Nigger -- of the 'Narcissus' (New York: H a r p e r .  
and Row, 1 9 5 1 ) ~  pp. xxxvi-xlii. 



provide answers to every problem based on unquestioned moral 

guidelin6s. 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 approaches to the function of literature generally, 
C 

and to the use of point of view specifically, were not only 

possible, :but necessary to modern sensibilities. 

By the time Wharton published her first collection of short 
Y 

stofies 'in 1899, she brought to her ;riting :more knowledge aQd 
\ 

maturity than would the average neophyte; already- thirty-eigh? 
6 .. 

years old at the turn of the century, Wharton's thoughtful 

reading covered the. whole historical 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 ~merican contemporaries. Lewis 

describes Wharton as "one of the most intelligent American women - 

who ever lived."12 She was able to surround herself fislly with 

the intelligensia of America, and later, of France and, to a 

lesser degree, of England. She was fu& versed in the technical 

theories propounded by James, whom she later counted as a close 

.friend and intellectual companion. 

Moreover, she had established a very strong sense of the 

rituals and traditions of* society, of the liqtations and. 
P 

narrowness imposed upon the individual, by virtue of her ------------------ 
l 2  Lewis, Biography, p. xii. 



un'committed involvement with a very structured and ordered 

society in New York, counterbalanced with on-going and extensive 
\ 

travels and her eventual expatriation in Europe. This amalgam of 

time, place, circumstance, interests, and abilities provided,.',: . 
-, L . 
\ %&  harto on with a very well-considered perspective on the world. t d  $ 
: p."?j 

~, -* 
As a result, she did not simply duplicate traditional : J 

techniques, but rather, developed her .o*eory regarding point 

of view, which she outlines in - The ~ritinq'of ~iction: - 
In the interest of . . . unity it is best to shi t as 
seldom as possible and to let the tale work its& out 
from not more than two (or at most three) angles of I 

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 fro9 
different angles, always presents itself to the reader 
as a whole. 3, - -  

In contraqt to Eliot, who uses an omniscient narrator to spell 
4 

out the moral implications, 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 

actions, or on editorial commentary, but on the otality of the 

drama and on the general implications arising out of t h e L  

interplay of characters. This technique demands that the reader 

L assess the interplay and draw his or her own conclusions.1a 
------------------ f 

13~dith Wharton, - The Writinq - of Fiction, Scribner's, 
19251, p. 87-8. 

14For this same reason, Wharton cannot bd considered a satirist, 
although there certainly are satiric elements in many of the 
novels. While she does use irony, and she does expose th 
limitations in society, she does not do so from a positi of - 4 moral superiority, nor does she provide a viable alternati e. 

In European- oma antic Irony f ~ e w  York: Holt, Rinehart, 
1958), Morton Gurwitch outlines specifically the differences 



C 

2'- 
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 r comments to James regardi,ng 

- 
7 

The Golden Bowl: "What was your idea in suspending the four 

principal characters . . in the void? What sort of life did 

tBey lead when they were not watching each other, and fencing 

with each other? Why have you stripped them of all the human 

fringes we necessarily trail after us in life?"15 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 

% 
consciousnesses," James uses a particular character to provide a 

7 
0 

14(cont'd) Between satire and irony: "Perhaps the fundamental 
,J 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 %e 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 interes,ts of 
-A stability. Irony entails hypersensitivity to a universe 

permanently out of joint and unfailihgly grotesque. The ironist 
does not pretend to cure such a universe or to solve its 

fmysteries. It is satire that solves. The images of vanity, 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 liquidation (p .  9). 

1 5 ~  Backward Glance, p. 191. - 



moral stance,16 while Wharton purposely fails to provide any 

moral stance at a11.17 To suggest that Wharton simply copies the 

technique of Eliot and James, and not too successfully, then, is 

to disregard not only Wharton's intelligence and skill, but also 

her own well-defined theories of disco~rse.'~ 
- 

Moreover, to suggest that her enthusi tic response to 

Darwinism is simply a wholesale commitment o a thenrfashionable 

literary approach, as many critics have suggested, and to 

presume that Wharton only replicated French naturalism within 

I the narrow con ines of an American setting, does not coincide 

with the picture of this very discerning, perceptive woman which 

has survived through all the misconceptions. That is not to 
7 

suggest that naturalism 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 ------------------ -- 
16~enry James, "Preface to What Maisie Knew", in ---- The Art of the 
Novel, (New York: ~ c r i b n e r ' s , 9 n p n 0 - 5 9 .  k 

l 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 
systemically evaluate its characters. We *may sympathize now with 
one, now with another, but the final judGment of any individual 
must be ambiguous" [A Feast of Words: 
Wharton (New York: oxford university Press 
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 pr ides a means to resolve the apparent 
inconsistencies and contr 

lBIn - 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 approa relation to Conrad's theories 
and to her own (pp. 



naturalism in order to formulate her own particular approach. 

Like the naturalists, Wharton also situates her characters 
1 

within a clearly-defined milieu. ~ u t  unlike the naturalists, who 

feel that the individual'is subject to the vagaries of society 

and is without the strength or will to withstand ext.erna1 

pressures, Wharton acknowledges that the individual is capable 

of making choices as a means of seeking personal fulfillment. 

Therefore, Wharton is not a naturalist, although the influence 

of naturalism is evident. Instead, she describes herself as a 

realist and as a novelist of manners, and focuses on the 

individual's qttempt to fulfill his own needs in, the face of his 

own fears and in the face of the pressures and conventions of 

s~ciety.'~ 

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 always 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 whi'ch perpetuates specific values and 

beliefs. In - The Age of Innocence, the community is rigid-and - 
punctilious, while in The House of Mirth, turn-of-the-century - - 

I 
New York changes hs Lily ~art%ov~s downward through the various 

I 

*?% w 
levels of society. In Ethan ~r&e and Summer, the community is ------------------ 
l9~his 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 ~merican small 
town". (Quoted in - A Backward Glance, p. 147-8.) 



represented by small New ~nglana 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, 

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

-i 
community or its representative articulates the social 
I 

I f 

boundarihs for each member in order to maintain acceptance 

the group. For Wharton then, society at its most basic, 

o w i t s  most complex, provides a clearly-defined framework 
\ 

whch informs each &ember1 s consciousness. 

Each of Wharton's protagonists reveals the degree to which 

he or she has absorbed the values of his or heY particular 
"'-' 

' .  

milieu. Lily Bgart's commitment to expediency ec$oes the 

commitment of everyone around her, as does Newland Archer's 

dedication to.'the rituals of his group. Ethan Frome and Charity - 
Royal1 both exhibit a strong sense of the culturai .rules of N&W 

* I 

England, while in contrast, Undine Spragg illustrates-how 

quickly the conventions of any particular group can be copied or 
> 

tossed aside, given the desire of the individual to adapt to or 

to move within the various strata of society. All of these 

characters are active, i f  somewhat uncommitted, participants inl 
\ 

their communities, thereby suggesting that withstanding the 

influences of family, friends, and neighbours is impysible. 

These characters all mirror Wharton's own situation in that 

each is inculcated with the values of his or her own society, 

but at the same time, each has a particular personalquality 

which forbids complete absorption. That characteristic is a need 



for something which cannot be found openly wipin the confines 

of the partic-ular society, but which remains latent within the 

individual. As a result, each of Wharton's protagonists is / 

disconnected from the community in a particular way, in spite 0-f 

a general commitment to common values. 

The manner in which each protagonist's latent need is 

awakened also is similar. In each case, an outsider, or at least 
i 

someone'who offers an alternative perspective, exerts sufficient 

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 grace which contrasts 

dramatically with the exigencies of her precarious existence, 
f 

just as in Summer, Lucius Harney offers Charity a feeling for 

the potentiality of life beyond the narrow confines of North - 

In Ethan Frome and - The Age - of Innocence, Mattie Silver 

and llen Olenska represent for Ethan and Newland an escape from ""'7 
dull nd meaningless, albeit responsible, relationships, just as 

L Lyof the cA-*, Elmer Moffatt, Ralph ~a'rvel-1 and , in The 
.---<- 

others, reveak to Undine the possibilities of life beyond each 
- Q successive le el 'she in The fact that such stimulus is 

provided by outsiders suggests that the community isg 

- self-perpetuating and inward-looking, which has portentous 

overtones for those whose needs are different. < .  

While there is a central character, then, on whom Whartom 

specifically focuses, the protagonist 'always- is contrasted with 
? 

f 



one or more other characters who emifbdy the values of the 

kommunity, and with an outsider who provides an ;lkernat;ve 

perspective. The interplay between these cha~acters creates the 

"reflecting~angles of visionw to which Wharton refers in her 

- discussion of point of view, and the "reflecting . t 

forms the Lily, for instance, is 

expediencies of her society and the spiritual 

directives which Selden provides; Charity is caught between the 
- 

social restraints which lawyer Royal1 embodies and Harney's 

potentiality. Ethan and Newland each are caught between a 

conventional woman and' one who represents the unique:"whileV 

nndine contrasts with Ralph Marvel1 and several others'to point 

to specific elements in the American psyche. The struggle of the 

protagonist to reconcile these quite contradictory elements, as - 
-1 

they are embodied by various characters, forms the nucleus of 

each novel -/ 3 .[ , 
J The rdtur? of these erefore is important. When 

, a- 

Whdrton's protagonists the conflict between- their 
\ . = 

need for what the outsider offers, and the restrictions of their 
- 

community, they attempt, in each case, with, the notable 

exception of Undine Spragg, to resolve the problem according to 

philosophical ideals or traditional Christian morality. And in 
't 

each case, these guidelines prove at best limiting at worst, ------------------ 
A 

2 D ~ n  The Writing of Fiction, Wharton suggests that this 
7 . technique resolvespotential problems in narrative and 

chronolog9 ". . . by shifting-the poigt o f  vision from one 
.character t.0 h t h e r ,  in such 9 way ( o comprehend the whole 
histo-ry and yet preserve the u-nity o pression" (p. 87). 



- 

destructive. Consequently, the community provides an important 
C 

frame of reference, but the moral directives arising from that 

frame of reference do not equip the individual to deal with 
s 

their needs within the context of the human community. This 

apparent contradiction suggests that society at large does not 

subscribe to the beliefs that it demands of the individual, 

which undermines the basic assumption that moral bel&fs and 
++' values provide the foundation of civilize? society. 

* , )  > -= 

Whereas Wharton feels that Eliot accepted convent <&a1 

ry Christian morality as a guideline in her artistic vision, 

Wharton herself sees the,limitations in the wholesale acceptance 

of such unquestioned beliefs, 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 the 

protagonists to those who do escape. For Charity, the people of 

the mountain seem almost sub-human, while for Newland, Ellen's 

exotic existence is compelling, but at the same time, it is . . 
unfamiliar, foreign, and frightening. M O ~  importantly, those 

- who do withdraw matter far less to Wharton th n+ those who ap 
remain, which suggests t6at in her terms, e cape is merely an F' 

6 evasion of rather thag a solution to an a1 ncomwssing 

t. The struggle thus becomes greate 
1 

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 



traditional Christian morality are ill-equipped to deal with a 

L t world operating under more contingent crfEiiteria. -- - - - -  
- 

Wharton's perception of the limitations. in philosophical, 
- - - - - 

\ 

ideals and traditional morals leads to a significant shift in 

emphasis. In response to criticism of dne of her books, Wharton 
&a 

replied: "I am never interested in the miGortunes of my . L 

personages, only in their psychological ev~lution."~' Wharton 

seems to suggest in this comment that she is less interested in 

what happens to the'characters than she is in the reasons whF 
- 

L 

they act, choose,' and evolve as they do.22 Athough this approach 

is clearly naturalistic, Wharton provides the additional element 

of evaluating the philosophical tools and moral criteria 

available to these charactets as they attempt to reconcile their 

needs within the conventions of society. In each case, how ver, -3 
the individual makes conscious and delibeiate choices, andko ------------------ .J 
2 1  Quoted in Lewis, Biqraphy, p. 327. 

I. 

22Wharton defines her approach in yet another way, but the 
underlying-methoclofo~y remains =onsistent: "Tntliis[f ictionall 
world are begotten and born the creatures of [the author's] * ,  
imagination, more living to him than-his own flesh-and-blood, - 
but whom he never thinks of as living, in the reader's 
simplifying 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 t eir master, I do not mean that they are his 
marionettes and dang e from his strings. Once projected by his 
fancy, they are livi beings who live their own lives; but 
t,heir world is the o b consciously imposed on them by their 
creator. Only by means of this objectivity of the artist can his 
chqracters live in art" (Writing of Fiction, p. 1 2 0 ) .  By 
creatinq "realisticn characters who must interact within 
clearlyldefined limits, the intellectual aspects are never 
subjugated in favour of the predictable or the sentimental. In 
this way, the underlying implications are as important - as the 
character's actions. 



&* " .  
, v  - 

this extent,<he or she is master of their own destiny. 
d 

1 '  

This is kn-important distinction to make in comparison to 

other writers: Wharton feels that Eliot's characters a2so 

operate within a clearly-defined moral structure, but misfortune 

occurs when the guidelines are ignored or abused,'and  fortune^ 

returns when the error is recogni ed and corrected. The F 
naturalists, in contrast, suggest to Wharton that there are.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. Consequently, th re is no i 
moral center or touchstone to reveal the value in suffeWg or 

to link a character's p ~ i n  with any apparent lesson. In not' 

providing armoral center, Wharton undermines the then-popular 
C. 

.traditional expectations for literature. \ - 
Wharton's description of herself as a realist 

comedian of manners thus is in keeping with her philosophical 

perspective. She sees the inevitablity of a well-defined social 

structure; she accepts that most are absorbed into that 

structure and unthinkingly absorb the values and beliefs 

prescribed therein.-~he social framework which defines and gives 

meaning to each individual's existence, however, simultaneously 

7 inhibits any personal or spiritual growth in those hose needs 

are different. In each case, the individual who sets himself 
.r 

apart faces a struggle for which he is ill-equipped. 



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 

5- individual ignore the pressures of his existence, or that he I, 

ignore his own needs.23 In - The House - of Mirth, for example, Lily 

struggles between economic exigencies .and her attraction to 

ethical considerations. In Summer, Charity .- is used to examine 

sexual relationships reduced to the level. In The 
\ - 

Custom -- of the-Country, Undine is @ relentless 

analysis of the kind of femaleand the kinds of Survival skil-1s 

necessary in a world without idealism or values, and'where 

upper-class tradition has atrophied into empty and decadent 

dilettantism. In Ethan Fcome, the protagonist struggles with the 

conflict between his sense of duty and his desire for emotional 

contentment, while in The + - of Innocence, Newland flounders 

between his social needs and his intellectual sensibilities. 

Because  harto on 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 
- 

piatitudes or contrived reconciliations, the individual 

flounders only in relation to conventi'onal values and social 

pressures. Whether that society is a reflection of rural 1870 or ------------------ 
23~harton comments in another context about this contradiction: I 

"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). - 



1890 New York, or whether it is a reflection of rural New 

England or the world in general, Wharton's approach is 

consistent. Whether that individual is an eighteenth-century 

Prince of Italy, an aspiring artist on the Hudson River, or a 

father concerned about his son's involvement in World War I; 

whether the community is historic or contemporary, complex or -= 

straightforward, artistic or agrarian, the modus operandi 

remains similar in that the struggle of the individual to 

reconcile his own needs, according to ir&&evaLnt values within a 

conventional framework, informs each novel. 

The novels taken for consideration in this study are chosen 

because they are well-written, and deal specifically 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 - of Mirth, 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 complements - The Age of Innocence, published in 1920. 

These five novels separately revealAthe wide range~of Wharton's 

artistic sensibililities, and together they address specific 

' aspects concerning the individual in any social structure. By 

testing certain assumptions about the interrelationship between 



the individual andhis'social and ethical framework, what seems 

valid and worthwhile in theory,'proves irrelevant or 

self-destructive in practice. I 

For this reason, Wharton did not endear herself to the 

critics. Just as her characters are forced to reevaluate their 

own assumptions about morality, her technique makes the same 

demands of the reader. Not only does Wharton refuse to spell out 

< any moral lesson according to conventional expectations, but 

more importantly, she also forces the reader to reassess some 

basic assumptions about social and sexual roles. Wharton's 

perceptions about morality, her understanding 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 naturalists, she 

also moves beyond the expectations of the literary 

establishment, and makes herself victim to the critical 

backlash. 



,i 
11.  The Critical Response 

Wharton's relationship with the critical audience-until, very 

recently has been at best tenuous. Many of her contemporaries 
/ 

felt that she was misguided, immoral, and without artistic or 

imaginative skill. Moreover, specific myths grew out of 

misconceptions about her life which suggested that she was a 

snobbish, affluent society lady who was emotionally unstable, , 

sexually frustrated, and sociologically alienated from the real 

world, and whose dedication to Henry James and George Eliot was 

dampened only by her inability to imitate them well. The 

evolution of these myths is worth tracing with Wharton, because 
* 

so much is revealed about the critical process. More 

importantly, such exploration explains why Wharton has not yet 

secured a prominent position in the literary mainstream. 

The limitation around 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 misconceptions grew, simply because 

those early assumptions were never tested. By the 19501s, there 

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 19601s, critics were struggling 



%. 

with the conflict between t h e i v n  expectations and her * L 
inability to satisfy those expectations, although the)r 

reservations were not so openly defined. Not until the 1970's do 

critical assumptions evolve sufficiently to encompass the 

sensibilities which Whartan addressed sixty years before, 

assisted, ironically, by Wharton herself with the release of her 
f 

personal papers in 1968. In their response then, the critics do 

 harto on a grave injustice: she was expected to perpetuate and 

reinforce specific assumptions in her fiction, and her failure 

to comply with such expectations led not to new ways of 

perceiving, but to a e l e s a l e  rejection of her work as being 

invalid, or irrelevant, or irreverent. She thus was condemned 

ac.cording to criteria which doxot apply but which 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 ~ i r t h  are consistent in - - 
h 

their praise for her technique and style,' and while some praise 

her penetrating and relentless judgementI2 most feel that the 

book is plotless3 and Wharton is accused of limited creative 

I T ~ .  Bentzon, "Le Monde ou l'on ~'amuse aux ~tats-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), 19. 

2~nonymous, "A Notable Novel," Outlook LXXXI ( 2 1  October, 1905)~ 
pp. 404-06, in Springer, - A,Reference Guide, p. 14. 

Anonymous, "Review of The House of Mirth," Academy LXIX ( 4  
7 

November, 1905), p.1155, in springer, - A Reference Guide, p. 15. 



powers14 of using, at best, "ephemeral sub3ectsI5 or at worst, 

"impleakant"(sic) and uncontrasting  character^.^ Lily is accused 

of being "coldly corruptIW7 of "phenomenal ignorance of money 

mattersIWB of being entitled to a "less brutalizing 

environment," which "any fair-minded creator would have provided 

. . . " 9  The subject is condemned for its shallo~ness,'~ for its , 

'concern about the "vain and vulgar upper-~lass";'~ Wharton is 

condemned for not observing "the tenets of 

reali~rn,"'~ and for her "indefiniteness [about] the 'better 

C 

4Anonymous, "The House of Mirth," Times Literary Supplement , ( 1  
December, 1 9 0 r  p. 421,in Springer, - A Reference Guide, pp. 
15-6. 

5~nonymous, "Mrs. Wharton's Latest Novel", Independent LIX 420 
July, 1905), in Springer, - A Reference Guide, p. 13. 

601ivia Howard Dunbar, "A Group of Novels," Critic ,XLVII 
(~ecember, 1905), pp. 509-510, in Springer, - A ~efedence Guide, 
p. 16. \ z 

7~nonymous, "Review of - The House of Mirth," Saturday Review 
 ondo don), CI (17 February, 1906J,pp. 209-10, in Springer, 'A - 
Reference Guide, p. 18. +--- 

8C. L. Franklin, "Women and Business," Bookman, XXIV ( ~ ~ ~ e m b e r ,  
1 9 0 6 ) ~  pp. 249-50, in Springer, - A Reference Guide, p. 19. 

g~nonymous, "Idle Notes by an Idle Reader," Critic XLVIII ( ~ a y  
1 9 0 6 ) ~  pp. 463-4, in Springer, - A Reference Guide, p. 18. 

'O~ary Moss, "Notes on New Novels, Atlantic Monthly XCVII 
(January, 1906), pp. 52-53, in Springer, - A Reference Guide, p. 
19. 

'lwilliam Morton Payne, "Recent Fiction,-" ~ i a l  XL ( 1  January, 
1 9 0 6 ) ~  pp. 15-16, in Springer, - A Reference Guide, p. 19. 

'*H. D. Sedgwick, "The Novels of Mrs. Wharton," Atlantic Monthly 
XCVIII . - (August, - 1906), pp. 217-28, in Springer, - A Refer=ence 
Guide, p. 19. 



part' d c h  Selden has to offer." 

The Custom of the Country f$res little better: Wharton's - -- c' 
reputation is said to be on the decline, and her "heroine is a 

mere monster of vulgar1 \- "14 while another comments that 

Cthe subject itself, and of it, are at 
I 

this stage of the development of f w i o n  decidedly beneath her . 
. . . The situations are banal, the treatment of feminine nature 
is unnecessarily coarse."15 Yet another suggests that "even her 

skill has not saved her from exagge&tion, unrealities, and 
- ,  . . 

I Summer is seen as a "sordid and ugly story,"17 and although 

"one(fee1s pity . . . one also feels dragged without much 
6, purp se througff these fictional sorrows." ' 

43~lice Meynell , "The - House of Mirth," Bookman bo on don) XXIX 
(December, 19051, pp. 130-31,in Springer, - A Reference Guide; p. 
17. '-'Y L 

"H. W. B.>~rs. Wharton's Manner," Nation XCVII (30 October, 
1913), pp. 404-5, in Springer, - A Reference Guide, p. 35. 

E. F. E., "Edith Wharton's New Novel: An Extremely 
conventional Portrayal of the Social Climber," ~ostoh Evening 
Transcript (18 . - ~ctober, 1 9 1 3 ) ~  Pt. 3, p. 8, ,in Springer, - A 
Referenee Guide, p. 36. \i 

16~obert Herrick, "Mrs. Wharton's World," - New Republic I 1  (13 
February, 1 9 1 5 ) ~  pp. 40-42, in Springer, - A Reference Guide, p. 
39. 

1 

17~nonymous, "Novels Whosy Scenes are Laid in New England," 
J- 

Review of Reviews LVI (September, 1917), p. 333, in Springer, - A 
~ e f e r e n z  Guide, p. 43. 

18~nonymous, "The New Books," Outlook CXVI ( 1  August, 1917)~ p. 
522, in Springer, - A Reference Guide, p. 43. 



v- . 
With -Ethan Frome, the praise for Wharton's "structural 

skill and feeling for style"Ig continues, but she is' faulted for 
*. 

her preference for showing "life in its tragic aspects, but 

withou< the deep sympathy and tolerance of the greatest 

novelists."20 Another suggests that "she does not understand the 

New England characterIW2' which may be a reflection of the 

critic's own lack of understanding. Yet another feels that 

"there are thingk too terrible in their failure to be told 

humanly hpcreature to creature,"22 while yet anothea-echoes 

concern for her cruelty, her "utter remorselessness."23 * 
With the publication of - The Age - of Innocence, critics say 

that Wharton's work is "cold,"24 that her subjeci is "trite,"25 

and full of "troops of obsequious and efficient white 

lg~nonymous, "Half-a Dozen Stories," Outlook* ZCIX (21 October, 
1911), p. 405, in Springer, - A Reference Guide, p. 41. ' 

20Anonymous, "Three Lives in Supreme Torture, ~ e i  York Times C Book Review (8 October, 1911, p. 603, in Spr"nger, A Reference 4 - 
\ 

Guide, p. 41. 

'~lizabeth S .  Se geant, "Idealized New E n g l a y  New Republic > (8 May, 191511( pp. 20-1, in Springer, - ii R ference Guide, p. 
39-40. 

2~nonymous, "Review of Ethan Frome , " Saturday Review  ondo don) 
CXII, (18 November, 1911h. 650,'in Springer, - A Reference / 
Guide, p. 41. / ' 

f 

2 3  F. T. Cooper, "Ethan Frome," Bookrnan.XdV (November, f$ll), 
p. 312, in Springer, - A Reference Gulde, p. 41-42. 

.f 

24Katherine Mansfield, "Family Portraits," Athenaeum (London) 
No. 4728 (10 December, 1920), pp. 810-11, in Springer, - A - 
Reference Guide, p. 51. 

9i 
2 5 ~ .  F., nThe Age - of Inngcence," Republic ZIXIV (17 November, 
1920), pp. 301-02, in Springer, - A Reference Guide, p. 51. 



 domestic^."^^ The story is seen as "thin and familiar,"27 full 

of historical inaccur;ecies," and more importantly, her sympathy 

for Ellen is unfounded and the sub.ject therefore "lacks 

conviction of truth:"28 that although ~ l l e n  is said to be 

charming, she "does not in the least produce that effect."zg /- 
By suggesting that Qharton's intolerance or her use of 

3 
- ? 

J abnormal people and situat-ions3' are limitations in her artistic C, 

vision, each critic absolves himself of the need'to look beyond 

his own assumptions and expectations. Consequently, the'emphasis 
f 

does not center on the implications of the issues'presented, but 
t 

instead-centers on concerns which have little relation to the 

I 
substance of the fiction. The criticism that Lily is "coldly 

corrupt, ". that* Undine is "coarse, " and that Summer is "sordid 

and ugly,qall reflect a feeling of dis-ste for the 

d presenta ion of the various subjects. The criticism that Wharton 

does not understand the New England temperament stems from the 

same response that her subject matter is insignificant. Her 

= -  26~nonymous, "The Innocence of New York," Saturday Review 
 ondo don) CXXX ( 4  December, 1920). p. 458, in Springer, - A 
Reference Guide; p. 50. 

2 7 ~ .  E. W. Mason, "The - Age of "~nnocence," Bookmaa LII (~ecember, 
1 9 2 0 ) ~  p. 1195, in  ringer,^ - Reference Guide, p. 51. 

28~nonymous, "~rs. Wharton's Novel of Old New York," Literary 
Digest LXVIII (5 February, 1921), p. 52, in Springer, - A 
Reference Guide, p. 53. 

29~illian Whiting, "Novels on the Season's List," Nation CXI (27 
October. 1920). pp. 479-80, in springer: - A Reference ~uide, p. 
53. 

< 

30~nonymous, "Half a Dozen Stories," Outlook XCIX (21 ~ d i o k r ,  ' 1 9 1 1 ) ~  p. 405, in Springer, p. 4 1 . .  



perceptions are seen as incorrect, or too realistic, or. 

unrealistic, or simply not pleasant. 

In 1921, V. L. Parrington sums up these feelings in his ' 

discussion of The of Innocence, which he feels is - - f' 
a•’ f irmat ion of whar.tonl s "severe ethical code.. . " an) 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  skim^ and save and plan, she' 
would have been a greater and richer artist. . . . for 
Mrs. Wharton to spencher talents upon rich nobles is 
not less than sheer waste.)' 

He cJpes' qn to r t c i e a r t o f o r  being "unnecessarily 

h irritatling] because she2eveals 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 about Wharton's ability, as well as contradicting other 

comments about her sordid, coarse, and corrupt characters; yet' 
J 

somehow, Wharton's social. dosition- becomes a justification for 6 

critic zing her presentation of subject matter, e,ither because i, 
she is too closely associated wi.t$ it, or because she is too far 

removed from it; But because of Wharton's technical skill, 
b- 

a '  powerful style., and her popularity with the reading public, she - 

. could not be ignored on the basis of such assessments. 
Ir 

Consequently, a dichotorhy was created by critics trying to . 
assess Wharton's worth against their own particular values. 

Percy Lubbock ehitornizes this dichotomy'in an art'icle written in 

3 1 ~ .  L. Parrington, ~iterary Aristocrat", Edith Wharton: A - 
Collection of Irving Howe (ed.),mnglewood 
-Cliffs, ~ e w T e r s e ~ :  Prentice Hall, 19621, pp. 151-154. 



I 

1915: although he contends that Wharton's novels to date are 

"penetrating and finely finished studies," his analysis serves 

to highlight,his sense of their. limitations more than their 

qualities. He then sums up: "[The nove'ls'] curious lack of 

anything that could be disengaged as a philosophy. of life', a 
, . 
characteristic synthesis of belief,-is no doubt their weakness- 

4 

from one point of view . . . "32, For Lubbock, as for lothers, this ' 

4' 
lack is seen as a limitation, and he attempts to show how Lily's 

"fineness of grain, her central independence of spirit," saves 
2 '  

her •’;om a futile existence through death, which he follows with 

i criticisms about Wharton's presentation.33 This.diehotomy \ 

between critical expectations and admiration for her skill and 

popularity leads to the assumption that Wharton h a ~ ~ s . ~ e c i f  ic 

artiskic lim%tatiods, which she tries to overcome with her 
- ,  

choice of iubject matt r and yith her persistence in showing the e 
degraded aspects.of lgf e. 

/ - 
Like Lubbock, there were other critics, most notably E. K. 

\ 

. *  Brown, who in 1933, attempted to show that Wharton, in fact, 

follow traditional conc-epts in her literary endeavors; and 7 %my dis repancies are a reflection of artistic limitations. , 

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

b.. 
, but that she is comparable to ,George Eliot in that both 

C .  E ~ ~ 4 ~ - - ~ , ~ - ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ -  
W - 3 

3 2 ~ e r ~ y  Lubbock, ~?k;'e~ovels of Edith-Wharton," in'Howe, - A 
Collection, pp. 43-60. 

3~ubbock suggests that Lily lives inasuch close pqoximity to' 
those who os.tracize her that she could not escape their notice, 
which seems to miss Wharton's point. 



"transcend the limitations of [their] sex [to find] ease in a "--7 
man's world."3n In making such comments, Brown reveals more 

about his O&I preconceptions than he does about Wharton's 
+- .I 

ability, apd Pmplies that she is judged against a meaningless 
* 

s 

double standard. 

Although Brown points out that Wharton takes umbrage with 

Eliot's technique of "continuous y ausing to denounce and - 
exhort," he clarifies Wharton's comments in his own terms by 

I 
L 

suggesting that "it is not -the morality, but the-crudity of its 

presentation which repels her.   or she is too profoundly and 
pertinaciously occupied with moral i s s u e w e r  morality is not 1 

excrescent but inherent." He does not, however, define the 
-r-- 

process by which ~hartbn presents her morality, but simply 

- concludes that w o r a i i t y  that "emerges from the social 
- 

order and the civilization and cafinot be imposed Lpon 2." By 
- comparing Wharton to Eliot in this wayr, ~ r k n  presumes t,hat they 

0, 

are operating under similar criteria, albeit with different 
- 

+ - techniques, and the failure of Brown and later critics to pin \ 

down Whartonfs mor lavision 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 
.7 

begins his &iscussion by quoting Lubbock's statement that a good 

f 

34E. K. Brown, "Edifh Wharton: The Art -of the Novel," Pn 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. 3 1 . .  



story is one which "is centered in sodbody's consciousness, 
I 

passed through a fashioned and constituted mind . . . " -Without' 

acknowledging that Lubbock is more obviously the Jamesian - - 

disciple, Brown follows the Lubbock quotation 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& let the tale work itself out 
from not more than two (or at most three) angles of 
vision, choosing as reflecting consciousness& persons 
either in close mental and mora'l 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.36 - -  

As Wharton clearly spells out that her technique is to use 

reflecting consciousnesses to provide contrasting angles of 

vision for- her own particular literary purposez Brown reveals 

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

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

most successful of her novels. - Like - - the comparison to Eliot, 
- - - - - - - 

then, the comparison to James also provides criteria by which to 
I 

judge Wharton's fiction. And naturally, because she does not 

f follow rigidly Jamesian technique, or principles, she is 

considered, at best, a pale imitation.37 

35Per~y Lubbock, - The Craft.of - Fiction, ( ~ e w  York-: Viking Press, 
19571, p. 15. 

The Writinq of Fiction, - - 
7Another reason for such comparisons is the very close 
riendship that Wharton and James enjoyed, and the high rexard 
tbich Wharton expressed for James. 

I 
P 

\ 



The legacy of literary criticism like Brown's and Lubbock's 

is their influen=e on subsequent generations of critics who 

accept such premises without testing their validity. The 

assumption that marton is an affluent society lady who makes 

frivolous attempts to recreate fiction in the mode of James or 
-"I 

Eliot, and who somehow misses #he mark in terms of ethical 

excellence, becomes a fixed and unquestioned premise by most 

Writing in 1938, Q. D. ~eavis weighs Wharton's 

morality against Eliot's and finds it lacking:  harton] on] has 

none of that natural piety . . . and sense of moral order . . . 
/;n whi'ch George Eliot's local criticisms are embedded and which 

give the latter her larger stature."39 And although in 1938, 

Edmund Wilson suggests in an article pointedly entitled "Justice 

to Edith Wharton," that the connection to James is irrelevantr4O 

such connections' continue to be made until the 1970's. ------------------ 
38Le~is 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  t o  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). 

3 9  Q. D. Leavis, "Henry James' ~eiress: The Importance of Edith 
Wharton," in Howe, - A Collection, p. 87, 

@O~dmund Wilson, "Justice to Edith Wharton", in Howe, - A 
Collection , p. 20. 

@ '  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 Tuitleton. 



Other legacies which have done equal harm to Wharton's 

critical reputation stem from similar misconceptions. Wilson 

himself goes on to suggest in the same article thatJWharton's 

writings were a theraputic means to reconcile personal 

unhappiness and that personal contentment leads to a diminishing 

of her artistic skills, because . 

. . . it is sometimes true of women writers--less often, 
I believe of men--that a manifestation of something like 
genius may be stimulated by some exceptional emotional 
strain, but will disappear when the stimulus has passed. 

His premise that this "intellectual force . . . evaporates 
almost completely after 1920," however, has little connection ' 

with the facts of her personal life as they were ultimately 

More importantly, such comments imply that generally, 

female intellectuality is somehow suspect, and that 
h 

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. Consequently, even as Wilson attempts to show 

justice to Wharton, his underlying assumptions provide another 

legacy which undermines her artistic reputation because of 

questions about her emotional stability. 

------------------ 
4 2  In Wharton's biography, R. W. B. Lewis reveals that while she 
experienced traumas and discontentment in her life, she had 
resolved much ofathe cause of her unhappiness well before 1920. 



Such presumptions begin to colour critical assessments of 

Whartonl's fiction, and premises about her personal life and her 

limitations as an artist begin to permeate subsequent critical 

response. Alfred ~azin's comments regarding Wharton's - -position 
in American fiction, written in 1941, reflect-md build on these 

conclusions accordingly: "To Edith Wharton, whose very career as 

a novelist was the tenuous product of so many personal 

maladjustments, the novel became in involuted expression of 

self."43 While acknowledging her technical skill and sense' of 

tragedy, &the thrust of his article suggests that Whart-on is a 

victim of her own breeding and that her "characters [are] the 

last proud affirmation of the caste quality"; that because 

Wharton is alienated from her New York roots and from the larger 

part of American society, characters like Selden reflect her 

.personal dilemma. Selden then, comes to represent the touchstone 

of 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 "grande 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 the parvenu altogether and sought refuge in 

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

a3~lfred Kazin, "Edith Wharton," in Howe, A Collection, pp. - 
89-94. 



sociological 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,"44 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,46 and that her 

decorous mien was really her method of exerting control over 

people and situations for her own particular ends.47 Lubbock 

also suggests by implication that she was incapable of 

independent thought on important matters like Christian 

morality; he comments that Walter Berry wrongly encouraged 

Wharton's skepticism about Catholicism, a position whaich Lubbock 

4 4 ~ e r ~ y  Lubbock, Portrait - of Edith Wharton, (London: J. Cape, 
19471, p. 7. 

"~ote'd in Edmund Wilson's article, "Edith Wharton: A Memoir by 
an English Friend," in Howe, - A Collection, p. 173. 

4 6 ~ l s o  noted in Wilson's article, pp. 174-5. 

47~ubbock, Portrait, p. 23. 



finds personally ~ i s t a ~ t e f u l . ~ ~  

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 r,evenge for an old battle: 

later revelations about a con•’ lict concerning hi; w'ife, 

suggest that Gaillard Lapsley's request that Lubbock write 

Wharton's portrait is the equivalent of asking Brutus to defend 

Caesar: not only does Lubbock possibly carry a personal grudge 

against Whartonf50 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 

------------------ 
48~ilson discusses the validity of Lubbock's assessments in 
light of the divergence in his beliefs and Wharton's. Noted in 
op. cit., p. 174. 

