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INTRODUCTION 

Although one may appraise a work of literature as to 

theme, structure, characterization, and plot and may deter

mine its merits solely by concentrating on that work alone, 

ignoring the author as a person and the period or environ

men t in which it was written, one benefits from a wider scope 

of investigation in order to enhance interest, understanding, 

and , perhaps, appreciation. To understand where particular 

works fit into an author's literary corpus and to know that 

author's position in a literary milieu clarify the study of 

the works . Understanding the conventions of the period and 

the convictions of the author helps the reader to determine 

the purpose of the author and to evaluate better the 

prs'.s er. ta tion. 

A brief look, therefore, at the body of Edith 

Wharton's works and a sununary of her place in American 

liter a t.ure will help to establish a basis for a more cornpre--

hensive study of selected works. ' Mrs. Wharton, nee Edith 

Newb0ld ·Jone s, descended from old and disting 1iish2d American 

~;tock" She was born in New York City in 1862 1 a time when 

the country was in the throes of Civil War. This disaster 

brought about a revolution in manners as deplorable to her 

1 
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as a revolution in government., _.,_ l·'lrs .. i-Jha::r:-ton' s fiction later 

was to re f l ect the impact of this social change. An inflated 

economy, also a result of the war, necessitated her family's 

prolonged stay abroad following the end of the war. ,~ ·Her 
·,, 

travels in Europe, e spec ially in Italy, France, and England, 

had a great influence on her; and her impressions gained 

ther e we re to be transmitted later into her literary works, 

both fiction and non-fiction. 

Besides her foreign experiences, her life in a small, 

wea lthy , tightly-bound little world which viewed itself as an 

old ar is tocracy was molded by ''its splendid decencies, its 

stratified code s, its tradition of e legance, and its brown

stone mansions, soon to be fenced in by skyscrapers. 112 

Mrs. Wharton later b e car:1e the a uthentic historian of this 

society. Critics agree tha t 1nuch of her value as a novelist 

lies in her r eal istic characterization of the members of New 

York's Four Hundred, their convent:ior!s and prejudices. Dis-

tinction has come to her for he r keen analysis of society, 

her pene tra.ting present.::~.tion of the psychclo9y of the indi-

\. i .. dual , and :r1er masterful h incUing of irony. In 1920, 

~1rs . Wharton r ec (~ived the Pt11i.tzer Prize for her novel 

lBlake Nevius, Edith Wharto11, A Study of Her Fiction 
(Berkeley : Cniversity of C2 lifornia Press, 1953), p. 52. 

2Dic tionarv cf AH',crican Bio9raphy, 1958 ed., 
s. v. '' Edi th \~/harton , i• by L2on Edel. 
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The Aqe of Innocence. She was the first woman to receive the - . ___ .... 

honorary degree of Doctor of Letters from Yale University in 

1923. She received further recognition as a novelist in 

1925 , when she was given the Gold Medal for Literature by 

the Institute of Arts and Letters .. In 1930, The American 

Academy of Letters elected her to its membership. In an era 

of realists like Sinclair Lewis and Theodore Dreiser, both 

critics and the public acclaimed Edith Wharton at the time of 
~, 

her death in 1937 as a woman of outstanding achievement in 

the field of letters. Robert Morse Lovett calls her one of 

"the voices whispering the last enchantments of the Victorian 

Age."l 

The very subject matter, however, which earlier had 

ca lled for praise later caused popular opinion regarding 

Ed ith Wharton to shift. She was viewed as a snob, writing 

str ictly conventional, old- fashioned, stuffy, Victorian, 

sentimental novels with soap-opera plots. 2 Blake Nevius 

states that the reputation of few twentieth-century American 

novelists has suffered more than has Edith Wharton's as a 

r e sult of changing interests of the literary field which in 

lEdith Wharton (New York: Robert W. McBride & 

Company, 1925), p. 87-; 

2Jo Agnew McManis, "Edith Wharton's Treatment of 
Love: A Study of Conventionality and Unconventionality in 
Her Fiction" (Ph.D. dissertation, Louisiana State University, 
1957), p. 1. 
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the thirties emphasized the case of the working class.l 

Mr s . Wharton herself, aware of the prevailing shift of sym

pathy, commented in her memoirs, A Backward Glance, written 

in 1 934 three years before her death: "the demand is that 

only the man with the dinner pail shall be deemed worthy of 

attention, and fiction is classed according to its degree of 

conformity to this rule."2 This shift of interests was not 

the only cause for Mrs. Wharton's somewhat diminished reputa

tion as a writer. The novels of her later period, written 

in the twenties, are decidedly second-rate and sometimes are 

classified as "slick" fiction of ladies' magazines. 3 Leon 

Edel also offers three explanations for this decline.4 

First, intimates of Edith Wharton say that she purposely 

wro t e "potboilers" to appeal to publishers of large

circulation magazines so as to raise large sums for her war 

and post-war charities. The second cause was that she 

rel ieved an emotional strain by denouncing her generation; 

but when the strain had been relieved, blandness and nostalgia 

r eplaced the acerbity of her earlier social criticism. The 

final explanation offered by Edel refers to Percy Lubbock's 

lEdith Wharton: A Study of H~r Fiction, p. 1. 

2(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1962), p. 203. 

3McManis, "Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love," p. 1. 

4 11 Edith Wharton," p. 705. 
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opinion concerning the influence of Walter Berry on 

Mrs. Wharton. Lubbock, her biographer, believed that Berry 

had "the effect of shutting Mrs. Wharton's mind 'in a box' 

and con tributed to the 'doom of an ,imagination that alights 

on sterile ground. 111 1 

In spite of the adverse criticism of her later works, 

Edith Wharton's lasting reputation is based on her best 

works , those of her middle period from the publication of 

The House of Mirth in 1905 until the publication of The Age 

of Innocence in 1920. Judging the works of this period, 

Carl Van Doren calls her "an indubitable genius whose work 

has sophistication, satire, acuteness, verisimilitude, and 

grace to a degree unmatched among those of her contempor

aries .112 Francis Hackett further adds, 

There are many manifestations of America for which 
she has not the faculty, but those that peculiarly 
arrest her ••. e x tract from her the sort of appre
ciation that amounts to genius. T1he fate that she 
has most absorbingly contemplated and most hand
somely represented is perhaps that of persons whose 
l o t is enha nced by money or family or taste, and 
whose impulses pay reluctant toll to an order in 
who se establishment their happiness and their honor 
are -involvea.3 

lrbid. 

2The American Novel (New York: The Macmillan Company, 
1940), p. 270. 

3"Mrs. Wharton's Art," The New Republic 10 (1917): 
50-51. 
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Mrs. \'7harton did not write of the emerging West or Mid-West 

except with caustic sarcasm as those influences impinged on 

the traditions of Eastern society. She neglected to char

acter ize the pioneer, the irrunigrant, the industrial worker, 

and the adve nturer. Lovett has said, "It would be unfair to 

charge her with a lack of sympathy for them, however, she 

merely does not look their way. 11 1 Katherine Fullerton 

Gerould, defending Edith Wharton's choice of subject, says 

that a positive purpose is served by a competent novelist's 

choosing to deal ·with the morJ fortunate classes. Within 

this g roup, inhibitions which are as necessary as are passions 

to real drama are prevalent and thus can be examined as a 

motivat ing or restraining force in human affairs. Also, there 

is mor e opportunity for satire in viewing the aristocrats who 

had ample opportunity for moral fineness and too often neg

lected it.2 This satire is a persistent quality of the 

author 's work. 

Although Mrs. Wharton's forte is the realistic depic

tion of the mores of the uppe r classes, usu~lly of New York 

socie ty~ and most of her fiction which. totals thirty-two 

volumes rende rs this subject, her reputation in American 

letters rests upon only a fraction of her work. According 

to Louis Auchincloss, she will be remembered primarily for 

lEdith Wharton, p. 87. 

2Edith Wharton: A Cri t ica l Study (New York: 
D. Appleton & Company, 1924), p. s: 
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two great novels of manners, The House of Mirth and The Age 

o f Innocence, plus the widely read Ethan Frome,l the latter 

considered outside the mainstream of her works in subject 

a nd setting if not in theme. 