50Lpwis's analysis reveals how extraordinary the choice of 
Lubbock actually was: "Given all these circumstances, it is 
profoundly puzzling t.hat 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 strikina characteristic-To\ 
the thoughtf ul reader is the subtly distriguted malice toward 
its subject, a careful, muted downgrading of ~ d i t h  Wharton as a 
human being and a writer. The picture that emerges is 
surreptitously false in many places" (~ioqraphy, 515 -16 ) .  



particular approach; but as an Englishman unfamiliar with the 

mainstream of twentieth century American literature,' except in 

connection 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 intentions151 

which only echoes James1 particular feelings on that subject,52 

and which has no basis in fact. Lubbock's unquestioning 

dedication to James and ignorance about twentieth 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, 5 3  

reveals the far-reaching effects of such criticisms, in spite of 

Edmund Wilson's thoughtful response in 1950, which articulates 

many of the limitations pointed out here, and which culminates 

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

51~ubbock, Portrait, p. 69. 

5Z~oted in Lewis, ~ d i t h  Wharton, p. 567. 

5 3  Portrait of Edith Wharton is mentioned for its value in 
Neviusl 1958study, in 1959 by Marilyn Lyde, and in 1,962 by 
Irving Howe. 



appreciated or interbreted as it should be."54 ~e also quite 

correctly predicts that when her personal papers at Yale 
F 

University are published, many of the "puzzling" aspects of her 

life will be clarified and will "show her in her full 

dimensions." WiLlson thus reveals his own underlying assumption 

that a clear understanding of personal history is essential in 

evaluating an author's fiction; wi,thout 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 

presently escape because of-the 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. -r 

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 19501s, and the presumption that 
I 

good literature should illustrate and reinforce conventional 

Christian morality goes unquestioned. There are those like Diana 

Trilling, who attempt to show that in spite of obvious ------------------ 
54~ilson, " A  Memoir," Bin Howe, - A Collection, pp. 172-6. 



&& J 
limitations, Wharton still warrants cons-idera'tion , and those ..at 

the other extreme, like F. J-. Hoffman aqd Lionel Trilling, who 

feel that whatever praise Wharton receives iswaeserved, 

especially as her reputation deteriorates into 'little more than 

that of ladies' magazine writer in her later years and beyond. 

Wharton is so trapped in her role as a well-heeled, haughty, 

alienated, and romantically-frustrated lady dedicated to by-gone 

traditions that these assumptions 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. Se1derr;- with his dec\nt 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 

J - - -- -- 

Such a sympathetic aluation not only presumes that Selden's 7 
high-blown sentiments are a reflection of Wharton's own, but 

L 
that they reflect in their Jamesian echoes !"moral elevationw in 

'.. 
an "insensitive world," thereby assuming that <here is an 

55~iana Trilling, "The - House - of Mirth Revisited," in Howe, - A 
Collection, pp. 103-118. 



identifiable moral center.56 
C 

In order to reconcile thiq premise about Selden with the 

facts presented, Trilling concludes that his "passions are 
'Q- 

blocked", and that he reasonably takes Lily's actions as "gross 

rejection" until she ultimately proves her worth in death. This 
b 

interpretation shifts the responsibility from Selden onto Lily, 

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 
-< 

the exemplar, without demanding that he be exemplary\ 

Trilling takes exception, 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 
J 

life depicted "is bound to confound the modern reader." She ? 

concludes that in Lily Bart, Wharton "reveals the accumulated 

angers of a lifetime up to that point." Trilling's analysis 

reveals her attempt to pinpoint Wharton's moral perspective, and 

because this is not possible, any consistencies about Lily'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. 

js6writing in 1-959, Marilyn Lyde makes much the same argument, 
/- although she confronts the matter from a different angle [~dith 

Wharton: Convention and Moralit 
7 

of a Novelist, 
 o or man, Oklahoma: University 0); ~ l % 1 1 ~ ~ ~ e ~ , - l ~ 5 ~ ) ,  p. 1 1  4 1 ;  



While Trilling attempts to rationalize the. apparent 

contradictions, other less sympathetic critics use the lack of 

moral center as justification for condemning Whartonls approach. 

Writing in 1949, in "Points of Moral Reference: A Comparative 

Study of Edith Wharton and F S. Fitzgerald," F. J. Hoffman 

suggests+at W rton's moralistic perspective becomes outdated, \3" 
but that becau<e 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 satire 
whose only virtue lies in its expedient acceleration of clever 

means. w 5 7  

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 

limitation of heart, and -this limitation makes itself manifest 
14" 

as a literary and moral deficiency of her work . . . . It 
appears in the deadness ofhers prose and more flagrantly in the 

* 

suffering of her charact'er~."~~ Such comments not only echo. 

those of fifty years previously, but reveal that both Hoffman 

and Trilling begin with the unquestioned assumption that there 
d 

is a moral center to all good literature, and the failure to 
d 

provide one, or one as bleak as is Wharton's simply reveals her __--_-___--------- 
5 7 ~ .  J. Hoffman, "Point of Moral Reference: A Comparative Study 
of Edith Whar.ton and I?. S. Fitzgerald," in Roy Harvey Pearce 
(ed.), En lish Institute Essays, ( ~ e w  Pork: Columbia University 

+pp. 147-76. Press, 1968 
I 

58~ionel Trilling, "The Morality of Inertia," in Howe, - A 
Collection, pp. 137-46. 



weakness. In Hoffman's case, the limitations are seen to result 

from her breeding and commitment to by-gone values, while 

Trilling feels simply that Wharton is deficient. 

Nowhere does Wharton criticism take on more ludicrous 

proportions, however, than in J. L. Jessup's 1950 full-length 
I 

b .  

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

O s t e n s i P  
designed to reveal each novelist's "engrossing 

feminism . . . " 5 9  Jessup maintains in the Wharton section that- 
4 

"for the space of twenty novels she at empts to show women B 
preeminent, man trailing at heel"i6' that "whil.e none of her 

fiction lacks- implicit statement of the anti-masculinist t+ 

position, many stories sputter without fire."6' This, Jessup 

concludes, is because Wharton creates female cKaracters so 

superior to the male characters that the st.ories become 

unbalanced, as well as lacking credibility: 

The story of Ellen Olenska and Newland Archer depicts 
not star-crossed lovers, nor even the subdual of 
mascul&e lust by feminine chastity. What The Age of - 
Innocence actually concerns itself with is the bleating 
of a pusillaninous mortal after a divinity . . . 6 2  

r P Jessup maintains that through Wharton's fiction, her. "essential- 

thesis [is consistent]: man is the lesser woman."63 
- 

5 9 ~ .  L. Jessup, - The-Faith of our Feminists, (New York: Richard -- 
R. Smith, 1950), p. 13. 



In - The House of Mirth, ~ e s s u ~  suggests that - 

Lily Bart presents herself as no strong cha2acter.- For 
sobriety and cool; judgement Lawre e Selden offer$.an T \* ideal foil. But as is consistent wi h feminine . 
composition+Ae remains a foil . . . . who 

- intermittently appoints himself to save her from + destrucfion by a frivolous society. 6 4  . , 
1 I . 6  

And because Lily finds her own way to "an honourable death," 

inism is somehow v i c t o r i o ~ s . ~ ~  % 

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

frustration, but frustration for Ethan alone; the women manage 

to have their own way, if only to the extent of o;dering about' 

one man between them.w66 Summer "brings about fem.inine triumph 
* 

upon a more felicitous 1-evel" because of the sympathetic 
S. 

rendering of Charity in c b i s o n  fo Lawyer Royal1 and' tucius 

H a r n e ~ . ~ ~  The connection here with feminine triumph I? s tenuous . 

at best, in view of the nature of Charity's relatiqnshipwith ' 

these men, while the sympathetic evaluation of  tia an without 
even considering Zeena' s-and Mattie's situations, suggests. that 

Jessup is'actu lly a male chauvinist masquerading as a feminist. 
C e 

These con lusions'suggest that in her endeavor to evaluate 

Wharton, '~essup loses sight of her primary purpose. She states 

/ that male artists are ab3e to render tbe feminine psyche 7 

G perfectly, but female artists simply reveal their artistic \ 



\ - 

\c 
limitations in their depic.tions of men;68 that while men can 

. 

7 acknowledge that they are 'somehow worthy of the anguish wQman 

suffers on his account . . . [woman] sees her own sex as 
bes&wingI .the other as$g>tef ully or. negligentiy receiving. " 

L 

6 ?  The result of this limitation, Jessup feels, is that ~merican f- 
emale writers do not create female characters with the stature 

- -, w 

of the Ru ' female characters, for instanceI7O which makes 

an writers unworthy~by comparison. and "renders the 

almost entirely negati~e."~' In Jessup's 

n$exception, veals that her 

"fiction denies that she ever enter 2 rewarding 
w 

. friendship with a member of the other ses. "72 Such conclusions 
8" 

echo strongly' of thdse L ~ o m  fifty years before, and have little 
. . 

\ 
to do with a di;cyssion of Whartbn's feminism. 

In any case, these conclusions, and the fact that Wharton 

"failed to learn -dependence upon tha large; self which people 4 
of religion call provide J e w  L p with reasons fo % 

denigrating-Wharton: by maintaining her independence rom man 

and from God, Wharton's fdminism deprives her of the dkpendence 

necessary to reach her potential as an arat ------------------ 7. >fact, the only 



redeeming grace which Jessup f'inds in Wharton is the influence - 
- - 

of her ~piscopalian background which s - 

* 
contributed. restraint, decorum, and an austere quality - 

of worldliness. If with her right hand, Mrs, Wharton 
sought to deny the font from which she had received 
baptism, her left hand quietly resumed its hold; so that 
nearing the end of a long life, she correctly appraised I 

ancestral faith as a shaping influence in her art.74 

The faith of the feminists thus is revealed as the Episcopalian 1 - 
fa'ith, and any worth in Wharton's fiction is the result of her 

religious foundations, thereby connecting Wharton with a 

conventionally-religious moral foundation, however tenuous, as a 
B 

basis 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 ~u'ssian writers, colour her reactions so completely 

that this study ultimately contradicts itself. That this 
.. 

"feminist" study was considered for a long time an essential 

literary resource on Wharton reveals not 'only how critics 

reinforce their own assumptions, but more importantly, that 

these assumptions remain unquestioned by too many critics using 

similar criteria. 

While Jessup's book seems merely irrelevant in retrospect, 

IP h a k e  Nevius' 1953 study, - Edith Wharton: - A Study -- of her Fiction, . 
is much more insidiously damaging because of itsamore scholarly 

5 

-a basis. Relying heavily on Percy Lubbock's portrait, on facts and 
1 



premises regarding Wharton's personal life drawn from A Backward - 
- 

Glance, and from her private papers, and using selected works of 

fiction, Nevius ostensibly sets out to show that Hharton - 

deservedly needs to be resurrected for serious study on the 

basis of her careful documentatiorr of the "contrast between the 

old culture and the new;" because "she is, next to Henry James, 

[the) most successful novelist of mannersn; and because of her 

ability to exploit "two great and interlocking themes . . . . 
the first . . . provided by the spectacle of a large and 
generous nature . .' . trapped by circumstances . . . with a 
meaner nature . . . . [The second] to define the nature and 
limits of individual responsibility . . . without threatening 
the structure of society."75 He further 'suggests that these 

themes fall into F .  R. Leavis' guidelines for "'the great 

tradition' intliterature, where the drama unfolds itself 

pre-eminently in moral terms."76 

In def inin-g his purpose, Nevius suggests that "Wharton is 

closely allied in craftsmanship and sensibility . . . [with 
those] who surpassed her in intellectual force: George Eliot and 

Henry James."77 These elements provide the criteria by which 

Nevius approaches his study, and the implications are clear: 

Nevius assume5, like E. K. Brown, Q. D. Leavis, and Diana- . 

 l lake Nevius, Edith  harto on: A Study of her Fiction, (Los -- 
Angeles: university of ~alifornra Press, 1958), pp. 9-10. 



Trilling, that Wharton does reflect a traditional and 

identifiable moral standard comparable to Eliot and aames, 

.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 according-to such 

criteria, Nevius reveals many of his own underlying assumptions 

which, like.Jessup, suggests a contradiction in terms. He * 

initially states that Wharton has been unjustly relegated as a 

Jamesian disciple,78 and yet, Nevius then suggests,that "with 

certain departures, - The Writinq - of Fiction is a highly 

simplified restatement of James's basic theory of fiction . . ." 
79 ~evius goes on to outline that "for James . . . every great 
novel must first of all be based on a profound sense of moral 

values ( imp~rtan~ce of subject , which Nevius feels is echoed, - 

albeit rather obscurely, .by Wharton, who suggests "tha-t a good 

subject . . . must cont&n in itself something that sheds a 

light on our moral e~perience."~' Like Brown before him, then, 

Nevius also attempts to make Wharton fit into the existing mold, 

and any inconsistencies are blamed on her obscurity. 

Nevius concludeSthat in spite of "Wharton's occasional 

oversimplifications, she and James are in perfect agreement", 



and that as "her own moral sensibility is progressively 

inadequate to the demands made' upon it by her subjects," she 

only reveals her  limitation^.^^ This kind of comparative 

evaluation by Jamesian criteria continues throughout, with ' 

Wharton consistently denigrated: "But James' treatment of moral 

problems is freer than Edith  harto on's, because he deals more 

consistently with what, for a lack of a better term, might be 

called moral universals. Moreover, his tone is seldom 

ambig~ous."~~ Such constant attempts to reveal Wharton as the 

lesser but imitative James only raises questions regarding 

Nevius' stated intention of disclaiming comparative analysis 

when 'he so obviously feels otherwise. 

Nevius continues his discussion with specific reference to 
L 

The Hou,se of Mirtb, whose theme, he states, is "the victimizing - - 

effect of a particular environment on one of its m6;e helplessly 

characteristic 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 pr~tagonist,"~~ and "there is no possibility of a genuine 

moral conflict until . ; . as a result of suffering she 
experiences the self-realization which is the condition of any 

P ------------------ 

831bid,.pp. 29-30 specifically, and on pp. 35, 92, 130, 134, 
1 8 4 .  



moral 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 

 question^,"^^ and his vision of the novel as an expression of 

naturalism. In his attempt to reconcile these elements, ~evius 

concludes that the moral significance arises out of the 

implications of determini~m.~~ 

M o ~ m p o r t a n t l y ,  Nevius suggesis that moral questions are 

secondary because "it was beyond Edith Wharton's powers ofo 

sympathy.or imagination to create in Gerty or Selden attractive 

 alternative^";^^ 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 survey the 

psychological terrain from too great a height.w90 These 

conclusions suggest that Nevius, like Diana Trilling before him, 

sees Wharton's inconsistencies as technical faults, which he 

ascribes to her limited imagination. This point is reiterated 

several times: "Although it functioned generally at a mundane 

level, Edith Wharton's imagination could occasionally be roused ------------------ 



to symbol-making activity . . . Because such comments 

contradict his initial premise that she has an "extraordinarily 

fertile imaginationIWg2 ~ev'ius's evaluations begin to lose 

. 'credibility, as do hi's attempts to explain her morality. 

He relates Wharton's sense of morality ultimately to her 

personal life, and ih so doing, he reveals that as Edmund Wilson 

pred:,cts, Wharton is trapped in an inescapable conception that 
p-k . ,- 
colours any response to her fiction. Nevius feels that Wharton 

is "the least 'American' of [the] important novelists"93 insofar 

as she reveals little knowledge of nineteenth-century American 

writers outside of JamesIg' and instead suggests that, like 

James, she feeZs "the American writer 'must deal more or less, 

even if only by implication, with E ~ r o p e , ' " ~ ~  which Nevius 
6 

suggests leads "to conclusions that were extreme and 

unjustifiable and that betrayed more irritability than good 

sense."96 He also states that "she demanded a fixed point of 

reference, which was provided by the manners of her class, but 

which in the end proved a handicap since it limited her 

94~bid, p. 24. Nevius quotes Wharton's comment thai 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 ~evius' unfair 
appraisals. 

95~ames is quoted in Ibid, p. 24. 





Nevius' critical bias becomes apparent in his constant 

comparisons of Wharton with other writers. -- The Reef echoes 

"strongly of James" and, "as a vehicle for her maturest style . 
. . is a tribute to her versatility in adapting style to 
subject."100 Ethan Frome is Balzacian in its narrative 

frame~ork,'~~ as is The Custom of the Country, although it also - -- 
C 

displays many elements of the then popular "new woman" stories 

which conditioned the public "to meet the most egocentric and 

., u . dehumanized female in American - The - of Innocence 

strikes chords "by its resemblance to thatzearliest of 'modern 

novels',  he Princess - of Cleves," but it echoes of James and 

Balzac as we11.1•‹3 Summer, with its shades of Elsie Venner, is 

"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 ~ d i t h  Wharton's 

novels."104 
i 

The House of Mirth is, in Nevius' view, the potable - - 
exception: "Wharton was one of the first American novelists 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 ------------------ 



traditions b ng with Flaubert."lo5 That is not to suggest 

that comparsons are not an essential aspect of literary 
3 

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 
-bk 

C 

evaluations, which pervade the commentary, and which usually are 

of a negative nature. Nevius quotes Lubbock's statement: "The 

lively leap of her mind stopped &hen she was qsked to think, I - 
k 

don't say about the meaning and the ends of life, but about 

almost any theoretic inquiry . . . "Io6 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, but 

rather, as yet further proof of Wharton's particuar intellectual 

limitations. And in conjunction with the constant comparisons 

with other writers, such comments reveal more about Nevius' and 
P 

Lubbock's "trapped sensibilities" than about Wharton herself or 

her characters, but the end result 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 liter-ary 

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

lo61bid, p. 167 specifically, but also such quotations appear on 
pp, 22, 86, 109, 245. 



leaves Wharton no avenues for escape, but he also undermines. his ' 

own purpose, rton's credibility; Because Nevius appears 
and w* ,. 

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

into the 1970's the best study available.lo7. ! 

While Nevius damns Wharton with faint praise, there are others, 

in contrast, who do make some attempt to approach her work more 

openly. Writing in. 1958, Louis coxe attempts to resolve "the 
\ 

problem of telling r.eaders, some in the know, some outside, just 

what it is that strikes one as distinctive and impressive about 
- 

 he - - of ~nnocence]. " ' O 8  He concludes that 

. . . one of the graces and delights . . .' lies exactly 
in the multifariousness of its thematic material, in its 
refusal t~ 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 tha d n  extension 

of Wharton's own life or beliefs, with the result that analysis 

of 1870's New York becomes very meaningful in relation to - ------------------ 
lo7Although 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 
Biblioqraphy of Americana points to Nevius as an essential 
resource in ~ G r t o n  study. 

10%ouis Coxe, "What Edith Wharton Saw in Innocence," in Howe, - A 
Collection, pp. 155-61. 
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America's limitations in general: "We may very well not like 

what we find. But when we do rind it . ' .  .we shall give ~ d i t h  
Wharton more of her due than she has yet received." Although 

this short article only touches this question, and certainly 

does not test the premise in relation to her work generally, 

1 Coxe does mark a turning point in Wharton criticism; he attempts 
-7 

to separate Wharton from her fiction by not aligning her with 

any one character or philosophical position. Rather, he suggests 

that the interplay and juxtapositi-oning of the characters, 

including Newland Archer's son, Dallas, reveal .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 able to see beyond the usual 

conceptions. 

 noth her critic who attempts to address Wharton more openly, 
albeit with a. moralistic.perspective, is ~arilyn Lyde, in her 

1959 full-length.study, Edith Wharton: Convention and Morality - 
in the Work of a Novelist. Lyde's analysis seems to have - - - - -  
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 
T 

intelligence and her shy reticence.lo9 Lyde concludes these - 

introductory remarks with the premise which informs her book: by ------------------ 
'O9~arilyn Lyde,,Bdith Wharton: Convention - and Morality -- in the 
Work of a ~ o v e l i s ~ ~ o r m a n ,  Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma ' -- 
Press, 1 8 5 9 ) ~  pp. xiv-xvii. 



- evaluating the influences on and the ramifications concerning 

Wharton's moral philosophy, her concept of truth, the role of 

wealth andthe tragic implications of life, the "exact nature of 

the relation . . . between social convention and morality . .. . 
becomes evident."l1•‹ Lyde suggests that "although belief in a 

Supreme Being has continued as an active influence in ordinary 

life, for a great many writers, it has virtually ceased to 

exist,"ll' and Wharton particularly rejects traditional 

Christian morality in favour of a rational philosophy based on 
% 

the influences of Hamilton, Copell, pascal, and Darwin.' l 2  B Y 

suggesting that Wharton's - underlyingLphilssophical tenets do not 

follow traditional Judeo-Christian beliefs, but that her beliefs 

are based on discernible, logical formulations of thought, Lyde 

suggests, and in fact, 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 those critics who-take exception with what 

is seen as Wharton's -2 or confusing or contradictory 

vision, Lydeevs study becomes an attempt to illustrate the 
/ 

consistency between  harto on's philosophical position and the 

conflicts presented in the novels. Much of Lyde's study is given 

over to tracing the extent and impact of the philosophical 

influences in Wharton's background, together with assessi+ng a ------------------ 
I l01bid p. xix. 
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moral vision based on logic teleology, and on her love of 7 
clarity, order, belief, truth and beady, which ~ y b e  feels 

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

b 

fusion of all three into a single supreme good--a unity in which 

-? beli-ef (the moral sense)., beauty taste), and truth 

(intelligence), were one. This concept was the foundation 6f 

Mrs. Whart s theory of morality."115 

The connection between morality and cori,v&ntions, Lyde 
f-- 

suggest&, is found in their interplay: ". . . whether it 
conforms to or challenges the establishe-d order, individual 1 
morality needs convention as a guide, as a point of reference 

for determining relative values.w116 While Lyde's approach is 
f 

% 

limited by sometimes convoluted discussion, by more attention to 

Wharton's . life than to her fiction, and by tenacious dedication 

to the belief that Wharton does reveal a strong moral center4 

Lyde does break through the traditional perspective by 
- \  

illustrating some flexibility in her approach, using logic, and 

/@ punctilious definitionsto illustrate her position. 1 

*hose critics who follow Coxe and Lyde, however, do not 

reveal this flexibility, but rather, follow the pattern 

established byj~ubbock and Nevius. In two ;eparate articles 
# 
\ 

written in 1961, Louis Auchincloss ostensibly addresses ------------------ 
1 



Wharton's literary value, but in actuality, he ,works against his 

ow6 position. The thrust of the first article is thadini.tially 4 
Wharton wr,ites of a world that she knows completely, but as it - 

- \ 

changesPand she loses touch, she &come's embittered &wards a 

society that she does not 'understind. 
# 

And yet,'~uchincloss contradicts his own premise in his 
I 

acknowledgement of her consistent use of satire-nd in her 

consistent lack of romance: - % 

 h he ~uccaneeers] has more life than its immediate 
predecessors, but on its very opening page we find its 
author still laying on satire at the expen2e 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 id the one hollow note in The House of - - 
Mirth. Undine Spragg, in The Custom of the Country is, - -- 
of. course, love. Love in The Age of ' - 
Innocence the characters themselves . . . .   harto on's] was not a world where romance was a ~ t  to 
flourish.l17 

Auchincloss more accurately seems to take umbrage with her 

condemnation of American mores and materialism, but rather than 
-i 

addressing thQ implications of her analysis, he concludes that 
C 

she lacks romance and is so heavy-handed in her approach that 

she becomes ineffective. 

In the second. article, a pamphlet, he continues the same 
cr 'J 

pattern/-In this loose, biographical-li terary study, he, like 

Lyde and Nevius, suggests that Wharton has been misunderstood 

for very specific reasons concerning her personality and 

"'~ouis Auchincloss, "Edith Wharton and her New Yorks," in 
~ b w e ,  - A Collection, p. 42. 
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backgr.ound, and that she is a wr ter worthy of note; and yet, r" 
L 

in his' analysis of her. f'iction, he condemns illnost every novel 

for specific shortcomings. ' The two books which escape such 

comments, T& House of +firth and The Age of Innocence, are, - - - 
~uchincloss suggests, such close reflections of Whart-on's own 

C 
concerns and values that she~is able to create with a sure - 
hand.120 As such biographical connections do not withstand close 

Q 

scrutiny, however, Auchincloss' analogies become suspect. 

1 1 8 ~ o u i s  Auchincloss, Edith Wharton: (St. Paul: University of 
Minnesota Press,-1961), p. 5. 

g ~ b i d ,  p. 10: ". . . nothing can save [ he Valley of ~ecision j - - 
from its pale and lifeless characters.,-$+~. 18: ". . . the 
settings 'and not the characters of [The Fruit of the ~ r e e ]  fade 
away"; p. 21:'"~than Frome is a picture and, as such, 
one-dimensional"; p. 23: "The final chapter [of The ~eef] so -- 
jarringly'out of tune with the rest of the book . . ."; p. 24: 
"The flaw in  he Custom -- of the country] that keeps it from 
ranking with its pkdecessors is that Mrs. Wharton hates Undine- 
too much"; p: 26: "In a s.urprising insipid little book, French 

n Ways and thelr Meaniaq . . . . - 
- 

I Z 0  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 t b t  Mrs. Wharton really 
intended us to accept this plaster-cast figure for a hero, but 
that she had a low opinion of heroes in general" (p .  1 4 ) .  A'S the 
Berry connection actually relates to Morton Fullerton, such 
assumptions illlustrate the unreliability of using 
unsubstantiated preconceptions as a basis for literary research. 

he Age of Innocence] is Edith Wharton's t ibute to her - 
ovnE=ound, this affirmation that under theLick, smokv 

s of convention bloom the fine, fragile flowers o•’ pati;nt 
ering and self-sacrifice. To run away from society may be as 
gar in the end as to crash it" (p. 30). A s  Wharton is more 
perly Dallas' contemporary,\ suggesting that Archer embodies 
arton's sensibilities is highly questionable. Furthermore, as 

she did not, like Archer, succumb to New Pork rituals, but 
instead expatriated herself, divorced, a d  newels, +a 
reveals the kind of courage that Archer lacks. 



v'l - 
Following close on Auchincloss is Irving Howe, who reveals 

similar contradictions in his critical assessments of Wharton's 
G - - -  - 

fiction. Suf-f iciently concerned about her critical' reputati.on to 

act as editor of. a collection. of critical essays published in 
- 

1962, he provides an opening commentary, as well as an essay on 

The House of ~ireh, He suggests in.his opening remarks121 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 a_n 
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 

3 really knew what-was happening in ~merica..." 

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 with the claims of the ruling sex," and 

ultimately, the limitations in Wharton's vision of life: "Where 

she failed was in giving imaginative embodiment to the human 
., 
will seeking to resist defeat or move beyond it. She lacked 

James's ultimate serenity." Howe thus perpetuates every 

established myth. ------------------ 
' '1rving Howe, Introduction: The ~chievement of Edith  harto on," - 

in Howe, A Collection, - 
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In his discussion of - The House - of Mirth,122 Howe suggests 

that "only dimly, and then after much pain and confusion, does 

[Lily 1 realize that this social h l l  may have positive moral . 
consequences . . . . 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 *go 

" live by cultivated standards, has been forced into a genteel 

bohemianism and an acceptan I e of his failure to act with manly 
/ 

decisiveness. " Such 'comments reveal Howe' s 'need td see this 

novel in traditional moralistic te'rms, and any discrepancies 

thus continue to reflect Wharton's own limitations: "[she] 
G 

believed firmly in the moral positives she had inherited, but 

she could seldbm project them into her work: all too oft&..they 

survive only in terms of their violation." Howe's analysis thus 

adds l'ittle to Wharton study. 

But such continuing attempts to reassess Wharton's 

reputation are fruitful insofar as each critic extends the 

limits of his expectations to some degree, and because interest 

is generated by others seeking to understand. In 1965, Grace 

Kellogg spells out her motivation for writing a full-length 

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

12'~owe 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 a 

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 
acknowledge the pssibi 1 i ty F.E the r-elat i e n s h i p  b e * w e e a  
Wharton's fiction and American life. 



biography, -- The Two Lives of ~ d i t h  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, 

"ome of these knowing her only as a legend . . . 
It is not my intention to make a scholarly 

appraisal of her work. Blake Nev,ius has done that in a 
fine and sensitive critical ana'lysis. He will not be 
bettered. . - My aim is to make the reader feel a friendly 
acquaintance with the whole extraordinary body of her 

1 2 4  writings . . . 
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 importantly, that approaching Wharton from a 

scholarly perspective does not allow a sympathetic assessment; 

Kellogg thus attempts, like Lyde before her; to shift away from - 
traditional expectations to consider Wharton from a different 

perspective. This Kellogg achieves in her very chatty, informal, 
- i 

speculative biography by revealing Wharton's human,neSs a)d 

frailities, her strengths and fears. Because, Wharto -4 s private 

papers were releised soon after the publication of this 

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

proven inaccurate,-this book has no lasting value beyond 

historical interest. 

In contrast to Kellogg's laudatory remarks regarding 

~evius's book, Geoffrey Walton begins his 1970 study, Edith 

Wharton: - A Critical Interpretatiop-, with a quite different 

opinion: ". . . Blake Nevius, who devoted a whole cri'ti&al book ------------------ 
lz4Grace Kellogg, -- The Two Lives of Edith Wharton, (New Pork: - --- 
Appleton-Century Press, 1965),prxF 

A -  
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to the novels, shows less understanding of her than did [others] 

. . . writing in her lifetime."125 This comment signifies 
several assumptions which inform this,study; not only does he 

obviously take exception with Nevius' evaluations, but Walton 

also faults Nevius for revealing so little understanding about 

Wharton so long afterward, which discounts the theory that "time 

improve[s] the critical The implications of this 

comment suggest that while such prejudiced approaches are 

understandable in her contemporaries, that similar approaches 
B 

continue so long is inexcusable. Walton states that he therefore 

will confine his attention to "Wharton's writings, with mere 

asides on her life and personality,"lz7 In consequence, Walton's 

sfudy involves a close reading and assessment of the complete 
- - -  

body of her fiction, and he comes much closer to evaluating the 
B 

fiction in its own terms. 

He correctly recognizes tha-t Wharton's technique reinforces 

her vision of society: "The close writing and dramatic planning 

of the novel are fundamental qualities; Edith Wharton achieves 

some remarkable juxtapositions of scenes and persons, and the 

last page, as she puts it, is indeed latent in the first. ,The 

tragic effect is c~mulative."'~~,He takes exception to the 

125~eoffrey Walton, Edith Wharton: A Critical Interpretation, 
( ~ e w  Jersey: ~ssociated University Press, 1970) ,  p. 7. 



theory that Wharton reflects the meaningless values of a by-gone 

era: "Indeed the constant and energetic play of her irony very 

seldom permits the reader to rest in one response, nostalgic or 

other~ise."'~~ He also acknowledges her theory regarding the use 
L, 

of reflecting angles of vision: "she changes the angle 

frequently until the heroi#ne is ready to assume command of the 

whole situatio~i."~~~ Walton thug sees Wharton's use of 

juxtapositions and contrasting angles of vision as an essential 

aspect of her technique. 

Where Walton fails to escape the conventional viewpoint, 

however, is in his conclusion that thebheroine "assumes 

command." In his discussion of Lily Bart, for in'stance, he 

suggests that 

. . . it is [~ily's] steadily 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 hook, in step with the deterioration of 
her  circumstance^,^^^ 

Walton reveals his own demand for moral growth or, at least, for 

moral self-awareness, which forces him to read into Wharton's 

theory of reflecting angles of vision elements that are n-ot 

actually included: Wharton's use of contrasting angles js 

consistent, which reinforces the ambiguities and und'ermines the 

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



to separate the preconceptions about Wharton's life from her 

fiction is an important step. Although beginning at opposite 

ends of the literary spectrum, both Kellogg and Walton, like 

Lyde and Coxe, are able to appreciate Wharton for what she does 

do, rather than for what she- does not do, by evaluating her 

primarily in her own terms instead of exclusively by their own. 

In this way, these critics contrast favourably 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, while Lyde, Coxe, Kellogg, and Walton are 
- 

less familiar critics. Moreover, Lyde and Kellogg are female, 

while Walton, a Britisher, feels compelled to defend his right 

to assess an American writer.132 In contrast, Lubbock reveals no 

such insecurity in his assessment of Wharton thirty years - 
earlier, nor do female critics like Q. D, Leavis, Diana 

Trilling, and J. L, Jessup attempt 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, whether man, woman, British, or American, and 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 ------------------ 
1321bid, p.8. 



methods of evaluation. 

These alternative approaches are usually rejected until 

there is suffic-ient innovative analysis to force a general 

re~aluation,'~~ which usually takes many years, in part because 

artistic vision usually supersedes conventional wisdom by, .~ , 

several generations, and in part because perpetuating . 

assumptions and preconceptions is much less demanding than J. 

assessing each artist in his own terms. In this way, literary 
, 

criticism follows the same cycle as artistic creation, albeit 

several generat'ions late-r: just as writers undermine the 

conventional approach to literature by sesting and stretching -\ 
\%. 

the boundaries, so too literary critics become able to L~ 

' understand the effectiveness of those changes only by testing 
and stretching the boundaries of their own presumptions. There . e 

thus may be a gap of many years between a particular artist's 

vision and the'critical acceptance of 
r 

Although in some cases literary criticism never does seem to 

expand sufficiently to appreciate a particular artistic -- 
sensibility, in Wharton's case, the 1970's mark a turning point 

in critical response. Not only does the process of stretching 

the boundaries'of understanding begin to reveal alternative 

------------------ 
'33~ote, for instance, R. W. B. ~&is, "Edith Wharton and the 
House of Mirth," in ~iials of the Word: Essa s in American 

7 -  

Literature -- and the Humanlstlc ~radi-tion, +- ~e~ ~ z e n :  Princeton 
University Pfess, 19651, where he argues for revaluation. 
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many of Nevius's ,assumptioris regarding the "trapped 

sensibility," 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."137 Both Tuttleton and Lindberg adhere to the belief 

that Wharton is dedicated to lost traditions, however, which 

forces them to continue the struggle of attempting to 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 acknowledgemefit 

' of her right to individual expression. 

The most important reason for the changing response to 

Wharton, however, is the fact thag her private papers were 

released by Yale university in 1968, which resulted in the 

publication in 1975 of R. W. B. Lewis' detailed 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-hz-ts undermine the stereotypi-&cal 

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

138R. W. B. Lewis, Edith Wharton: - A Biography, (New Pork: Harper 
and Row, 1975) .  
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Moreover, the suggestions 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 respectability 

in her marriage, both prove incorrect in light of later i '  
i 

revelations regarding Walter Berry, Edward Wharton, and Morton 

Fullerton; such revelations become important insofar as 

biographical connections with her Fiction are concerned. Mosts 
\ 

importantly, in her relationships with Henry James and other 

intellectual figures, she was so obviously their intellectual 
9 

and social equal that any suggestion of discipleship becomes 

meaningless. 
45 

i 
The implications of these revelations are profound:.Wharton 

was a very thoughtful womv who had the financial foundation, 

the literary ambitions, artistic (d:lity, 
19 

individuality, of purpose to live as much as possible in her own 

terms. As an American in expatriation, liberated from the 

typical womanly concerns of parenthood and social 

resp~nsibiiit~, she defined her life according toxher own needs: 

intellectual stimulation and conviviality with kindred spirits; 

the enrichment and excitement of travel; and the creative 

fulfillment of writing, interior and e&terior decoration, and 
a 

philanthropic concerns. She was liberated in the'19701s 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. _ - 



r 

Wharton ultimately is receiving the recognition t she 

deserves, the process of Feassessment is obviously 

there is no queostion that the evolution of the 

critical sensibilities is typicai in regard to Wharton, there 

are two unforeseen variables which just happen to coincide. Her 

decision to closet her well-organized and substantial private -. - 

papers for thirty years suggests that she had some sense of 
4 

future vindication, at least insofar as she recognized their 

potential shock value. Moreover, her papers were released at a 

point when critics were increasingly more sympathetic to 

alternative approaches, and d e r e f  or~othe: avenues to 

understanding were created. The critics primed themselves, but 

Wharton herself provided the stimulus. And-these two elements 

came together at a point when the study of female writers 

becomes important, at least to female critics, because the 

1970's also mark the rise of the Feminist Movement. 
1 

The momentum created by these variables and by the search:. 

for female writers culminated in an upsurg.e in Wharton studies, 

most of which have been written by female critics. Apart from 

Richard Lawson's brief 1977 study, Edith Wharton, in the Ungar 

series of introductory mongraphs, the full-length studies 
\ 

include Margaret McDowell's Edith Wharton ( 1 9 7 6 ) ,  Cynthia 

P Griffin Wolff's psychological evalution, - A Feast - of Words 

Q-e 

(1977)~ ~lizabeth Ammon's feminist assessment, Edith Wharton's 

Arqument with America (19801, and most recqntly, Carol 

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

\ 



Wharton ( 1  9 8 2 ) .  Each of Kes; critics, to' some degree, .attempts 

to reveal how Wharton' s femininity, artistic imagination, and 

technical skill amalgamate in her fietion to 

America in general and-of women in particular 

unembellished by preconceptions about Wharton herself or about 

her responsibilities as a writer. Each study in its own #way is 

valuable and insightful, and illustrates only how complex and 

rich in nuances the fiction is that it can withstand such close 
P 

prutiny and so many disparate interpretatihs. 

Had Wharton been less scrupulous in compiling her private 
C 

papers, and had the Feminist Movement not rebulted in a 

tenacious search for female artists, Wharton might never have 

been freed from many of those prpconceptions which shadowed her 

for sixty years. Instead, Wharton's reassessment would.hinge 

only on the sensibilities of literary criticism as it shifts 

from complete dedication to the moralistic thrust of the "great 

tradition" towards a greater acceptance of alternative 

possibilities. In view of the constant and on-going struggle 
4 % .  

with Wharton's mapal vision, this alpne might not have provided . 

the a v m e  for escape that she obviously needed. 

As artists likel~harton sensed the inadequacies of the 

* existing moral order, and acknowledged their own limitations in 

Y ,. providing examples of rectitude, they adopted a more restricted 

perspective or focus. But the critical audience, 

same breakdown in moral and social certainties, placed more 

demands on the artist to provid meaning in an otherwise L 



meaningless world. And if the message was not forthcoming, or 1 
- - - -  

not clear, or unexpected, the artist was rejected fox not 
4 

ng that need. Wharton's inability to pant3er to this neea 

vic<im to critical disappointment from her 

? contemporaries and from subsequent generations. Now, however, 

critical assumptions reflect a similar sense of the inadequacies 
--# 

of the existing moral'order and critics no longer expect artists 

to fulfill any spiritual need. Instead, moral concerns are less 

important than defining a particular artistic vision in its own 

terms, focused through a particular critical approach. While 

current criticism acknowledges the element of morality inHerent 

in Wharton's fiction, then, it does not center on a close 

consideration of the moral implications. For this 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 at length because it invariably illustrates a failure -- 

to discuss Wharton's novels in her terms. The early critics 
& 

demanded that she comply 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 discrepancy 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 
/ 

* 

7 3  



i 

4, 
f 

to read Wharton's novels in light of h r own critical 
- - -  - - 

- 

in relation to her thgory concerning 

5 

To downplay 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 
I 

traditional sense of the subject. Instead, she reveals the 

limitations in existing morality by juxtaposing particular 
- 

characters against a clearly-defined backdrop -of conventional 
sq 

order, and in so doing, debunks the very values that she is B 

expected-to perpetuate. Assessing Wharton's vision of morality 

3 relation to her use of point of view is the project which 
d 

follows in the discussion of the specific texts. 



- \ 

111. The H o u s e  of &firth: The Spiritual Ques* - - 

Although Wharton published several books before 1905, - The House 
= 7 

o i  Mirth is the first novel in which she successfully integrates - 
form with content. Wharton creates in the central character, 

L 

Lily Bart, a protagonist who is- worldly-wise, intelligent, and 

articulate, but who is financially insecure. ~ i l y  inhabits a 

world where her attributes are recognized and appreciated, but 

where such qualities are less important than economic power and 

social viability. In her evolution, Lily reveals her 

underStanding of and her Eompliance with these assumptions, and 

' that she has absorbed many of the common values of the 

community. But at the same t-iine, she sets herself apart because 

of her+susceptibility to philosophical principles. Her inability 

reconcile -- - these se~sibili ties with the exigenciwf her - - 

si uation provides the central conflict of the novel, one that 
- - a- 

obviously sparked the interest of the reading public, for this 
- f i 
novel established Wharton's popularity and her literary 

reputation. 
1- 

Lily's evolution is presented not only in relation to a 

very stratified and 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 provide contrasting angles of vision which embody.Lilyls . 
conflicting needs. But at the same time, Selden reveals 



attitudes similar to those he otherwise condemns. Lily, too, 
- -- - 

wavers between Selden's sporadic idealism and society's 

conventional expediencies as she slowly falls from grace. Ana as 

Lily's position changes, society itself changes in form and 

style, although not in substance, thereby revealing a-constantly 

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

underlying meaning"becomes apparent only through fhe interplay 

of characters and by assessing the implications arising from the 

"reflecting consciousnesses." The result is that Wharton 

undermines many common assumptions concerning the social and 

ec 6 nomic roles of w-omen in, society.' 
Lily initially accepts specific assumptions about her role. 

Having been bred to a position of luxurious indulgence, she, 
C 

lacks the financial foundation necessary to- maintain her 
r ' 
position. in the community herself', so she trades for her 

material comforts by fulfilling certain obligations for various 

members of society. Although+he has'been previously 

-------------2i--- 

'Griffin Wolff suggests that Wharton breaks through traditional 
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-satisfied mouthpiece 
for the worst of society's prejudices" (Feast of Words, p.  1 1 1 ) .  
Griffin WolffJs analysis certainly reveals oneelement at work 
in this--novel, but Wharton goes befond simply analyzing sexual 
and see  ial refe~ t 0 probe tfre d e r i y i n g  asseumpfions wXicfi 
guide the characters' actions. 



"undisturbed by scruples,"* she has now, a P  twenty-nine, reached 
* 

t$ stage where she feels "herself a mere pensioner on the 

splendour which had once seemed t long to her" (p. 40) and 

where the demands placed by her host8sses increase. She thus 
., 

experiences a sense of resentment for the role she is rewired 

to play. But because Lily is "too intelligent not to be honest 

with herself" (p. 61), she knows that her compliance is 

essential to maintain the kind of life she wants. 

Lily's choices are based, in part, on the limitations she 

sees in the alternatives. Her friend, Gerty garish, leads a life 
, 

free of social obligations, but she has a "horrid little place, 

and no maid, and such queer things to eat. Her cook does the 

washing and the food tastes of soap" (p. 10). And her auht, Mrs. . 

peniston, who provides a moral and financial foundation for 

Lily, "is full of copy-book axioms, but they were all meant to 

apply to conduct in the early fiftiesw (p. 13). Both the aunt 

and Gerty lead lives which are completely wtappe&$ing to Lily, 
.'I 

which she acknowledges: "[Gerty] likes b e i n w o d d  %. ,and I like 

Q 
- 

being happyw (p. 10). In Lily's terms, fulfil ng--=ertain social 

obligations and secretarial functions for her hostesses is a 

small price to pay for .the materialistic rewards which 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 
z 

Edith Wharton, me,/#ouse of Mirth, f#ew Pork: fcri-fsrrers, I%- 
1 9 0 5 ) ~  p. 24. All further references are from this edition. 



back. Her recognition of her own priorities, and her inability 

to comply with the convention of marriage, sets her "apart from 

the crdwdqP. 3 ) ,  and "distinguishEesl 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 
v 

senses that marriage has its drawbacki, it also provides 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 her own 
devices, Lily analyzes her choices and takes the expedient 

route; she thus overcomes her hesitation and commits herself 

. a marriage of conv 
Inherent in are certain assumptions abo 

her community~generally, and about her own role specifically. As 

a woman 3ithout family or position, she is free to lead a 
a 

minimal existence like Gerty, or to lead a nar-row existence like 

Mrg. Peniston, but these alternatives do n t provide for Lily's 7 
social needs. She is -also free to marry, a - 
alternative demands her compliance with a 

distasteful: "How delicious to have a place like this a,ll to - 
> 

one's self! What a miserable thing it-is to be a woman" *(p. 95). 

While she sees specifF;' limitations in marriage then, she ilso b" 
sees a certain loss of dignity in trading personal services for 

4 
- --- - -- 

material comfort. Lily's options, therefore, are - -- 

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



co*promises she must make in each case. 

Because the choices available for Lily in- this society a.re 

so limited, she must assert her position and -sure her 

viability by capitalizing on her physical attributes in 

accordance with conventional expectations: "If I were shabby, no 

one would have me: a woman is asked out as much for her clothes 

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 into fine material (p. 71, and m 
\, which she uses to provide for her social well-being, initially 

as a sought-after guest, and soon, hope'fully, as Percy Gryce's 

wife. She knows in very realistic terms what her value is, and 

she knows how to sell it at the highest possible price. In her 

role in this community, then, she complies with social 

expectations, although not without reservations. 4 

But Lily has an attraction to the romantic, which is 

embodied in Lawrence Selden. He provides an yhical perspective 
, 

on Lily's pragmatic decision by defining suc=ess in terms of 

personal breedom, freedom "from E n e y ,  from poverty, from ea* 

and anxiety, from all the material accidents. To keep a kind of - 

republic of the spirit--" (p. 108). For Lily, nothing appeals 
\ 

more than success defined 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 

5 perspective which appeals to her romantic nature and which is 

much more attractive than the course she has chosen for herself. 



More importantly, in his philosophical assessments, Selden 

also raises specific questions concerning Lily's worth. He- finds - 
her "diverting" (p. 5 ) ,  and recognizes her quality: "Everything 

about her was at once vigoroiis and exquisite, at once strong and 

fine" (p. 7 ) .  But at the same time, he questions the value of 

such qualities: ". . . was it not,possible that the material was 
fine, but that circumstance had fashioned it into a futile 

shape?" (p. 7) In so doirq, 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 
0 

important distinction between Selden and Lily: whereas she 

unquestioningly accepts such standards as essential to her 
(b 

existence in this society, he questions what merit these - 

standards have,, and in the broader sense, what purpose such 

standards serve. 
f 

Selden then, prcvides the criteria by which Lily assesses 

and is assessed. She recognizes, however, that he does not 

follow his own principles, which he rationalizes: ". . . I have 
tried to remaid adhibious: it's all right as long as one's , 

lungs can work in her air" ( p .  1 1 1 ) .  By so justifying his 

role, he establish as a "spectator" ( p .  5), with the 

right to judge Lily differently than he himself is judged. He 

establishes principles which bear no relation to the exigencies 

of Lily's situation, nor to his own, but he does provide valid 



ethical assessments on the conventions of Lily's world.3 

Lily and Selden provide the predominant angles of vision, 

and the contrasting focus reveals the limitations in attempting 

to live by Selden's philosophical rhetoric in the face of 

ecoriomic 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 
. 

perspective on her actions. Because she is, by nature, pliant 

(p. 5 9 ) ,  and has a "faculty for adapting herself, and entering 

into other people's feelings. . ." (p. 8 4 1 ,  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 a loud way. Under the glitter 
of their opportunities she saw the poverty of their ' 

achievement (p. 88). 
7 

In the face of the ethical standard which Selden represents,' the 

urgency to marry disappears. The shallowness of the communityt 

becomes apparent, and her desire to obtain financial sicurity 

- becomes unimportant until Percy Gryce is no longer available or 

willing to marry her. 

------------------ 
3Griffin WolTf suggests that Selden believes "that life 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 o? 
which he is a part, it is not surprising that Selden chooses 
instead to project these ambivilences into his notions of 
femininity" (Feast - of Words, p. 1 2 1 ) .  



The pattern established regarding her tentative marriage 

and subsequent renunciation establishes the framework for what 

follows. In Selden's desire to assess Lily's value, in "putting 
P 

her skills to the testn (p. 41, he encourages her escape from 

the conventional: ". . . your genius lies in converting impulses 
into'intent.ionsW (p. 1 0 7 ) .  But as Lily points 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 have nothing to 

give me instead?" (p .  1 1 4 ) .  She also recognizes his lack of 

emotional commitment: ". . . your're so sure of me that you can 
amuse yourself with experiments" (p. 1 1 6 ) .  Selden's scientific 

detachment provides the naturalist dimensions of Lily's 

situation, and his failure to provide viable, practical 

alternatives reveals that his involvement is strictly 

theoretical. In any case, his position absolves him of any 

responsability for Lily, although he articulates consistent 

standards for her to follow. 

When Lily is with Selden, 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. 1 1 2 ) .  But while she glories in her spiritual 

growth, her need to survive remains an essential issue to her, 

if not to Selden, which cannot be ignored: "There were in her at 

the moment two beings, one drawing deep breaths of freedom and 

exhilaration, the other gasping for air in a little black prison 

# 



house of fears" (p .  102) .  She somehow must resolve' the 

contradiction between her spiritual aspirations and 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 S e l d c s  perspective. The 
7 

P Trenor-Dorset group are the ruling denizens who have updated 

Mrs. Peniston's ritualistic pun lio for their own utilitarian 

purposes. They recognize that the momentum for their society is 

provided by the constant alignment and realignment of loyalites 

based on desperate power struggles which occur beneath a 

-decorous surface, apart from occasional indiscreet eruptions. 

The struggles depictsd are between those who use and those who 

are used, but because the loyalties 'are shifting constantly, 
- 

these distinctions become blurred as each tries to achieve, to 

maintain, or to redesign a particular position. This is the 

society for whith Lily is created, and where she tries to 
--:I 

maintain her somewhat tenuous hold; this is,/also the society 

which judges Lily as 'barshly as she judges society. 

In discussing Lily's missed opportunity with Percy Gryce, 

Judy Trenor counterpoints Selden's influence with pragmatic 
a 

clarity, and in so doing, echoes Lily's own rgalistic 
e -  . 

evaluation: "It was the voice of her own conscience which spoke 

to her through Mrs. Trenor's repr~a~chful accents" (p. 120) .  1 

Although unaware of the pre,cariousness of Lily's position, Mrs. 



  re nor understands that Lily's chances of marrying are 
decreasing, and is exasperated by her failure to act upon an 

opportunity which has the ingredients for success,.As ~ r k .  

Trenor has herself followed this expedient route into a 

finanacially secure but loveless marriage (p. 1291, she cannot 
t 

understand Lily's hesitation.. The focus provided by Mrs. Trenor 

is one ot pragmatic sensibility: to achkve 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.  enor or 
i, 

is echoed continuously by every member of this society, and 

changes only in relation to the constant 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 Percy uses Mrs. Van 

Osburqh to provide for his-sacial and emotional needs (p, 1561, 

Lily uses Gus Trenor to invest in the stock market, and Trenor 

uses Lily to shore up his ego (p. 130). Selden uses Lily to test 

his philosophical theories, and Lily uses Selden to stimulate 
- 

5er spiritual needs. Mrs. Peniston uses Lily for her social 

skills (p. 1731, and for 'the opportunity to practise charity, A 

and Lily uses Mrs. Peniston for a base. Mrs. Dorset 

offers Lily the comforts and pleasures of a Mediterranean cruise 

with the tacit understanding that in exchange, Lily will keep 
'L 

Mr. Dorset amused and busy (p .  304). Rosedale wants to use Lily 



to secure his social footing, and he, in turn, offers Lily .. 

financial freedom, which she refuses (pp. 1 9 4 - 5 ) .  

Lily's error is not :that s h ~  particiqtes in these 
- 

-+A 

negotiations, but that she becomes inconsistent under Selden's 

influence, and as a female afloat with neither husband nor 
C 

financial footing, ?she must rely completely on her own social . 
skills and acumen. Carrie Fisher reveals the consistency of 

purpose required for success in these terms: she offers social 

instruction and discreet arrangements, and is not only accepted, 

but financially maintained i exchange for services render d. 
a 8 .  P,, - 

But Lily hesitates at crucial moments and, as a result, lbses C 
credibility when credibility is her only resource. Seen from the 

Trenors' and the Dorsets' and Mrs. Peniston's and Carrie 

Fisher's perspective, Lily's assets become outweighed by her 

liabilities: because she hesitates at crucial moments, and'does 

not seem to play the games by the established rules, her value . 

decreases in their eyes. And from this perspective, the 

criticisms are valid, for Lily does not appear to fulfill her 

part of the bargain. 

When the focus shifts from the Dorsets to the Wellingtons 

and Brysfdthen to the Gormer~and to Rosedale, and then to Mrs. 

Hatch, the same principles apply. Just.as.Lily innocently 

alienates Mrs'. Trenor, do 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 



disinherited, they no longer need her. Mrs. Gormer rejects Lily 

in favour of Mrs. Dorset after using Lily as a stepping-stone to 

higher society (p. 395-7). Rosedale, who offers m r ~ i a g e  to Lily 

when the match seems beneficial, rejects her later on the basis 

She outlives their need of her and is forced into ever more 

errpheral situations until she loses her foothold completely 
L 

* 

and must attempt to cope in a world she does not understand: 

"The ;nvironment in which Lily found herself was as strange to 

her as its inhabitants.-She was unacquainted with the world of 

the fashionable New Pork hotel" (p. 4 4 1 ) .  ~ $ r  mastery of the -- 
social skills which initially ensured her survival ultimately 

becomes m@ningless in a world with different rules. Lily 

flounders because she is without consistency bf purpose, 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 s m - f i r o m -  group to group, the 
; 

implications are consistent; value is notb ascertained in 

aesthetic worth, but in fair exchange. 1 -  
At the other extreme, Gerty reveals the emptiness of lifq 

devoid of glamour an.d frivolity: 
x . . . being fatally poor and dingy, it was wise of Gerty 

to have taken up philanthrophy and symphony concer{?s; 
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. 1 4 2 ) .  

.•÷ 

\' 

While Gerty is "good,* and .does overcome her own petty jealousy 
6 . .  



at a crucial point, - d e  is""a parasite in the moral 

. " ( p .  2411, leading a minimal existence reduc B d to it 
essential , and reduced to the simplest philosophy: to be 

t 

good in sense. Yet, in spite of her adherence to 

Christian doctri , she is impotent in assisting Lily beyond 
"g 

expressing outrage, and beyond offering alternatives which are 
2 

meaningless to Lily: "~iss Farish could see no hope for 

friend but in a life completely reorganized and detache 

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

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

B 

example seems to Lily only an empty and pathetic alternative: 

"Oh, Gerty, I wasn't meant to be good. . ." (p. 4 2 7 ) .  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 C which attqacts Selden to Lily, thereby revealing the limitations 

in Selden'  s perspective. 

In the other extreme, Lily's aunt offers a vision of life 

dedicated to empty ritual and moralistic platJudes. She is a 

. "looker-on at life" (p. 581, who is dedicated to the punctilios 

of society which she enjoys from a prote ted vantage,point, 

thereby never having to'test the attitu d es she perpetuates. 
Financially ~ecure,~"she ha[sl the kind of moral mauvaise honte i 
which makes the public display of selfishness difficult, though-- 

/ 
- 

it does not interfere with its private indulgence" (p. 5 7 ) .  Lily 
L -  - 

- - -  -- '* ' 
relies financially on Mrs. Peniston and therefore is victimized 

J I .  - B * 
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by this perverse application of charity: ". . . Mrs. Peniston. 
liked the periodical recurrence of gratitude evokedby - - 

- - - - -  

/ unexpected cheques, and was perhaps shrewd enou9h to perceive - - -- - - - 

a that such a method of givin kept alive 'in her niece a salutary 

sense of dependencew (p .  60). This rigorous dedication to 

appearance, and the lack of genuine charity, make Mrs. Peniston 

a dangerous advers ry. -3 
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 morality which has little td do 

with the actual situation. When she disinherits Lily, Mrs. 

Peniston illustrates her belief that moral lessons are sometimes 

learned only by great sacrifice, and the lesson learned 

putweighs any personal needs. In Gerty and Mrs. Peniston, then, 

bre contrasting views of orthodox values: Gerty is all substance 

and no form in that she has sacrificed herself to the extent 

form and no substance in, that her appearance of moral rectitude 

outweighs any genuine compassion. Both are, however, in their 

own ways as self-serving as everyone else in this society. 

And in the same way, Selden is equally self-serving. His 

condemnation of Lily's apparent liaison with Gus Trenor closely 

echoes Selden's own liaison with Mrs. Dorset; seldenq's actions 

are condoned, however, while Lily's are condemned. And by 
1 

- - - - - - - - - 

aligning himself against Lily in this and at other crucial d 
- - - - - - - - 

instances, Selden reveals the, duplicity in his nature. He talks 
9 



-- - -  

ideals, but his words .become empty rhetotic in the f ace-& his 

his philosophical analysis and his actual deeds as his vision 

blurs and becomes more conventional. In so doing, Selden reveals 

that the aesthetic ideal is subject to capriciousness and to 
a - 

realistic compromise. 

Another perspective is offered by Rosedale, whose rise in 
- 

society counterpoints Lily's decline. Rosedale's realistic and 

-p;agmatic approach is based on his assumption that mutually - 

exclusive arrangements prbvide the basis for all relationships, 

and he therefore is untroubled by questions of ethics. When he 

considers marriage to Lily an asset to both of them, he suggests . 

such an ar.rangement, but wh-en the relationship is no longer 

beGef icial to both, he withdraws the offer for ldck of potential 

return. Instead, he suggests that she capitalize on the only 

- -- - - resource now available: in~rimina~ing letters which not only - - - 

3%. will' stop Mrs. Dorset's vendetta against Lily, but which w.ill 

reestablish her footing in society on her own terms. 

But to do so also'compromises Selden, and Lily is incapable 

of such an act. Selden epitomizes for Lily the ideal to which 

she aspires, and regardless of his own culpa.bility, crushing 

Selden as a means of ensuring her own survival is tantamgunt to 

crushing the ideal, which is impossible. ~ i l ~ ' s  choices, 
- - 

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

by compromising.the ideal, or she can h~nour~the ideal by 

sacrificing her life. Rosedale provides the perspective of a 



* @ 

survivor who Is guided by his instincts and who is cognisant not- - 

He shows Lily how to survive,'and In so doing, echoes the - 
I 

commitment to expediency which ~ily.herself revealed when she ' .  - 
* 

"was within and he was without.-This reversal of roles suggests 
- 

- how important expedienttself-interest is for survival. More 
I 

importantly, it reveals the consistency of purpose required .in 

compatison to Lily's own inconsistency. - .  
s 

-"* This then' is the essential issue in Lily's evolution. She 
*i d 

is sufficiently confident to act independently, although never 

without consideration for the possible dangers: "why 'could one 

never do a natural thing 'without having'to screen it behind a 

structure of artiffce?" ( p .  22). Under  eld den's influence, 
however, the screen drops at crucial moments, which leads to her 

I .  

inconsistency. The impulse to set herself apart from the herd of 

her sex - is -- the same -- quality that gui&s her to an impruent - 

visit to  eld deb's apartment: just a's,her?physical needs require 

that she make herself desirable, so her spiritual needs draw her 

to Setden, And buying clothes at a time when she.should husband 

her meagre-resources stems from the same impulse as making a 

donation to one of Gerty's charities: "The'satisfaction derived 
s, 

from this act was all that the most ardent moralist could have'. 

desired" ( p .  1 8 0 ) .  Her acts'of self-indulgence, thefi, are a's 

important to her well-beinq as her acts 6f charity, and stem 

from the sake sensibi,lity. 

0 



In the same way, her need for comfort and luxury gui&es h e r  : 

to short-term compromises rather than long-term decisions: ". . 
- - - - - - - - 

. almost at once, she had felt the insidious charm of slipping 
back into'a life where every material difficulty was smoothed 

awayn (p. 377). Without consistency, she is subject to the 

'vagaries of those who play on her conflicting needs. 

Consequently, Lily does not grow or learn because she acts on 

impulses based on either ethical or selfish intentions which at 
- 

various times are equally important. She fails to measure the 
t 

long-term effects,of her impulsive intentions, and any noble 

expression becomes a futile act, in the face of the consequences. 

When she chooses to protect Selden by sacrificing,her own life, - 

- then, she acts on khe same impuls'e by which she contributes to 
q. charity at the cost of her financial security. 

, \ 

What then are the implications? ~ily's decision to protect 

Selden seems on the surface to reveal inner growth and> 
- - - -- - - L - -- - - - -  

dedication to the ideal, yet the fact remains that she suffers .a 
a & -  

meaningless death which serves .only to reveal Sel@enls 

weaknesses. Throughout Lily's decline, -he offers her no suppor 
\ - ,  

beyond empty rhetoric, harsh and unthoughtful judgements) and a, 
f 

, vision 05 life completely disconnected from ithe exigencihs of ' 
. 

\ ' 
e 

her life. Even in death, he condemns Lily for the appearance of 

compromise (p. 5,31), and his final evaluation reveals ooly his - * .  

own egocentricity: "It was this moment of love, this fleeting 

victory over themselves, whic71 had kept them from atrophy and- 

extinction . . '." (p .  532). He fails to understand that Lily, 



removed from all those elements which 

to her life, has, in. fact, atrophied. 

give meaning and pleasure 

Moreover, in her death, 
- she becomes extinct, not as an exemplar of the laeal ,-but as 

pathetic victim dedicated to aesthetics which are completely 

disconnected from her situation. When Selden gives to Lily's . 

corpse "the word which made all clearw (p. 5331, she cannot hear 
* / 

and he does not underitand, and the word becdrnes as 

as Lily's life. And herein lies the answer to 
------ - - - -  

regarding Lily's worth. 

F'rom Selden's perspective, howeGer, his experiment is a 

success. He establishes himself as a spectator, and .he is 
- 

consistent to that aim. He also is consistent in his role as 

moral instructor to Lily, which allows him to test not only his 

theoretical beliefs, but to evaluate Lily's worth in relation to 

those beliefs. And in his terms, Lily ultimately fulfills his 
/ 

expectations: by complying with philosophical principles, she 

proves-.her value t-o-him, an-d cties as-an admirabke-exampte-of 

noble self-sacrifice. The irony is, of course, that Selden ' I  

- 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 standzrd 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 ineffectual. Gerty 

recognizes value in her friend, but offers nothing but 



moralistic platitudes, Mrs. Peniston- judges Lily by invalid 

standards and suggests that moral rect-itu&e may be a- - - - - - - - - - 

- 

, + justification for petty vindictiveness. The Trenor-Dorset - group . 

revepl their dedication to expediency and to appearances, while 

Mrs. Gormer and Rosedale illustrate the importance of survival 
D 

techniques in conjunction w?th consistency of purpose., 
* - 

A t 1  these people, regardless of social~o~financial 

however, reveal no concern beyond their own-5mmediate 

also reveal that acceptance in this society depends 

only on the economic assumption of fair exchange for services 

rendered, wfiether 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 lifew p .  4 1 2 ) .  Whereas 

Selden refuses to acknowledge that'theoretical ethics are 

,potentially destructive in practice, then, Rosedale has a much 
- -  - - - -  - - 

more realistic perspective, nor does Rosedale share Selden's 
\ 

hypocrisy as a result. In any case, this'society seems able to 

exist quite happily without, an ethical standard, and in fact, 

seems quite oblivious to its lack, which suggests thatbthe 

traditional conception of Christian morality no longer provides, 

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-beinq, social - 

acceptance, and power politics. And as is apparentpiin tze 
\ 



various interrelationships, this framework is as valid and as 
L 

viable as any Christian framework, although, as is also apparent 

in most of the interrelationship;, the spiritual level is 
- ,- - -- - - - - -- - 

missing. As this society nevertheless is consistent in its 

attitude and approach, there is a viable, identifiable standard B 

of behavior to follow. 

Lily, however, is caught between,these two quite 
,- 

contradictory perspectives'. She initially seems to represent the 
- 

well-bred, well-mannered, and well-endowed woman who, regardless . . 

of financial instability, has formed herself into a social and 

physical exemplar, and thereby seems able to support 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 guided only 

by expediency and economic need. Conversely, when she attempts 

to follow Selden's philosophical principles, she not only fails 

to achieve the expected goals, but she falls from grace and into 
- - - - --- - - - - - - - - - - -- - -- - 

obscurity and death, thereby twisting the conventional belief 

that adherenbe to moral va ues provides its own rewards, for ? 
Lily's reward, so far as her society is concerned, is a secure 

marriage, which she is denied by, following an ethical siandard. 

Therefore, Lily's suffering is the direct result of her attempt 

to live by ethical standards rather than.by expedient 

self-interest. ------------------ 
4 ~ n  - The Female Intruder in the Novels of Edith Wharton ( ~ a s t  -- 
~runswick, New Jersey: Associated university Press! 19821,  Carol 
Wershoven suggests that there is no contradiction in Lilv.'sTpp - 

evolution: OB& as the distance between Selden and Lily ;idens . 



Lily's* evolution thus suggests that she is ill-equipped to 

, address her own needs or those of her societr using-such - - - -- 

standards. 
- - - - 

This conclusion arises through Wharton's use of point of 

view. Although she uses an omniscient narrator, she manipulates 

the traditional approach in that there is no moral center around 

which characters and events evolve. Nor does any character 

escape analysis, with the result that any sympathy for Lily, or 

Selden, or anyone else, for that matter, is tempered by an - 

acknowledgement of their particular limitations.= In so doing, ------------------ 
Vcont'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" Cp:52). 
~ersho'ven'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 beginning 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 
littl~sister of the poop,-buk there is a steaay c-harkc-ter - - - - 

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

-. 
=Griffin Wolff suggests that the introduction of ~ettie 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 abject of aesthetic attentionw (Feast 
of Words, p. 130). Griffin Wolff's analysis 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 d i f + e r e n t  
values and needs. 



Wharton undermines the traditional role of ehe nove5%st; rathgr-- - - 

- 

than holding up an ideal through example and presentation, she 
-- -- 

A 

reveals the actual from every possible angle, constantly 
.. 

re-evaluating as the focus shifts. The reader is left to draw 

conclusions from the interplay of points of view and their 
. u 

attendant implicatibns. f 

And in Lily's evolution, the implications are clear: she 

suffers and dies because her role in this society#provides so 
- 

few avenues'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 
I 

of the alternatives appeals to Lily, she is forced to compromise 
t 

on issues which strike at the center of her emotional . - - 

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 - - - - - -- - - - - - - - -- - -- - - 

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 
+i 

- < 

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

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

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

of an,$xistence which does not serve her needs. . 



IV .  S e e r :  The Sexual  D e l i -  

Summer is one of the least considered of the major novels, but 

it also is, ironically., one that drew specific commentary from - 

Wharton: wthe tale was written at a high pitch of-creative joy, 

but amid a thousand interruptions . . . . Yet I do not remember 
ever visualizing with more intensity the inner scene or the 

creatures peopling it."' Op the surface, the lack of critical 

interest is understandable, for in many ways, tKe plot seems . 

reductive, the issues obvious, and the subject trite.. ~or~ove;, 

the novel is so understated that one can easily miss the 

subtleties, with the result that Summer is either simply 

categorized as a "bildungsroman, n 2  or it is relegated to the 
I 

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

"refle~ting~angles of vision,-" Summer demands further - - 

consideration. 

This novel is a study in nuances and innuendo, enhanced 

technical devices, which allows'wharton to reduce a complex, 

morally-loaded situation, to its most essential elements. In 

doing, she not only assesses a?situation considered somewhat 
J 

sordid and inappropriate, but she provides a revealing study 

' A  - Backward Glance, p. 356. 

'The Introduction L t h c  Hasper &Row edition, w x i t t e ~ l q  
Cynthia Griffin Wolf f , focuses on this interpretation. (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1979). 

and 



sexual relationships unadorned by moral certainties or 
- - - -  - - - -  

platitudes. Consequently,  harto on's affection for this novel is 
- -  - 

most likely a reflection of her pleasure in successfully 
* 

implementing her theories of rhetoric by unifying form with 

content. 

Initi-ally, Summer seems to bear little relation to 

 harto on' s other novels. The centxal character, Charity Royall , 
is,-young, uneducated, and inarticulate, and she is without the 

sophisticated maturity which Lily Bart, for instance, reveals. 

Moreover, Lily's community is represented by the very stratifiedt 

and complex layers of New '~ork society, whilel~harit~'~ 

community~is a small, rural New England village. In this i - 
context, Charity's "ps chological evolutionw seems purposeless, I , 

< for so much about her circumstances is insignificant. And yet, 

Charity's struggle to reconcile her personal needs within the . . 

social framework is as revealing as Lily's struggle in her own 

conununi ty. 

But whereas Lily's evolution is revealed in the interplay 

of various society members, Charity's evolution is presented 

differently: juxtaposed against Charity are the angles of vision 

provided by Lawyer Royall 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 

Ease, those shared assumptions relate to the rules of conduct 

and the moral d,irectives of Narth Dormer, while in Harney's - 

case, those shared assumptions relate to a sense of the 



potentiality of life 'outside the restrictive boundaries of the 
7 P-- 

village. Charity thus is torn between Royal1 and Iiariey as-she - 

attempts to reconcile- the conflict W e n  k - s o & i a l  needs-a&--- 

her emotional drives. The interplay of these characters, ,within 
a 

a social structure which is as clearly-defined as it i p  

straightforward, allows ~harton&-tc test specific assumptions. 

centered in the sexual arena. In so doing, the consequences 

become portentous, and the underlying implicationsaself-evident. .. 
- 

For Lily, the stratified layers of New York society are 

represented by a plethora of different eypes, but for Charity 
* \ 

the conventions of her small village are revealed as a single 
mentality which creates a c'ommunal consciousness. Lacking even 

the distinction of the town's namesake, "Dormer, where North 

Dormer went for its applesIw3 this village "is at all times an 
C 

empty place" (p. 9). North Dormer maintains a library where "no 

new books had been bought for twenty years, and where the old 

ones mouldered unbi sturbed m the- damp shelves" 1 a n d  i-t 

lacks any vital connections with the outside world: "There it 
T 

lay, a weather-beaten sunburnt village of the hills, abandoned 

of men, left apart by railway, trolley, telegraph, and all the 

forces thatmlink life to life in modern communities" (pp. 
s 3  

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 

3~dith.Whart~, Summer. (Hew Yoek: Harper and R w ,  4979), p . E L  
All further references to this text are from this edition. 



'only of perpetuating established values and standards.& 
- - -- - - - - --- 

Consequently, certain assumptions provi& the uiiquestioned 

c re& for the ee~ff~tffti ty . These" aszwmpt k n s  = r e a s h s i c a s  

rationale for a lack of ambitlion:' "No one is rich in North 

Dormerw (.p. 30). Or, these assumptions serve to reinforce the 
I 

commuqity's sense of worth in'relation to its very small' 
m 

perspective: "[Charity] knew that, compared to the place she had 
. . 

come from, North Dormer represented all the blessi r Of the 
most refined civilization. Everyone in the village had told her 

- 4 ,  .$ 
a 

so ever since she had been brought there as a %childn ( p .  11). 

While this community may lack the subtlety and nuances of 
0 

larger, more sophisticated towns and cities *then, it does reveal 

a consistency of beliefs which furnishes each member with 

unquestione -lines for behavior, and which provides a 

clearly-defined social framework, albe-it one that is lifeless 

and which provides little opportunity for personal groeth. 