1Edith Wharton, University of Minnesota Pamphlets 
on American Writers, no. 12 (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1961), p. 42. 



CHAPTER I 

PRELIMINARIES: THE SELECTED NOVELS, THE CHOSEN 

CHARACTERS, THE PERVADING QUESTIONS, 

AND THE AUTHOR'S TECHNIQUE 

Following the brief introductory summary of Edith 

Whar ton's accomplishments in her literary craft and of the 

critics' evaluation of her works, this first chapter will 

indicate the format of this study. Also to be considered 

here are the principles of the author's moral theory. Under

standing the personal convictions of the writer will serve 

the reader as he considers the questions posed in this study. 

Although t h e theory of morality is a personal matter, this 

chapter will not deal specifically with related autobio

graphical a spects of Mrs. Wharton's fiction; this aspect will 

be conside~e d in the concluding chapter. In addition to 

looking at t he moral theory, this chapter will consider some 

face ts of the author's writing style because the style pecu

l iar to a writer is the method by which he conveys, convinc

ingly or o therwise, the ideas set forth in his work. Thus 

to understand the author's concept of fiction and art of 

wri ting is to better understand her ideas. 

In determining a focal point for an in-depth study 

of a writer's work, one, first of all, reads widely of that 

8 
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autho ~ and then slowly begins to narrow the area of investi

gation , finally settling on one idea as presented in a 

speci f ic work or a limited number of works compatible with 

the purposes of the study and with the projected length of 

the paper. In the preliminary investiga tion of this particu-

lar s t udy a number of ideas appeared and questions arose, but 

one p revalent note sounded repeatedly. In reading the works 

of Mr s. Wharton, one becomes aware that often the main char

acter o r characters in a story are beset by the problem of 

thwarted d es ire. Since frustration, a recurring problem for 

Mrs. Whar ton' s characters whether in urban New York City or 

rural New England, is also a very real human problem, one 

which i s unive rsal, an in-depth study of the matter as pre

sented in three of her novels can help give insight into this 

problem . Good fiction may be a representation of real life; 

theref o r e, Mr s. Wharton's outstanding novels The House of 

~Jir_th , The Age of Innocence, and Ethan Frame give to the 

reader a bette r understanding of unfulfilled human desires. 

This paper will attempt to a nswer several questions. 

F i rst, what are the prevalent desires of the cha~acters in 

quest ion? Se cond, wha t are the obstac le s facing these 

i nd iv i d u a ls in the pursuit of their goals? Third, what seems 

to b e t he aut hor' s r eaction to thi s pattern o f d esire and 

fr us t r ation? Is s he saying thr ough he r relentle ss use of 
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i rony t ha. t t warted desire is an inevitable result of circum

sta n c e s or an innate failure of the individual? Finally, 

the last ques tion concerns the development of a character 

a s a result of his frustrations. Is he a dynamic, growing 

i ndividual who come s to self-realization and acceptance, or 

does h e remain a static individual? 

These questions will be analyzed in this study novel 

by novel. Following this first chapter, Chapter II will dis

cuss the conf licts in the life and personality of the main 

character of The House of Mirth, Lily Bart. Chapter III will 

deal with this p r oblem in The Age of Innocence as applied to 

two main characters: Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska. 

Chapte r IV will center on Ethan Frame and the desires and 

subsequent frustrations of the hero, Ethan Frame. Just as 

Mrs . Wharton emphasizes that the problem of frustration is 

not limite d to either urban or rural societies, she also 

shows tha t this phe nomenon is not restricted to either sex. 

Final ly, t he concluding Chapter V will offer suggestions for 

the possib J. li ty of a link between Mrs. Wharton's personal 

life and t he lives of her fictitious characters and the 

t h e mE:s of her novels. 

Wh e: n consider i ng the theme of thwarted desire in 

Ec.i. t h Wharton' s fiction, the reader soon becomes aware of a 

dominant conflict prevale nt in her works. This conflict 
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occurs in her novels of manners of which she is an acknowl-

edged expert and which The House of Mirth and The Age of 

Innocence typify. The House of Mirth deals with the pleasure

seeking society of fashionable New York at the turn of the 

t wentieth century. It shows the "victimizing effect of a 

particular environment on one of its more helplessly char

acter istic products."l Personal ambition is sacrificed to 

the demand s of an inflexible social code, largely based on 

the ques tionable (to Mrs. Wharton) virtue of wealth. In The 

Ag e of Innocence, also, personal desire is challenged by the 

i ndividuals' sense of duty to their environment. Differing 

from the former two novels in subject matter and setting, 

Ethan Frome, nonetheless, embodies the same conflict, that of 

the ind ividual versus his society. 

Concerning man's relationship to society, Edith 

Wharton is outside the mainstream of American literature. In 

The Modern Novel, Walter Allen writes that "the classic 

American novels have dealt not so much with the lives of men 

i n society as with the life of the solitary man, man alone 

and wrestling with hims~lf •••• The emphasis is on the indi

• One might say that society and the character

istic American hero are irreconcilably opposed .. " 2 

lBlake Nevius, Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fiction 
(Berkeley: University ~f Ca l ifornia Press, 1953), p. 56. 

2(New York: E. P. Dutton & Co. , lnc.r 1964), 
pp. xiv-xvi. 
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This emphas is upon self-reliance and individua lity is 

reminiscent of Emerson and Thcreau as well as of numerous 

fict ion writers. Examples of the isolated individual are 

abundant in the world of fiction. Cooper's Natty Burnpo is 

the rugged frontiersman separated from society by his retreat 

into the f orest. Hawthorne's Hester Prynne is isolated from 

society by the scarlet letter which represents her sin. 

Melville' s Ishmael lacks kinship with society, and Ahab is 

separa ted from man because of his pride. Henry Fleming of 

Crane 's The Red Badge of Courage must stand alone and test 

life for himself. Twain's Huck Finn and Salinger's Holden 

Caulf ield are classic examples of teenage boys alienated from 

socie ty. Other examples of isolated protagonists include 

Fitzgerald's Jay Gatsby, Faulkner's Joe Christmas, and 

Hemingway's Nick Adams. 1 

In contrast to these American authors, Edith Wharton 

write s about men and women who belong to society. Her fav

orite theme has often been the favorite theme of Henry James: 

the conflict of the individual with social convention. 2 If 

Mrs. Wharton's fiction seems to reflect an ambivalence con

cern ing the influence of society or environment versus the 

freedom of the individual to effect his own destiny 

lrbid., pp. xi-xxii. 

2Russell Blankenship, American Literatlire as an 
Express ion of the National Mind (New York: · Henry Holt ~nd 
Comr:;any , 1931), p. 503. 
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f o llowing the dictates of his own heart and mind, this ambiv

alent attitude is understandable in the light of her own 

background. The ironic protests against the strict code of 

manners of old New York reflect Mrs. Wharton's own complaint 

against the failures of education and opportunity in such an 

environment which hampered her own growth as an individual 

and a s an artist. Q. B. Leavis states, 

She was early convinced that the virtue had gone out 
of " the old America" of her ancestors: "When I was 
young it used to s e em to me that the group in which 
I grew up was like an empty vesse l into which no new 
wine would e ver again be poured." So when she 
dec ided to make a novel out of the circle in which 
she lived she chose to depict it in terms of 
. • . " s low disintegration" • • . of such social 
groups.l 

Mrs. Wharton did recognize and resent a certain narrowness 

of the old society: the lack of innovations, the lack of 

inte l lectual curiosity which rejected all but the politest 

o f li terature, and the lack of interest in politics or any

thing outside of the tightly knit little group. However, she 

upheld the traditional principles of social responsibility 

and a cceptance based not on the bank statement but on the 

continuity of manners as a cultural index, on sensibility, 

and on character.2 The acquired manners among the 

l"Henry James' Heiress: The Importance of Edith 
Whar t on," Edith Whar ton: A Co ll e ction of Criti c a l Essays, 
ed. Irving Howe (New Yor~Iarcourt. Brac e, and World, Inc., 
1942), p. 76. 