W i t h i n khi s f rirmewcskr-law ye--Roya L - e W  i es t k- 4as s it-ude - - 

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 ldave Nettleton. It was Mrs. Royall 

. that made me do it" ( p .  28). Although he recognizes his folly, 

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

him, Royall remains in North Dormer.   is main purpose stems from 
9 * 

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

because she is stronger: "/. . lawyer Royall ruled in North 
Dormer; and Charity ruled in -lawyer Royall's house" (P. 23). As - 



t h e a c k n ~ w l e d g e d ~ r e e m i n e n t  citizen of thecomunity, then; 

lawyer Royall only-reveals how limited are the _e_xpec_ta_t_ions-in------ 
- - - 

'S 

this village. 
- ---- 

Any other purpose'stems from Royall's dedication to an 7 
. almost non-existent legal practise and to the ritual of routine: 

It was this habit to walk to his office .twice a day, 
morning and.afternoon . . . . Before goin4 in he stepped 
into the post-office for his mail--usually an empty 
ceremony . . . . and then went over to the store . . . . 
he was unwilling that his rare clients should syrprise 

w 

him sitting, clerkless and unoccupied, in his dusty 
office (p. 36-71, - 

The routine thus.sustains' and fills an otherwise empty 

existence, but ironically, it also pointedly illustrates'how 

meaningless is that routine, Ln any case, he maintains a - v 

commitment to ritual and to decorum in keeping with his station, 

thereby reinforcing and perpetuating the values of his 

community. North Dormer generally and Royall specifically thus. 

provide an example of a community ground down by its own - 
inertia, revealir& that lifelessness in the very fabric of the 

1 
- -- - - - -- -- -- -- - - - - -- -- - - -- - - - 

l - -  

community. In this way, -Royal1 and the community provide one 

angle of vision. 

  gain st that backdrop, is the angle of vision provided 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 w i ~ h  the accepted rules of conduct. Charity's 

library routine is similar to Royall's office routine in that - B 
she provides a lethargic service to an uninterested public,-- - -  



. "The hours of the Hatchard Memorial Library were 'from threerto 
- - 

\ 

five; and Charity Royall's s,ense of duty usually kept her at her 

desk until nearly half-past fourw (p. 20). And although her , 

sense of North-Dormer1s importance is diminished and her need 

for knowledge increased byba trip to nearby but larger 
, L  - * ,  

e I 

Nettleton, her "thirst for inforination" lasts only until "the .--&,, 
, '- . 
. . 

impresssion of Nettleton began to fade, and she found it easier 

to take North Dormer as the norm of the universe than to go on - 

. . x 

reading" (p. 10) .  Her compliance with community 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. 
e - 

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 . . 

in some undefinkd way, which ef-fects Charity's sense of herself: 

In this way, Charity reveals that she has absorbed the values 

and beliefs of the community, even including those which are 

detrimental to her own sense of emotional well-being. 
3 

In spite of her acceptance of North Dormer conventions, 

however, C h a r i v o e s  reveal a certain quality which sets her . 
- - 

apart d "She w d  blind and insensible to many things, and dimly -+ 

' 1' - 
k n e w  ft~-but to a21 t h a t w a s  fight am? air, perffume anrcolour, 

every drop of blood in her respondedw (p.  21 ).  Charity's sensual 

> i 



- response to certain kinds of stimulii does nr>tLflourish within 
- 

the confines of the-lifeless village; but in the surrounding 

countryside, she @&acts instinctively to the luxurficiess Of 
- -5 

the'pastoral environment: "Generally at such times she did not 

think of -anything but lay immersed in an inarticulate 
3 

ewell-being" (p. 2 1 ) .  She is drawn into nature, then, to fulfill 

a very specific need: just as Royal1 epitomizes the lethargic 

inertia of North Dormer, so Charity symbolizes the fertile 

anticipation of the sfiring countryside, where her natural 

impulses are given free rein..That i,s not to suggest that she is 

' without the restricting influences of the v?llage, 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 example, when she goes to Nettleton as part of a church 

group outing, she responds to the plethora of novel sensations: 

f n the courseoffthat increai ble-day Charity Royatl -had, - - 

., foq 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. 1 0 ) .  

Althougb 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 

experie~ce rather than to any intellectual connotations. This 

sensuous level in Charity supersedes her conventional-'-hen 

the stimulous is unique or exhilarating or when it contrasts 
/ 



- 

with the 1ifelessn;ss of North ~oimer. . ' 

- - 

Those same felt respo*~es also guide her instinctually in 

her interrelationships in the eemmunity a& wi &all ./l3arIy - - 

on, ". . [~Harityl had taten the measure of most things *ut 
, * #  

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

- .  knew -that lawyer Foyall was harsh and violent, and still weaker" 
.. 

+-.**-/,* - 
( p . , J $ ) .  When the community feels for propriety's sake that 

6 

Ch&rity should leave Royall' s house and North Dormer to attend 

school elsewhere, Royall reluctantly agrees-, but charity baulks 

(p. 2'6), thereby asserting herself against the norm for her own 

purposes. But at the same time, by reacting against-Miss 

advice to leave North Dormer, Charity actually 

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

rewards with a gift (p. 27). Charity's actions suggest that, in 

her terms, the exertion of power may contain specific elements 

of submission. 

Later howeuer,-when Royal1 makes sexual- advances to her, - - -- 

any compassion disappears: "She was not frightened, she simply 

felt a deep disgust . . . . Then a belated ,sense of fear came to 
her with the consciousness of victory . . . ." (pp. 29-30). When 

1 
he offers marriage, she reacts instinctively: "'Marry you? Me? . 
. . . How long is it since you've looked at yourself in the 
glass?'" (p. 34)- .  In this confrontation with Royall, Charity 

reveals the philosophical guidelines of her existence: in her 

instinctual assessments of varying strengths and weaknesses, she 
- - - - - - - - 

informs her relationships with an underlying power structure, a 



power structure where she is able to maintain some sense of 
d 

control, but at the same time, she is guided not by intellectual - 

or material-concerns, but by her-ficalculated response-to the 
C 

- 

physical and sensual manifestations of life. Therefore, she 

rejects Royall because she finds him physically unattracti;e, 

but just as importantly, because she finds him weak. 

The interplay between Charity and Royall provides the 

predominant angles of vision, and the contrasting focus reveals 
B 

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

- -- - 
reveal a complete understanding and acceptance of the symbiotic - -  - 

relationship between men and women from ,the conventional, male 

point-of-view: in order for men to satisfy their physic& needs, 

they must either use women who are willing to give themselves, 

ot negotiate a marriage contract. when Charity rejects 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 made of, and'hated it" (p. 23*) .  She understands the 

rules of conventional sexual relationships sufficiently to 

maintain control over Royall and to keep him off-balance, but 

she does not comply with those rules herself, except 

superficially. 

There is an acckptance then, by both Charity and Royall, of 

a non-verbal level of communication and negotiation where she is 

the acknowledged victor: "She needed no-one to defend her: his 

humbled pride + e s  ker wrest proteet4enw (pep=. Ironically - 



however, the basis of her superiority over Royall is at best 

tenuous, for on more practical, functional levels, she depends 

on him for her sustenance and well-being, for whatever positi-on 

she maintains in the village, and for her job in' %he library (p. 
> I 

34), the income from which gives her an illusory feeling of 

independence: "'So's to get away when I want to' " (p, 32). In 

feeling that she can leave North Dormer when she chooses, 

Charity becomes willing to remain, just as in feeling that she 
- - 

is more powerful than Royall, she feels secure in her role in 

the community. And Royall perpetuates Charity's illusions in an 
1 

attempt to obtain her favour, which she instinctively'withholds. \ 
9 

I 

In contrast to - The House - ~f 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 interpersonal negotiations. But whereas 

Lily Bart initially presents a very pragmatic perspective which e 

inevitably is overshadowed by her aspi-rations to the ideal, . -  --- 

Charity initially is guided by an.illusory sense of her own 

w o w e r  which is tested in the forum of economic r e s t i e s  and in 
E 

-iY 

the face of her own sexual needs. 

The juxtaposition of Charity and Royall provides the 

necessary starting point: Royall is the epitome of small-town 

conventionality, who, as a middle-aged male,,had clearly-defined 

options available in order tg gratify his sexual needs. His lack 

of success stems not from the acknowledgement of those needs, 
-- 

but because Charity does not respond according to his 



expectations, thereby - making him victim to emotional blackmail. 

Were she operating completely within Royall's moral framework, - - 

',+ 9 

Charity -- would secure her own economic well-being - 'thr,9gh , - 

. -+ 
$32- c 

+ +% ? 

marriage. Her failure to follow such guidelines suggests that 

while she has an instinctual understanding of sexual politics, - -- 

she operates according to different criteria in respdnse to her 

own particular needs .. 
With Lucius Harney's arrival in North Dormer, yet another 

angle o'f vision is provided, which reflects against both Charity 
I 

t 

and Royall. As an outsider, from the city (p. 81, Harney does 

not accept the-inflexibility of established standards.: 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 

 collection's^ decay. His response towards his aunt, a respected 

community member, whom he speaks of "as if she were a querulous 

baby. reflects a 
- - 

level sophistication, 

knowledge, and worldliness quite foreign to the little village. 

When Charity sees Harney for the fi*rst time, the same June 

wind whim awakens her senses also blows his hat across her 

path, with immediate results: "Her heart contracted a little and 

the shrinking that sometimes came over her when she saw people 

with lioliday faces made her draw back into the house. . ." (p. d 
8). She withdraws initially from his lively'euphoria because he 

represents thesunknown and the unfamilar. But just as her 

3 initiation to Nettleton "had shown her that North D rmer was a 



small place" (p. lo), so Harney's entry into Charity's world 

recreates that feeling: "The sight of the stranger once more-- 
, \ 

revived memories of Nettleton, and North Dormer shrank back to 
- -- 

its real size" (p. 1 0 ) .  Harney thus provides the stimulus for - 

Charity to reevaluate the quality of her life in North Dormer: 

"How I hate everything!" (p. 9). Although Charity's 

inarticulateness reduces her reaction to a broad condemnation, 

which she repeats (p. 12), at that moment, she revolts against 

the lifelessness of North Dormer and turns psychologically 

towards the sensuousness of the pastoral surroundings and 

Harney's potentiality. When she * steps from Royall's house, then, 

she also moves towards her sexual and sensual needs which Harncy 

embodies. 
%p 

Consequently, her response to Harney conwasts 
?s@ 

significantly with her response to Royall: "She had liked the 

young man's looks . , . . his smile shy yet confident, as if he 
knew lots of things she never dreamed of, and yet wouldn't for 

- - - -  -- - 

the world have had her feel his superiority" (p. 2 2 ) .  Mixed up 

in her physical attraction is a response to his differences and 

to his obvious sophistication, which reshapes her perspective 

and confuses her: ", . . the young man . . . had made her feel 
for the first time, what Gight be the sweetness 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 



then, becomes, ih herself, in the right circumstances, sweet 
- - -  -- 

submission, which she, like Royall, defines in very conventional 
d 

i 

terms: "She . . . saw herself a bride in low-necked satin, 
walking down an aisle with Lucius Harney. He would kiss her as 

thby left the church. . .* (p. 40). While Royall expresses his 

esires concerning Charity to her, however, she keeps her 

imaginings concerning ~arney'to herself. 

Moreover, although Charity instinctually assesses Royall's 

motivations, she is con•’ used by Harney' s ways: "Her bewilderment 

was complete: the more,she wished to appear to unaerstap@ him 

the more unintelligible his remarks became . . . . and the . 

weight of her ignorance settled down on her again like a pall" 

(p. 1 7 ) .  She senses that Harney operates according to a 

different code of conduct, and her failure to comprehend that 

code places her at a disadvantage, which is reinforced as he 

continually disarms her defences, and undermines her 

assumptions: "Her heart was-ravaged-by life's cruellest 

discovery: the first creature who had come toward her out the 

wilderness had brought her anguish instead of joy" (pp. 4 4 - 5 ) .  

As Charity responds to Harney's uniqueness and warmth, and as 

her need..for him so grgws ironically hey perplexity and 

her sense of inadequacy as she becomes more and more unsure of 

her footing. In so doing, she moves into an unknown territory 

which is as intimidating as it is exhilarating, but which she 

instinctively wants and needs. In contrast to her responx t o  

Royall, whom Charity understands , .  +but r'ejects, in her response to 



f 

Harney, any attraction is counterbalanced by her- complete lack 

of understanding. 
-- - 

And yet, Charity sees similarities in Harney andRoyall: 

."Charity divined that the yQung man symbolized all [Royall's] 

ruined and unforgotten pastn .(p. 68). Just a$ Harney originates 

in the larger, unknown world away from North Dormer, so Royall 

experienced other places in his youth, and the implication is 
,- 

B 

that Royall revealed potentiality, albeit unrealized potential, 

which continues t~ echo in his consciousness. Royall thus 

responds..4gstinctually to Harney in very specific ways. 

Similarly, Charity senses that Harney also responds to 

Royall: 

Charity 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 .  7 0 ) .  

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 intellectual stimulation for the other, which 

9 
Charity senses, an&yhicfi pointedly illustrates the disparity 

between their level of sophistication and her own. 

Another result is that Royall is able to assess Harney 

differently, which leads to Royall's interference in their 

relationship: "'I guess he.'s the kind that's heard the same 

thing before. Anyhow, he took it quietly enough'" (p. 1 1 3 ) .  By 



breaking up the relationship, Royall seems to exercise his 
- - - 

paternal responsibilities. But at the same time, his 

interference is highly ironic in view of his own attraction to - - 

Charity, which suggests that Royall is hypocritical and 

self-serving. And as weak as Royall is, he senses that he is 
- 

stronger than Harney: "And.1 can put things to him so he won't 

be long deci-ding . . . . He's soft: I could see that'" (p. 118) .  

To Royall, Harney appears not as the manifestation of 

potentiality which Charity perceives, but as a younger version 

of< Royall: weak, self-serving, and self-interested, without even 

those few values which Royal1 recognizes in himself: " '  . . .  
there's one thing as old as the hills and as plain as daylight: 

if he'd wanted you the right way he'd have said so'" (E.  116) .  

From Royall's perspective, Harney's attraction to Charity 

mirrors Royall's own attraction, but while Royall focuses his 

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

marriage, Harney does not, which Royall condemns. 
-- 

I 
- - -- - -- - 

The interplay between these three characters provides the 

"reflecting conscibusnesses" necessary for revealing Charity's 

psychological evolution. Although Harney's motivations are the 

least apparent, Royall's assessments later prove accurate, which 

suggests that Harney's uniqueness and worldliness are 

compellingly attractive only 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 sleeping depths" (p. 

- -- -- 

59). Moreover, her need fouhim forces her out of her 



established role: "she had always kept to herself, 

contemptuously aloof from village lovemaking, without exactly 
-- 

knowing whether her fierce pride was due to thk.sense of her 
I 

tainted origin, or whether she was reserving herself for a more 

brilliant fate" (p .  6 1 ) .  Her lack of involvement normally 

protects her from the vagaries of adolescent indulgence, but 

ironically, her isolation also leaves her unprepared to deal 

with the kinds of feelings which Harney awakens in her. 
1 

- - , - -  

Harney also provides positive impressions about her place 

of birth: "The words thrilled her. They seemed the clue to her 

own revolts and defiances, and she longed to have him tell her 

more" ( p .  65). Through Harney, Charity obtains a new sense of 

her sexual and sensual needs, but perhaps more importantly, he 

offers her a conception of.herself and her -~ heritage -- which 

sharply contradicts North Dormer assumptions. Naturally then, 

because he makes her feel unique, she is able to augment her own 

' sense of self-worth vicariously. In their relationship, Harney 

provides Charity with the vision which she herself lacks, and 

she is drawn to him as inevita.bly as to a bright summer day. 

Harney reshapes her perceptions, but not completely, 

however. In her relationship with the community, Charity 

maintains a sense of independence and aloofness as a means of 

3 compensating for her feelings of inferiority. In so doing, she = .  
< 
develops a feeling of pride and maintains a sense of freedom and 

control over her existence, as limiting as she recognizes that -- - - 
existence to be. But Charity knows that by moving beyond the 



of her community, she forfeits that security: 
, )  

". . . she did not want it known to all the countryside how many 
hours of the long June days she spent with him" (p. 6 2 ) .  In this 

way, she acknowledges that her relationship with Harney lies 

outside conventional boundaries. 

She is not troubled by the fact, she is troubled by the 
1 

possible repercussions: "What she feared most was that the 
,- 

inevitable comments should reach Mr. Royallw (p. 6 2 ) .  ~lthough 

she acknowledges her power over Royall in the normal scheme of 

events, she knows that her connection with ~ a r x ~  makes her 
- 

vulnerable: ?Mr. Royall might, as she phrased it, make her 'pay 
I 

for it*. How, she did not know; and her fear was the greater 

because it'was undefinablew (p. 6 2 ) .  And yet, any insecurity or 

fear: is overshaqowed by the need which Harney fulfills. 

Here then ig the essence of Charity's dilemma: she fights 
the values and standards of North Dormer because they are so 

personally unfulfilling, but at the same time, because of her 
- - - - 

lack of experience and her personal limitations, she cannot 

segregate herself from those values, nor is she capable of 

replacing them with others more suitable to her needs. 'She 

attempts to comply, therefore, with community conventions, but 

only superficially, with the inevitable result that she falls 

victim to more precise standards. Moreover, the implication is 

that Charity's natural impulses, if harnessed, would lead not to 

Harney's confusing yet exhilarating world, but to Royall's 

predictable and socially-secure world. Seen from one perspective 



then, from the conventional viewpoint of Royall and the . 
- - 

community, Charity suffers because she is not completely 
* ,=,> - 

-b 

dedicated to the customs of her community. ' 
But this perspective denies the forces at work in Charity, 

, 

and suggests .that to maintain her security, she must necessarily 
*$ < 

supp;ess her sexual and sensual needs, a po'kfition to which 
\% 2 

Charity ironically adheres: ". . .she saw thk~vigorous lines of 
his younc$throat, 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 givb her; but something 

kept her from movingw (pp. 103-5). The "somethingu which stops 

her is the inhibiting force of conventions, which Chaqity 

conjures up in visions of Royall interfering (p. 1031, of "the 

thing that - did happen between young men and,g-irls, and that 

North Dormer ignored in public and snickered over on the sly" 

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

ana had ended in her going T o  Nettleton, and in pe~pIe'-~neGer 

mentioning her name" (p. 105). For Charity, the fear of ridicule 

and ostracizat ion from the community outweighs her own pressing 

needs, but only insofar as possible discovery and exposure are 

------------------ 
"Griffin Wolff suggests that this assumption provides the .- 
underlying meaning in the novel: "It is undeniable that we 
relinquish something Significant--glorious--when w,e submit to 
the repressive process of civilization, specifically, we give up 
the fleeting ecstasy of unmitigated sensual indulgeme. 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. 



x 
- V -  

concerned. 
- - - - - - - 

The precariousrress of Charity's position is apparent-when 

Harney takes her to Nettkka's ? n & e p e M e ~ e e  & y & & r a t ~ n ~  

Her senses are.assaulted by the noises and colours, by the 

excitement of the festivities and the thrill of new experiences, 

by her rapture at a fi;eworks display, and her instinctual 

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

the natural outgrowth of her felt responses to her surroundings, 

and as Harney provides the physical manifestation of those- 

yearnings,-resistance is not even a possi.bility. Yet, she is 

devastated when Royal1 sees her, " . . , hatless~shevelled, 
with [~arney's] arm about her" and inakes a drunk.en accusation: 

w 
"You whore--you damn--bareheaded whore, you!" ( p .  1 5 1 ) .  From 

Royall's perspective, Charity appears guilty, and from Charity's 

empathetic perspective, this assessment seems correct, which 

only reinforces her sense of her own vulnerability: ". .& . t h e  

secretive instinct of -the arrimil -in-pain was- so S~XOFIQ i-n+er - F -  

. ." (p. 1 5 4 ) .  However superficial her adherence to community 

standards is then, she remains susceptible when judged against 

standards which she herself accepts. 7 

In Charity's terms, coinplying with s-uch m$al standards 

necessitates the denial of her essential self, which forces her 

to reject those standards as a means of assuaging her pain. This 

she does by choosing to leave North Dormer, ostensibly to return 

to the mountain, but ironically, by meeting Harney instead, who 
- - - -  -- 

gentles her and disarms any residual defences by kissing her 



again, "but tenderly, almost fraternally, as'if he had guessed 
-- - - - 

her confused pain, and wanted her to know he understoodit" (p. - 

different from Royall's, simply by virtue of her rejection of 

Royall and her need for what Harney pr$ides. Hence, Chacity 

moves outside conventional boundaries, and she becomes free to 
% 

follow her own instincts and natural impulses. 

~nd-whereas she exerts power over Royall, with Harney, she 
7 - 

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 dii3 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 ascendah of 
character--there were moments already 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 

S+. grass and staring up too long at the sky; her eyes were * 
4 

r 2 so full of light that everything about her was a blur 
2$ - fPPi 175-6). -- -- -- - - - - - - --- - - ----  

f* .  
I.7 

She thus breaks free from North Dormer conventions and becomes 
-c I 

- - _ t 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 if she 
were suspended in the voidn (p. 1 7 4 ) .  Charity ostensibly rejects 

a system of values which is unworkable, in favour of a route 

which is much more compelling. 
- - - .  

Her decision to free herself from conventional restriction, 
- -- - - - - - 

= - 
then, is a defence against pain, and is necessary for her 



well-being. Harney provides Charity with a more natural 
- - 

framework where she flourishes in response to h-is nurturing, and 

where she comes to life in a way hitherto unkw~-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 
endearment~~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. 1 8 0 ) .  

Lovemaking becomes the intrinsic expression of her neg reality, 

and of her new self, and while she acknowledges that Harney has 
- 

a life away from her, everything seems meaningless in the 
C 

context of their communion: "It seemed as if 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. 1 8 4 ) .  Therefore, negotiation and manipulation, 

power an&control, become unnecessary- to her emo-t ional - - - - 

. 
well-being because she feels that this relationship does not 

exist within a conventional framework. 

And yet, Charity's assumptions about their relationship 

prove illusory when she sees Harney with Annabel Balch at a 

public ceremony: 
I 

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 is 
en&mgLed. Of a 11 these s k e - - k n e w A h i +  except- whaL he 
had told her of his architectural aspirations. (p-. 197). 



'~ecause she rejects community standards, she mistakenly presumes 

that Harney does as well. And because she has so little - - 

- 

- 
understanding of u his values and beliefs, she operates in a void, 

-- - - A 

guided only by her instinctual submission to their mutual need ' 

-- ,, _ and pleasure, which she is forced to acknowledge may not be 
. -.a- 
-sufficient for him, although it is magnificent enough for her to 

re'shape her whole, existence. 

While in one way, Harney's actions may seem a betrayal of 

the most elemental kind of trust,. the issue really concerns the 
, 

importance of sexual favours as a negotiating factor in social 

relationships, which C.harity begins-to sense: "She understood 

now the case of girls like herself to whom this kind of thing 

happened. They gave all they had, but their aL1 was not enough: 

It could not buy more than a few moments. . . ." (p. 1 9 8 ) .  In 

acknowledging her connection with the human community, she also 

acknowledges her own naivity, and therefore, loses confidence in 

the,irvrelationship: "The sense of lastingness was gone from her 
- - -- - - - 

and every moment with Harney would now be ringed with doubtw (p. 

203). By assessing their relationship in such conventional 

terms, Charity also loses any sense of its uniqueness. 

Royal1 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 because you hadn't need to, nor 

any man either. I'm the only one that was fool enough not to 

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

acceptance that men's sexual needs are mere pressing a n t h n o e - -  - - -  - 



instinctual than are women's, whose sexuality is used only as a 

bargaining tool for negotiating marriage. . - - - -- 

Royall's insinuation is an acknowledgement of the 
- - - - - - - 

underlying moral structure of male-female relationships based on 

man's sexual attraction for a woman who uses that attraction fo 4 
her own purposes. Royall perpetuates 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 riegotiation. But this view does not acknowledge - 

woman's sexual needs, nor does it acknowledge any priority 

beyond economic 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 instictual response to natural 

or unique stimuli. But from Royall's perspective, i f  Charity 

does not use her sexual favours for negotiating marriage, the 

only other options are to remain chaste, or be forced beyond the 
! 

boundaries of the community, as is Julia Hawes. These options 

suggest that women either do not have sexual needs, or they 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 respectab-S'lity - a. necessary for ' 

existence within the social framework. 

When Royall attacks Charity, he feels that she has betrayed 

him in ;elation kb these zssuslptions, W h e w  he freaks Charity- 



like a respectable woman and satisfies his sexual - needs with - 

Julia Hawes, Harney uses Charity for his physical needs and 

saves his respect for Annabelle Balch. Royall's anger is 

directed at his own incorrect assumptions about Charity's 

commitment to respectability. Regardless however, there is 

little difference between Royall and Harney in their 

relationships beyond the fact that Charity responds to one and 
2 

not to the other, with the result that Royall feels betrayed. 

From Charity's perspective, when she frees herself from 

conventional morality, respectability and marriage negotiations 

are irrelevant in the context of her own sexuality. But when 

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 relationship 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 a- great gale . . ." (p. 
1 

2 3 0 ) .  The difference between them, however, is that Charity is 

only one element in Harney's life, while Harney becomes her- 

whole existence, m e o v e r ,  Harney daes not endanm-h-i-sspQsit ion 

within the community by indulging in the relationship, while 



Charity concedes all her defences as her need for him grows. 

And because he is so .essential to her sense of self-worth, 

without his nurturing, her sense of independence disappears. 

Just as she earlier lacked the ambition and intellectual 

curiosity to capitalize on the "thirst for information" she 

found in Nettleton, so she again becomes lethargic and incapable 

of sustaining herself outside conventional boundaries: ". . . 
though she had not had the strength to.shake off the spell that 

bound her to him she had lost all spontaneity of feeling, and 

seemed to herself to be passively awaiting a fate she could not - 

avertw (p. 2 1 4 ) .  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 restraints, and when he capitalizes on that 

affinity, he only takes what is offered freely, just as Charity 

takes what he freely offers her. In this way, they are without 

obligations to each other and ate without the usual restraints 

which inform conventional relationships. But at other times, he 

also mirrors the attitudes and perceptions of Royall, which 

suggests that Harney 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 

unencumbered by commitment to any particular approach. The - 

positive consequence of sich adaptability is that Harney 



responds sincerely to Charity's natural instincts, while 

simultaneously enjoying and sharing Royall's more worldly - - - 

intellectual perceptions, while simultaneously sharing Annabelle 

Balch's commitment to respectability. 

The negative 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 
1 

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

to her. But when Royal1 exerts pressvre, Harney adapts again, 

which reshapes'his relationship with Charity and leaves her 

floundering. And finally, in his commitment to Annabelle Balch, 

he deserts Charity completely in favour of the social pressure 

of a respectable engagement. In one way then, Harney's 

adaptability is that which allows Charity to move beyond 
i, 

convhnt ional restrict jons, but ironically, that same 
6 

adaptability undermines her position when he abruptly changes 

direction. Harney's involvement with Charity and the community 
- - 

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 H-arney 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 



his wife; had never been able to arrest the vision and follow it 

out in its daily consequences. . ." (p. 2 2 0 ) .  Although her----- 
'- 

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

demands of Harney, she is inhibited: ". . . she had never known 
\w to adapt herself . . p .  2 2 0 ) .  In her relationship with 

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

and just as she cannot abort his child; so she cannot adapt to 
> 

her changed circumstances: "She knew she had it in her power to 

'[make things hard]; she held his fate in her'hands. All she had. 

to do was tell him the truth; but that was the very fact that 

held her back . . ." (p. 2 3 4 ) .  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 

. framework shri~ks back to clearly-defined boundaries: "Her five 

minutes face to face with Mr. Royal1 has stripped her of her 

last illusion, and brought her back to North Dormer's point of 
d view" (-34). Her relationship with Harney provides a way for 

Charity to escape the debilitating aspects 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 world 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 onry other option is the 

mountain, where Charity hopes for refuge. But when s5e goes 



there, she finds neither refuge nor help; instead, she finds a 
-% 

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

refuge she needs, but only a conception of this community which 

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). 

Although the mountain community had always represented'a viable 

escape route, this option only becomes another shattered 

illusion. 

Because she judges the Mountain in the same way as North 

Dormer judges her, her options finally are reduced to absolutely 

simple choices: ". . . to l,ive, 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 sprungw (p. 2611, she also 

feels she cannot ". . . remain at North Dormer", although ". . . 
everything beyond [that decision] was darknessw (p. 263-4). In 

that darkness, she is reduced finally to physical as well as 

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

opt ions. 
- 



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 than a memory. In her 'fagged and floating mind only 

one sensation had the weight of reality; i s the bodily 

burden of her childw (p. 264-5). Charity's am of bliss thus 

is reduced. to a burden of responsiblity and a choice between two 

communities which are equally debilitating. When she breaks free 

from the restrictions of the community to enrich her life then, 

she ironically also breaks free from its restraints, 

which leaves her defenceless, 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 Royal1 seeks her out and again offers marriage, her 

response reflects this understanding: "Her whole body began to 

tremble with the dread of her own weakness . . . . she was not 
sure if she was rejecfing what he offered, or already struggling 

against the temptation of taking up what she no longer had a 

right to" (p. -270). Whereas she previously maintained a strong 

sense of her own needs and rejected Royall's advances outright, 

when the magnitude of her dilemma is clear, she responds to the 

expediencies of her situation: ". . . she had only a confused 
sensation of slipping down a smooth irresistible current; and 

she abandoned herself to the feeling as a refuge from the 

torment of thought" (p. 2 7 3 ) .  By suppressing herself inthis 
> 

way, she is able to cope with the exigencies of her situation, 



but at the same time, ironically, she denies everything that 

gives her life k n i n g .  
- 

Consequently, she accepts the irrevi#ility of  he^ f u t w r e y  

but she-also accepts her own diminishment: ". . . she followed - 
- * 

8 .  

Mr. Royall as passively as a tired child . , ." (p, 274);%she 
. 

"sat down obediently, and Mr. Royall, his' hands behind his'back, 

paced slowly up and down- the roomw (p. 276); and she ". . . had 
the feeling that if she ceased to keep close to him, and do what 

he told her to do, the world would slip away from beneath her 

feet" (p. 277). Finally, she acquiesces to their<marriage as ifD 

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 compiiance, Charity suppresses 

her adult drives in favour 0.f thessecurity which submission 

provides. Paradoxically, hawever, she obtains security only in 

exchange for sexual favours in marriage, which suggests that 

Charity's options do .not: provide any aven'ues to reconcile her 

adult drives with her social and economic needs. Moreover, the 

insidious implication is that female sexuality is best 

'controlled by childlike compliance. 

When she later assesses her actions, she lay "trembling 

with a fear that ran through her veins like ice. 'What have 

done? Oh, what have I done?'" ( p .  283). In Charity's terms, 

has ensured her own survival at the cost of her spiritual 

I 

she 



well-being and at the cost of any possibility for happiness, 

which makes her simultaneously "feel ashamed and yet secure" (p. 

2 9 1 ) .  Her physical survival thus bears little relation to her 

emotional needs, and her shame reflects this understanding. She 

becomes trapped by her ever-decreasing options in a world she 

cannot escape, but which does not acknowledge or even recognize 

as valid or legitimate her sexual and sensual impulses. I 

When'she returns to Royall's house in North Dormer, then; 

--L--~ -- her life effectively is over: just as she steps from the house 
-- 

towards Harney on a sunny spring morning, rejecting North Dormer 

and full of her own potentiality, so she now returns to that 

house in cold autumn moonlight, burdened by responsibility, 

emptied of possibilities or hope, and married to a man as 

lifeless as their comm~nity.~ ------------------ 
'Griffin wolf•’ suggests that Summer reveals the process of 

7 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 fur a ' 

while--and then, willingly and with 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 heritage, that she carries it with her in stored 
memories and associations that may never b6 expungedw (Feast of 
Words, p. 2 9 4 ) .  While this analysis of the effect of society on 
the individbl is no doubt correct, this interpretation not only 
ignores the child-like imagery of the closing pages and the 
implication$ concerning Charity's relationship with Royall, but * 

more importantly, it also ignores the cold, dark imagery wbkch 
permeates 'the latter part of the novel and which ~riffin,Afolff 
herself points out that Wharton uses to illustrate a-sgnse of 
"emotional deprivationw (Feast of Words, p. 15). 

In Edith Wharton's Arqumentwith America (Athens, 
University of Georgia Press, 1980),lizabeth Ammons, in ++ .* 
contrast, offers a feminist perspective: "Thematically, the book 
is Wharton's bluntest criticism of the p&rkr&a3 sexual 
economy. The final union between Charity and Royall is not 
merely depressing; it is sick . . . . Just the thought of 



From ~oyall's perspective, however, Charity's options are 
-3 6 .  

clear-cut: she either seeks marriage or she is a whore, and her 
rd. , 

app;rente inconsistenc5es only confuse him, rendering him 
- - 

varioygly malleable, querulous, and resentful. Not only does he" 

fail to understand that Charity's own sexual needs may be 

pressing, but more importantly, he is incapable of understanding 

why she rejects his offer of financial security and a 

respectable marriage in favour of a sexually g'ratifying 

relatibnship built only on an illbsory sense of freedom and 

mutual acquiescence. His assumption that Charity wants and needs 

the protection of marriage nevertheless proves accurate, which 

suggests that he senses her commitment to conventional 

standards. 

As compassionate as Royal1 ultimately seems, however,-the 

fact remains that by marrying Charity, he moves their 

relationship into-the sexual arena, and thereby places their 

relationship completely inside conventional boundaries. Royall 
- - -  - 

- L 

is guided by a system of values which provides'avenues for his 

own gratification. At the same time, he ensures that'the system 

is perpetuated. Whereas Harney adapts to whichever value system 

proves expedient 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 relationship with Charity, like Harney' s, 

------------------ 
5(cont'd) marrying this old man disgusts Charity; yet in the end 
she is Mrs. Royall" (Armat, pp. 133-41, - - - - - 



then, ultimately is self-serving and self-interested, but 
---- 

ironically, Royall's actions are reinforced by his moral 

framework and seem philanthropic in the context ef C-rity's 

situation. 
f 

But for Charity, compliande with that framework only 

reveals the limitations in existing morality. %Her reduction and 

ultimate victimization by Harney and Royal-1 does not stem from, 

vindictiveness or malevolence, for each fulfills Charity's needs 

in very specific ways and in her own terms. Her terms change, 

however, in her evolution from a state of fertile anticipation 

into one of lifeless inertia. If Charity had a stronger sense of 

herself, or if she were more intellectually curious, she might 

escape to the mountain, as does her mother. Or she might go to -.-. 
Nettleton, as does Julia Hawes. But the point is that Charity is 

not emotionally or intellect;ally capable of acting on such 

options. Or, if Charity revealed less dedication to convent.iona1 

standards, like Harney, or -more,-li ke Royall, she- might-make the 

demands necessary to provide for herself, as does Annabelle 

Balch. But the point again is that Charity lacks Harney's 

6~mmons touches on this point as well: RThe old man marries 
Charity because he is mortally lonely; he needs her and 
sincerely wants to help her. Stil1,'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 
incestuous. As Wharton can show clearly in this book because of- - - 

its unsophisticated milieu, the institution of marriage is at 
bottom a p&emali&4e a& t m h e a f # ~ y ~ m + ~ -  - - -  --- - - 

relationship between father and daughter" (~rgument, p. 1 3 7 ) .  



adaptability, just as she lacks Royall's dedication, although 
-- - 

she has sufficient acumen to sense that her compliance with 

P qhe struggle revealed instead concerns the possibilities 
I 

for Charity to fulfill her own needs within a clearly-defined 

framework. In spite of her emotional and intellectual 
*. 

limitations, Charity initially has a well-developed sense of her 

own power which allows her to revolt arbitrarily against trjvial 
- -  - 

or meaningless standards. But when Harney stimulates her and she 

revolts against more es~ential, less flexible standards, she . 

reveals that her power is at best illusory.-Because she fails to 
- 

negotiate along conventiondl lines with either man, but at the 

same time, attempts to remain within the communal framework, 

however superficially, she is destined to fall victim variously 
0 

to less conventional or more stringentdemands. Moreover, when , 

faced ultimately with conformity or rejecfion, she must finally 

ha8. At this most basic level, Charity must deny herself or she 

must leave, and because she cannot visualize an existence beyond 
<- 

~ o r t h  Dormer, she capitulates completely and opts for a 

spiritless existence as a means of ensuring her own survival. 

Underlying this whole conflict is $n assessment of the 
- - 

double standard in the sexual arena, as well as an assessment of 

the consequences of that dpuble standard. At issue is the use of 
L - - - 

female sexuality as a negotiating factor in marriage: women 
- - - -  - - - 

exchange sexual favours for financial security and sociG 



prestige, which suggests not only that respectable women are 
-- 

without sexual urges, but that materialistic concerns are the 
. 

overriding consideration &-rnaxriage market. To -ct+hese A- 

assumptions, Wharton creates in Charity a character whose 

sexuality is her most essential aspect, and for whom materialism . 
======= 
\ 

is irrelevant, at least insofar as she takes her security for 

granted. While these qualities set Charity apart in very 

specific ways, she still shares many of the values and beliefs 

of the community and accepts her place therein, seeking escape 

only momentarily and vicariously. Nor is Wharton particularly 

interested in those who escape or ignore conventional 

rastrictions. 1n-stead, she creates an average, naive, and 

somewhat limited individual who must attempt to reconcile her + 

need within a moral framework which 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 needs-are not met %thin the framework 

of their existence by playing several characters off against 

- each other. Harney provides the perspective of expedient 

adaptability: his rapport and communion with Charity reveals the 

positive side of that adaptability, and yet, his inconsistency - 
5 

leaves her floundering when she is most vulnerable. In contrast, 
* 

Royall illustrates unquestioned dedication to conventional 

morality: his commitment to Charity reveals the positive side of 

that dedication, but he also condemns Charity to a spiritless 

existence. And together, Harney and Royall share specific common 



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 which provide for Harney and Royall. This 

suggests that the double-standard denies her avenues to 

gratification because of incorrect assumptions about the hature 

of female sexuality. Ironically, however, she is victimized 

because she moves away from those restrictions, because she 

fails to make the demands necessary to ensurether own security, 

whic.h 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 loses 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 suffering: Harney's morality is reduced to 

self-interested expediency; Royall's to self-serving inertia; 

Charity's to denial and lifelessness. Although conventional 

values and beliefs prove inadequate for anyone whose needs move 

beyond conventional expectations, those values are perpetuated 

by those whose needs are served. 