2Nevius, Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fictio~ p. 6. 
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merc a ntile aristocracy of New York were its very hallmark as 

a c lass, and one predominant ingredient of that set of 

mann e rs was the assumption that a sense of individual 

respons ibility wa s the single basis of social order and 

deve l opment.l This obligation occupies the center of Edith 

Whar ton's moral consciousness; yet she was always seeking in 

her f iction the most liberal interpretation of that principle 

cons istent with her inherited ideas.2 An extension of this 

question as related to the three novels of this study, 

espec i a lly to The Age of Innocence and Ethan Frame, asks the 

extent of one's moral obligations to those individuals who, 

legally or within the framework of existing manners, conven

tions, or taboos, apparently have the strictest claim on 

one' s loyalty. Nevius states that Mrs. Wharton "tries to 

def ine the nature and limits of individual responsibility, to 

determine what allowance of freedom or rebellion can be made 

for h er trapped protagonist without at the same time threaten

i ng the s t ructure of society. 113 

Although there is indeed in Edith Wharton recognition 

of the importance of intrinsic value within the continuity of 

an e stabl i shed social order, there is an even more important 

1 rbid., p. 110. 

2rbid. 

3rbid., p. 10. 
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value insofar as her moral theory is concerned: the virtue 

of rea son chara cterized by a flexibility which will not admit 

of the unconditional adherence to form. 1 Marilyn Jones Lyde 

states further that Mrs. Wharton allows her characters inner 

fr eedom: the individual power of reason by which one can 

not only adjust his attitude toward fate but can determine 

that f ate itself. 2 In reference to the question of individ

ual freedom of choice versus the power of fate or circum

stances other critics disagree with Lyde's observation. 

Freder ick Taber Cooper comments that Edith Wharton's stories 

deal with "victims of fate--men and women who are caught in 

the me shes of circumstances and struggle with an hopeless 

impotence as so many fish in a dragnet. 113 Mrs. Wharton, he 

continues, may not be conscious of it, but there is in the 

philosophy o f her stories a great deal of predestination. 

Nearly all her heroes and heroines seem fore-ordained to 

T ·1 4 ~ai ure . Along these same lines another critic observes 

that Edith Wharton employs in her novels the major thesis 

.lMarilyn Jones Lyde, Edith Wharton: Convent ion and 
~orality in the Works of a Novelist (Norman, Oklahoma: 
University o f Oklahoma Press, 1959), p. 59. 

2Ibid. 

3sorne American Story Tellers (New York: H. Holt and 
Company, 1911), p. 173. 

4Ibid. 
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t hat one cannot escape from his environment nor break a social 

c onunandment no matter how unfair it may seem. 1 Jo Agnew 

McManis contends that the fictional characters are not unthink

ing conformists; they struggle, but ultimately they must 

s acr ifice to society's standards which, although at times · 

unreasonable, are better than having no standards at all.2 

That other s cannot be sacrificed for the good of one individ

ua l is a basic premise of Mrs. Wharton inherent in The House 

o f Mi rth, The Age of Innocence, and Ethan Frome. 

In her novels of old New York the author had an addi

tional problem to consider when justifying society's claim 

ov er the individual, for she was aware that the old tradi

tions, conventions, and values of her grandparents' day had 

gra dually changed; they had been eroded by forces resulting 

fr om the new industrialism. Nevius claims that in large part 

her fict ion is a record of the deterioration of Old World 

i deals under the impact of industrial democracy. 3 She 

examined the crisis faced by her own class beginning in the 

1880's and continuing through the opening years of the new 

century. Mrs. Wharton resented the coarse, often vulgar 

lvivian Alma Keys, Edith Wharton: Novelist of 
Ma nners (M.A. thesis, Southern Methodist University, 1940), 
Foreword, p. i. 

2"Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love: A Study of Con
ventionality and Unconventionality in Her Fiction" (Ph.D. 
dissertation, Louisiana State University, 1967), p. 7. 

3Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fiction, p. 65. 
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brashness and ostentatiousness of the newly emerging group 

with its glaring materialism. She resented the encroachment 

o f these newly rich social climbers on the standards of the 

old "aristocrats" who were at the pinnacle of the social 

pyramid. In society she particularly disliked the increas

ingly a ccepted standard of pecuniary success by which all 

things were to be judged. 1 Caustic satire in The House of 

Mirth is directed at a society which has bowed to the influ

ence of materialistic interests. Mrs. Wharton's satire, how

ever, not only is directed at the newcomers but also is aimed 

at the established order which promotes only slavish 

con formity to its code. Nevius says that the reader must 

abandon the notion that Edith Wharton spoke to preserve a 

sma ll, privileged society which was intent upon "reinforcing 

the mor ibund claims of the past. 112 She scorned pretensions 

of both wealth and birth if unsupported by qualities of 

"character, intellect, and sensibility. 113 The most admirable 

of Mrs. Wharton's characters are those possessing that 

special quality of sensibility which responds to the finer 

gradations in the moral and aesthetic spectra. Even the lack 

of material advantages or of exposure to cultural influences 

lBlankenship, American Literature As an Expression of 
the National Mind, p. 65. 

2Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fiction, p. 11. 

3rbid. 
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does not disqualify an individual from possessing this 

qual i t y, as will be noted later in the chapter devoted to 

Ethan Frome. 

One of Edith Wharton's strongest marks of distinction 

lies i n her understa nding of human nature.l She possesses a 

s ubtle sense of the significance of some trifle and the 

ability to pursue relentlessly a motive down to its ultimate 

ana lysis. Her lively sense of surface and attitude allows 

fo r the possibilities of a deeper probe which takes the 

reader down into the quick of a "society, a world, a whole 

history of the American sensibility."2 In all the various 

settings of her stories she never allows the reader to forget 

the fact that there exists a local social code more potent 

than any laws. In novel after novel Mrs. Wharton uses the 

data resulting from her careful observations and differentia

tion of manners at various levels of American society, not 

merely to enhance the picture, but to plot the real under-

taking in which most of her characters are engaged: that of 

determining, fixing, or altering their status in society. 3 

Through an a ccumulation of details and characteristics by 

which a fairly homogeneous cultural group expresses its 

lKeys , Edith Wharton : Novel~st of ~an~er~, p. 174. 

2Louis o. Coxe , "What Edith Whar ton Saw in Innocence," 
Edith Wharton: A Co llection of Critica l Essay s, ed. Irving 
Howe (New York : Harc6urt, Brace, and World, Inc., 1942), ~ 157. 

3Nevius, Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fiction, p. 62. 
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separat e ne s s , Ed ith Wha rton ably discerns the various groups 

which make up a society. She achieves a quality of reality 

throug h a sharp a nd self-conscious differentiation of 

appearances, by appropriate choice of names, through inflex

ions of spe ech, a nd by details of costume and decor.l 

E .. K .. Brown states that "cons cious art was the basis of all 

she wro te." 2 

This attention to detail in Mrs. Wharton's fiction 

is not surpr i sing because she was interested in interior 

decoration and l a ndscape gardening and wrote books on the 

subject : The Decoration of Houses and Italian Villas and 

Their Gard e ns. In her novels this interest is reflected 

throug h whole p a ssa ges devoted to detailing architecture and 

interior design. Nuances implied by a choice of style in 

homes and furnishings categorize her characters' social 

s tatus as much as do their choice in books or clothing or 

their manner of speech. An individual could betray his true 

position in any number of ways. To Mrs. Wharton no detail 

was incons e que ntial; each served a definite purpose. In the 

world which s he d e linea ted in the novel of manners the real 

drama of life is playe d out below the impeccable 

lrbid., p. 9. 

2" Edith Wharton: The Art of the Novel," Edith 
Whar ton : A Col lection o f Critica l Es says , ed . IrVlllg~Howe 
(New Yo rk : Harcourt, Brace, and World, Inc., 1942), p. 67. 
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sophis ticate d surface and is communicated to the observer by 

means of signs which only the initiate can read.l "In 

reality, 11 Edith Wharton wrote of Newland Archer and his con

teni.porar ies in The Ag,e of Innocence, "they all lived in a 

kind of hieroglyphic world, where the real thing was never 

said or done or even thought, but only represented by a set 

of arbitrary signs."2 

Emphasis upon accurate detail is one indication of 

the author's preoccupation with the idea of order, order in 

society and order also in style of writing. In her book The 

Writing of Fiction she states her ideas concerning good and 

bad techniques for constructing novels and short stories. 

From t he standards which she sets forth and from the expres

s ion o f her views about other writers of fiction and their 

accomplishments, we learn that she is fundamentally conserva

t ive in her ideas concerning fiction writing. 3 In her fiction 

one can see her theory put into practice. Her concern with 

s elec tion and order is summarized in a quotation by Thomas 

Traherne : "'Order the beauty even of Beauty is. 111 4 

11',T • J.'levius, Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fiction, 
pp. 182-83. 

2The Modern Library (New York: Random House, 1948), 
p. 42. 

3McManis, "Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love," p. 48. 

4Edith Wharton, The Writing of Fiction (New York: 
Cha r le s Scribner's Sons, 1925), p. 1. 
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Mrs. Wharton believed in the importance of being selective 

rather than recording events without discrimination. She 

further believed that the selection of material is the first 

step toward writing coherent fiction. 1 In an article for 

the New York Times Literary Supplement she wrote, "the con

clusion of a tale should be contained in germ in its first 

page." 2 Walter Rideout comments on Edith Wharton's theory 

by stating that the first-chapter design of her novels, 

especial ly notable in The House of Mirth, contains elements 

which she carries out through almost all of the book.3 

Edith Wharton was most critical in her evaluation of 

tho se authors who appeared not to be selective; she deplored 

the stream-of-consciousness technique.4 She condemns this 

method of writing for taking an "unsorted abundance" of 

reactions as a subject and disregarding the relevance of the 

reactions. According to her, reactions themselves are not · 

suitable as subject matter but only the conflict arising from 

lrbid., p. 16. 

· 2 11 The Criticism of Fiction," May 14, 1914. 

3 11 Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth," Twelve Origi
nal Essays On Great American Novels, ed. Charles Shapiro 
(Detroi t: Wayne State University Press, 1958), p. 151. 

4The Writing of Fiction, p. 28. 
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a dramatic situation is proper subject matter. 1 Of course, 

for Mrs . Wharton, this conflict was between the order imposed 

by s ociety and the individual whose appetite is checked by 

tha t society. 

Mrs . Wharton also specifies that good subjects must 

dramat ize and typify common experiences. Good subjects con

ta in the essence of day-to-day living with which the author 

has a deep familiarity. Furthermore, "a good subject •• 

must contain in itself something that sheds light on our 

moral experience ," according to her.2 She emphatically 

states : 

The art of rendering life in fiction can never, in 
the last analysis, be anything, or need to be any
thing, but the disengaging of crucial moments from 
the welter of existence. There must be something 
that makes them crucial, some recognizable relation 
to a familiar social or moral standard, some 
expl icit awareness of the eternal struggle between 
man's contending impulses, if the tales embodying 
them are to fix the attention and hold the memory.3 

Without a doubt Mrs. Wharton's stories "fix the atten

tion and hold the memory." Katharine Gerould says that many 

readers delight in her phrasing, characterization, descrip

tion, or wit, but "the thing that enables her to get across 

lMcManis, "Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love," 
pp. 51-52. 

2The Writing of Fiction, p. 13. 

3rbid., p. 14. 
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to all ••• is her magnificent gift of storytelling. "1 

Edith Wharton's art of storytelling more often than not 

relies heavily on the ironic twist. She herself criticizes 

the use o f too many accidental happenings. Yet, she uses 

co incidence freely: for example, in The House of Mirth, 

accidental meetings under questionable circwnstances occur 

at crucial moments. In The Age of Innocence the major 

decisions made by Newland Archer are influenced by a blatantly 

maneuvered set of circumstances. Nevius criticizes 

Mrs . Whar ton's heavy-handedness in the use of the ironic 

twist and the surprise ending. He calls it "a fatal weak

ness."2 Perhaps, viewing the total picture of her fiction, 

one might conclude that the author leans too heavily on this 

technique ; but in a specific work, such as Ethan Frame, the 

ironic ending enhances and strengthens the basic conflict 

within the story. 

Recognizing that she employs the ironic technique, 

one seeks to understand the implications underlying this 

approach to her subject matter. How does irony enhance the 

thematic design of her novels? Marilyn Jones Lyde explores 

the relationship of irony and tragedy. 3 She states that 

lEdi th Wharton: A Critical Study (New York: 
D. Appleton & Company, 1924), p. 11. 

2Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fiction, p. 28. 

3Edith Wharton: Convention and Morality, pp. 124-25. 
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frequen t ly one i mplies the other; they are not mutually 

exclusive. Lyde further states, ''When irony is a pervading 

quality o f mind resulting from a perception of the discrep

ancies of li f e then it is very close to tragedy. 111 Without 

a doubt , Edi th Wha rton was always well aware of the dis

c repancies o f life. One of these discrepancies lay for her 

in the expec t e d f ulfillment which love suggests and in the 

actual disappointment such an experience affords. Her 

fiction repe a t edly bears testimony to her preoccupation with 

thi s subject. One critic states that the central idea of 

The Hou se of Mi r th and Th e Age of Innocence is the tragedy of 

life which results from a failure of love. 2 This same thesis 

i s also appl i c able to Ethan Fr ome in that the husband-wife 

relationship l a cks the ~ourishment of love and, consequently, 

becomes a hol low shell. In this novel, there is another 

d irect ion which love takes, but the author clearly implies 

that lov e will not succeed when it impinges on the established 

code of social convention. Here once again is the conflict of 

personal de sire versus the demands of society. 

Focu sing on the first question presented earlier in 

t his chap ter, the one concerning the nature of individual 

lrbid ., p. 125. 

2sister Ann Semel, "A Study of Thematic Design in the 
Four Major Novels o f Ed ith Whar ton'' (Ph.D. dissertation, 
University of Notre Dame , 1971), p. 5. 
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desire, one recognizes that in the three novels of this 

study , The House of Mirth, The Age of Innocence, and Ethan 

Frome , the cha racters u nder consideration all share one 

c ommon des ire, the fulfillme nt of love. In addition to this 

d es ire , we see in some instances an individual's overt 

a ttemp t to secure a well established position in his society. 

True t o her ironic concepts of life, however, Mrs. Wharton 

s hows this same individual to possess a keen sensibility by 

which he perceives a higher meaning in life, one which 

Mrs .. Whar ton calls in The House of Mirth "the republic of the 

s pirit. " In addition to a desire for love and a desire for 

s ocial status a third desire emerges in one or more of these 

novels. This third desire is the personal longing for escape 

from one' s environment. 

Onc e the projected goal or desire of the character 

is established, the next consideration is the obstacle which 

impedes t he fruition of these dreams. In one way or another 

in every situa tion, the omnipresent barrier is the awareness 

o f the individual's responsibility to his society, whether 

to parents, wi f e, other relatives, or the community as a 

who le . F i nally, the degree to which each character rebels 

or accepts h i s a ssigned role in life is a subject for inquiry 

in thi s study. 

One of the que stions which have always intrigued man 

is that o f the influence of environment versus that of 
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heredity. As has been repeatedly empha s ized in this chapter, 

environment is paramount in the shaping of destinies. Each 

character, however, is an individual with innate char acter

istics wh i ch ma ke him distinct from other s . Mrs. Wha rton 

a dmirab l y presents the weaknesses and strengths of her char

acters. She realistically portrays them as individuals who 

question life, who have personal longings in conflict with 

accep ted c odes, who vacillate and even doubt their own con

victions , and who in varying degrees accept or reject their 

role in life. The author has the power to present a sympa

thetic c haracte r without resorting to sentimentality. The 

r eader o f the novel is able to witness the perplexities of 

f rustr a t i on a s e i perienced by Lily Bart, Newland Archer, 

Elen Olensk a , and Ethan Frame with a certain objective atti

tude, yet is able to discern the very human emotions created 

by their con f licts; for, after all, frustration is an 

e xperi e nc e common to all men. 