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 - -- 
Country contributes to the Wharton canon by presenting a vision 

of ~merica 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 subject is so broad, 

and the implications so far-reaching that the focus becomes 

diffused and unclear. And yet, it is possible to clarify 

Wharton's assessment of America in this novel, and to understand * 
the implications, by interpreting - The Custom of the Country -- 
according to her technique of "reflecting angles of vision" and 

by not seeking any moral directives within the narrative. 
'Lk 

In the central character, Undine Spragg, Wharton creates a 
- - 

young woman who takes control of her own destiny. Whereas Lily 

and Charity are inculcated with the values of their community 

and are partially committed to those values, Undine, by 
\ 

contrast, moves beyond the limits of her own community, 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 move from unsophisticated, small town 

Midwestern beginnings through the various levels of New York 

society, and ultimately, into a kind of internatienaz ematu~%y 

of her own design. In her evolution, she addresses only her own 



needs, and she refuses to subdugate herself to anyone who 

attempts to inhibit her progress. 

Undine thus reveals the very qualities which Li1.y and 

Charity lack: in contrast to Charity, Undine is incapable of 

denying her own essential self; in contrast to Lily, Undine 

clearly defines her goals and negotiates however callously to 

ensure her own gratification. These distinctions between Lily 

and Charity and Undine become important in addressing Wharton's 

assessments of social and sexual roles, because here, the - ,  ' 

emphasis shifts from woman as victim to woman as victimizer.' 

Whereas Lily and Charity are incapable of escaping their moral 

framework, Undine strives to learn the skills of admission to 

each community.only as a means of gratifying her own superficial 

sense of what she .feels admissioh 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 by -contrast ing her with Ralph Marvell, 

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 Evi1,The Will to Power, The Genealo of Morals _.-- 7-- 
were all in her inv=ntory 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 instinctw (Biography, p. 
230). The premises in Nietzsche which fascinated Wharton found 
fruition in Undine's characterization and in her euelut;^n- - - 



times dominates the narrative completely. Both these characters 

are products of their particular environment, albeit modified 

according to the changing 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 contrasts - 

with Marvell's inability to adapt to that society, and their 

evolution reveals the kinds of skills and dedication of purpose 

required to survive and to succeed. Because of the emphasis on 

adaptability, Wharton utilizes a naturalistic structure, but at 
4 

the same time, she establishes a situation which tests 
-- ---- 

naturalism as a philosophical framework. In this sense,-~ndine -. 

and Marvell embody particular philosophical positions, and their 

evolution is at times more consistent than plausible. 

But Wharton broadens her scope further. On one level, the 

interplay between Undine and Marvell reveals the conflict 

between completely opposing 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 evolu,tion of the American value system in general terms: 
C - 

Undine's background and her commitment to materialism contrasts 



with Marvell's own background and his commitment to the 
- 

altruistic; and together, their marriage symbolizes the amilgam 
a 

of values which provide the foundation of American cultural 

guidelines, just as their separation and divorce points to the 

incompatibility of such contradictory values and the inevitable 

consequences. On this symbolic.leve1, Undine and Marvell, and 

later Undine alone, embody small town, Midwestern values, 

ritualized New York standards, and the customs of a society in 

transition, and which,~thereby, reveals the evolution of the 

American cultural consciousness. On yet another level, that 

national consciousness is contrasted with France to point to 

specific cultural differences between French customs and the 

American tendency to adapt to new perceptions and possibilities 

as they arise. 

Hence, Undine is the vehicle by which America's cultural 

evolution is 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 she provides the means to 

assess ~merica's adaptability as a cultural phenomena, and 

Undine becomes a somewhat ironic epic heroine. 

2Griffin Wolff disagrees with this definition however: "The - 
Custom of -- the Country furnishes enough subject for several 
tragedies, yet it is not an epic. Its sweep is gargantuan: t6eP I 

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 distancew  east- of Words, p. 
23  1 ) . But insafar as Undine emhadiesthp- characteristics &LLhe 
American cultural consciousness, and her own evolution mirrors 
the national evolution, the term, epic, does seem apt. 



8 

$onsequently, Undine must be completely 'consistent in order 

to fulfill such a broad function and to contrast against so many 

characters and in so many situations. Once her philosophical - - 

framework is established, then, her motivations are subservient 

to her actions. This consistency provides a measure against j 

which the issues become apparent, but at the same time, the 

presentation becomes tedious and Undine's evolution monotonous. 

Moreover, without a moral directive to explain Updine's suc e s, C 
her evolution seems to serve no purpose at all. But regardless 

of the lack of character development and spontaneity, the use 05 

reflecting angles of vision is consistent, and Undine's 

evolution is extremely revealing 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 as~esses.~ 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 strilcture of The Custom of the Country, which - - Wharton called a 'chronicle novel' and which, In place of a 
conventional plot, recounts a s.eries 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" (Arqument, p. 105). 

3~mmons 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 sentimentalityw 
(Arqument, p. 97) .  While there is no douht that the business of - 

marrjage provides the dominant chord in this novel, and that 
there are satiric elements at play, Wharton moves far bezQn-d_a 
discussion of marriage in her assessment of t& American psyche. 



overly-long novel must be discussed at some length. 

Unlike Lily's attraction to the spiritual and charity's 

attraction to the emotional, Undine is attracted to the 

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.financia1 

success and redefines her needs according to her grGing 

z awareness of alternative possibilities, beginning with the 

comparative merits of vacation spots. Undine initially discovers 

the ". . . . gentility of summer vacations at the Mealey Housen, 
e 

whither her parents, forsaking their squalid suburb, had moved 

in the first flush of their rising  fortune^."^ 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 fpod, 

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 her 

companion's perceptions, and changes the Great Lakes resort for 

one in Virginia, any contentment again proves fleeting when a 

4Edith Wharton, - The Custom -- of the country, (New York: Scribner's 
Sons, 19131, p. 52. All further references to this text w e  from 
this edition. 



. supercilious guest criticizgs the locale and the inhabitants: 

"The place was forever blighted for [~ndine], . . Buk Miss - 

Wincher's depreciatory talk had opened ampler vistas, and the 

pioneer blood in Undine would not let her restw (p. 56). Thence 

to Skog Harbour, Maine, thence to New York, "with no better 

success" (p. 57). 

This pattern of defining her own needs only in relation to 

the perceptions of others becomes double-edged insofar as 

Undine's ambitions are 'concerned. In one way, she is able, , 

unlike her parents, to perceive a vision of existence beyond her 

own humble beginnings, and that perception, that pioneer spirit, 

allows her to create goals which give her life meaning. But at 

the same time, she redefines her role and her needs in response 

to each 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 producedcaused her much perturbation when 
she had to choose between'two courses (p. 19). 

The ambition which pulls her away from 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 initially arrives in New York and is attracted to 

a ". . . handsome Austrian ridingmaster . . . [she] pledg[es] 
herself to him," until she discovers, through a friend's 4 

investigation, that he is a sham, ". . . in the light of which 



discoveries Undine noticed - his lips were too red and that 
\ '2 -* 

YT 

his hair was pommaded" (pp. 2-56). And although she was engaged 
- - -- -- 

to Millard Binch for two years, when Elmer Moffatt arrives in 
-- - - - - - 

Apex, Undine is so taken with his "look of jovial cunning" and 

his "faintly impudent tilt of the headn that she quickly 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 wouid have been 

stamped as 'not a gentleman'" (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, choosing the correct role 

model-2-nd patterning her response accordingly-nqt only gives 
\ 

definition to her goals and needs, but provipdes the =iterPia-by 

which to assess her progress. The limitation in this appfoach 

occurs when she chooses or irrelevant role model as 

the standard for behavior, as when she initially assumes that 

Marvel1 is insignificant: 

Even now it seemed incredible that [~opple] should not 
turn out, to be more distinguished than young Marvell: 
[P~pple]i 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 



by the society pages, and she defines her goal in terms of the 

meretricious splendour of the newly-arrived and the 

newly-af f luent , but when Mrs. Heeny redefines the. social 'order 
*-- i for Undine, she immediately reshapes her ambitions and fixes her 

perceptions on Mrs. Heeny's criteria. In this way, Undine's 

framework expands simply through her exposure to alternative 

possibilities, and she adapts her criteria for judging men 

accordingly. 

For Undine, however, sexual relationships are intertwined 

inexorably with social relationships, which forces her to 

redefine her own social role and expectations as well. When she 

is invited into the Marvell-Dagonet world, not only is she 

disappointed that her hostesd does not live on Fifth Avenue, but 

Mrs. Fai~ford's house 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 shebegan t6 suspect that it 
wasn't a real 'dinner party' . . . (pp. 3 1 - 2 1 .  O 

The conversation also is confusing: "The talk ran more on 

general questions, and less on,people, than she was used to . . 
." (p. 3 5 )  Moreover, "all the ladies in Apex City were more 

voluble than Mrs. Fairford . . . conversation seemed to be a 
concert and not a solo" (p. 3 4 ) .  On the basis of Mrs. Heeny's 

evaluation of the social order and the Marvell's place in that 

order, Undine's own standards prove unworkable, with the result 

that she is without touchstones in this new conception of social 



'ritual: "All was blurred and puzzling to the girl ii this world 
- - - 

of half -lights, half -tones, eliminations, and abbreviations . . 
. " ( p .  37 1.  consequently, she misreads certain cws & 

misunderstands certain conventions, 

But overriding all her confusion. are several factors which 

sustain her throughout the eve~ing;~ one assumption ip that Ralph 

Marvell, "this brilliant youth--she-(how felt that he was 
* - 

brilliant . . . had really no eyes for any one but herself. . ." 
( p .  39). And regardless of her lack of understanding about the 

conventions-of this world, and her lack of enthusiasm, if this 

world is considered the best part of society, then Undine . 
i unquestionably wants to be initiated into it, which is possible 

because of Marvell's sttraction to her. More importantly, there 
-,* 

is no doubt in Undine1@mind that an advantageous marriage is 

the most productive avenue to social sbccess. Without any 

understanding of the underlying values of this community, she 

therefore begins to modi•’yPher beha_vior accardingly, 

She learns, for instance, that visiting art galleries and 
, 

attending the opera in the sanctity of a box are expected of 
- 

young ladies of di~t~nction, along with specific compliance. to . ' 

form. At the gallery, she mimics those around her: "As Undine 

made her way [around the gallery] . . . she was ware of 
, f+ 

attracting almost as much notice as in the street, and she flung - 

herself into rapt attitudes before the canvases, scribbling 

notes in the catalogue in imitation of a tall girl in sables-. . 
." ( p .  4 8 ) .  Her pose brings her to the attention of Peter Van 



Degen, ". . . the supreme exponent . . ,. of those crowning arts 
- 

- - - -- 

f that made all life seem stale and unprofitable outside the magic 

of the society' Column" (p. 49-50). Her sttperfici=l compliance - 
- 

with society's forms along with her own physical attribktes, 
\ 

thus provide an immediate return. 

She capitalizes on this'advantage by demanding and . 

. receiving from her father the price o'f a private box at the 

*opera (p .  591, where, with her school friend, Mabel Liscomb, 

~ndine's transformation continues: "Undifie had already become 

aware that Mabel, planted, blond and brimming, too near the edge 

of the box, was somehow out of scale and out of drawing; and the 

freedom of her demonstrations increased the effect of 

disproportion" (p. 63). In assessing the d i f f e r e a e n  

Mabel 'and herself, Ondine touches on the essence of her own 

approach: "And [Mabel] has a way of trumpeting out her ignorance 

that jarred on Undine's subtler methods. It was precisely at 

this point that there dawned en-L?ndi~e whak was--te-beme of the -- 

guiding principles of her career: 'It's better 

ask questions'" (p .  65).,Undine1s subtlety, - 
0 

pliancy, provide the guidelines for her acti-ons. r She not only redefines her 6wn style, but when Mar ell 

later approaches her, she also reassesses her own assumptions 

about sexual roles: "She had always associated finish and 

refinement entirely with her own sex, but she began to think- 
. . 

they might be even more agreeable in a man" (pp. 69-70). In 

conversation with him, the sexual ritual also takes o n  



completely different connotations: 
- - - - pp - - - - 

2 ,  
--- - - 

, . . the instinct of sex told her that, under his quiet 
words, he was throbbing with the sense - -  -- of her proximity. - - -- - A - 

And his sel•’-rest~a~i~nt~sobered Xer , made her refrain 
from the flashing and fidgeting which were the only way 
she knew of taking part in the immemorial love-dance (p. 
70). 

By the end of the evening, she makters her role syf f iciently 

enough, albeit quite superf icially?tQ ensure her engagement and 

sub&quent marriage to Marvel1 two months later. - 
That is not to suggest, however, that in spiteof such 

adaptability that Undine is without any cultural guidelines. On 

hermother's side, Undine's grandfather "drifted into the 
- - 

ministry . . . . [but1 it didn't pay him anything like'as weH, 

so finally he opened a drugstore, and he did first-rate at that . 
too, though his heart was always in the pulpit" (p. 80). 

d 

Spiritual conviction thus takes second place to gconomic 

concerns, and reward is measured mainly by financial success*. At 

which in turn leads to bankruptcy, which suggests that success, 

if uncontrolled, may lead readily to excess and to unhappiness. 

Her father, on the other hand, was "poor and [his] earl Y 
r 

married life had been a protracted struggle, darkened by \ 
--A 

domestic afflictionw through the deaths of two of his children ' 

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 1, and had-vowed-on--- --- 

his children's graves that no Apex child should ever 
again drink poisoned water--and out of those two' 
disinterested impulses, by some impressive law of 
cornpensat ion, material prosperity had come (p.  81 1 .  



Mr. Spragg's. example suggests that clearly-def ined goals, in 
- - - - - - - - - 

conjunction with clearly-defined-impulses, create the 

'si&uIariky of purpose necessary -for success, whi-ch 3r-bnil.ds-on' - -- 

to inerease his prosperity. 

consequently, although her parents are "'plain people' and 

had not yet learned to be ashamed of it" (pp. 81-'21, and - -- .. 
c -. - 

although they seem dreary and limitbed in the context of New York 

society, they both pass along to Undine specifik elements which 
- i 

inform her existence, although she reshapes those elements .- 

according to her ability to imitate. From her fatheri "~ndine 

derive[ sl her overflowing activityw and dedication of purpose 

(p. 119) .  From her grandfather, she derives the tendency of 
I 

' .  . . 

excessiveness: "There was something still better beyond, 

then--more luxurious, more exciting, more worthy of her!" (p. 

54). This genealogical account.of Undine's character not only 

accounts for her idiosyncratic qualities, but such historic 

cs~nect-i-ons-also pr-ov5;de the natura-list .dimensions -of her- - -- - 

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 completely from 
d 

, self-interest and self-indulgence. The need to discover and be 

accepted in the best spot stems from the same need to know and 

be accepted by the best people in New York. She thus retains 

only the drive for success, the desire for worldly 
- - - - -- - - - - - 

aggrandisement, without retaining any of the virtuous or, 



expedient underpinnings of her forebears. - 

/" 

The nature of Undine's terms for success reaches to the 
- -- 

very heart: of ~merican cultural assumptions. The principle on 
, , 

which ~merica was founded was the desire to improvesthe quality 

of life, which originally was defined in terms of religious 

freedom and freedom from class barriers and restrictions. In 

theoky, that desire means that good works provide'the ke r 
spiritual contentment, and any economic reward is coincibntal. 

In Undine's grandfather-, the religious and the economic are 

comfortably intertwined; in Undine's father, the commifment to 

good works leads coincidentally to finanjzial prosperity.- In this 

sense, the basis of American philosophy seems to provide the 

freedom to be, the freedom to'do, in whatever terms the 

individual defines, with the underlying assumption that striving 

for particular goals leads to spiritual and financial rewards 

for the individual, and to benefits for the commuAity in 
-- - -- - 

general. 

But in ~ndine's drive towards materialistic success and 
. I ? 

social acceptance, there is no spiritual or beneficient 

connection,. She sees.the worldly rewards, but those rewards are - 
disconnected completely from any philosophical framework, nor 

does she have any reser;ations about the value system which this 

society reveals: "As her imagination developed the details of 

the scene . . ; it became clear to her that fashionable society 
was horribly iiiirii6ral . . ." (p. 62). TTi Unfinetten, something 

vital is 10s-t in the cultural evolution. Whereas the 



materialistic rewards initially represented, or at least were 

seen to represent, the embodiment of spiritual and moral ideals, 

in Undine, the materialistic re6ard becbmes an end in itself, 

Moreover, although she has drives and skills similar to her 

father, unlike him, she restricts her search for worldly success 

to the marriage market, where she plies her own attributes as 
- 

carefully as would a businessman market his product. In contrast 

to Lily's attraction to the ideal, then, and in contrast to 

Charity's instinctual response to the s e n d u s ,  Undipe is guided 

by her unquest'ioned dedication to the materialistic and to the 

worldly, where the only possibility for success in her own terms 

is.to sell her product, herself, to the most tempting bidder. In ' 

6 

this way, Undine is the child of her background, although she 

redefines those cultural assumptions only in terms.of 

self-interest and in relation to her sexual role. The 
- - 

implication is, however, that freedom from religious and social 

persecution means, for ~ndine, 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. Her 

understanding of what constitutes a good maxriage changes, but 

her assumption that she must marry well is taken for granted 



- 

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 that Undine must 

present 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 definea by those around 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 f o r P m a n  to f ulf iil her ambitl'ons. 
- 

Consequently, although Undine leaves Apex City behind, r she 

carries with her to New York and to Ralph Marvel1 the same 

sensibility which initially guided her to Elmer Moffatt; not 
d 

love or even affection, but rather, an attraction to and a 

premonition of something beyond and better than her present 

horizons, which she does not try to assess, but which, 

ironically, gives meaning to hey life, albeit in purely 

materialistic terms. Undine's emotional - needs and -- spiritual -- 

values are overwhelmed completely by her dedication to power, 



position, and materialism; the result of a complex system of 
- - -  

values and moral guidelines meant to enhance life, but which are 

reduced only to the physical manifestation thereof. Her - 
- 

evolution reveals kbe*$ossibilities for fulfillment according to 

this criterion; her perspective provides one angle of vision. 

Juxtaposed against Undine is the angle of vision provided 
I 

by Ralph Marvell. Unlike Undine, who rejects her birthplace, 
.I* ' 

Marvell perpetuates the traditions of his own: 

For four or five generations it had been the rule of 
both [the Dagonet and ~arvell] 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). 

6 

In his compliance with the expectations of'farnily and community, 

he becomes committed $0 "desultory dabbling with life": a law 

career which is the "Least real thing in his life", and an 
- - - - 

interest in literary and artistic pursuits, the results of which 

are "charming things, if 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 to "the world of wonders within himn 

(p.-7_5), 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 thi~king, and t h e n  launch his owr+ozrt: mT€e some 

good verse if possible; if not, then critical prose" (p .  77). 



His commitment to ethical and aesthetic concerns,, combined with 

his very strong sense of traditional values and his distaste-f5r - 

the materialistic expediencies of the business world, place him - - 

comfortably within his community. - 
He does, however, deviate from famihy traditions in one 

particular way: "Ralph had never taken his mother's social 

faiths very seriously. Surveying the march of civilization from 

a loftier angle, he had early mingled with the Invaders and 
+' 

curiously observed .their rites and customsn (pp. 78-91. He 

responds to these newcomers with self-righteous smugness 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 
Degenism: waythat 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 kiis own 

altruism. Consequently, he enjoys her lack of proficiency.in 

social skills at the onset of their relationship as proof of her j 
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 assumptions about her. Although 
'A 

Undine's perceptions are totally externalized, and Marvell 

senses that she is without "any sense o f  relative values" ( p .  

8 3 1 ,  he perceives a similarity.between his parents and her own: 



"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 Dagonet ideals than any sham 

elegance in the past tense" (pp. 81-21.  On the basis of this 

perception, he mist?ak & y assumes that Undine also shares his 
disinterest in opulent trappings and, like himsePLf, would aspire 

to a more altruistic plane, if given the proper guidance, which 

he willingly does. 

From Undine's perspective, however, Marvel1 provides the 

key to a world of style; but she mistakenly assumes that he also 

provides the key to the materialistic pleasures she wants: "She 

had fancied Ralph's wooing would at once admit her to all his 

social privileges; but he had shown a puzzling reluctance to 

introduce her to the Van Degen set, where he came and went with 

such familiarity . . ." (p. 93). Mar'vell'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 they nevertheless marry. 

When Mr. Spragg raises concerns about Marvell's ability to 

support, Undine, and attempts "to make her see that she owed it 

to herself to do bettern (p. 1231,  Undine reveals her underlying 

motivations:  id [ ~ r .  Spragg] suppose she was marrying for ; 

money? Didn't he see it was all a question, 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 



to social success, which she thinks Marvell will ensure. If the , 
- - 

Marvell-Dagonet family is of the best quality, then Undine 

unquestionably! wants the best, regardless of f inanciaI-5r 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 
k 

excitement, but he is content to "lie in wait for adjectives" 

(p. 1 4 6 ) ,  and to glory in the focus that she provides for him: 

". . . it's all these months together, it's a11 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). ~arvell uses 

Undine to provide for his emotio*al well-being; and to give his 

life purpose. 

But at the same time, because of her demands, he is forced 

to aekrmwledge her limitations: 

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. 1 4 7 - 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 Pork, he &rops his literary piE3ul'ts~iGX hcsK 

law career for an unsuccessful job selling real estate and for 



the "incessant struggle-to make money enough to satisfy her 
- 

increa-sing exactions. That was where the 'call' had led him . . - 

," (p. 2 1 8 ) .  Marvell's involvement with Undins leads not to-ker 

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 more related to esoteric concerns 

and more attentive to form than to materialistic accumulation 

and practicalities, he nevertheless adapts to the changing face 

of New York society in a way which his mother cannot, thereby 

suggesting that Marvel1 sees possibilities beyond her narrow 

focus. But by accepting the possibility of such alternatives, 

however smugly, he loses the protection which exclusion 

provides. 

In his assumption that the Spraggs and the Dagonets share a 

similarity in values, he points to his own community's-social- - 

evolution: "Small, cautious, middle-class, had been the ideals 

of aboriginal New York; but it suddenly struck the youngman 

that they were singularly coherent and respectable . . ." ( p .  

74). The qualities which informed his ancestor's perceptions 

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 Marv,ellls marriage contract: "It will pay 
- -- 

us both in the end to keep him out of business . . . . The 



retort drew a grunt of amusement from Mr. Spragg; and the eyes 

of the two men met in unexpected understandingw (p. 2 .  But-- 

in contrast to Mr. Dagonet, in Marvell, hard-edged pragmatism is , 
I - 

- - 

overshadowed by philosophical niceties, with the result that he 
V 

is singularly unprepared for the role he adopts': "He knew that 

t business' had created its own. special morality; and'his musings 

on man's relation to his self-imposed 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. 2 5 8 - 9 ) .  In contrast to his grandfather 

then, Marvell is not comfortable with the expediencies of his 

role. 

Hence, Marvell provides a contrasting perspective on the 

evolution of the American ethical code: just as Undine's 

sensibilities have evolved to the point where her quest for 

materialstic reward lacks any philosophical underpinnings, so 

Marvell's sensibilties are refined to the point where his 
- -- - - - - 

altrui'stic tendencies 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, e y p t  vica;iously, he is destined to lose himself 

completely to her more definite aims: 

What hurt him most was the curious fact that, for e l  
her light irresponsibility, it was always she whopade 
the practical suggestion, hit the nail of expediehcy on 
the head. ~o'sentirnental scruple made the blow waver or 
deflectea her resolute aim (p. 165). 



Like Undine then, Marvell too has lost something vital in the 

cultural evolution, which suggests that altruism without reward 

is as limiting as sel-f-aggrandisement is without benefi~ence.~ 

While Undine instinctually adapts, however, in contrast, Marvell 
1 

responds to alternative possibilities, 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 attempts to adapt to a role which is as 

unfulfilling as it is confusing. When he goes into business, 
i 

there is a tacit understanding by both parties: 

The real estate brokers who had taken-him into 
partnership had done so only with the hope of profiting 
by his social connections; and in this respect the , 
alliance bad 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-drudgew (p 257). 

The partners assume that Marvell will capita1,ize on his position 

for his own benefit, and by whish, they also will benef-i-t;-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 unblemished; yet one felt in 

him an elasticity of adjustment not allowed for in the Dagonet ------------------ 
5Griffin 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 i'nflated it beyond reason. Their 
offspring are complementary anamorphoses, parables of defect and 
excessw  east of Words, p. 2$3).. - -- - 



I 

codew (p. 2 5 9 ) .  From Marvell's perspective, success in. the -- 
business world d e p y s  on his ability to shift his perceptions, - 

to ada~t his own code for more utilitarian purposes: ". . . - -- 

quick decisions were essential to effective action, and brooding 

over ethical shades of diffekence might work more ill than good- 

in a world committed to swift adjustmentsw (p. 2 6 1 ) .  When a 

buaness opportunity arises, Marvell suppresses his ethical 

misgivings by responding to ~ r .  Spragg's more pragmatic 

assessment. In so doing, Marvell fulfills his obligations to his 

business partners, and he underwrites his wife's expenditures. 

ion to comply with the exigencies of his situation does 
0 

reap the expected financial rewards, but the magnitude of his 

concession is lost in a sea of bills and in a disi-rested 

wife. a 

Most importantly, Marvell also sacrifices the foundations 

n which give his life meaning: . . . he was getting to have the 
% 
drifting dependenc-e 0%-'luck' efthe-man corrseious of-his - 

inability to'direct his lifeW (p. 264). In his attempt to 

redefine his role according to his wife's expectations, and - 
according tomore profitable criteria, he finally must 

acknowledge the difference between Undine's value,system and his 

own: "She wanted to enjoy herself, and her conception of 

enjoyment was publicity, promiscuity--the band, the banners, the 

crowd, the close contact of covetous iqpulses, and the sense of 
YT 
,waking among them in-cool security" (pp. 223-4). Even as he 

5. 
L- 

- - --- 

,complies with her expectations and thereby loses himself,, he - 



also realizes, as she does, that he *is 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 merits" (p. 2 2 7 ) .  In his.attraction and commitme@t to 
# 

Undine, however altruistic his motives might have been, he moves 

beyond the-protection of 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 &s 
I 

completely oblivious to any other standard than her own, and in 

a world which operates according to a different criterion, as 

one of his more philosophical friends observes: ". . . even 
[Marvell] has to conform to an environment where all the 

romantic values are reversedw (p. 2 0 7 ) .  In consequence, he is 
,r 

drawn towards a wife.and a world he understands, but which, - -  

ironically, seems meaningless. But as meaningless as he 
/ 

perceives his wife and that world to be in the context bf \- . 
- - - --- - - - - - - - --- -- 

own beliefs, the fact remains that he becomes so- completely 

enveloped in that system 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 no confusion 

between her methods and her goals. She realizes as soon as she 

is married that .she has misjudged Marvell's potential to fulf i.11 .$: , 

-- 

her needs, and that Mrs. Heeny's assessment of the social order 
d 

is outdated, if not ir+c*m*t " f B & k e f  Mfsurth--- 



1 

had given herself to the exclusive and the dowdy when the future - 
-- -- -- - -- 

belonged to the showy and the proiniscuous" ( p  193). When she - ,  

with her parents, and when her usual methods fail, she 

arbitrarily rejects her marriage as unpkoductive. Her desire, to 

sail home from Europe on Van Degen's motor launch thus stems 
4 frop the same desire as her decision to reset the Dagonet rings 

and her distaste at discovering her pregnancy: for Marvell, 
- -- - -----  

family rings and pregnancy symbolize the continuity of tradition. 
t 

and the perpetuation of certain standards, in contrast to the 

elegant and meaningless decadence of the Van Degen yacht, but , , 
-- 7 - - - - -- - - -  

Undine sees only the restriction of a pregnancy, and the 
> 

unfashionableness of family heirlooms, in contrast-to the 
*. 

"ossibilities in sailing home on a luxury yacht belonging to the 

one man who seems to epitomize her expectations. 

When she shrugs off Marvell then, she is responding to her' 
\ 

-- -- - - clwn -va kre--system :- I-* - A p e x A f - i t  g i;r 2 m a r ~  &es a*~ -who - -- -- - - - 

don't come up to what she expected, people consider it's to her Y2 

credit to want to change" (p. 96). Even as her outward polish 

-and subtlety of approach increases, she continues to follow her 
D 

ow-rcr customs. There can be no hesitation about disengaging 
h, 
herself from an unproductive relationship simply because men and 

, . 
marriage provide the avenue to success so vital to Undine's . 

I 
< 

well-being. Marriage is not a love-match, then, but a business ' -  
- - - - - - - - -- - 

arrangement, and success depends on* her ability to rede'fine her * 
- -- -- -- 

frame of reference as quickly and as often as necessary. The 



- / 

fact that the frame of reference continuouslp--changes suggests- 

- - - how elusive fulfillment is. - 

In ~ndine's 'attempt to redefine her - goals - -  according - -- to - - - more - - - - - - - - - - 
? 

lucrative posqibilities, she once more commits herself to the 

"Sunday Supplement" criteria for elegance. Ian contrast to the 

~arveil family's distaste for Van Degen, Undine senies that with 

him lies her future: "There was more similarity of tastes 

between them . . . . She felt the strength of Van Degen's 
contempt for everything he did not under,stand or could not buy: 

that was the oriiy kind of 'exclusiveness' that impressed her" 

(p. 1 9 2 ) : 4 9  her attraction tb him, just as in her earlkr . 

attraction to Marvefl, she-mistakenly assumes that Van Degen 

will fulfill her expectations, and plots accordingly: 
C 

n . . . 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' ~ e a l  estate in the Pure Water Move 
daysn (p. 201 1. 

from Van Degen which she needs to begin divorce proceedings from- 
. 

Marvell, she mistakenly assumes that she and Van''~e~en are 

similar in every respect, and so she miscalculates. She 

, incorrectly assumes that they share a commitment to each other, 
* 

8 

and that 'their verbal agreement is reciprocal. 
3. $ 

Moreover, ~ndine misjudges in another way in that she 

presumes to achieve her goal of marriage by offering,her sexual 

favours outside the. safety of the marriage contract, thereby 
- 

undercutting her own posit ion: "shehad voluntarily stepped 



outside of her social frame . . ." (p. 370). Van Degen, on the 
other hand, feels no such commitment and deserts-her , leav-irtg - -  - - 

only a pearl necklace as payment for services rendered (p. 379). 
- - -- - - - - - -- 

Whereas her' rejection ob#larvell stems from her clear-sighted . 
assessment of his inability to fulfill her needs, in contrast, 

her rejection by Van Degen occurs because she fulfills his needs 

too readily, without follpwing through on the fine points of 

negotiation. Unlike Marvell, Van Degen operates only in relation 
ir 

to self-interest, like tfndine, but he has a hypocritical level. 

to his relationships, which Undine does not. More importantly, 

her failure with Van Degen pointedly illustrates that the 

business of marriage requires serupulous~negotiatioRs and good - 

instincts. 

In her dealings with both ~ar"el1 and Van Degen, Undine 

also reveals 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 existente. Although s e 

does not lose sight of her goal, which in this case is defined 
2 

% 
in response to her need for materialistic gratification, 

. disconnected from Marvell's disapproval and-his financial 

instability, her goal is unfulfilled through Van Degen because 
, 

of her lack of judgement. Not only does the "Sunday Supplementw 

fail to provide her with the complete picture-of Van.Degen that 
>.: 

- -- 

she needs for success, just as Mrs. Heeny faiIed to provide the 



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 different to her own. New York is afimmunity-which 

amalgamates new families with old, position with power, and 

power with wealth. At one extreme are the Dagonet--Marvel1 

elders, who refuse to adapt to a society which has reformed 

itself: 

Mrs. Marvell's classification of the world into the 
visited and the--unvisited was as obsoleteas 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. 1 9 3 ) .  - 

The elders are able to excludethemselves from a society which 

has no interest in them, and are able to maintain a modest if 

contented existence, but their offspring sense the limitations 
k 

3 in such isolation: "Mr. Dagonet was always pleasant to see and 

had as little bearing on lifepas the humours of a Restoration 

Comedy" (p .  3 1 1 ) .  The youngq generation thus acknowledge but 
1 

not perpetuate such standard?. 

Because Ralph and his ckusin, Clare, both sense in their 

own way and according to their own needs that the elders are 

anachronistic, they adapt accordingly. Ralph becomes 

entrepreneurial, while Clare marries Peter Van Degen to ensure 
. - - 

her financial well-beigg and - her position in the social 
-- - -- - - -- 

evolution, in spite o•’ her resGvatioG about his oth=r 



qualities: "Poor Clare repented,, indeed--she wanted it clearly 
- - - 

understood--but she repented in the Van Degen diamonds, and the 

Van Degen motor bore her broken heart •’ram a p a a  t-a b i d L C p p ,  
P 

76-7). But just as Mar.vellls new role is spiritually 

unfuldilling, so Clare remains unfulfilled 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 

modifications are as insufficient as the Dagonet's isolation. 

In any case, Clare reveals, like Van Degen, a level of 

hypocrisy in her relationships which contrasts to ~arvell, 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 

\ - - 

-I__ 

a notion as that seemed part of the monstrous sentimental muddle --- 

on which his life had gone aground" (p. 4 2 6 ) .  For Van Degen and 
4 

Clare, there is a tacit understanding of what each provides for 
1 

the other, and at what - cost: - - - - - - - she-provides 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 rigid and inflexible standards is ultimately as 

meaningless as Ralph Marvell's dedication to altruism. 

In contrast to Peter and Clare Van Degen, Marvel1 and / 
* - 

Undine share specific qualities which set them apart. Like I 

- - - 

Undine, Marvell lacks the hypocritical -ievel necessary to adapt 



completely into this world. Like ~arvell, Undine misjudges 

because of her failure to assess the implications thoroughly. 
- 

But unlike Marvell, Undine loses her grand only rnamenLaLj_Lp,- -- -- 

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 meaningless, where the presbt generat ion 

selectively adapts according to individual needs, and where 

hypocrisy provides a means of addressing the inadequacies in a 

changing value system. 

In contrast to the Van Degens, and in spite of her 

adaptability, ~ndine reveals specific limitations. When she 

ignores the telegram requesting her return 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 ~ e q e n  and the 

possibilities which he represents. Therefore', her need for hi& 

and her - -- commiQnet to him overshadow any com$assianshe-might -- 

feel for Marvell, and she so reacts: "So malleable outwardly, 

she had remained insensible to the touch of the heart" (p. 224). 

When Van Degen, through ~ndiana Frusk, suggests that the 

double-standard stops when illness intervenes, and that Undine 

should have responded to Marvell, she points out the inherent 

hypocrisy, with little effect. 

In this way, she differs from those around her, for Undine 
I 

continuously attempts to.reconcile her private needs with her 
-- -- - - - - - 

public role, and does not comply with the double-standard ' 



revealed in most of the relationships: "She wanted, passionately 
- - - - - - 

and persiste~tly, two things whi& she believed should subsist - -- 

together in any well-ordered life: amusement and respectability---- 

. . ." ( p .  354). In her earlier commitment to Marvell, she 

attains respectability without amusement, and in her 

relationship with Van Degen, she ultimately is forced to realize 

that she obtains amusement, but without the respectability of 

the martiage contract, Whereas this society adapts itself to the 

complex hypocrisy of public marriages and private relationships, 

Undine, in.contrast, is inhibited in this particular regard. 

That is not to suggest that she finds illicit relationships 
(r 

immoral; rather, she finds the custom incompatible with her 
' >  

needs and expectations in a "well-ordered life". More 

importantly, she reveals that at this most essential level, she 

remains disconnected and disenchanted, which suggests that even 

in Undine's clearly-defined terms of reference and dedicetion to 

goals, thercar~limits toheradaptability, --- -- - -- - - - - - - 

While Undine contrasts with established New York society in 
d 

one way, her father provides a contrasting perspective on the 

limits of adaptability. When the Spraggs come to New York, 

Undine's father carries with him a complex business morality, 

but he operates within clearly-defined 1imits.and in relation to 

clearly-defined standards, which he feels Elmer Moffatt, for 

instance, does not comply with in his own dealings, and whom Mr. 
- - - 

Spragg considers a "cutthroat" (p.  263). But the pragmatic 
- - - - -- - - -- - 

framework which serves Mr. Spragg well in Apex does not lead to 



equal success in New York: "For some time past, Mr. Spragg h,ad 

been rather continuously overworked . . . . He Pad-never quite 
regained, in New York, the financial security of hls.Apex days. 

a - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

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 his own 

-- 
customs in a society which operates accoKding"to a different 

value system. 