CHAPTER II 

LILY BART: A HEROINE CAUGHT BErI1WEEN THE "HOUSE 

OF MI RTH" AND THE "REPUBLIC OF THE SPIRIT" 

With the publication of The House of Mirth in 1905, 

Ed i th Wharton entered her major phase as a novelist. Accord

ing to Lewis Auchincloss, this book marks her coming of age 

a s a novelist. 1 Prior to this time she had published a few 

po ems i n Atlantic Monthly and had collaborated with Ogden 

Codman , Jr., to write her first book, The Decoration of 

!"1ouses, which, although not a novel, revealed a character

i s tic of t he a uthor that is fundamental to all her writings-

aesthetic culture.2 Following this work, she brought out her 

f irst col l e ction of tales, The Greater Inclination, in 1899, 

fo llowed by he r first novel, The Valley of Decision, in 1902. 

Fi nally with ~r h e House of Mirth she achieved the height of 

both popular a nd artistic success. 3 At last she had dis-

covere d both her medium and her subject matter. The first 

was the novel of manners; the latter was the assault upon the 

1Ed ith Wh a rton , University of Minnesota Pamphlets on 
Americ a n Wr iters , No. 12 (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Pr ess, 1961), p. 11. 

2The Nat ional Cy clopedia of !:~ e r _ican Biography, 
19 2 7 ed . , - s • v . 11 Ed i t -h Wha rton • " 

3rbid. 
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old Kn ickerbocker society of her youth by the new million

aires, the "invaders 11 as she called them, who had been 

fa bulously enriched by the business growth following the 

Civil War. 1 Like so many of Mrs. Wharton's earlier and 

shorter stories, it is a trenchant satire on the manners and 

c ustoms of certain social strata in New York of the early 

1900's . 2 She is a satirist of the puritanical morality and 

conventionalism of the New York in which she lived as a girl. 

The author, herself a member of New York's Four Hundred, per

sonally chafed under the expectations of that group while at 

t he same time enjoying the advantages that wealth and posi

tion gave her. One of her contemporaries, John Macy, wrote 

in 1917 that Edith Wharton presents one of the "shrewdest 

possible faces of snobbery 113 because she, who was born to the 

"social purple and the intellectual purple," treated with 

di s dain all those qualities and privileges which she had 

enj oyed .4 On the other hand, the critic Diana Trilling says 

that her social position and intellectual capacity enabled 

-1Auchincloss, Edith Wharton, p. 11. 

2Frederic Taber Cooper, Some American Story Tellers 
(New York: H. Holt and Company, 1911), p. 192. 

311 Edith Wharton," The Dial, 63:161. 

4rbid., p. 163. 
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her t o bring the fact of high society into literature in all 

it s c oncreteness and authenticity and, more important, made 

it poss ible for her to perceive the complex and subtle inter

play between personal destinies and the destiny foreordained 

by a particular social institution. 1 From her station in 

l if e she was able to present with accuracy in The House of 

Mirth a human tragedy in a situation where, because "the 

stakes are unusually high and the fall from glory very steep, 

the personal defeat has a special poignancy. 112 Again, from 

ye t another source comes the acknowledgment that because of 

Edith Wharton's first-hand knowledge of the world she 

describes, her story is "free from those exaggerations, mis

pla ced values, and happy-go-lucky descriptions of society 

lif e which make the great majority of so-called society 

1 h 
. . . 113 nov e s c eap imitations. From the same article comes this 

evaluation : "From its title to its closing paragraph The 

Hous e of Mirth is a judgment as searching, penetrating, 

relentless as life itself; and yet never for a moment ceases 

to be a story of absorbing interest." 4 

111 The House of Mirth Revisited," Edith Wharton: A 
Collectio n of Critical Essays, ed. Irving ~owe (New York: 
Harcourt , -Brac e , a nd World, Inc., 1942), p. 104. 

2rbid., p. 116. 

311 A Notable Novel," The Outlook 81 (1905) :405. 

4rbid. 



30 

Harrison E. Hierth points out that most readers are 

unaware o f Edith Wharton's contribution to the development 

o f rea lism in the American novel. Her realistic bent was 

fo stered by her subject matter to an extent un ique in her 

time. 1 The author looks at class distinction with a percep-

tive eye, aware of its reality as a fact of life. She is 

extre mely sensit ive to and skillful in delineating the 

s ubtler gradation s of social status and realizes the effect 

o f social stratif ication on an individual. 2 Cognizant of the 

dangers inheren t in violating social convention, Mrs. Wharton 

i n Jhe Hous e of Mirth depicts Lily Bart as the victim of a 

c onventiona lized society which is remorseless to those who 

deviate from its fixed ways. 3 She decided that her theme 

should be the exposure of the vices of a metropolitan society 

through the experiences of a girl who failed to exploit it or 

to free her self from the society. 4 

One critic, Marilyn Jones Lyde, feels that while 

Mrs. Wharton expresses anger at the useless sacrifice of 

_l"The Class Novel," The CEA Critic 27 (1964) :1. 

2Ibid. 

3Alexander w. Buchan, "Edith Wharton and 'The Elusive 
Bright-Winged Thing, '" New Eng land Quarterly 37 (n.d.) :343. 

4vivian Alma Keys, Edi th Wharton: Novelist of 
Manners (M.A . thesis , Southern Methodist University, 1940), 
p. 46. 
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Lily Bart, she makes no suggestion in the novel that the 

s oc i al order should be revised.l Most critics, however, share 

the o pinion of D. E. S. Maxwell, who says that in The House 

o f Mir t h the author shows that the elite is diseased; its 

c u lture is skin deep; its pleasures are sensual; its morality 

i s based a l most wholly on preserving appearances; and its 

r e cognition is secured primarily by wealth.2 Although New 

York s ociety was something Edith Wharton knew intimately, she 

a l so knew it to be a futile and insubstantial affair. 3 The 

author herself condemns the social order when in A Backward 

Gl aE_ce s he discusses selecting the subject and theme of The 

Hous e o f Mirth • The problem, as she recalled telling herself 

• wa s how to extract from such a subject the 
t yp ica l huma n significance which is the story
teller ' s reason f or telling one story rather than 
anothe r •••• The answer was that a frivolous 
socie ty can acquire dramatic significance only 
through what its frivolity destroys.4 

The answer, she declared in summary, was to be the sensitive 

and vita l h e roine Lily Bart: and the story would be Lily's 

slow d e s truction by a grossly indifferent society. 5 

l Edi th Wha rton: Convention and Morality in the Works 
of a Nov e l i s t (Norman, Okl ihoma: University of Oklahoma · 
Pr~ s s , 19 s-§1-; p • 11 7 • 

2Amer ica n Fiction: The Intellectual Background (New 
York : Co lumbia Un iversity Press, 1963), p. 246. 

3R. w. B. Lewis, Ed i th Wha rton: A. Biography (New 
York: Ha rpe r & Row, Publi s hers, 1975), p. 15_0:_ 

4( New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1962), p. 207. 

5Le wis, Edi th Wha ~"~Jn ~--·-!2-~iography, p. 150 • 
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Before Edith Wharton had scarcely decided upon the 

theme and on the main character, she promised the work to 

Scr ibner' s Magazine. She set no date for completion of the 

manus c r ipt , but one day Mr. Burlingame, the re2der, made a 

sur pr ise request that she write the novel within a six-month 

period . Mr s. Wharton granted the request and fell to work 

wi t h zeal . She learned her art as novelist here as she 

recor ds in A Backward Glance: 

I wa s re2lly like Saul, the son of Kish, who went 
out to f ind an ass, and came back with a kingdom: 
the kingdom of mastery over my tools. When the 
book was done I remember saying to myself: "I 
don't yet know how to write a novel; but I know 
how to find out hot to. 11 1 

The result of her zealous effort was serialized in Scribner's 

from January to November, 1905. 

Mrs. Wharton's work has not always been called The 

Hous e o f Mirth . She experimented with two other titles before 

settling on this one, and the shifts involved provide some 

clues both to the content and to the emphasis of the novel. 

'The ma nuscript title was A Moment's Ornament, which Raymond 

Benoi t says most likely came from Wordsworth's peom "She Was 

a Phantom of Delight .. "2 This title was changed in typescript 

to The Year of the Rose, which in turn was finally changed to 

1 rbid., p. 209. 

211 wharton's House of Mirth," The Explicator 29 (March, 
1971) : 59. 
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The House o f Mirth. Lewis in his introduction to the novel 

d i s cus se s t h e sha red connotation of the two earlier titles. 

Both of t hem r efe r to something beautiful and yet evanescent. 

In each case t h e emphasi s is upon Lily Bart, the heroine , and 

t he fina l per iod of her blooming and fading. 1 Lily is 

a ssociated a lternately in those phrases with something arti

f ic ial (a n o r name nt) and something natural (a rose); and 

whi le there is a distinct opposition throughout Book One 

between the natural and the artificial, the common defect of 

t he two original titles is that Lily possesses a degree of 

h 1 . 2 eac qua ity . The third title, in contrast, transfers 

a ttention from the heroine to the world, or one of the 

wor lds , in which she seeks her fortune. The title was 

der ived from Ecclesiastes 7:4, "The heart of fools is in the 

hou se of mir th"; and "the house" is the enclosed, exclusive 

society where Lily longs to dwell. 3 The word "mirth"is used 

ironically to describe the empty routine of pleasure followed 

by her leisure-cla ss characters to whom, incidentally, the 

-1 rntroduction to The House of Mirth, by Edith 
Wharton, River side Editions (Boston: The Riverside Press, 
196 3), p .. x . 

2Ibid. 

3Jo Ag n ew McMa ni s , Edith Wh a rton' s Trea ~ment.of . 
Lov e : A study o f Convent i ona lity a nd Unconventionality in 
He°rF'iction (Ph . D. di s ser t ation , Louis iana State University, 
19 67 ), p . 80. 
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book containing Ecclesiasties is merely a costwne accessory 

at a Sunday social ritual. 1 

This routine of pleasure evolves around the glitter

ing hous e p arties at the country estates of the socially 

elite who se ma in concern in life turns on the compiling of 

vi siting lists, the wording of invitations, and the engraving 

o f dinnercards . 2 A strict adherence to form so as to create 

t h e proper appearance exte nds even into the Sunday ritual. 

The fol lowing pa ssage is an example of the satiric criticism 

whi ch the author employs throughout the novel and which gives 

the reader a feeling that he shares an intimate insight into 

t he f oibles of the idle rich. 

The observance of Sunday at Bellomont was chiefly 
mar ked by the p unctual appearance of the smart omni
bus destined to convey the household to the little 
church at t he gates. Whether a nyone got into the 
omnibus or not was a matter of secondary importance, 
since by standing the re it not o n ly bore witness to 
the orthodox intentions of the family, but made 
Mrs. Trenor feel, when she finally hea rd it drive 
~wa~, that she had somehow vicariously made use of 
it. 

Although the Trenors infrequently made use of their Sunday 

carriage unless their party the night before had been too 

2Edith Wh2r ton , The House of Mirth, with an Introduc
tion by Franc is Wynd h am -(London: john Lehmann Ltd., Purnell 
and Sons Ltd. , 195 3), p. 62. 

3 rbid., p. 57. 
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uproarious, s ome time s other members of their group took advan

t ag e of t he conv e yance. For instance, the Wetheralls always 

went t o chur ch, for "they belonged to the vast group of human 

automata who go through life without neglecting to perform a 

s ingle one of the gestures e x ecuted by the surrounding 

puppets. 11 1 While the Bellomont "puppets" did not go to 

c hur ch , other s equally important did; and "Mr. and Mrs. Wether

a ll' s c i r cle was so large that God was included in their 

v is iting- list."2 

The s tory of Lily Bart begins when she herself is an 

ac c epted membe r of this frivolous society which frequents 

Bel lornont. It is set in a time contemporary with its composi-

t ion and cov er s the last seventeen months of the life of the 

heroine, a beautiful and fashionable but also penniless and 

i mprudent young woman of twenty-nine. The action moves 

be t ween var ious segments of New York society and an American 

gathering o n the French Riviera, and it is spurred by Lily's 

unusua l capacity to get herself, at least half innocently, 

into situations of a questionable, even of a scandalous, 

na t~re. 3 Irving Howe states that although we speak of Lily 

Bart as a h e roine, she is not a heroine in the classical 

manner: h e r l ife ma y not satisfy the Aristotelian concept 

1 · a ss 2Ibid. Ibi ., p. . 

3Lewis, Ed ith Wharton: A Biography, p. 154. 
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of tragedy. Nevertheless, she is a lovely but weak woman 

torn apart by what Edith Wharton calls '''the eternal struggle 

betwee n man's contending impulses. 111 1 

This statement leads us to consider two of the ques

t ions with which this study is concerned. First, what is the 

prevalent desire of Lily Bart, and second, what is the 

obstac le or obstacles facing her in her pursuit of her goal? 

Lily herself r epeatedly declares that she wants to have a 

s ecure position in fashionable society, in "the house of 

mir th." In order to obtain this goal she must have the 

fi nancial resources that can buy the dresses and the jewels, 

the houses and furnishings which accompany this status. She 

needs a great deal of money, yet she is horribly poor. By 

her own admission her tastes are very expensive, and these 

tas tes can be supplied only by snaring a wealthy husband. 2 

However , Lily Bart, a very beautiful and charming girl, is 

st.i ll unmarried at the age of twenty-nine. She is aware that 

she allowed two or three good catches to slip by her when she 

fi rst made her debut into society a number of years before. 

Since that time other seemingly qualified candidates have 

shone on her horizon and then faded away. Lily vaguely fears 

111 A Re a ding of The House of Mirth," Edith Wharton: A 
Col lection of Critical Essays, ed. Irving Howe (New York: 
Harcourt , Brace , and World , Inc., 1942), p. 126. 

2wharton, The House of Mirth, p. 14. 
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t hat she ha s been around too long; even her friend s are grow

ing bored wi th her and are beginning to say tha t she should 

l Sh 1 . . . marryo · e a so is growing tired of the role she is forced 

t o play. For t oo many y e ars she has t a ken t h e hospitality 

o f others without caring; but suddenly she realizes that 

cer tain ob liga tions incu r from such arrangements. 2 It is 

understood tha t Lily should fill the gap in such emergencies 

a s the ab s ence of her hostess's social secretary. She is 

expected wi t hout a murmur to write notes, address cards, and 

l oca t e lost addresses. Also in the last year her hostesses 

hav e e xpected her to be a fourth at the bridge table even 

t houg h she is in no position to gamble for such high stakes. 

All of her expenditures plus her losses at cards are weighing 

heavily on Lily, y e t she cannot seem to take the one step 

wh ich would e a se all her financial burdens. What is the 

obstacle to he r achieving that goal? 

The obsta cle in Lily's pursuit of happiness is the 

fact tha t h e r goal is not nearly as clear-cut as she seems 

to view i t. In fact, there is that basic conflict within 

her which the a uthor calls "the eternal struggle between 

ma n 's contending impulses." For Lily these "contending 

j mpulses " a r e the d e sire to i nhabit "the house of mirth" yet 

1 rbid., p. 13. 

2Ibid., p. 30. 
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a t the same time to dwell in the "republic of the spirit."l 

This "republic of the spirit" has been defined for her by 

her frie nd Lawrence Selden, who according to Walter Rideout 

i s the author 's raisonneur, admitting the value of ''the 

d ecorative side of life," yet excoriating the waste of hm:1 r1 n 

nature by which it is produced. 2 Lily basically yearns for 

a life in which success is won, not by the enslavement to 

materia l things through a marriage of convenience, but by 

t he achievement of . persona l freedom. This personal freedom 

i s describe d abstractly by Selden as a freedom from 

"everything·- -from money , from poverty, from ease and anxiety, 

fr om a ll the material accidents. 113 Se.lden's 11 republic of the 

spirit" is appealing to Lily because he seems to have 

achieved that enviabl e state and Lily greatly admires Selden. 

He appear s to have the best of both worlds. He receives 

invitations to all the fashionable soirees yet at the same 

time is not a slave to the dictates of high society. He is 

independent enough to indulge the intellectual and aesthetic 

side of his nature. 