Whereas Undine responds, at least superficially, and 

conforms so far as she is able, Mr. Spragg, in contsast, 4 s  

unable to adapt at all, and the gap between father and daughter 

so widens that they completely lose touch with each other's 

sensibilities: ". . . all she cared for, and attached importance 
to, was as removed from her parent's conception of life as her 

impatient greed from their passive stoicismw (p. 318). Just as 

the Dagonets provide an example of traditional values for 

~arvell, so the Spraggs provide an example of established values 
- - - -  - - 

for Undine. But just as the 

.as Marvel1 is concerned, so 

far as Undine is concerned. 

social framework in Apex by 

her own ambitions, they are 

dedicated to her well-being 

t- -- - --- - 

- - - - - - - p- 

Dagonets become anachronistic so far 

the Spraggs become ineffectual soe 

Having been forced out of their own 

a daughter who sees nothing beyond 

condemned to a*meaningless existence 

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 attemptsp-to 

live by his own values in a worlltf wrth aiFferr~-CTiSt5iGc.But 



-i 

both are, in any case, doomed to extinction, and Mr. ~pragg is 
- - transformed by his displacement from a confident Apexp 

businessman into an unsuccessful New York entrepreneur, int3 a - 

pathetic, dislocated pilgrim dedicated to a meaningless study of 

European hotel rooms. The example provi&eSby Mr. Spragg 

suggests, therefore, that Undine's adaptability is a reflection 
\ 

of her survival instinct. 

. 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 dislocated 

dedication of the Spraggs contrasts with Marvell's half-hearted 

suppression of values, and suggests that social evolution is not 

only inevitable, b ~ t ~ e c e s s a r y i f  the community is to remain 

viable and relevant. The Van Degen group, and specifically 
t 

Clare, modifies the customs of the past, maintaining a 

superficial compliance with form and traditions, but the form 

lacks - moral - substance, - ----  t h y i t i o n s  - p-p-p only - serve - appearance, - -- and -p - -- 

the social framework is adapted 'to economic expediencies as a 

means of ensuring comfort and pleasure. Thereby, society 

reshapes and reforms itself according to a changing value 

system. Those that do adapt, like Clare, place their social and 

material needs before any others, which Marvell, in contrast, is 

unable to do. 

Undine, however, brings a different sensibility to her 

relationships, mirrored in her girlhood friends. Like Undine, 

Mabel and Indiana define their existence in relation to 



marriage, social position and affluence. When they divorce, they 
-- -- - - 

too are complying with the Apex priitciple of %ing -better." 

Moreover, these women do not dabble in illicit & h t i e ~ - F ~ e r  --- 
pleasure, but only as a means to ensure their own goals, in 

spite of the possibility of scandal. The Apex women therefore 

operate within the boundaries of their own social fraywork, 

although their terms change as they become more worldly and 

sophisticated. They see better opportunities, and they 
- 

instinctually redefine their goals according to their own 

physical and social evolution. So far as Indiana and Mabel are 

concerned, Undine's motivations are correct, and her decision to 

divorce well-founded; she simply lacks the necessary skill to 

follow through successfully: "If you'd only had the sense to 

come s.traight to me, ~ndine' Spragg! There isn't a tip.1 couldn't 

have given you--not one!" (p. 3 4 4 ) .  Like Undin.e, then, Mabel and 

Indiana are without moral inhibitions, and are dedicated to 

materialistic well-bein3 ands_oCial position, ihich-makes -the111 -- 

seem compassionless, unethical, and mercenary while, at the same 
9 

time, they seem simple and unassuming. 

But regardless of individual qualhties, the Apex women and 

e Van Degen group all reveal a vision of existence free from 

mbiguities, ethical values, and dedicated to their own 
f 

self-aggrandisement. In this way, and regardless of social 

nuances, the newcomers and established society are at a 
- - - 

comparable stage in the social evolution. In contrast to Mr. 
- -- -- - - - - - -- - - - - --- - - 

Dagonet's-and Mr. Spragg!~ alienation from each other and from 



society in general, the newcomers intermingle freely with the 
, 

'not-so-new and with the old families, thereby suggestirng that- - - - - 

commonality of purpose, in this case, the pursuit - - - - - of - - power, - -- - - 

position, and wealth, ultimately creates its own social 
-- 

framework, regardless of regional nuances. Those that adapt to . 

this framework and comply with its standard survive and 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 several 

different levels. As she flounders in the face of Van Degen's i- 

rejection, she assesses herseli only in relation to those arouna 

her: "[~ndiana] still did and was all that Undine had so 

sedulously learned not to be and to do; but to dwell on these 

obstacles to her success was but to be more deeply impressed by 

the fact that [~ndiana] nevertheless succeeded" (p. 3 4 5 ) .  P 

defeat, for to do so diminishes her in relation to everyone 

around her, and because she sees hersel-f only as others see her, 

she would necessarily lose all avenues to selfLesteem by 

withdrawing 'from the competition. Moreover, because she defines 

her whole existence in terms of materialistic and social 

success, 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 purposeless as Marvell's and her 
- - - -- -- -- - -- 

father's. Lacking an emotional or spiritual framework, she is 



driven in an illusive pursuit of other people's goals as a 
- - - - 

means, paradoxically, of escaping potential oblivfon. 

In contrast to Maruell, who understands tb--sys%em hb---- 
d 

cannot conform, Undine strives to conform, but is limited by her 

lack of understanding. This lack, ironically, is that which 

continuously expands her perceptions: as opt ions ire lost, she 
/D 

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 avenues for her 

,perceptions to expand, albeit superficially and always in 

reaction to newly-acquired role models. Her ability to adapt to 

the terms of success defined by:those around her thus provides 

her raison d'etre, and she mirrors exactly the value system of ,. 

her soc'iety. 

In this way, Undine reveals the struggle involved in 

complying with the social framework, but on a different level, 

she a-lso becomes the _embomaf-the-cultural consciousness, 

in that her evolution is fixed clearly in the historical context 

and in relation to the cultural evolution of America. The 
" - 

implication, then, is that Undine symbolizes not only a 

generation for whom adaptability is the'common characteristic, 

but she also symbolizes a country which lacks an ethical 

framework, and which; therefore, continuously seeks beyofid its 

present horizons as a means to escape its own limitations. 
.------ 

Undine's evolution thus assumes epic proportions insofar as she 
- - - - -  -- --- 

provides a means to assess the cultural phenomena of 



adaptabi 1 i ty . 
Because of the complex nature of her role, Undinels actions - - 

must be completely consistent in order that the phenomena be 
- - - -  -- 

assessed. On operandi is established, what she does 

to resolve 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 morsall the accepted values were reversed, and it 
turned out that Miss Wincher had been in possession of 
some key to success on which ~ndine 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 successful transformation, Undine 

perceives a vision of existence beyond Marvell, beyond Van 

Degen, beyond the limits of New Pork, replaced with the French 

sensibilities of Raymond de Chelles, the world of the French 
- - - - - - - - -  - -  - -  - - 

landed Gentry, and their American wives, "the women who had 

married into the French aristocracy, and who led, in the 

high-walled houses beyond the Seine which she once thought so 

dull and dingy, a life that made her own seem as undistinguished 

as the social existence of the Mealey House" (p. 286). Just as 

her perceptions change in accordance with the possibilities of 

alternative vacation spots, so her perceptions change in 

relation to Miss Wincher's success. 



When Van Degen throws her over,- revealed by Indiana 
- - - - - - - - - - 

specifically, and New Y o r k  society generally, ~ndine' responcts 

accordingly: "Her evening at the opera had S ~ Q W Z - ~ - - - - -  - 

impossibility of remaining in Sew ~ork. She had neither the 

skill nor the power to fight the forces of indifference, leagued 

against her . . ." (pp. '3'76-7). As she rejected ~arveil's world 

without realy understanding it, so she rejedts van Degenls world 
L, 

in the same way, except in this case, that conclusion is forced 

on her by a community whose nuances she fails 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 social framework, while Miss Wincher's 
B 

transform at^ gives redefinition to ~ndine's goals in terms of 
a new social exemplar. 

She thus is neither destroyed nor changed by her 

difficulties, but instead, she instinctually- redefines her goals 

in relation to-the options aava_ilabl+ _In one way, Ilndinc is - -  - - -- 

4 '  

rejected by the community she 
P .  

represents, but in another, more 

far-reaching way, she applies 

attitude of her society. When 
* - 

and follows the laissez-faire . 

she underkrites her escape by 

selling Van Degen's pearls, she is without moral misgivings and 

merely capitalizes on her losses. In so doi.ng, she attempts to 

turn failure into success by adapting her nee& to her options-. - - 

Undine's consistency and her sojourn in France therefore 
- - -  - - - - - - -- 

provide Wharton with the means not only of reflecting Undine's' 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - -- 

value system against that of ~ r a n ~ & , ;  but to reveal the logical 



consequences of the ~ m e r  i;an value system in practise. When 

Chelles offers marriage, Undinels"and Marvell' sxhildp~ovides - -  

- -- - - - - - -- - - -- - 

the only avenue to social acceptance and success available to 
c r - - -- -- -- ---- - -  -- 

her and, consequently, her survival. requires that she demand 
+ .  

d 

from Marvell'the o-nly element left which gives his own life . 

meaning. En acknowledging his needs, she must dery her own, 

which is impossible, and hence, from Undine's perspective, the 

issue is clear-cut and straightforward. When she initiates legal 

proceedings against, Wrvell, therr, her actions are just i f ied--?rl - 

and for themselves, nor are compassion or pity even a 
P 

consideration. Moreover, her actions are reinforced and 

-7 s w r t e d  by a -As& systewrnore =iR*ereske& in ~nateria3 rights - - - --  - 

1 .  - 
than in moral considerations. r 

.. 
From Marvell's perspective, however, he is once again 

pitted awinst an adversary with a much stronger survival 

instinct, and when his half-hearted attempt at adapting fails, 

he flounders in the recognition of his own pathetic - -- - - - - - - - - -- - 

helplessness: "He seemed to be stumbling about in his inh rited f 
prejudices like a,modern man in a mediaeval armour , . . . the . 
whole archaic structure of his rites and sanctions tumbled down 

about him" (p.  4 6 9 ) .  In his ,role as maladjusted idealist, 

Marvel1 reflects against Undine's unquestioned&d unhesitating , 
r 

pragmatism, and their interplay reveals the consequences of such ' 
e 

a union. -1 
4 - -  - 

But on another level-, tfe consequences of their 



ethic. Because of the nature of altruism and materialism 
/- - - - - - -- - - - - 

respectively, their initial attraction to and sense of potential 
- - - - - - - - - - - -- 

in each other soon proves unworkable and contradictory to their 

own expectations and aims, aria 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 opposjng sensibilities are destroyed by 

the magnitude of such an all-encompassing, dynamic,%nd - - A 

self-serving, albeit meaningless framework. What remains is a 

value system dedicated to the rewards, but oblivious to, unaware 

of, and disinterested in the fact that the rewards are onlx a - - 

\\ means to a greater, long-forgotten end. 

Consequently, when Undine overpowers Marvell, she does not 

act with malice or with vindictiveness, but with the 
Y 

Understanding that he stands in the way of her progress and 

goals, and so must be manipulated. From his perspective, Marvell, 

the underlykng values are removed from world dedicated to 
I %" 

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, just 

as pragmatic self-interest provides the criteria for her 

society. 

the author can assess American culture in relation to French 



culture and customs. Just as Undine's superficial compliance 
- - - - - -  

- 

with convention serves her purposes in New Pork, so she adapts 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - 

again in France, although she is confronted vikh a system which- 

I is as exacting as it is inflexible. Not only does Chelles define 
*-* 

her role according to centuries of traditions, but she fails to- 

absorb him either intellectuall~, or sexually, and her physical 

attributes and social graces fail to impress the French 

community: "But a woman has got to be-something more than 

good-looking to have a chance to be intimate with them: she's 

gdt to know what's being said about things" (p. 5 4 1 ) .  Those 

qualities which inform Undine's existence thus ace viewed as 
1 

- 

insufficient for her husband's needs and irrelevant insofar as 

the community is concerned, and suggests that Undine and Chelles 

maintain completely contradictory prio'rities. 

While she masters the skills-of admission to French society /r 
::,*- - 

sufficiently to obtain access, her 1ack"df understanding about 
I t 

- - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - -- - - -- - - 

the ~nderl~ing value system leaves her predictably discontented, 

which Chelles assesses in terms of his,owh folly: ". . . and 
we're fools enough to imagine that because yau copy our ways and 

pick up our slang you understand anything about the things that 

make life decent and honourable for us!lw (p. 5 4 5 ) .  Chelles ";tp- 

shares Marvell's sensibilities in their dedication to * 

traditions. But in contrast to Marvell, Chelles is c,ompletely 
\ 

inflexible, as is the community he inhabits, His inflexibility - .--, -- - 

ensures his motional well-beins, just as the French commun&'s 

inflexibility ensures its own perpetuation. Hence, Undine' s 
C 



criticisms of the French community are rejected as inval%d, 
\ 

e;Y 
- - - - -  - 

irrelevant, or irr verent, in contrast to the adaptabilcty - - - 

revealed by the New ork community. And wher-eas M a ~ \ ~ e l l L c t s e s - - -  -- 

his own well-being by attending to Undine's needs, Chelles, in 
\ -  

contrast, refuses to adap\at all. 

The limitabions in Undine's value system become apparent 
'\ 

. \ 
when pitted against a more exaqting standard. Unable to "find a 

\ 
\ 

1 

crack in the strong armour of her\\husband1s habits and 
\ 

prejudices" (p. 5 4 7 ) ,  isolated from'the social scene and the 

frivolities which give her life meaning, Undine subsequently 
\ 

flounders without direction or purpose in a community which 
-- - , fails to acknowledge her needs. Without any touchstones, she is 

reduced by her fear of "social (p, 5641,  to silent 

acquiescence, and is trapped where on "one 

of the chief distractions [is] . . . to invent ways of annoying 
her mother-in-law . . ." (p, 518). From Chelles' perspective, 
the customs provide a social framework which serves every need - -  
- -- - - - - - - - - - - -- -- - - c ---- - - 

and every situation, in spite of any apparent inconsistencies or 

idiosyncratic needs. From Undine's perspective, however, 

Chelles' dedication to such a rigid code destroys her 1 

self-esteem and leaves her struggling to maintain her identity 

as she fights against customs which she does not understand. By 

reflecting Undine aga-inst Chelles, then , Wharton makes apparent 
w 

the flimsiness of the American value system and the insensitive 



and mindless rigidity of thk French value system.6 
- - - - -  - 

When Elmer Moffatt teenters Undine's Life, then, he - 

I provides a role model for ~ndine by which she i-s able to - -  - 

redefine her existence according to more attractive and 

lucrative possibilities. In spite of her experience with 
C 

Chelles, Undine rehains completely consistent, given the proper 

stimulus: 
45 . The Driscolls, and Shallums, and Mrs. Rolliver! How 

carelessly [~offatt] 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 
mu& be worth (p.534). . . 

Through Moffatt, Undine is able to redefine her role -in the 

American cultura.1 context, which counterbalances and offsets the - 

French concept ion of her irrelevancy. 
# 

More importantly, he reinforces her identity and recreates 

meaning in her life: "Here was some one who spoke her language, 

who knew her meanings, who understoo&instinctively all the 

terms; and as she talked she once more seemed to herself a 
-rr, 

ibtelligent, slequeh, ,and interesting" (p .  536). He redefines 

6~erihpven comes to much the same conclusion, albeit in 
different terms: "But the contrast of the American outsider and 
the French insider reveals not only thePerrors of American 
attitudes by the hypocrisies of French ways and theyr 
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 - -- 

financiallv, as his brother Hubert does when he marries another 
hexiran h&essF aptly named Miss Looty Arlinsonw (Female 
Intruder, p. 68). 

% 



her life at its most essential level. Undine instinctually 

senses that if Elmer Moffatt can buy his way i n t o ~ e w  York pp - 

I 
- - - 

society, then given enough money, she could buy her way back 
* - - -- - - 

into society as well. Her connection with Moffatt provides her 

with the cultural, social, and materialistic framework she 

needs, but more importantly, their mutual assumptibns about . 
wealth as the avenue to power give definition to ~ndine's life 

aecreate specific goals. Undine's response to ~offatt so 

revives and restores her that she:feels "ashamed of her-bame 

acceptance of her fate" (p. 5371, and she becomes driven to 
9 

succeed according to this new possibility as a means of escaping 

her present, debilitating circumstance. 
B 

Moffatt reinforces Undine's value system in another way as 

well: 

. . . [He] launched out on an epic recital of plot and 
counterplot . . . . It was of no consequence 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 

t e r m h a d  its e q u i v a l e n t i n  the language-of E if thAuenue -- - .-. . .,TO have things had always seemed to her the 
first essential of existence, and as she listened to himi 
the vision of the things he could have unrolled itself 
before her like the the long triumph of an Asiatic 
conqueror (p .  537-38). 

~ccording to their sexual roles then, each strives for the best, 

which Moffatt achieves through business deals that are 

underhanded, with dubiok connections all the way to Congress, 

and which Undine achieves through self-serving marriage 

contracts and a legal system concerneib only ~ 5 t h  property-an3 - - - 



and material comfort are the criteria for measuring success, and 
- - achieving such material recognition provides its own - 

justification. Mofiatt's dedication-to the world of business 
- -  - 

reflects against Undine's dedication to the business of 

. marri.age, and in this sense, they are kindred. 

Their shared assumptions and similarity in values suggests 

that Moffatt can fulfill Undine's needs in every way: he is 

rich, he is accepted at hgme and abroad; and he understands her 
\ 

needs and excesses, and willingly indulges them. Moreover, they 

are culturally and socially compatible, which, in response to 

Undine's experience with Chelles, becomes an essential aspect if 

she is to maintain any identity at all. She thus discovers the 

means to ingratiate herself to Moffatt by developing some 

adeptness at ferreting out the collectibles which he admires (p. 

561), and by acquiring "as mudh of the jargon as a pretty woman 

. needs to produce the impression of being well-informed . . . fI 
(p .  561) In so doing, she hopes to become a part of his 

- - - - - -- - - a -- - - - - - - - - - - - -- - 

collect ion. 

Hence, the pattern repeats itself, and Undine escapes 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 this 

way, the similarity in their values system is revealed, albeit 
.'-a C t 

according to their sexual roles, as is the optimistic 
- 

expectation by which they maintain .their equilibrium and their 
- - -  

momentum, in spite of any setba'cks. 



And yet, the ultimate irony Ps that, despite her social and 

material success; Undine's modus operandi does not - provide - for - - - -  

- 

fulfillment even in her own terms. By marrying Moffatt, she 
- -- -- -- 

receives the recognition and prestige she requires: 
L 

It was only necessary to give people the time to pretend 
they had forgotten; and already they were pretendihg 
beautifully. The French world had of course held out the 
longest; it had strongholds she might never capture. But 
already, seceders were beginning to show themselves . . . (p. 590). 

w 

In reaching this pinnacle, Undine ~onforms to ever more 
f 
k 

punctilious standards of etiquette in order to fulfill her 

superficial sense of what each role requires. 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 . . . z 
he had made up to her for all her failures and blunders . . . . But there were [times] when she saw his de'•’ects 
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 perceptions that had developed in 
her unawares (p.  5 9 1 ) .  

b 
- - - - - - - - -- -- 

while she obtains-amusement with ~oifatt , then, her standards'of 

respectability evolve beyond his own, which diminishes her 

contentment. However superficial her mimicry i;, and regardlessC 

of her frustrations in dealing ~ 5 t h  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, ironically, deny her 

the possibility of fulfillment. - - 



More importantly, the drive and momentum by which she 

achieves her success also ensure that she- remain discmnected: -- - 

- - 

"Even now, however, she was not always happy. She had everything 
- - - -- 

she wanted, but she-still felt, at times, that'there were other 

things she,might want, if she knew about them" (p. 5 9 1 ) .  When an 

ambassadorship is mentioned she focuses on hat poqsibility, but 

the position is less important than the act that she 

inctualIy looks beyond her present h rizons for more 

ucrative possibilities, which leaves her disenchanted with her 

present boun'daries. She thus is trapped in a continuous search 

for something more and different as a means to compensate for 

her feelings of inadequacy and discontentment, 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 

perceptions apd strives for ever more lucrative possibilities. 
- - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - -  

By which, in her terms and in the terms of her society, she is 

extremely successful. In the sense that she evolves into a 

physical and social exemplar, Undine maintains control of her 

own destiny, within the social framework and according to the 

possibilities which arise within her sexual role. Her dedication 
s 
i of purpose ensures that she provide 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 



that wealth is a criterion for worth. That she remains 
- - - - - - - - - - 

unfulfil3;ed suggests that without any intr-insic values, Undine's 

amhitions and momentum only pravidc an escape f-rom the ----  

meaninglessness of her life. 

To suggest', however, that Wharton's purpose is simply t"b 

illustrate the kind of self-serving and callous adaptability 

required to survive and to succeed in this society is to ignore 

the implications of the various levels of interplay, although 

this element certainly is essential and provides the unifying .- 

framework of the discourse. On this level, Undine's unquestioned 

dedication to physical and material values reflects against 

Lily's commitment to the spiritual and against Charity's 

instinctual response to the sensual, and together, they reveal' 

the essence of woman in the larger framew6rk of Wharton's 

-. --. perceptions. 

Lily's attempt to maintain values in a world operating 

accardincto- more expedFent cancerns leads -topher death;_ ----- - - 

Charity's 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 materialistic 

. pursuits of everyone around her leads to frustratidand 

discontentment. The eyolution of these characters suggests, 

therefore, that in the context of American society, the roles 

availabJe.to women do not serve their.spiritua1 or emotional 
- --- - 

needs, and attempting to fulfill those needs is ameaningless 

and futile exercise 'which leads to death or to life-in-death or 



to an endless pursuit to escape inadequacy. 

~ u t  given these options, Undine's evolution suggests that - - --- - 

- - - -  

in spite ~f specific limitations, her priorities'are the least 
-- - - - -- - -- -- 

self-destructive, however destructive she is to others. In this 
79 

t way, Undine illustrates that survival necessitates the 

transformation of woman from victim to victimizer as a means of 

maintaining control over her own desthy in a world de-dicated to 
--b 

its own self-aggrandisement. By adapting to the customs and 

conventions of her. society, rather than fighting against those 

s t a n d a r p s  Lily and Charity do, undine is successful in her 

own terms and according to her pe&rs, and that, ultimately, is 

all that matters to her and to this society, despite any . . 

personal frustration or spiritual discontentment. 

And this perception informs the larger issue in The custom 
s > 

of the Country: an assessment of the cultural evolution of -- 
# 

America. On this level, Undine ndt only contrasts with her - 
e 

parents and her Apex friends to provide an historical and 

family and against various segments of New York.society in order 9 

to cover the full range of Amerkan sensibilities.   he analy~is 

considers the phenemona of the cultural identity of a whole 

nation as it was originally concehed, and how that identity , 
i 

evolves in relation to changing perceptions and concerns. By 

reflecting Undine and Marvell against each other and against 
4 

others, the interplzy of characters points to the traqsf ormat.ion - - - - 



individually productive system into one which is without 

intrinsic values and concerned only with self-aggrandisement as 
- - - 

- - - - 

a measure of worth. 
- - 

Whartont s purpose, however, is not only to addresspthe 

nature of this evolution, but to reveal what the implications 
f- 

are for a society driven by such criteria. For this reason, 

Undine 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 society generally, and in 

comparison to the cultural framework of French society. Because 
B 

Undine lacks any inherant values, she is driven is pursuit of 

material and social goals as a way to define her existence, but - 
- 

which always~prove inadequate and insufficient, with the result. 

that she continually modifies and adapts her perceptions in 

oL?&-ho escape he; own meaninglessness. And because Undine 
9 

mirrors the priorities and concerns of those around her, 

regardless of social and regional nuances, she symbolizes a 
- ----- -- 

- - 

whole generation &ivenpin t B e  ~ m F m ~ n i i R j l ~ s ~ p u ~ s u ~ t .  By 

-consistently adapting to constantly-changing criteria, Undine 

,and her society expand their perceptions and their expectations 

and reap great-material success. 
J I 

But at the same time, such rewards prove inadequate insofar 

as ihdividual needs a're concerned, are destructive to those who 

do not compl,y, and become insubstantial , .  in comparison to more 
1 

rigid' standards, which suggests that adaptabilit~as a - - - - - - - - - - 

F 1 

philosophical framework reveals in spite '- 
pp - 



the worldly rewards. In order to aadress the ramrfications:-~i- -- 

issue, - - Undine's character is not developed fully, nor does 

she change or grow except physically and socially. Moreover, her 

movement up the social scale becomes as tedious as it is 

inevitable, despite her temporary setbacks and frustration. 

Although she tests the bounds of verisimilitude, however, Undine 

unquestionably serves the purpose in revealing Wharton's vision 

of America. As bleak as that vision is, it nonetheless results 

from a clear-sighted understanding and assessment of a society 

justifying its perpetuation by trying to escape from its 
- 

inadequac ies . - 



Although Wharton focuses on women in The House of ~irth, Summer, - - 
and - The Custom of the Country, she is obviously interested in -- 
men's roles in soc y a(well, for in Ethan Frome and The - 
of Innocence, men - ome the central characters. 1nother -- .novel> - 

which focus on men, like The Valley of Decision, with it? - - 
political emphasis, A at the ~ront, with its subject of war, - -- 
and Hudson River Bracketed and The Gods Arrive, with their 

- - 
-- - - - - -  - 

portraits of the artist, the social evolution of the individual 

becomes less important in relation to these special interests. 

But those novels concerned specifically with inter-personal - 
relationships from a male perspective, provide an effective 

counterpo.int to Wharton's assessments 'of women in society. In a 
+ 

- -- - 
- sense-thew,- the f i n  k-moves from -Lity and Cfiar-i€y-torMaTVe1I, - 

who, like them, unsuccessfully attempts to reconcile his 

personal needs within a s~cial framework operating by more 

expedient and self-serving criteria. 

While Marvell's evolution is only one of a multitude of - 

issuxes presented.in The Custom of the Country, the evolution of - -- 
6 

, 

the central characters in Ethan Frome and The % of Innocence - - 
provides the unifying issue of the discourse in these novels. - 

Moreover, not only do the protagonists, Ethan Frome and ~kwiand 
- - - -- - 

Archer, experience the same kind of struggle as do Marvell, 

Lily, and Charity, but Wharton remains consistent in her 
- - -- -- - - 



- approach: like the others, ~t'hah and Newland are segregated from . 
- -- --- -- -- -- -- 

their communities in very particular- ways, and, -like Marvel-1-, - -- 

and marital responsibilities, and comply with certain 
. , 

conventions. Similarly, Wharton's technique is consistent in her 

use of reflecting angles of vision. Here, however, she contrasts 

female characters with the central male characters as a m=ans of 

creating interplay without resolution. But as in the other 

novels, the evolution of the central characters provides the 
J 

means to assess moral guidelines which work against the needs of 

the individual. 
- - 

In Ethan Frome, Wharton utilizes the same setting as in 

Summet, although the harsh vitality of a New England winter 

transforms the scene. Moreover, Wharton adds a .first-person 

narrator who interacts with Ethan and frames the interplay 

between the three central characters, Ethan, Zenobia Frome, 

Mattie Silver .-By utilizing a narrator to add- another--angle 

visiqn, Wharton provides a means not only to assess the 
-. 

relationship in its own terms, but also according to an outsider 

who witnesses the consequences of that relationship twenty-four 

years later. The essential concern thus is two-fold, or rather, 

the essential contern continues beyond the immediate crisis and 

into an evaluation of the consequences of that crisis over the 

course of a lifetime, by someone who is sensitive to Ethan's 
- 

environmept and influences, but who is obfective enough to 
- -- 

provide a contrasting perspective from the-larger, outside 



world. d c  
In this way then, the long-term consequences of  than's- 

actions are made apparent from the start, which the narrator 

reveals in his assessments of Ethan's repressed potential and in 

his meagre existence.  either the narrator, nor Ethan, however, 

provides or suggests a resolution to the conflict presented. 

, Rather, a very cornpiex issue is reduced to its most essential 

level, where t.he setting, the -interplay of a few characters; a 

final ironic reversal, and timy itself, allow the implications' 

to spe'ak for themselves. 

At the onset, the narrator provides specific details about 
- % 

Ethan's historical and cultural, influences. Si'tuated in a rural, 

forgotten area of New England, starkfield is, as the name 

' implies, a village which contrasts with the natural vigor of the 

surroundings: "I had been struck by the contrast between the 
LC - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

'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 resplve 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. 711. Griffin Wolff 
goes on' to suggest that ". . . the relation of the tale to the 
,narrator's larger catagories . . . Tis] the primary interest, 
the focus of the story as Wharton defined it" (Feast of Words, 
p. 162). While the importance of the narrator should K t  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 narrator'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. 



'vitality of the climate and the deadness of the ~ommunity."~ 
R. - 

- - - - - - - 
This contrast between the surroundings and the inhabitants - 

_- - . 
own insignificance in relation%o the forces of nature which + 

envelop their existence: "I began to understand whyJStarkfield 

emerged from its six months' siege .G like a starved garr2son 

capitulating without quarterw(p. 11). Because the narrator - 

visits Starkfield in winter, he perceives a vision of existence 

reduced to its most essential elements insofar as one must 

e~ther escape or remain and accept: "'Most of the smart ones get , 

awayl"(p. f1); In those that remain, the narrator senses 

resignation and acceptance: "All th dkellers in stark•’ ield, as a' 
in more notable communities, had had troubles enough of their 

own to make them comparatively indifferent to those of their 
Z 

"neighbours . * .  ."(p. 11). Even the community's most p~e-eminent 

citizen, Mrs.' Hale, with whom the narrator lodges, is in reduced 

circumstances, which she accepts wit-h "decent digniky-p. 11); - - 

1 

The narrator's response reveals his understanding of a 

community where survival is the most important issue, and for 

some, the only issue. He enjoys listening to Mrs. Hale's 

"chroniclesn about the community, not because like her, he ". . '  
0 

. felt, or affected, any social superiority to the pkople about , 

her . . ."(p. ll), but because, like Mrs.. Hale, he is able to 

perceive and to assess the community on a different level: ". . ------------------ 
2Edith Wharton, Ethan Frome, (New Pork: Scribners Research 
Anthologies, 1968),. 10. All further referenees to this text 
are from this edition. 



. it was only that the accident of a finer sensibility and a 
little more education had put just-enough distance between 

herself and her neighbours to enable her to -judge t h e w w i t h  

detachmentW(p. 11). Like Mrq. Hale then, the narrator aceepts 

the community as a cohesive unit which has evolved in its own 

terms and according to its particular needs, but like Mrs. Hale, 
-r 

?-* 

-the narrator also is able to perceive the significance of the 

evolution on the inhabitants. 

While the narrator understands the community's evolution, 

he senses that Ethan's persohal evolution is more complex: ". . d 

. 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 is 

so obviously debilitating: "That man touch a hundred? He looks 

as ifhe was dead and in hell noww (p. 10). Given the 

generalities of Ethan's background, and his accident twenty-four 

years previously ( p .  101, the narrator cannot reconcile the 

image of Ethan's potential with the reality of his existence,' 
/ 

and enquirigs to Mrs. Hale are as unproductive as Harmon Gow's 

ingenuous assessment: "Though Harmon Gow debeloped the tale as i 
far as his mental and moral reach permitted tbre were 

perceptible gaps between his facts, and I had the sense that the 

deeper meaning of the story was in the gaps" (p. 1 0 ) .  This 

assumption by the narrat~r, as well as his understanding of a 

community which allows such tragedy to perpetuate itself 

uncheqked, allows him to reach through his own perceptions into 



Ethan's past: without the- troll,ies, ,bicycles. and communication 
* 

- - - - - - -- - 

systems now common to the area, "Twenty years earlier-the Garis 
- 

'of resistance must have been far,fewer, snd = e n e ~ ~ Y n + ~ o m m a n a ~ - ~ ~ - ~  

of almost all the lines of access between the beleagured 

villages . : ." (p. 1 1 ) .  The narrator recreates in his mind a .. 
vision of an earlier time, when the community was more isolated, . 

when winter was a domineering enemy, and Ethan a young man. 
d 

Just as Cha'ilrify's evol.ution reflects her instinctual 

response to,the natural fertility of a 'rural summer, so Ethan's 

evolution'reflects that same rural env'ironment at a different 
6 ' 

stage, when isolation, monotony, and deadness become the common 

characteristics of the area and the inhabitants, and 

particularly Ethan: . 
He seemed a part of the mute rneloncholy 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 unfriendly in his silence. I simply < 
felt that'he lived in a depth of moral isolation too 
remote for casual access, and I had the sense th9t his 
loneliness was not merely- the result of his persona - - 

plight, tragic as I guessed that to be, but had in it . . . . the profound accumulated cold of many Starkfield 
winters (p. 1 2 ) .  

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 ways 

symbolizes his environment, but that, also, Ethan somehow is set 

apart by virtue of his mien, his circumstances, and by the gaps 



in- his history. 

The narrator's curiosity is aroused further when other 

contradictions become apparent. He discovers that Ethan, l i k e  

the "smart ones", escaped Starkfield for -Florida, and that he 

enjoyed the experience: "I was down there once, and for a good 

while afterward, I could call up the sight of it in winter. But 

now it's all sn-owed under" (p. 1 2 ) .  Ethan's response suggests 

that although he accepts the virtues of alternative 

possibilities, escape for him became- only 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 queer 

note of resentment in his voice. He was evidently surprised and 

slightly aggrieved at his own ignorance" (p, 1 3 ) .  In their . 

interrelationship, then, aS brief and as superficial as it is, , 

the narrator and Ethan reflect each other's sensibilities and 

assumptions. c 

From Ethan's perspective, the narrator revives memories and ' 

possibilites beyond the narrow restraints of Starkfield, while 

from the narrator's perspective, Ethan not only symbolizes the 

stagnant inertia of a whole community, but stands out as more 

tormented a d more stoic, thereby reinforcing his tragic .?' 
dimensions: "Such tastps and acquirements in a man of his 

condition made the contrast more poignant between his outer 



situation and his inffer ~ e e d s  . . ." (p. 1 3 ) .  ~ecause these men 
- 

are thrown together regularly, and because of their rapport, the 

_ - narrator becomes obsessed with Ethan's evolutkun. 

When a snowstorm cripples the community, the narrator is 

taken symbolically into Ethan's past, arriving by horse-draun 

sled to an isolated, decaying farm which is barely surviving 

winter's onslaught. The front narrative frame thus provides. a 

means of reaching into Ethan's past and into his perceptions, 

while at the same time, forcing an assessment of his actions 

according to the more objective, less narrow sensibilities of 

the narrator. Layering the angles of vision also anticipates the 
% .  

narrator's immediate. reaction to the facts of Ethan's life in 

the end frame, which contrasts sharply with Ethan's own stoic 

acceptance. In so doing, the meaning in the gap ;s effectively, 
. - 

and silently, provided. The interplay between these characters 

therefore provides a means to assess  than in his 'own terms _and 
also acccording to a sympathetic outsider who does not share 

 than's' assumptions, but who is nevertheless driven to 
Q 

understand his predicament. 

Consequently, although the narmtor disappears, Ethan's 

evolution is presented in relation to the long-term effects of 
\ 

those choices made twenty-four years' before. As a young man, 

Ethan expands his horizons through an engineering course, which, 
9 .  

together with a "slight engineering -job in 'Florida, put in his 

' ,  way during his period of study at Worchester, increased his 

faith in his ability as well as his eagerness to see the world . 



. ." (p. 28). By initially'leaving Starkfield,for school and for 
travel, Ethan reveals a need for stimulus not available in his 

small community, but he is pulled back by circumstancesr 

"~ust(sic) his father got a *kick, out haying, and went soft in 

the brain, and gave money away like Bible texts afore he died. 

Then his mother went queer and dragged along for years as weak 
rS 

as a baby . . ." ( p .  1 2 ) .  In spite of his personal ambitions, 

Ethm fulfills his filial duty,qnd his existence is reduced to 

a silent and lonely vigil over his weak and ailing mother. 

That Ethan comhlies so readily to such a debilitating role 
t 

suggests that when a choice must be made, he suppresses his own 

needs in favour of-family and community expectations. His own 

needs therefore become subservient to the ne'eds of those who 

rely on his sense of duty and7responsibility, which for Ethan is 

defined in terms of the material maintenance of a helpless, 

dying woman. Ethan gives up his own goals anb dreams, beyond the 
f l  

odd reminder of what he might have achieved, given different 

circumstances. 