1wa l ter Rideout , "Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth," 
Twe lve Oriqina l Essay~-3 On Great Amer ican Nove ls, ed. Charles 
Sl1apiro-ffJ-et roit: w':iyne State University Press, 1958), p. 160. 

2 rbid. 

3wharton, Th e House of Mirth, p. 75. 
I! 
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While Lily yearns for Selden 's republic, she also 

yearn s for the luxury of wea lth, a commodity which Selden 

l a cks . She is captive to her two warring impulses . Howe 

state s that 

Li ly Bart is a v i ctim of t aste, bo t h good and bad: 
s h e ha s a natural taste for mora l a nd esthetic 
ref inements which causes her to be repelled by the 
wor ld of the rich, and she has an acquired taste 
for lux ury that can be satisfied only in that 
wor ld . She is too fine in her perception to act 
ruthlessly enough to a chieve her worldly aims, and 
too much the c a ptive of those aims to be able to 
live by h e r perceptions. She has enough moral 
awar e ness to respect civilized structures of 
behavior , but not enough moral courage to abandon 
the environment in which they are violated.l 

This ambivalence in Lily's nature is emphasized by 

the fact that she is a p r oduct of her society; yet she is 

c apable o f standing apart and seeing it with all of .its 

shallowness , artificiality, and cruelty. 2 Her desire for 

weal t h and the luxuries which wealth can buy has been deeply 

ingr a ined into her from childhood. When Lily contemplates 

rejecting her pursuit of wealth, she realistically views the 

other alternative: a meager existence like that of Gerty 

Farrish; who lives a colorless life spent in a horrid little 

p l ace wi th no maid and such "que er things to eat" which 

taste of soap because her cook does the washing. 3 No, she 

l., A Reading of The House of_ Mirt~," p. 124. 

2McManis , Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love, p. 82. 

3wharton, The Ho use of Mirth, p. 31. 
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t ells herself, she was not made for the squalid compromises 

o f poverty. She knew that she hated dinginess, and she meant 

to fig ht against it to her last breath. "Her whole being 

d ilated in an atmosphere of luxury; it was the background she 

required , the o n ly climate she could breathe in."l From 

birth Lily had been nurtured as her namesake, a beautiful 

flower, to flour ish in the limelight of society, not in t h~ 

shade of obscurity. Lily's mother was a typical Wharton 

soc iety woman : selfish, greedy, a nd unscrupulous, who when 

Lily's father died b ankrupt, tried to teach Lily to exploit 

her beauty to snare a wealthy young man. 2 When Lily's mother 

died, the gir l still had her capital: her beauty and her 

personal charms and all the social graces, but she had to 

promote herself f rom then on. Although Lily's mother was a 

c rass opportunist, Lily's ambitions are not as crude as 

Mrs. Bart 's. 

There was in Lily a vein of sentiment, perhaps trans
mitted from her father, who according to her mother, 
wasted his evenings r ead ing poetry. This inherited 
strain gave an "idealising touch to her most prosaic 
purposes. 11 3 

When she was younger, she had thought of her beauty as a 

potenti al for good, giving her the opportunity to attain 

lrbid., p. 32. 

2Marie Bris tol, "Life Among the Ungentle Genteel: 
Ed ith Wharton's The House of Mirth Revisited," Wester n Hur1an
ities Review 16 (Autumn 1962) :372. 

3wharton, The House of Mirth, p. 40. 
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a posi tion whe r e she should make her influence felt in the 

"vague di f fusion of r ef inement and good taste. 111 Although at 

t wenty - n ine Lily has lost much of her idealism, she still 

f e els a super i or ity o f sens i bility which she believes is 

l ack ing in certain members of the wealthy social set. Com

par ing he r se lf to two of them, Lily state s that she possesses 

"all s orts of intuitions, sensations, and perceptions that 

the y don't even guess the existence of. 112 

In spite of these fl a shes of self-awareness, Lily is 

st i l l at the me rcy of a stra ngely disabling kind of restless

ness .3 At one moment she deplores as a miserable place a 

world in which her wealthy friends win ha ndfuls of money at 

card s while she continues to lose. She has n ever been able 

to und e rstand the laws of a universe which seems so ready to 

l eav e her out of its calculations. 4 However, just three days 

a fte r thinking these thoughts, Lily reverses her feelings. 

Bask ing in the glow of an anticipated victory of a well-laid 

p lan to trap the wealthy but dull Percy Gryce into marriage, 

Lily recapitulates: 

Life was not the mockery she had thought i t three 
days ago. There was room for her, after all, in 

2rbid., p. 55. 

3Howe, "A Reading of The House of Mirth," p. 125. 

4wharton, The House of Mirth, p. 33. 
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th i s crowded selfish world of pleasure whence, so 
shor t a time s ince, her pove rty ha d s e emed to ex
clude her. These peop le whom she had ridiculed 
and yet envied were g l a d to mak e a place for her 
i n the c harmed cir cle a bout which all her desires 
revolved. They were not as br utal and self
engro s sing a s s he had fancied--or r ather, since 
it would no longe r b e n e c es s a ry to flatter and 
humour them , t hat side of their nature became less 
conspicuous .l 

At th i s point the reader is aware of an authorized 

vo ice speaking with a full readiness to provide comments 

and generali zat ion. While the reader is allowed entrance 

into Lily 's mi nd, he never forgets who guides him there, and 

what Mrs. Whar ton says in her own right is just as much a 

part of the t exture of the novel as the action and the 

dialogue . 2 Here , following Lily's analysis of her situation, 

t he author i n j e cts one of her pointedly ironic comments which 

g ive added significance to the plot. "Society," notes 

Mrs. Whar ton, 11 is a revolving body which is apt to be judged 

accord ing to i ts pla ce in each man's heaven; and at present 

it was turning its illuminated face to Lily." 3 

At jus t the moment when Lily feels that she has at 

l ast a secure future within grasp, fate seems to ordain 

di fferen t l y. Lawrence Selden unexpectedly appears at the 

1 r bid., p. 56. 

2Howe , "A Re ading of The House of Mirth," p. 127. 

3wharton , The Hous e o f Mirth, p. 56. 
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Trenors ' for the week end. His presence unavoidably affords 

Li ly a n opportunity for comparing Selden and Gryce. Un

happi ly for Lily's plans, Gryce falls far short when held 

up to such a standard of measure. Gryce's dullness had, in 

Li ly's mind, been compensated by his immense wealth. She 

had realized that his limitations resulted not from a lack 

of opportunity but from a lack of imagination. 1 His collec

tion of Americana is the only subject on which he can assert 

h is superiority and about which few persons will dispute his 

author ity. Few of his acquaintances know nor care anything 

about col lecting Americana. Most people show no desire to 

have t heir ignorance dispelled, and "Mr. Gryce is like a 

mercha nt whose warehouses are crammed with an unmarketable 

c ommodity ."2 Astutely Lily has cultivated Gryce's interest 

in her by feign ing an interest in his collection. She has 

judged correctly that "Mr. Gryce's egoism was a thirsty soil, 

r equiring constant nurture from without, 113 and she has 

d ecided that she is the one who will provide that nurture. 

All of Lily 's resolutions fade, however, when Selden arrives. 

She sacrif ices her afternoon with Percy in order to spend it 

wi th Selden. 

lrbid., p. 2s. 

2rbid. 

3rbid., p. 26. 
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Selden is genuinely in love with Lily. He tries to 

show her the falseness of the set of values which have been 

erected for her. He would like her to realize the shallow

ne ss of what she is trying to attain. Selden does not 

believe that she will enjoy the fruits of her goal once it 

ha s been reached. 

Lily is torn between her desire for wealth and her 

lov e f or Selden; however, she is unwilling to accept the man 

she loves without wealth. Lily chastises Selden for making 

the things for which she strives seem hateful to her when he 

has no thing to offer as a substitute. He has no choice but 

to admit that she is correct; he has nothing material to 

of f er her , but he adds that if he did it would be hers. 

Lily is unhappy because she realizes that to give in to her 

feeling f or Selden will deprive her of the luxury which could 

so easily be within her grasp. 