This role is so contradictory with his needs, however, that 

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 .  

2 7 - 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 



go about his business again and talk with other men; restored 
- - -- - -  

his shaken balance and magnified his sense of what he owed her" 

(p. 28). Ethan's response to hl's mother first and €hErTo Z e e m  ---- 
suggests that he is driven less by personal ambition 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, together with his acquiescent nature and 

his fear of loneliness on the farm in winter, leads to an 

almost-instinctual demand for what Zeena povjdes and 

represents: ". . . when he saw her preparing to go away, 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. 2 8 ) .  Ethan chooses marriage then, not 

for romantic reasons, but as an escape from loneliness and as a .- 
way to define and to give meaning to his life. In so doing, he 

places the responsibility for his own well-being wit- woman- - -  

.who does not necessarily recognize or understam his needs, but 

who does furnish him with a framework for existence. Marriage to 
t 

Zeena thus provides Ethan an escape from his own sense of 

inadequacy. 

Moreover, because he does not envision escape from the farm 

without Zeena's assistance, he reveals how tenuous is his sense 
I 

of individuality and independence, given the choice between 

making his own way and relying on Zeena for support. Ethan's 

understanding of his own limitations is revealed in his decision 



- to marry Zeena, and marriage becomes his attempt,to reconcile 

the contradictions between his needs and the social framework he 
requires, Ethan is so unfulfilled *by$ the relationship, however, 

that providing for his social well-being becomes tantamount to 

denying his spiritual and emotional well-being, although he 

accepts the consequences of that choice. 

Like Ethan, Zeena also reveals specific contradictions in 

- her nature, and in her expectations aboutsthe 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 hand, remaining in this small 
t 

. community is important to her well-being: 

She chose 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 Ethan then, who defines his role according to filial and 

conventional expectations, Zeena also defines her identity 
# 

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 and Zeena remain -in Starkfield, where 

she becomes absorbed with her deteriorating health and with 

Eth9n's inadequacies as a husband: "when she spoke it was only 

to.complain, and to complain of things not in his power to 

remedy . . ." ( p .  28) They are trapped by their mutual need for 



each other in that Ethan supports her, while she gives a focus 
- - - -- 

to his existence according to conventional expectations. That - 

fulfilling the& needs is so debili+&&rg to b e k h  raises - - - -- - - - 

specific questions concerning the nature of interpersonal 

relationships: from Ethan's perspective, the marriage inhibits 

the possibility of broadening his horizons or fulfilling his 

emotional needs", while from Zeena's perspective, the marriage 

condemns her to an existence out ,of keeping with hCr 

expectations. Each needs the ot-her, but at the same time, each 

resents the restraints which go along with the benefits. 

When Mattie Silver comes to assist in the household, she 

fills the same role that Zeena originally filled insofar as 

Mattie gives meaning to Ethan's life beyond the confines of his' a 

present situation. Ethan feels the limitations in his 

relationship with Zeena, not because he resents his role, but 

because that role is so disconnected from everything he values: 

"By nature grave an inarkic-ulate, he-adgired reck-lessness and 3 
gaiety in others an3 was warmed to the 'marrow by friendly human 

intercourse" (p. 27). Mattie's liveliness, her cheery 

disposition and her youthf ul enthusiasm (p. contrast 

sharply with Zeena'a silent, aging pessimism. 

Hence, Mattie fills the gap in Ethan's-existence: 

But it was not only that the coming to his hobe 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.). 



-Insofar as she admires his knowledge and.understanding, in 1 - 
cpntrast to Zeena's complaints about his inabilities,  att tie- 

reinforces Ethan's self -image. Whereas his' duties on the farm 

are completely 'disconnected from his real in ere ts, Mattie's 

- 3 response makes those interests seem relevant an important and 

admirable. Moreover; she awakens his sexual needs as well: "And C 
there were other sensations, less definable but more exquisite, 

which drew them together with a shock of silent joy . . ;" (p. 
18) .  Mattie's response to Ethan reveals the emotional, ' 

7 
intellectual, and sexual lirnidations of his existence, and his 

attraction to her is almost instinctual, as repressed as such i 
instincts are within the social conventions of his community. 

. As a married man, Ethan's duty is to his wife and to his 
1 

farm, and he accepts- this role as unquestioningly as he earlier 

accepts his responsibilities to his mother. But whereas his 

response to Zeena is defined by the legitimacy of the marriage 
i 

contract, as unfulfilling as that becomes for both of them, his 
j 

response to Mattie cannot be realized through such conventional ; 
avenues. Ethan therefore restricts himself to twinges of 

jealousy, to intimate moments of innocent pleasure, an.d to 1 
i 

supplementing her housekeeping.efforts to maintain peace in Vhe 

household. Compensating for the limitations in his existence is 

at best vicarious and tenuous, and.lies clearly within the - 1 
I 

bounds of conventional morality: "The fact that he had no right f 
to show his feelings, and thus provoke the expression of hers, 1 
made him attach a fantastic importance to every change in her 

1 



I 

, - 
- 

look and .tonew (p, 21). As repressed as his instincts are, 
-- - - -- - - - - - - 

however, and as.lirnited as his perceptions may be, Ethan is 

represents. ' - - 

From Mattie's perspective, her relationship with Ethan , 

encompasses more practical concerns. Mattie comes to the Frome 

household because her father's economic failures and hef 

background leave her unprepared for more lucrative 
- 

possibilities: $ 

n .. . . Mattie, at twenty, was left alone to make her way . . . .For this purpose, her equipment, though varied, 
wap inadequate. She could trim a hat, make molasses 
candy, recite , . . and play . . , . . When she tried ke - - 

. 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. 2 5 ) .  

, Like Lily, Mattie's options are limited by her backgroGnd, and - 

similarly, she also is taken in by' an equally unfriendly and 

disapproving relative,-albeit on a completely different social 
- - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - --- 

and economic level: "Zenobia was doubtful of the girl's 
. C. 

efficiency, but -[was] tempted by the freedom to find fault 

without much risk bf losing her; and so Mattie came to 

Starkfield" (p. 25). Mattie maintains the house, and Ethan 

maintains the farm, and Zeena rules them both.with a critical 

eye: "Zenobia's fault-finding was of the silent kind, but not 

the less discouraging for thatw (p. 25). Just as Ethan does not 
* 

question his role in his relationship with Zeena, so Mattie 

unquestioningly accepts her role as well, bu t  while Ethan's  - 

4 
commitment stems from his sense of responsibility, Mattie's 



P 
L C  

results from the dearth of alternate possibilities:-- 
- 

- --  

1 

"'Where'd I go,'ifj did [leave]?'" (p. 22). Mattie is 

.victimized, therefore, by economic~realities, while Ethan is 

- victimized by his sense of duty. 

But just as Ethan's role is insufficient for him, so 
. i  - 

'kattie's role is i'nsufficient for her, beyond the basic on; of 

survival. She goes to the occasional dance, but Ethan's 

attentions and his interests strike such a responsive chord in 

her that her position in the Frome household is jeopardized. 
B 

Hence, Mattie also reveals a contradiction between her role and 

her expectations insofar as her increasing affection %or Ethan 

is counterbalanced by Zeena's growing animosity, which makes 

Mattie's position precarious:   than's-dread] was formed 'of 

Zeena's obstinate silence,,.of 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 

-- - - - - - -  - 

inhibits her response to Ethan. 

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 to; but this did not strike Ekhan as 

conclusive. Zeena, at any rate, did not apply the principle in 



her own casen   or Zeena , defining her -- - - 

existence 

- according 'to the narrow con•’ ines of ~ & r k f  ~ d e m e a n s - h e r  sense 

of self-worth, and because she cannot accept her own 
L 

limitations, she points to-those around her instead. By 

suggesting that Ethan and Mat'tie do not.fulfill her 

expectations, Zeena compensates for'her own unfulfilled needs. 

In this sense, Zeena's spiritual partner is UndineICin that both 

look to and b'lame others for their own unhappiness. But Zeena, 

like Mattie, has few options. Because Zeena needs to feel -- 
ix 

superior and in control, she is restricted to a role which is 

necessary for her well-being, but which is, at the same time, 

debilitating. Moreover, Zeena's position is increasin 

threatened by Ethan's growing affection for Mattie.3 
?= 

From Aie's perspective, she must usurp Zeena' s position 
5 

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 ne"erthe1ess is 

3~mmons interprets Zeena's role differently: "Ethan Frome 
maintains that witches are feal. There are women whose 
occupation in life consjsts 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 . . ." (~rgusent, p. 68-91. Ammons' analysis, horrev~r, 
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 unders'tands. 



. inevitable because of her need for Ethan' s support and 

attention. Both Zeena and Mattie thus are threatened by the I 

other, but lack any avenueseto reconciliation. 4 

For Ethan, his desire to escape Starkfield is not so much a 
-.-_- 

wish for more lucrative possibilities, as that his existence 

provides so littie ~~iritual'sustenance. Mattie reveals to 

Ethan, howeve.r, that marriage itself is not the cause of his 

unhappiness, but rather, that his relationship with Zeena is 

lifeless: 

For years that quiet company [in the graveyard] had 
mocked his restlessness, his desire for change and 

'We never got away--how should you?' seemed to 
on every headstone; and whenever he went in 

.his gate he thought with a shiver, 'I shall = 

living here till I ,join them'. But now all' 
change had vanished, and the sight of the 

little enclosure gave him a warm sense of continuance 
and stability (p, 22). 

I 

Ethan's unhappiness, therefore, is -not 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 his 

existence according to conventional assumptions, and imagines 

her replacing '~eena as a means of fulfilling his expectations 

from life. But his adherence to such conventional guidelines 

paradoxically inhibits the fulfillment of such expectations, 

simply by virtue of his sense of responsibility to Teena. She, 
L 

Mattie, and Ethan thus all attempt to escape their entrapment by 

feeding on the potentiality each finds in the others. 



When Zeena unexpectently leaves the farm overnight, Ethan- - - - 

and Mattie are afforded the opportunity to test their 

relationship. As attractgd as they are to each other, they are 

restrained by thei'r own inhibitions and by Zeena's presence, 

with the result that any intimacy is at best sporadic: "Ethan, a 

moment eailier, had.felt himself on the brink of eloquence; but 

the mention of 3eena had paralyzed him. Mattie seemed' to feel 

the contagion of hi's embarrassment . . .-I1 .(p. 3 2 ) .  In spite of 
- 

several such awkward moments,they manage to create a6scene,of- 

domestic ease, which suggests real 'possibilities, given 

different circbmstances: 

They spoke of every-day things, of the prospect of snow,? 
of ehe 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. 3 3 )  

More than that, Mattie's reliance on Ethan allows,him to assert 

--himself in a way unknown with Zeena: " ~ o m ~ l e t e l ~  reassured, 

[Mattie] shone on 'him through tear-hung lashes, and his soul 

swekled 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. 3 3 ) .  When they are able to 
. 

enclose themselves in the illusion which the scene suqgests, 

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 - 



she becomes subser vient to his authorit 

Such illusions are quite temporary, however, for Zeena . 
never quite disappears, and the mention of her name, the 

> 

breaking of.~her pickle dish, and the antics df the cat, all 

reassert her authority within the house: "The cat, who had been 

a puzzled observer . . . jumped up into Zeena's chair, 'rolled 
itself into a ball, and lay watching them with narrowed eyes" 

(p. 33). When Mattie sits in Zeena's chair, neither Ethan nor 

Mattie are comfortable: "It was almost as if the other face, the 

face of the- superseded woman, had obliterated that of the 

iptruder" (p. 33). A; 'much as Mattie and Ethan respond to each 

other's needs, and as much as they sense the potentiality in the 

other, they are both controlled by other, more inhibiting . 
restraints which they define in relation to Zeena's 

authoritative position within the household: 

Zeena's authority, however, is less a concern than is 

Ethan's and Mattie's own ethical framework. As inarticulate as 

they are, they shark specific moral assumptions which @re so 

integral that no communication is necessary. I d, mere 

allusions to sexual intimacies strike Ethan as "v;lgar 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 unapproachab$e" ( p .  

-?, 

P! 



3 4 ) .  From Mattie's perspective, the sexual relationship cannot - r 
/ 

be disassociated from the marriage contract, and because Ethan 
f l  

- is married, sexual attraction does not lead to sexual 

gratification: "She pronounced the word married as if her voice 
x ' caressed it. 1t seemed a rustli,ng covert leading to enchanted 

glades" (p. 3 4 ) .  Unlike Charity then, who cannot deny her sexual 
o t  - 

needs, Mattie curbs her sexual instincts according to f l  

conventional restraints, in spite of her acknowledgement of the : 
possibilities which Ethan represents. 

From Ethan's perspective, his fantasies are restricted to 
- .  

clearly-defined moral limits: "Ethan had imagined that his 

allusion might open the way to the accepted pleasantries, and 
I A 

these perhaps in turn to a harmless caress, if only a mere touch 

of her hand" (p. 3 4 ) .  That he feels a caress is harmless 

bggests that anything m0r.e is har-dl, which carries much 

meaning in its implications: not only would a sexual attachment 
- .  . 

be harmful to  att tie insofar as her own position is cbncerned, 
but such an attachment would also undermine his commitment to 

Zeena, thereby creating a harmful situation for everyone 

involved. And yet, his need fo'r Mattie cannot be suppressed 

comp etely, which he confronts by touching her sewing material P -7 
and achieving symbolic, albeit 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 not"h.ing 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 



' <-. 

evening','>hah keveals how inhibited- he is by s~xual taboos. 

In spite of his need for Mattie and his $istaste for zeena, ' 

however, he is incapable of moving beyond the ethical guidelines 

and the conventiohal assumptions of his comqunity. Not . 

surprisinglythen; Ethan and Mattie do not capitalize on Zeena's 

absence, not only because her authority permeates the house, but 

moie inlportantly, because Ethan and Mattie are trapped by their 

own inhibitions, in spite of the positive reinforcement and the 

potentiality which they perceive in each other. 

Ethan's moral inhibitions and acquiescent qualities also 

leave him powerless in countermanding Zeena's authority. When 

h she decides that Mattie 'must leave, Ethan is for ed to confront 

the meagreness of his existence: 

All the long misery of his baffled 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. 

In spite of Mattie's influence, there is no .question_in Ethan's 
/ 

mind that Zeena controls his emotional well-being, just as there 

is no question that she controls  att tie's economic well-being 

(p. 4 2 1 ,  both of which are sacrificed, ironically, by Zeena to 

ensure her own economic and emotional security . 
Ethan therefore considers every possible' alternative to 

escape Zeena's control, including his taking Mattie out west and 

leaving Zeena with the farm; but he just as quickly rejects this 

possibility, not only because the farm would not sell, but 



because Zeena could not manage it alone, while he woul6 be - 

without resources to support Mattie out west. In re$&!$ing -- this - 

option, Ethan reveals his compliance with a custom which places 

the financial and maLterial responsibility for Zeena and Mattie 
. - 

with him, in spite of his limited resources and his lack of 

affection for Zeena. He places these demands on himself' ' 

according 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 impl.icat ions: 

. . . he saw his life before him as it was. He was a 
poor man, the husband of a sickly woman, w5om his 
desertion would leave alone and destitute; and even if 

?. he had had the heart to desert her, he could have done 
6- so only by deceiving two kindly people who had pitied 

him (p. 48). P 

Ethan thus is bound by his own limitations. By desertingpZeena, = 

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. Ethan's moral and ethical 

framework therefore denies him the possibility of reconciling . 

such disparate needs, and he flounders in the face of this 

realization. 

Zeena' s con•’ idence is restored, then, while  thana ad 

Mattie face the consequences of her departure. Their imminent 

separation leads not only to the open affection which they 



-- - - 

hitherto denied themselves, but also to an acknowledgement of 

their feelings: "They had never before avowed their inclination 

so openly, and Etfhan, for a moment, had the illusion that he was 

a free man, wooing the girl he meant to marry" (p. 5 2 ) .   heir 

relationship therefore is accelerated by circumstance, and Ethan 

overcomes his sexual inhibitions, but only by maintaining his 

illusions about the legitimacy of their relationship. 
I , 

Finally, however, each acknowledges the consequences of 

their separation: "'Ethan, where'll I go if I leave you? I don't 

know how toRget along alone. You said so yourself just now. 

Nobody 'bit you was ever good to me'" (p. 5 5 ) .  hattie needs to be 

prdvided for, to be protected and taken care of, while Ethan 

needs the susten,ance which she offers, in contrast to the empty 

silence which awaits him with Zeena: 

The words were like fragments torn from h<s 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. 5 5 ) .  

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. 5 3 ) .  So locked in is.Ethan by his 

compliance to duty that when Mattie suggests that they kill 

themselves, death becomes the ~ n l ~ ~ i a b l e  alternative. _- - 

The ethical guidelines which inform Ethan's existence prove 

in application to be extremely limiting. Ethan's sense that he 



- - -  

can escape to a city or to the west proyes as illusory as his 

furtive moments with  att tie, for Ethan's whole existence is - - 

defined only by conventional and moral guidelines which have 

little relation to his real needs. Only by complying with such 

guidelines, however, does he achieve any legitimacy, and when 

the illusions break down, he is left with nothing to compensate 

for his s~rifice. Death with Mattie-therefore provides a means 
2 - 

not only to escape Zeena, but to escape from his own moral and 

social restraints. 

Ethan's evolution reveals his underlying motivations in 
i 

relation to his social and ethical framework, but these 

motivations also are assessed by the perceptions of the narrator 

and of Mrs. Hale; which extend twenty-four years .beyond the 

ta,le. Ethan's options, like Lily's, are limited by his own 

perceptions and values, nor is Ethan capable of compromising his 

beliefs, as detrimental as such compliance is to his emotional 
- - 

and spiritual well-being. But unlike Lily, whose escape through 

death is successful, Ethan survives,' like Charity, to face in 

his day-to-day existence the consequences of his beliefs. When 

the narrator enters the Frome household, he is confronted with 

the realization that Mattie as well as Ethan survived the 

suicide attempt, and that she, Zeena, and Ethan are all 

caricatures of their younger selves. 

A s  a crippled, whining invalid, Mattie ironically achieves 

the security and attention essential to her well-being: "there 

was no-where else for her to gon (p. 59). As the mainstay of the 



household, Zeena ironically maintains the authori~y she neeas:. 

"Zeena's done for ma at tie], and done for Ethan, as good as she 
•÷- 

~ O U T ~ "  (p. 59).  And as the financial support for both women, 

Ethan remains with Zeena without losing Mattie, thereby 

ironically reconciling his conflict. From each of their 

perspectives, then, the contradiction; >re reconciled, albeit 

ironically, and with overtone-s of the macabre. 

The paradox is, however, that Ethan' s attempt to. escape 

through death 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 other, and then Ethan's faceld.break your 

'heart . . . . When I see that, I think it's him that suffers - 
most . . ." (p. 591.- From the narrator's perspective, Ethan's 
life becomes a tragedy of immense proportions, not because he 

was forced to choose and chose wrongly, but because his criteria 

for choosing are insufficient or inadequate -or wrong: "I don't 

see's there'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" 
L 

(p. 59). Ethan's compliance with conventional guidelines, 

marital duty, 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. 



As a result, Ethan's evolution provides a means of 

assessing the limitations of the m c r r a h d  s o c i a l  qt~ideG~es 
r, 

which inform his existence. By locating him clearly within his 

co.muni't~than becomes not a rebel attempting to escape 

responsibility, but rather,-a typical community member, driven 

,by the same concerns and necessities as his fellows. But because 

Ethan is exposed briefly to outside stimuli, he recognizes that 

life should expand beyond mere survival, 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 q  conventional expectations 

.B 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 r-eveal the .implications of this fact, duty - 

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 community where 
., 

survival becomes an end in itself. By reducing their struggle to 

these essential terms, Zeena's need for Ethan's compliance 
4 

contrasts with his adherence to marital responsibility, and 

Mattie's deed for Ethan's support contrasts with his 'attraction 
k 

to her potentiality. ultimately however, duty wins, while 

Mattie's potential is transformed into a nightmarish, 

inescapable reminder of a long-forgotten dream. . 



7 

Because Zeena and Mattie both fulfill their own needs, - " 

however ironically, while Ethan fulfills only his marital =_ 

responsibilities, also ironically, the limitations in Ethan's c 

ethical framework become apparent, &hich is reinforced by the . 

narrator's perceptions. Ethan's existence becomes a 

life-in-death struggle to cope in a completely meaningless 

framewQrk, where the abildty to endure ultimately overrides all 

other concerns. The issue at hand then, is not that Ethan is 

without choice, but that his choices are limited by a value 

system which does not address his needs, but which he 

unquestioningly accepts, 

Wharton's purpose, as a result, is not to reveal how 

limited Ethan's existence is, but rather, to reveal why his life 

becomes so limited in the face of 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. 
k 

nevertheless provides a window on a social situation which is 

reduced to its most essential elements, and which thereby points 

to the destructiveness of social duty and moral responsibility 
8 

to those whose needs are not served within the framework. 

In this way, Ethan's evolut.ion mirrors Marvell's 

victi.mization by Undine. When Ethan and Marvel1 each marry, they 

assume unquestioningly 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, she- pointedly reveass that -- - 

he has not fulfilled his social obligations or his marital .L 

- 
7- - 

responsibilities according to her criteria, as demanding as that 

criteria might be. Ethan also is unable to provide for Zeena's 

socia? and material comforts, but unlike Undine, Zeena is not 
/ 

driven. to escape, which forces Ethan and Zeena to ,confront 

continuously the limitations which each acknowledges in the 

other, and which, therefore, perpetuates the debilitating 

aspects of their relationship. Regardless of the'differences in 

Marvell's apd Ethan's social and economic positions, then, they 

are both committed to roles which are personally unfulfilling- 

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 incompatible with individual 

needs. Marvell's death and Ethan's life in-death occur as a 
- - - - - - - - - -  - - - --- - - 

7 

result of their compliance with social expectations and moral 

responsibilities, rather than through moral weakness or social 
------------------ 

- '~ewis quotes ~hartbn' s react ion to Percy Lubbock's disapproval 
about a play which addressed marital relationships from the 
female perspective: "And I wonaer, 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 martiage 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 i 

least escapable of the social institutions, and provi?des - the -- - 
vehicle -$or Wharton's assessments of society. - 



irresponsibility. While this assessment of Marvel1 may not stand- - . 

out in relation to all khq other assessments presented in The 
- 

- 
1 - - - - - - - 

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 social and sexual guidelines of his 

community, he becomes trapped in a role which is 

self-destructive so far as his individual needs are concerned. 

Those values which are meant to enhance the personal and 

spiritual life bf the individual thus become highly suspect to 

those willing to face their implications. 



- -  - 

VII. The A g e  of Innocence: The Intellectual Compromise - - 

While Ethan Frome is the most popular of Wharton's novels, The - 
of Innocence, awarded the Pulitzer Prize, is the most - 

revered. Although there is some difficulty in explaining why 

this novel stands out over more ambitious and more moving works, 

two reasons suggest themselves. First, The Age of ~nnocence is . - 
gentle in its condemnations of society, more palatable,, and less 

jarring to conventional sensibilities. Historical distance is 

created within the narrative.20 that its assessments of society 

seem less threatening, at times tinged with nostalgia. Second, 

and more importantly, the nature of the central character 

creates a sympathetic response. Because Newland Archer is 

intelligent, thoughtful, and articulate, his struggle to 
-- - -  

reconcile his personal needs ifith-in a restrictive acd 
- 

clearly-defined social order is presented with subtlety and 

x 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 + of - 
Innocence, she reveals the emotional evolution of a man who 

rationalizes his compliance with society's demands, which 

reveals thereby how society perpetuates 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. 

2 1 4  



Newland Archer is the central consciousness in The Age of - - -  - - 

Innocence, and his conflict, like Ethan's, revolves around his 

marital responsibilities. But Newland's evolution, unlike 

Ethan's, reveals the details which lead to his eventual 

capitulation to social pressures. Wharton utilizes a limited 

omniscient narrator to focus primarily on Newland, but his angle 

of vision contrasts with May Welland, who embodies the values of . 

New York, and with Ellen ~lenska, his intimate friend, who 

embodies his personal needs. As an active and interested 

participant ifi society, Newland understands the nuances of his 

and everyone else's role, and he appreciates the fine points of 

discrimination and punctilio which degne society's form and 

create meaning in the 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 social and moral 

obligations to May Welland, and his sense of life's exciting 

potential which Ellen represents. The interplay between these 

characters provides the central conflict in the novel, one which 

remains irreconcilable because no certain moral vision is 

provided. Instead, the implications speak for themselves: 

Like all of Wharton's characters, Newland operates within 

an exacting social framework. In the refined atmosphere of 1870 

New York society, civilization appears to be at an advanced 

stage of the evolutionary scale. And yet, the taboos which 



define the boundaries of punctilio are- used in the'same way as 

aboriginal taboos are used to protect the tribe from the 
- - - -- - - - - 

unknown: ". . . what was or was not 'the thing' played a part as 
important in Newland Archeq'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 responsibility for defining and defending 

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 was as great an authority on 'family' as 

Lawrence Ledferts was on 'form'" (p. 7 ) .  Hence, good taste 

provides the criteria for assessing the unfamiliar, usually as 

unsuitable or inadequate, and 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 comply, like Mrs. Manson Mingott, with her 

"characteristic independence," which she acts on "in flagrant 

violation of all the New York proprietiesw- (p. 251, and Julius 

Beaufort, who has a "cool 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 which 

they can afford to indulge. As a result, they establish rather = ------------------ 
'Edith Wharton, - The Age of Innocence, (New York: ~andom'#etrse 
Ltd., 1 9 2 0 ) ,  p. 2. All further references to this text are from 
this edition. 



than follow trends, which is accepted in Mrs. Mingott because of 

her respected family connections and because she is 

"fascinating" (p. 261, and which is accepted in Beaufort because 

of his style: "Mr. ~eaufort's secret, people were agreed, was 

the way he carried things off . . . . for over twenty years now 
people had said they were 'going to the Beauforts' with the same 

i 

tone of security as if they had said they were going to Mrs. 

Manson Mingott's . . ." (p. 18) .  The community expands the 
i 

boundaries of good taste to include Mrs. Mingott and Beaufort 

becapse' 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 acquiesc'ing 

to the communal framework, most establish a sense of self, 

albeit one ironically defined according to common standards 

rather than to individual needs. 

Newland initially accepts such standards as necessary, 

while still setting himself apart. Although one convention 

"seemed as natural to Newland Archer as all the other 

conventions on which his li•’e was moulded . . ." (p. 3 1 ,  at the 

same time, "in matters intellectual and artistic [he] felt 

himself distinctly the superior of those chosen specimens of old 

New Pork gentility; he had probably read more, thought more, and 

even seen a good deal more of the world than any other man of 
@= 

the number" (p. 6). The consequences of this self-assessment are 

far-reaching, for he understands himself to be more enlightened 

than those around him, but he accepts the validity of 



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 extraor'dinary, 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 

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, howe+er, NewlKnd i s  forced 

to address the consequences of such disparities, and his 

engagement and subsequent marriage tests his ability to fulfill 

all his expectations from life. 

In May, Newland sees a social partner, but not an 

intellectual 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. 4 3 ) .  Moreover, 

Newland is able to foresee a vision of their future together, 



unencumbered by romantic overtones: * " ' .  . . with a shiver of - 

foreboding he saw his marriage becoming what 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 othern (p. 4 1 ) .  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 the young man o bring them nearer than any 

explanation would have done" (p. 14). The qualities which 

attract Newland to May, then, are the same qualities for which 

he paradoxically condemns her, depending on his social or 

intellectual needs of the moment. The result is that May cannot 

possibly meet all of Newland's needs, because if she were 

capable of fulfilling his intellectual aspirations, she would 

simultaneously lose those conventional qualities 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 
I 

stimulates his intellect. On the one hand, she affronts his 

sense of propriety: "Nothing could be in worse taste than 

misplaced flippancy . . . . [and her comments] struck [him] as 
[a] . . . disrespectful way of describing New York society" (p. 
15). But at the same time, she provides a vision- of existence . 



unbounded by punctilio: "It was undeniably exciting tomeet a 
- 

lady who found the van der Luyden's Duke dull, and dared to _ - -  

utter the opinion. He longed to question her, to hear more about 

the life ~f which her careless words had given so illuminating a 

glimpse . . ." (p. 63). While her lack of familiarity with local 
---7 

customs alienates most of the communit~, her uniqueness 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 adventuren (pp. 68-91. Ju,st as meeting Ellen initially 

leads to a critical assessment of May (p .  4 4 1 ,  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 f-siness - - of - accepted forms: "He - 

coloured a little, stared at her--and suddenly felt the 

penetration of the remark. At a stroke she had pricked the van 

der Luydens and they collapsed. He laughed, and sacrificed themn 

( p .  7 3 ) .  Newland is drawn to Ellen because she reshapes his 
0 

perceptions on every level, and makes him aware of possibilities 

beyond the 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 fulfillin* 

both his social and intellectual needs. 



The conflict which is brought to the surface thus centers 

on Newland's contradictory needs. He normally maintains his 

equilibrium because of the nature of his intellectual framework: 
. ". . . . he was at heart a dilettante, and thinking over a 

a. 
pleasure to come often gave him a subtler satisfaction than its 

rhalization" (p. 2). This stance allow5 Newland to maintain 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 pointed1y.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 York society is not the real issue, for Newland himself 

is well-aware of those limitations. Rather, she stimulates him 

to reassess his perceptions: ". . . she was rendering what might. ' 
prove the first of their mutual services by making him look at 

his native city objectively. Viewed thus, as through the wrong 

end of a telescope, it looked disconcertingly small and distant 

, . ." (p. 7 4 ) .  But when he is away from Ellen, "New York again 



became vast and imminent, and May Welland the loveliest woman in 

it" ( p .  77). Henee, Newland is pulled between contrastkng 

influences which variously shape his responses: his 

conventionality and his dedication to form drive him to May and 
-Y 

all thatpshe represents, in spite of hi5 recognition of her 
a 

limitations and the drawbacks he foresees in their marriage. But 
I 

his need to assert his individuality pulls him to Ellen and the 

possibilities which she represents, in spite of her unfamiliar 

ways. confronting this conflict becomes Newland's overriding 
3 

concern; his perspective provides one angle of vision. 

While Newland is drawn to Ellen for her uniqueness, she 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 Newland, although she has some understanding of the values if 

not the form of New York society. She therefore has little 

appreciation for the formalized graces of society, nor does she 

understand the total compliance required for acceptance. 

At the same time, she sees the benefit of acquiescence to 

common standards: "Why not own fashions? But I 

II suppose I've lived too independen at any rate, I want to do 

what you all do--I want to fee.1 cared for and safew (p. 72). 

Ellen thus is, in the broadest sense, homeless, for 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 



- - -  % 

position is made more so because she wants a divorce, and she 
G- 

lacks the financial independence necessary to overcame this 

social obstacle. 
- - 

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 f ~ o m  . . . . I want to 
forget everything else, to become a complete American again . . 
." (p. 6 2 ) .  In spite of her understanding of the -limitations in 

New York society, she sees her family home as a refuge from 

unhappiness, and she sCes conformity as a means of obtaining 

psychological security, She is attracted to Newland because she 

senses that in their intelle tual compatibility she will learn F 
to adapt to community expectations. 

Ellen's attempt to conform, 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 [~ewland] as highly 
\ 

trained and full of conscious power" (p. 5 8 ) .  Ellen's sense of 

self is so well-developed that she cannot conform as the 

community expects. Not only is her dress considered indecent (p. 

7 ) ,  and her house unfashionable (p.. 721,  but her own customs and 

her reflections'on New York customs appear disrespectful. 

Moreover, she involves herself in inappropriate relationships 

with Beaufort (p. 3 6 ) ,  and with Mrs. Struthers (p. 7 6 ) ;  nor does 



- 

Ellen realize the magnitude of the family's rally: *he ~ovell - - 

Mingotts' dinner . .* . ought to have taught 4 x w  the _R~G~+W"PCC - - 

of her escape; but either she had been all a1ong;unaware of 

having skirted disaster, or else she had lost sight of it . . . Ff 

(p. 72). Ellen's sense that New York will provide a sanctuary 

proves illusory, for she is continuously confronted by 

meaningless 'standards by which her actions are assessed, 

More than that, Ellen instinctually responds to her own 

value system rather than to common standards: she enjoys" 

Beaufort's company, she likes the diversion at Mrs. Struthers, 

, and the propriety of such liaisons matters little to her. When 
3 * 

she pursues a divorce, she assumes, because the "legislation 

favours divorcew (p, log), and because she is-guiltless (p. 

1701, that the matter is straightforward, but when Newland 

explains the social implications, Ellen realizes that personal 

issues are decided not accarding to personal needs, hut 

according to arbitrary rules of decorum. In acquiescing to 

social expectations, Ellen reveals how important is her desire 

to belong, given that the conventions make so little sense. Each 

time she confronts 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 attenqt to adapt to -. 

community expectations, Newland's evolution moves in the 

opposite direction. Given Ellen's stimulation, he attempts to 

influence May's perceptions in the same way that Ellen 



-- - 

influences ,him. May does not respond, however, and only makes 

him see how convention-bound and predictable they b t h  are: 

His heart sank, for 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 their relationship, beyond very slight - 
variations in form. The customs and traditions which he defend's 

with Ellen thus become oppressive in relation to May, for her 
d 

unquestioned compliance only reinforces his own conservative 

tendencies: "We're all as like each other as those dolls cut out 

of the same folded paper. We'i-e like patterns stencilled on a , 

wall. Can't you and I strike out for ourselves, May?" (p.' 81). 

~ecause of his growing sense of the inadequacies in his role, 

Newland 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. 
. .'>* 

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 [~llen] had become a less vivid 

and importunate image, receding from his foregro;nd as May 

Welland resumed her rightful place in it" (p. 9 1 ) .  Newland is 

conventional because he looks to the social framework t'o define 

the role'.and identity which he cannot define for himself. But 

because the social framework does not address the idiosyncratic 



needs of the individual, that element remains unfuIfilled, afid 

Hewland continuously attempts--ts assert himself to- compensate 

for the inherent inadequacies he sees, although such assertions 

are unsuccessful for very particular reasons. 

. In his discussions with Ellen regarding her divorce, 

Newland reveals the contradictory elements which guide his 

actions. In his relationship with Ellen, he realizes how 

inadequate his attitude towards divorce actually is (p. 94.). ~t' 

the same time, he responds irlstinctively to her nearness: ". . . 
as he approached her door, he was once more conscious of the 

curious way in which she reversed his values . . ." (p. 1 0 2 ) .  
- 

Given these two factors, Newland addresses Ellen's situation in 

personal rather than general terms, a* so doing, he expands 

his p&rceptions beyond the limits of convention-a1 assumptions. 

And yet, . when . faced with the details of Ellen's situation, he 

misreads her respons-es and mistakenly assumes that she will 

embarrass the family. Whereas Newland communic'ates with May 

perfectly by look and through inference, with Ellen, such 

communication is not possible, which makes her victim to his 

incorrect assumptions. 

More importantly, their inability to understand each 

.other's motivations allows him to assess her situation only 

according to his own conventional value system, + and her needs 

become irrelevant in relation to the common good: "The 

individual, in such cases, is nearly always sacrificed to what 

is supposed to be the collective interest: people cling to any 

P 
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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 

pkrases . . ." (p. 1 TOT: AS much as NewIand wants, an6 neeas, to 

, break away from the attitudes which bind him, when tested, he is 

incapable of moving beyond his own assumptions, except 

fleetingly. n he' result is that he knows his value system is . 

inadequate, but he lacks the ability to modify it"cxcept in the 

most superficial and socially-acceptable way. Consequently, when 
* 

May announces her willingness to-marry early, and soon, Newland 

acquiesces to the role he is expected to fulfill, not because he 

wants to, but because he does not know how to escape. 

In contrast to Newland, May provides the of one J 

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 . . . because'she had 
nothing to c'onceal, assured because she knew of nothing to be on 

- - he? guard against . .. . "  (p. 42) ;  $he unquestioningly accepts 

the values of her society, relying on her instincts Bnd training 

to see her through every situation, ana she Genses, correctly, 

that Newland shares those values: "Of course I should hate 

[being vulgar]--so would you . . ." (p. 8 2 )  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 
r- 

troublesome to have. to produ~e a reason" ( p .  8 2 ) .  She - ~ is 

completely comfortable in her role because her needs are so 



easily provided for within the social framework. 

She reveals the minimal extent of her individuality in the 

7--- -- - early announcement of their engagement, andin agreeing to an 

" early marriage, but only after serious consideration of . 

Newland's motivations. May offers to release Newland from his 

obligation because she feels that is the morally-correct course, 

which, despite the personal sacrifice,<she attempts to follow. 

While May's. sacrifice is ,based bnly 05 a super•’ icial, and 

incorrect, assessment of Newland's situation, she nevertheless 

is reinforced by her own moral courage: "I couldn't have my - 

happiness made out of a wrong--an unfairness--to somebody else. - 

And I want to believe that it would be the same with youw (p. 

1 4 8 ) r  Wanting to believe that Newland shares he; beliefs almost 

makes it so, and when he evades her question and responds with 

similat platitudes, her courage disappears in relief. May thus 

relies on her social instinc% and her moral guidelines to see 

her through the crisis, and theSFinstincts prove completeIy 

adequate to the circumstances. She takes Newland at face value 

because that is all she sees, nor is she capable of 

understanding Newland's sporadic, rebellious protestations. And 

because Newland is dishonest with her, she has no reasdn to 

doubt his sincerity. Marriage to Newland thus fulfills May's 

social and moral expectations completely, because she is 

5 b 

reinforced by everyone around her. 

In May's approach to life then, the social framework is - 

inexorably bound together with the moral code. Both Newland and 



May understand the conventions. which goverfi their lives, but 
- - -  

whereas Newland doubts the validity of conventidns which seem so 

limiting in application, May has no doubts at all. Nor does she 

have any reason for doubting, so long as she only associates 

with those that follow the same value system as she does. By 

conforming to a clearly-defined and punctilious framework, May 

is provided a way to 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 her 

social relationships. When she seeks affirmation from Newland 

that they share similar values, she also 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 in 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 integrating a moral code into her 

social 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 



values, although she thinks that he does.  is dishonesty is - -- -- 

irrelevant, however, because he threatens her well-being only , 
\ - 

fleetingly, and in a way which she can comfortably address. 
I 

While May does not differentiate between the social and the 

moral order, Ellen, on the other hand, constantly assesses the 

implications of every social dictum for any underlying validity. . 

When she and Newland finally clarify the misunderstanaing 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. 
1 7 2 - 3 ) .  

- 

Ellen's response suggests that when conventions support ethics, 
S 

when form supports substance, she conforms as 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,- but 

only when the relevance is clear: "I was lonely; I - was afraid. 

But the emptiness 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 

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 suppress, in favour of the 

common good and her own spiritual growth, much that is 

instinctual to her nature. The irony is that only she and 

Newland are aware of her ~acrifice.~ 

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.-1n contrast to May, Ellen's struggle with society at 

large and with her own nature reveals the consequences for those 

who do not unquestioningly accept the amalgam of the social and- 

the moral order. While Ellen finds a way to achieve meaning in,a 

. life which has lost all purpose, she does not achieve the 

sanctuary she hopes to find, which suggests that in Newland's 

ZAmmons 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 is 
made up of a conventional and an unconventional woman, one the 
unthinking product of patriarchal mores and the other a rebel 
against them" (~rgument, p. 1 5 1 ) .  While there is no question 
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. 



P 

worlh, social punctilio matters far more than moral rectitude. - 
- 

In contrast to Ellen's and May's options, Newland's options 
-T 

- - - -  - 

are less clear. From the start, he sets himself spars, critical 

of the conformity which surrounds him, but equally critical of 

those who are different. Newland presumes that he cgn actively 

participate in his world with.out completely committing hitrtself, 

and as a young, single man, that may be possible, or at least, 

Newland so convinces himself. He initially seems more 

enlightened than hypocr~itical, more thoughtful than dishdnest , 

but through his commitment to May and his involvement with 

Ellen, the limitations in Newland's perspective become 

increasingly apparent. 
C 

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 courage to address the 

unfamiliar, except sporadically, which is sonfirmed when May 

offers to release Newland from their commitment. Although 

Newland is pleasurably shocked at her "reckless unorthodoxy" (p. 

1 4 9 ) ,  the fact remains that he declines her offer, in spite of 

the inherent hypocrisy in continuing a relationship which he 

acknowledges is unfulfiLling for him and dishonest for her. 
0 

This suggests that Newland is incapable of escaping from 

the role he has defined f o r  himself, due to =ial - e ~  1 

May's expectations, and most importantly, because of his own 
*~ - 



reservations. Social obligations for Newland, therefore, have 

little to do with moral obligations: he is variously 

hypocritical, dishonest, and is driven only by his own needs 

rather than by consideration for others. That is not to suggest 

that Newland is exceptionally weak or evil or immoral, for the 

*point is that without May's naive 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&. 

Hence, Newland's evolution does not reveal the reasons why 

he is unfulfilled by his role, for that is clear from the start. 

'Rather, his evolution reveals the consequences to those who 

accept their place in a community, but who cannot fulfill every 

need-within the social framework. For instance, 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 involvement with someone 

Newland considers socially inferior. Newland applies a double 

standard because so far as he is concerned, there is a great 

difference 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 thatfhe expects Ellen to follow a 

different standard from his own, which she does, ironically, 



because of his sociological and philosophical~advice. But when- - - - -  

he realizes the implications of her compliance, he rejects-the 

consequences: "If we do this now, it will be worse 

afterword--worse for every.one--* ( p .  1 7 4 ) .  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 fatalist1 ally. 

Although Newland acts as if he"s without control over his ) 
life, however, the fact remains thatkhe makes choices at crucial 

+ 
points all along the way. When he goes to May in Florida, when 

he declines her offer, when he condemns Ellen for real or 

imagined actions, Newland assesses and responds according to a 

value system dominated by his social instincts. His marriage to 

May thus tests the validity of such criteria in the face of his 
-- - - - 

moral framework and his intellectual aspirations. 

Predictably, Newland' marriage becomes a -?elf -f ulf illing 

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 idiosyncratic 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 



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 .  2 0 8 ) .  By 

relying on his social instincts, Newland achieves the' 

socially-correct and comfortable position he sought. 

While he complies with the expectations 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. 2 0 6 ) .  In spite of his attempt 

to suppress his sense of Ellen, the effect of her stimulation 

stays with hfm 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. 2 2 8 ) .  His 

decision to marry May thus proves to be extremely limiting in 

application because there is f%thing in his life which provides . 
for spiritual or intellectual 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 man, his options 

and opportunities are considerably narrowed, as are the 

possibilities for gratifying his need. 



As unfulfilling as his relationship is wkh May, however,- - 

Newland is equally unfulfilled by Ellen. Although she represents 
. 9 

everything he wishes to escape to, when they fi,nally 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. 

It's beyond human enduring--tbatls allw (pp. 243-4k 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 consequences and her ostracization from the family, while 

at the same time, he yomplies with her request that he remain 
- - 

with May.3 His philosphical assessments and advice therefore 

continue to be self-serving and inconsistent. 
------------------ 6 .  

3~ershoven interprets the situation differently: "Ellen, the 
intruder, embodies those values of loyaity 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" 
 emal ale Intruder, p. 8 5 ) .  Wershoven's analysis suggests that 
Newland and Ellen exert absolute control over each other, where,' 
in fact, both are masters of their own destiny. ~l'len, 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 confusion and his 
unhappiness. 



Ellen, in contrasF, is completely consistent because she 
-;i t t 

'I - 
responds only to hermown clearly- moral beliefs: 

. . . if it's notworth while ko have given up, 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-,all 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 atter a moment the sense of waste and ruin 

overcame him. There they were . . . so chained to their separate 
destinies that they might as well have been half the world 

apartn (p. 245). Hence, Ellen's moral' virtue is self-serving, 
li 

t 

and Newland is denied the nurture and the encouragement 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 

victimized by her' good intentions and by his own limitations. 

Just as his decision to marry May proves debilitating, then, so 

. his need for Ellen is equally unproductive, and the 

possvilities for reconciling his confl'ict are reduced further. 

When Newland is with Ellen, he has a "sense of having 

slipped through the meshes oftime and space" (p. 2311, and this 

illusion provides him with a way to cope, albeit temp~rarily.~ ------------------ 
4Griffin 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 transf igured 



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 [~llen] throned . . . . Little by little it 
became the scene of his real life, 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 
P 

real world intrudes (p. 269) , Bnd his connection with Ellen 
e r 

begins to overwhelm him to the point of indiscretion (p. 262). 

Living within Ellen's guidelines proves as unworkable to 

Newland as living within May's social framework, but when he 
r 

seeks Ellen out to make the illusions real, she refuses to 

comply: nd you'll sit beside me, and we'll look, not at 
" 4 

P 

visions, bht at realities" (p. 292). Whereas Newland plbces 

their relationship in a spiritual context, Ellen does not: "Is 

it your idea, then, That 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 > 

4(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). 



meaninglessness in such platitudes: "Oh, my dear--where is that 

country? Have you ever been there?" (p. 293). She provides no 

opportunity for Newland to perpetuate his illusions, and refuses 
. . 

to indulge his fantasies: "For - us? But there is no,us - in that 
sense" (p. 294). He is left only with a vision of "deadly 

monotony" (p. 296) which awaits him without Ellen and with May 

as his wife. Each avenue <hat Newland tries, than, proves 

equally futile. 

The only option finally left for Newland to escape his 

vision of deadly monotony, Short of May's death, is through an 

illicit relationship. In considering .this alternative, Newland 

confronts a convention which works completely against his 

intentions: "'. . . in Archer's little world no. one laughed at a 
wif'e deceived, and a certain measure of contempt was attached to 

men who continued their philandering after marriage . . . . 
Archer had always shared this view . . ." (pp. 308-9).'In making 
illicit relationships socially unacceptable, and in making 

- - 
marriage a sacred trust, husband and wife are inexorably bound - ,  - 

to form the basic social unit, and deceiving a spouse is 

tantamount to undermining the foundations of the-social system. 

Loyalty in marriage becomes a personal symbol of one's 

commitment to the social -structure, while disregard for the 

marriage contract becomes a d avowal of social Y 
responsibilities. While there are notable exceptions, most 

comply, at least superficially, and thereby, the social 

structure is protected and perpetuated. 



When the individual is not fulfilled within marriage, -as - --- 
- - - - 

Newland is not, he must either suppress his needs, as ~ewland 
- -- - - - - - - - 

t + 
initially does, or he,must reject the value .system which forbids 

gratification, 9s Newland ultimately tries: "Ellen Olenska was 

like no other woman, he was like no other man; their situation, 

therefore, resembled no one else's, and they 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 infor& his existence. But at the same time, he sees 

- - 

the limitations 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, 
\v 

however, although his attempt to consummate the affair only 
- - - - -  

reveals 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 

the'same longings'" (p. 3 1 4 ) .  When Ellen points out the obvious 

contradictions (p. 3151, Newland sees only that this, as his 
. . 

fiIlial option, must work, That the affair is not consummated 

suggests Newland only deludes himself, while Ellen,.who returns 

to ~ u r o ~ e ,  and May., who intervenes, do not. Newland deludes 

himself further with schemes to follow Ellen to Europe, because 

without her, he is doomed to the roIe he so aesperately-wantstop 

escape. Without Ellen, without' options, and with May' S' 



pregnancy, Newland finally and inevitably acquiesces to a role 

he knows is as debilitating as it is essential. - - 

'AS sensitive and responsive as she is to Newland, ~ l l e n  knows 

that her understanding of the consequences outweighs new land!^: . I , 
"No you're not! You've never been beyond. And I have . . , . and - 
I know what, it looks like there" (p. 2 9 4 ) .  But while Newland 

,define%his rebellion in social terms, Ellen sees only the moral " .  

implications, which makes her choices much more clear-cut and 
3 t 

self-evident: "shall! I--once come to you; and then go home? . . 
\ 
L 

. . I can't stay here and lie to the people who've been good to 
me . . . . [nor can I go away with you] and destroy their lives, 

* 
when fhey've helpedSme to remake mine" (p. 314-5). The irony is, 

of course, that Ellen's assessment 'suggests that there are 

degrees of wrong-doing and methods of atonement, which she uses 
c 

to justify her actions: ". . . he saw that her face . . . was 
f looded-with a deep-inner radiance . . . . he f eLt ;the he had 

never before beheld love visiblen (p. 3 1 6 ) .  Hence, Ellen's 
. c 

commitment to moral principles is overshadowed by less rational 

needs when faced with the complete denial of self which her 

position demands. * 

In contrast to Newland's confusion between social 

conventions and moral guidelines, Ellen reveals that separating 
0 

the social and moral code provides no better criteria for 

reconciling disparities, and her position proves as limited as 
- 

Newland's: the only way that she can maintain her principles is 



to justify he'r need for Newland Cithin a moral framework, and to 

rationalize the fulfillment of appetites not.provided for inher 

value system. By so doing, she becomes self-servingand -- 

- 

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 

And like Ellen, May also sees to her own needs. When her 

&well-being is actually threatened, -in spite of her earlier 

assertion, she does make her "own happiness out of an 
, 

unfairnessIw which she acknowledges years later to her son: "She 

said she knew we were safe with you, and always would be, 

because once, when she asked you to, you'd given up the thing 

you most wantedn (p. 359). Fulfilling'the conventional role of 

wife and mother, within a reassuring and predictable framework, 
* 

provides meaning in May's life, but, paradoxically, she can 

achieve fulfiltIment 'in her t e r m ~ ~ ~ ~ l y  if Newlarid temains - - - - -  - 

unfulfilled in his terms. May's compassion, therefore, is 

limited, and her understanding-is restricted to a subtle form of ------------------ 
5~ershoven suggests that Ellen provides the example of a "moral 

r 

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 appreciakion, one's critical 
independence? . . . . This statement stands in direct opposition 
to the attitudes and behavior of Old New York, and is a code 
that only one character in the novel besides Riviere himself 
lives by. Only Ellen Olenska can fully 'look life in the face,' 
and only she escapes from New York with her identity intact" - - -  

(Female Intruder, p. 9 3 ) .  This interpretation, however, suggests 
that Ellen has lost nothing, nor has she given anything up which 

-- 

she values, which seems to contradict her own struggxs and the 
compromises she makes. 



coercion: "'No;, I wasn't sure then--but I told [Ellen] I was. 
- - - -  - 

And you see I was right', sh& exclaimed, her blue eyes wet with 

victory" (p .  346). From May's perspective, she simply f-rces 

~ewland to clarify his priorities, and to accept the 

responsibiliti6-s which h.is social and marital role requires. . 

a The fact remains, however, that May is hypocritical in 

placing her own needs ahead of Newland's and ahead of her moral 
t 

principles. In spite of the immense differences in their social 

and economic posit,ibns, May, like Zeena in Ethan Frome, ensures 

her own well-being, and is as self-serving, regardless of the ' P 

cost to others. ~ut'whereas Zeena does n moral 

principles, May does, which suggests are 

more refined. And yet, when her security is actually threatened, 

her moral principles prove irrelevant and unworkable. May's 

actions reveal that the moral and social order cannot be 
* B 

inexorably bo,und together because on crucial issues, personal 

needs supersede ethics. Like E l f e n  then, May ultimately serves 

herself first, although in May's case, her personal and social 

expectations are so intertwined that in serving herself, she 

also serves the larger framework. Her moral lapse therefore 

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, o-r by a society which shares the same 

assumptions. And any hypocrisy disappears in the face of her own 

contentment. 



From Newland's perspective, the consequences are quite 
- - -- - - - - 

- -- 

different. Acquiescing to his marital re~p~nsibilities is an 

acknowledgement of his commitment to tke socialoraer, and see= - -  

to provide a reconciliation to the crisis. But his evolution 

, does not end here. Like Ethan, the consequences of ~ewland's 

conflict are assessed after thirty years, although without a 

narrator; Newland assesses his own life, s does his grown son, \ 
t Dallas, who provides a modern, more object1 e contrast. Newland 

knows that in compbying with the requirements of his role, he 

has fulfilled May's expectations: by adopting a "pretense of 

sameness, a kind of innocent family hypocrisy . . . . [ ~ a y  dies] 
- 

thinking the world a good place, full of loving and harmonious 

households like her own . . ." (p. 3 5 1 ) .  Newlgnd takes solace 

that he has provided for May's well-being, if not his own, His 

assessment of his community life is equally revealing: "He had 
t 

done little in public life; he would always be by nature a 
4 

contemplative and a dilettant-e-; but he had had highth-l'ngps to 

contemplate, and great things to delight in . . ." (p. 3 4 9 ) . ,  

Newland rationalizes not only the limitations in his 

relationship with May, but also the dearth of accomplishments he 

so wanted as a young man. 

But just as Newland earlier blames Ellen for his entrapment 

in marriage, so he continues to look elsewhere to justify the 

course his life has taken: ", . . he saw into what a d-eep rut he - 

had sunk. The worst of doing one's duty was that it apparently 
- -- - - 

unfitted one for doing anything elsew (p. 354). He thus evolves 



exactly as he feared, without any personal attributes or 

accomplishments to set him apart, and is comforted only by the 

fact that he fulfills his marital obligations and social 

responsibilities. In a sense then, his evolution symbolizes the 

course of Everyman's life: ~ew~land takes pride in his children, 

in his few accomglishments, and he lives according 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 expectations, then, 

Newland allows the social order to dominate and to provide for 

every need, and any hypocrisy or shortcomings are submerged-in 
.J 

the larger f ramew&k. 

But at the same time, th inherent limitations in his 'i 
existence are obvious. Every element in his life and an 

essential part of his nature all point Newland in the direction 

his life ultimately 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 repined would have been [futile] . . . . 
The chances 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  newl land's 

dilemma: he.knows life should contain more than his life does, , 

but reaching out for what Ellen represents, for something so 

i'ntangible and transient, flower-like, requires that he also 

escape the taboos which define his existence, and which seem 



very tangible and intransigent. Newland's dilemma is not a 

matter of c6urage, however, nor fear. Rather, Newland knows that 

if he were to escape his values and deny everyt3lng whitEpives 

his life meanins, he also thereby would lose himself. 

But understanding this conflict does not justify his 

choice, which he almost acknowledges: "There are moments when a 

man's imagination, so easily subdued to what it lives in, 

suddenly r.ses above its daily level, and surveys the long 

windings of destiqy. Archer hung there and wondered . . ." (pp. 
354-5). In his wondermenqf, Newland reveals that a life which 

could have provided limitless opportunities instead is lost to 

"dull duty" (p. 3501, which is, according to his own assessment 

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 

sacrifices his individuality prove-as transient aslilewlaT~"s 

hopes, which Dallas pointedly reveals (p. 359). The final irony 

is that what seemed so permanent and self-perpetuating 
i- 

disappears in the face of more expedient, and humanistic, 

guidelines, except in those people, like Newland, who cannot 

adapt. And Newland, like others of his kind, becomeso 

anachronistic and out-of-step with a society which re-forms 

6Wershoven comes to much the same.conclusion in her comparison 
of - The & of Innocence and - The VaIley - of Decision: TxentSSl~y, 
Odo and ~rcher lose nearly everything, because even the past 
they half-heartedly embrace is lost. - ~ n d  . . . Archer, a- 



His understanding of his own limitations i~~revealed in his I 

final decision not to reintroduce himself to Ellen, for they 

are, as he earlier sensed, worlds apart. 7 1 

3 
I 

j 
What then of the moral implicat5ans in Newland's evolution? i 

i 
j 
8 

Like Ethan, Newland is typical of his time and place, and I 

- .  

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 structure is incompatible with his 

need to assert his individuality. But as an intelligent and 

thoughtful man, Newland faces this dilemma by pursuing every 

possible avenue to, reconciliation, albeit unsuccessfully. 

His commitment to May is legitimate in the sense that he 

marries her, while his connection with Ellen is illicit from 

6(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). 

,7~ershoven suggests that whereas Newland's life is limited by 
/ 
/his duality, Ellen, in contrast, has resolved her own conflict: 
"The most satisfying 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"  emal ale Intruder, 
p. 9 0 ) .  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 
~merican, which is what leads to her struggles with and 
capitulation to the social and moral guidelines of the New York 
community, in spite of her understanding of the prevailing 
hypoc r i sy . 



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 involvement in the social order necessitates the denial of 

individual pursuits in favour of broader, more all-encompassing 

concerns. In exchange for such denial, those that comply are 

rgwarded with the emotional reinforcement and security which 
. . 

belonging provides, and which, in ~ewland's case, is made 

palatable because his capitulation and rationalizations are 

presented in such compassionate, gentle terms. 
'9 

But ultimately, Newland's actions must be assessed in 

dispassionate terms. Although May is quite different from Zeena 

' Frome, and Ellen quite different from Mattie Silver, the 

analogies between Ethan's and Newland's situation suggest that 

in the most essential way, there i; little difference at all. 

Both Ethan and Newland choose to commit themselves to life-long 
- - -  

roles which they know debilitating and unrewarding, and in 

so doing, they each fulfill their social and marital 

obligations. This suggests that within any community, regardless 
- - 

of size or sophistkcation, any individual, regardless of 

intelligence and knowledge, is guided by moral values which bear 

little relation 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 



needs in response only to conventions which actualize specific 

moral principles; and Newland uses moral principles to reinforce 

both his personal and his social sensibilities, depending on his 

needs of the moment. And yet, regardless of the particular 

approach, nbtS~ay, nor Ellen, nor Newland escape hypocrisy, 

self-interest, and inconsideration, which suggests that when 

tested, moral guidelines prove incompatible with individual 

needs. May's choices suggest that unquestioning compliance are 

the least self-destructive and the most rewarding, while Ellen's 

choices reveal the strength of character required for moral 

commitment. But Newland, less superficial than - ~ a ~ ,  and less 

committed than Ellen, sees the inherent limitations in every 

possibility. When forced to choose, however, Newland, like 

Ethan, follows the morally-correct course, and condemns himself I 
to a role which is not as meagre as Ethan's, but which is 

spiritually and intellectually inadequate. The choices ,available 

to Newland thus provide no avenue to reconciliation. More 

importantly, his evolution reveals not the joy to be found in 

life's potentiality, but rather, the struggle involved in 

accepting so much less. -. 



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 New Pork, 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 at 

having to conform to the commonly-accepted assumptions of their 

communities. In Wharton's view,-then, the social framewo k P - - 

demands as much of the individual as it provides. 

In this sense, Wharton is a naturalist, but her perceptions 

go beyond these limits. In her concern for the social structure, 

she inevitably addresses 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, C 

selfishness, egocentricity, frivolousness, and empty ritualistic 

convent ion have replaced rectitude, charity and compassion as 

the guidelines for life. As a result, society provides 



lip-service to traditional Christian moral beliefs, but in 
- -  - 

practice, ethics become platitudes, standards expedients, and 

values political. What interests  harto on is the contradiction 
between established ethical standards and the act a1 workings of 

society. P 
Wharton's perspective is unique in that she was inculcated 

I 

with the values and morals of the nineteenth century, but looked 

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 theories which 

she reworked to encompass her particular perceptions about life. 

The result is that Wharton develo ed a literary technique and a P 
vision of life which, at her bes , earns her a place of 4 
distinction in the American literary mainstream. 

d 
In each of the novels discussed here, Wharton provides 

assessments of traditional Christian moral doctr-ine. The usual 

conception of such beliefs is that they provide positive, 

commonly-accepted 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 co-exist with his neighbours, and 

together, to form, at the most basic level, a civilized society. 

Wharton, however, does not assume that Christian values and 
P 

beliefs inform the social framework./This position may be a 
/ 



refledtion of her acknowledged commitment to agnosticism, but 
-- - - - -  

more probably, it simply reveals her perceptions about ~ m e r i ~ a n  

society. Wharton suggests that society more properly can-6eP- - -  --- 

-understood in terms of Darwinian and Spencerian ethics. In such 

terms, the community's commitment is to survival, adaptation, ' 

and most importantly perhaps, to the achikvement and maintenance 

of power. Obviously then, there is a'contradiction between 

conventional moral assumptions and social practices.' 

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 to such 

social guidelines. Instead, she focuses on those who fee4 the 

need for a spiritual level to their existence, and considers the 

i 
possibilities for fulfilling that need within a spirit-less 

i 

framework. In - The House - of Mirth, for instance, Selden provides ., 
the example of Darwinian adaptation: in his need for 

concerning the "republic, of the spirit" and romantic ideals, but 

he never loses sight of the dichotomy between such beliefs an8 

. the exigencies of life. Therefore, Selden sustains his need by 
r 

restricting those principles to a philosophical level, and he 

becomes vari&usly conventional, hypocritical, and 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 
% 

philosophical principres to heart. Under  eld den's in•’ luence, she 
' i  



too falls back on traditional moral principles, but in so doing 
- - - - 

she, unlike Selden, loses sight of'the commonly-aceepted rules 

of conduct for her society. Once Aer,personal framework changes 

she becomes out-of-step with everyone else, including Selden, 
7 

until, ultimately, she is rejected and subsequently ejected by 

the community. 

Lily's evolution, in relation to Selden and the various - 
levels of New York soc4ety, suggests that expediency and 

self-i'ntexest in themselves can provide an acceptable social 

framework, albeit one without any acknowledgement of spiritual 

levels, so long 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 society operating under different criteria. The implication is 

that for-those whose needs require something beyond this 

criterion, the 'individual who follows moral principles is 

ill-equipped to make the kindi'of choices necessary foe 
. - 

survival. 

Similarly, in Summer, Charity experiences her sexual 

awakening, not from the perspective of youthful experimentation 

culminating in a mature relationship, but from the perspective 
4 

of a young girl left to carry the burden of responsibility for 

her part in a shared intimacy, where her existence is defined 
e 

not in terms 'of spiritual fulfillment, but in relation to 

survival. By ensuring her life, she de'stroys her spirit, and in 



T 

so doing, reduces the romantic ideal to absolutely simple terms. 
- - - - - - - - - -- - - -- - 

-- - -  - 

Unlike Lily, .then, who is intelligent and articulate, a 
-- fashionable and active, if somewhat imc0~1ttedmelnber ot l6- 
\ 

I 

' society, Charity is neither articulate nor fashionable, nor 

particularly ?ntelligent, but neither is she completely 

committed to her small community either. Charity is out-of-step 

because of specific sexual and sensual needs which are not 

acknowledged within North Dormer, but unlike Lily, Charity is 
- - - - - 

much less able to define the nature of her unfulfilled need. B U ~  

there is really little difference between Lily's sophisticated, 
*t2 

thoughtful response to her spiritual needs in the context of her 
- -  - - - -- 

- 

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 fe1,t by Lily thus 

are not excLusive to sophisticated society, but are felt in any 

community by anyone who attempts to stand apart. 

N o r 0  such attempts only-occur in inreffig-ent-an&- -- -- 

articulate individuals who are able to grapple with and to 

comprehend the nature of their struggle in philosophical terms; 

rather, a'nyone whose needs move beyond conventional 

expectations, even at the most basic level, is subject to 

similar repercussions. For Charity, the struggle arises in the B 
\ 

dichotomy between her own sexual and sensual impulses and the 

restrictions of a community which fails to acknowledge those- - -  - - 

needs within the moral framework. And just as Lily's aspisati'ons 
- - - - - -- -- - - - - - 

to the ideal are tested under'the most extreme conditions,_so 



charity's sense of her own power and independence are similarly 
- - 

tested by themintroduction of an outsider wLo brings all the - 

u ~ d e  rly i ng7,tensi o n s  to €lie sUr f-. Char i€y ' s  e v o l u t ? ~ ~  suggests - - -  

that she has few avenues to fulfill he'r personal needs within 

the social framework. More impbrtantly, her inability to make 

'demands on those who make demands of her leaves her victimized 
r' 

by those who are able tawexert control. 
2, 

In Ethan Frome, this struggle is presented in a similar 

rural context, but from a male perspective, which suggests'that 

victimization is not restricted only to women. After struggling 

with the conflict between his sense of duty and his desirexor 
- - 

- 

emotional fulfillment, Ethan's ultimate decision to adhere to 

responsiblity leads not to spiritual growth, but to a 

life-in-death prison where pain, suffering, and endurance 

provide the substance of his empty existence. By trying to 

accommodate everyone who mqkes demands of him, Ethan not only 
-- 

- 

- facls-to-fulf i-l-f his own nee&, except ironically,-but he also 

dedicates himself to a role which is as tormented as it isl 

reponsible. 

Newland Archer's evolution in - The =.@+&nnocence presents 

a similar situation, which, on the surface, seems much more 

compassionate than Ethan's treatment. But like the other 

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 attraction - to Ellen, 

however, Newland is intimidated by his own inhibitions and by 



the pressure brought to bear on him by those who profi,t from his 
--- - - - - - - -- -- 

- - 

compliance. When he capitulates to May-and to the expectations 

- * 2  of society, hg is absorb& complete* k t u  ii, thereby-- 

suggesting that individuality is a -fragile commodity at best, 

which deteriorates without constant nurturing. In view of the 

fgct that Newland initially articulates the limitations that he 

later perpetuates, any attempt to justify his actions according 

to a moral standard rings hollow.. Instead, his actions serve 
0 

- - - - - - 

only to undermine any commitment to responsibility achieved at 

such a high price. 

Wharton presents in Newland's evolution a detailed 
- 

- 

examination af a man for whom established rituals, 
t 

- clearly-defined roles, and commitment to responsibility 

ultimately outweigh any spiritual or .idiosyncratic needs toothe 

extent that his individuality is sacrificed for the perpetuation 
W? 

of the species. Newland is as trapped in his world as Ethan is 

b ' - inhis, and-the sympathetic--renderingof Newland~s-st~~-e-v~%y- 

2 reinforces the tragic implications. Just as Lily's and Ethan's 

morally-correct decisions lead to tragedy, so too 'does Newland's 

struggle actually undermine the validity of moral rectitude-as a 

guideline for existence, simply because it becomes .so limiting 
C1 

in application. 

Newland's and Ethan's capitulation to responsibility 

ultimately becomes as empty and meaningless as the twenty-four 

or thirty year gap in their lives. And their commitment to ' . .A 
- - - - 

cesponsiblity contrasts with Lily's and' Charity's ne,ed for a I 

256 



similar commitment from men who cannot deliver. Regardless of 
- - - 

the social milieu, then, or education or sophistication, men are 

trapped by their sense of responsibility in co~~ventiro~i 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 

involvedjn a futile struggle using ethical values which provide 

no avenues for spiritual growth or personal fulfillment. 

Consequently, the individual becomes .. trapped or victimized or 
o 

absorbed by adherence to inescapable values which prove in 

application to be shallow, empty, and ineffectual. 

While most of Wharton's fiction addresses the victim, in e 
The Custom of the Country she creates a protagonist who - -- 
epitomizes the American commitment to expediency. Undine is a 

vulgar, young upstart, without values, t~aditions, or moral 

beliefs, and as such, she seems destSned for an unfulfilled and 
/ -/ 

worthless existence; yet she -is-extremely successful, eutl-in-ing 

her) goals and capitalizing on7 her resources, untroubled by 

attacks of conscience which might otherwise slow her progress. 

Undine is successful.simply because she in unhindered by moral 
b 

rectitude, and for this reason, she not only survives, but 
B s 

succeeds in her own terms. 

*A The Custom of the Country alienated the critical audience - 
simply because Wharton's vision of the ~eerican cultural 

, , . 

consciousness has such portentous implications. She reveals the 

evolution of a society which is guided by materialism and by its 



- 
a - 

B 

need for self-aggrandisement, and she points out with didactic 
- -- - - - - - - - - - -- - 

precision the consequences to those who do not conform. By 
I 

loeat ing Undine' s evolution in an histotfcalcontext~andby 

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 0.f a country which places 
- 

-self-aggrandisment before every other consideration.-In this 1 

sense then, Undine is America, and the critics' distaste is a 

reflection of their inability to address the implications. 
- 
- 

Wharton creates a world without absolutes because she sees 

a world without absolutes, and in this sense, she is completely 

modern in her sensibilities. And for the same reason, 

nineteenth-century literary techniques were inadqquate to her 

needs, forcing her to develop her own approach. B* presenting an 

\ issue thmugh contrasting angles 'of vision, she-moyes-key-nda- - - 

- - 

/ 
moral center to present characters and events relative to each i 

other, without explanation or resolution. Wharton's technique ! 
li 

frees her from pointing to any underlying meaning in the text; h 
t 

instead, she places the responsibility 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.  his is partially because Wharton begins- 
--- -5 

4 - 

with very basic assumptions about the roles of men and women in 
- - -  -- 

, -4 
society, about the sexual make-up of men and women, about 

3 
4 
a 
3 



aesthetic and intelle~tual concerns. She then creates a 
- - - 

situation which tests these assumptions under the most ex'treme 

conditions for their validity. Nor does she provide any exsy 

solutions. The difficulty arises with those who try to justify 
U 

any character's evolution according to traditional conceptiuns, 

which for a long time, critics attempted to do. But as <here are 

no absolutes in life, Wliarto~ provides no absolutes in her 

fiction. Consequently, the reader must break free from his own 

assumptions and let the implications speak for themselves. In 

this way, the meaning becomes clear when the reader questions 

the assumptions usually taken for granted. In t-his sense, 

Wharton unifies form with content consistently and effectively. 

Whereas critics always felt that there is a great variation 

in the quality of  harto on's novels, the variation actually 

concerns the nature of the subject matter. In those novels which 

address sexuality, spiritual commitment, material success, duty 

-an& responsibility, the subjects are universal. %re is-a 

- =- similar universality in- several other novels which sets them 
, 

apart as well: in - - - -  A Son at the Front, written in 1923, Wharton 

addresses the conflict between heroism and survival from the 

point 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 

techniques, but her subject matter makes these novels less 



effective. In - The Valley - of Decision, the historic setting and 

I the panoramic vision diffuses the central issue concerning 

political ideologies, wh-ile in- - The Fruit - of - f i e T r e e  - 1  WKTcFfp- -- 

addresses labopr practices and euthanasia, the assumptions 

remain unclear and diffused. In addressing issues which are bore 

political than universal, there is some difficulty for the 

reader in initially defining the angles of vision, and more 

importantly, in then addressing the implications which arise 

from their interplay, simply because the issues in the broadest 

sense may not be relevant. In those novels-whermperspective 
4' 

is narrowed to deal with timely issues, Wharton w e i t s  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 
i differences in subject matter, one also understands why her 

emphasis changes after 1920. The breakdown of the moral order 

which Wharton pinpointed in her earlyvork was followed-bkthe 
, - 

breakdown of the social order as a result of &he cataclysmic 

effects of the war, and many of the sociological assumptions 

which informed the consciousness of the general populace 

disappeared, or at least these assumptions were narrowed, or 

reinterpreted; or watered down by a populace which no longer 

took any 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 

responsibil.ity was redefined by a generation .which had lost all ea 



sense of continuity. The result of the e and so many other t 
social changes was that specific assumptions no longer provided 

common cultural guidelines, nor could any social standarhs Be 

defined very readily in br d ter.ms. Y 
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 & --- Son at the Front, 
I 

Wharton examines the consequences for those who are committed to 

the superfical lifestyle of the "lost generationn in Europe 

after the war; but the assumptions which inform the actions of 
C1 

the characters are uncertain and the meaning unclear. Similarly, 

in - The Children, writGten in 1928, Wharton addresses the issue of 

multiple marriages and the consequences to the offspring of such 

matches, but again, the issue is more timely than timeless.' As 

the social order broke down, there was some difficulty in 

encompassing issues which struck at the heart of society's 

consciousness, which explains why in the later good novels, 

Whatton recreates an earlier standard, or focuses on unvers'al 

issues such as war or the creative process, as apposed to ------------------ 
'Wharton herself acknowledged the impact of the war and the 
consequences to her as a writer: "Before the war yo'crc6uld 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 is left breathless and mute, unless like Mr. Wells, he 
can treat things 'topically,' which I never couldw (Quoted in 
Biography, p .  4 2 3 ) .  



- 

specific sociological or political concerns. 
- -- 

- 

As a result, Wharton's skill does not become inadequate to 

the requirements of a changing social structure, aria-th-e are - 

equally wea.k and outstanding novels at either end of her long 

writing career. Rather, the great span of her subject matter 

suggests that her interests ranged from the political to the 

sociological, but at her most successful, she touches the pulse 

of life. At her best, she defines the consciousness of a nation 

in terms which remain as relevant now as when the novels were 

initially published. She not only captures the inherent 

contradictions in the American psyche, but she defines and 

analyzes those qualities which set Amerkans apart in terms 

which have proven completely accurate. -ly focusing on Amerban 

mores and values, then, Wharton gave America a picture of itself 

in excruciatingly honest detail, and in terms which ultimately 

cannot be ignored. She broke away from the limitations of the 

past, and she foresaw somethiKg of America's f utureyan&-as -ap-- 

result, she forged a position for herself in the literary 

mainstream which has not yet been fully acknowledged. As readers 
t 

become more willing to accept the implications of  harto on's 
artistic vision, however, her position in the American literary 

tradition will be proclaimed. . 
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