Lily's vacillation has already cost her this luxury, 

however. Following her open demonstration of preferring 

Selden 's company to Gryce's, Mr. Gryce leaves the party and 

returns home. Within a short time, to Lily's consternation, 

comes the announcement of his engagement to Gwen Van Osburgh, 

who has the same prejudices and ideals and equal wealth and 

dullness as Percy.l Judy Trenor rebukes Lily for allowing 

1 rbid., p. 55. 
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Pe r cy Gryce to slip through her fingers, but no one is more 

r e proachful of Lily than she is of herself. "No one could 

hurt her as much as she was hurting herself for one one 

el se .. • knew the full magnitude of her folly."l She has 

a sense of her old life opening its ruts again to receive her. 

Ye sterday her fancy had fluttered between a choice of occupa

t i o ns ; n ow she has to drop back to the level of the familiar 

routine . "What wind of folly had driven her out again on 

t ho se dar k seas?" she asked herself.2 

Over and over again Lily's life has been a series of 

b l unders , of mistimed actions, and of ill-fated plans. 

Hi erth see s Lily's failure as caused by her own blunders and 

by a s e t o f fortuitous circumstances of which her associates 

a re eager to make the worst.3 Once she has begun to slip, the 

r e a l c ruelty of snobbishness becomes apparent as her associ

ates turn against her.4 

Ironically, the fact that Lily Bart possesses a set 

of e t h ical principles somewhat loftier than those displayed 

by most of her fellow hedonists in this elegant society is 

what ult ima tely brings about her ruin. 5 Because scruples 

1 8 2rbid. Ibid., p. 5. 

311 The Class Novel," p. 3. 4Ibid. 

5Larry Rubin, "Aspects of Naturalism in Four Novels 
by Ed i t h Wh ar ton," Twentieth Century Literature 2 (1957) :183. 
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are lacking in the world described in The House of Mirth, the 

env ironment becomes the force which crushes the protagonist. 1 

"This environment ," says Rideout, "always shapes the character, 

and o n ce shaped it cannot choose to act at will. 112 Other 

c r itics also deny that the heroine has any real options open 

to her . Helen Follett says that she is predestined to. 

t r agedy, 3 and Marie Bristol states that the novel is not only 

a nove l of manners but also a novel of naturalism because it 

combine s heredity and environment as the forces that 

inevitably lead to the fall and defeat of Lily Bart. 4 Each 

ep isode in the plot is part of the downward spiral of Lily's 

life, a nd each step in her decline allows Edith Wharton to 

examine the moral ugliness of still another segment of the 

wealthy classes. 5 

Lily's initial mistake, because it throws the 

us ually socially-adept heroine so badly off balance, is one 

from which she never really recovers. She blunders when she 

al l ows Gus Trenor to "invest" for her and accepts a thousand 

d•)llar s of his money which she naively believes to be her 

1 rbid. 

211 Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth," p. 170. 

3wilson Follett, Some Modern Novelists (New York: 
Henry Holt and Company , 1918), p. 302. 

411 Life Among the Ungentle Genteel," p. 372. 

5Howe , "A Reading of The House of Mirth," p. 122. 
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l egitimate shar e f r om a successful deal. Gus's prete nses to 

social status d o not make him enough of a gentleman to keep 

s i lent about his benefactions to Lily nor restrain him from 

d emanding s omething in retur n for his money. With a note 

o stens ibly fr om his wife, he lures Lily to his town house 

whi le Judy Trenor is actually still at their country estate. 

Li ly manages to escape, but Selde n and his friend Van Alstyne, 

who know tha t Judy Trenor is not in town, see her leave the 

house. Selden, who is on the verge of declaring his love to 

Li ly in a meeting alre ady arranged for the following day, is 

shocked by wha t he sees. Misinterpreting it, he abandons his 

p l an of seeing Lily and leaves for Havana the next day with

out sending even a note of explanation to her. 

Ironically as she waits to me et Selden, Lily reaches 

a decisio n o f her own. She is no longer a victim of inner 

conflict ; it i s Se lden she wants, and not wealth. Her sense 

o f value s has shifted. Now at the time when love has made 

her so dependent upon another, so needful of another's sanc

tion, Se l den fails her. He does not keep his appo t ntment. 

While s h e is waiting, the wealthy Mr. Rosedale arrives and 

proposes ma rriage. Here again is an opportunity for Lily 

to acquire the wealth n eeded to cancel out her nine-thousand

dol lar deb t to Gus Tre nor, but her lov e for Selden compels 

Lily to ref us e the offer of a man whom she really does not 
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like because she knows that he is using her to further his own 

social ambitions. Lily at this point is still a member of the 

socia l set to which Rosedale aspires. After she dismisses 

Ro seda le, Lily realizes that Selden is definitely not coming 

when she read s of his departure in the evening's newspaper. 

Now she feel s totally abandoned and helpless. 

Not revealing her reason, Lily desperately appeals to 

her aunt who is her guardian for additional funds so that she 

c an repay Trenor the money she owes him. Mrs. Peniston 

re fuses Lily' s plea. Word has reached her of her niece's 

gambling debts, by which she is repulsed. Thinking that the 

requested money is for these debts, Mrs. Peniston decides that 

Lily must save her monthly allowances in order to repay them. 

A complete feel ing of entrapment and loneliness overwhelms 

Li ly . She has nowhere to turn until a telegram arrives 

inviting her to join a party on a Mediterranean cruise. 

Desperate to escape the suffocating atmosphere of New 

York and thankful for a respite from her worries, Lily 

eagerly accepts the invita tion, not knowing that it is just 

the next step in her decline. E. K. Brown's statement comes 

to mind. He s ay s that ''despite Mrs. Wharton's endeavor to 

narrate with s erene objectivity the encounter of Lily Bart 

with the forces of society, one feels from the beginning to 
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end tha t here is a prisoner in the dock. 111 And indeed she 

appear s to be, for her function on the cruise is to act, 

unknowingly, a s a d e coy for Bertha Dorset. The Dorsets, her 

ho sts, are at l east as rich and socially powerful as the 

Trenors but in Mrs. Wharton's hierarchy occupy a lower rung. 

They no longer pretend to care about traditional styles and 

values . "Bertha Dorset is a ferocious bitch, her husband a 

l i mp d yspeptic. 112 Bertha, because she has had a flirtation 

wi th Lawrence Selden and resents Lily's interest in him and 

h i s i n her, has become Lily's implacable enemy. Now using 

Li l y t o distract her husband, George, while she carries on 

ano ther affair, Bertha arranges for Lily and George to 

re turn to the Dorset yacht late and alone by the simple 

expedien t of failing to meet them as planned. Thus she is 

abl e to launch an attack on her husband, concealing her own 

affair with Ned Silverton and discrediting Lily. Embroiled 

in a mal icious scandal circulated by a jealous wife, Lily 

says mockingly, "It's a good deal easier to believe Bertha 

Dorset 's story than mine, because she has a big house and an 

opera box, and it's convenient to be on good terms with her."3 

l"The Art o f the Novel," Edith Wharton: A Collection 
of Critical Essays , ed. Irving Brown (New York: Harcourt, 
Brace , and World , Inc., 1942), p. 99. 

2Howe, "A Reading of The House of Mirth," p. 123. 

3wharton, The House of Mirth, p. 240. 
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As rumors about George Dorset and her gain wide 

currency, she finds herself deserted even by her aunt. When 

Mr s . Peni s ton dies, she cuts Lily off with only a token 

inheritance. Other members of her family avoid her; and 

Ro sedale, who does not even believe the stories, withdraws 

hi s offer of marriage made earlier when Lily had seemed to 

be a mo r e useful asset. He urges Lily to use Bertha Dorset's 

letter s to Selden in order to blackmail her into recognizing 

Lily again in society. When Lily refuses, Rosedale surmizes 

the rea son. His retort seems the product of both pain and 

its consequent anger. "'I suppose it's because the letters 

are to h im, then: Well, I'll be damned if I see what thanks 

you've got from him! ,ul Sam Rosedale is correct in his guess 

of Li l y 's reason. It is precisely because of her love for 

Selden t hat she is incapable of the action which would bring 

her wha t she has been striving for for so long. 

La wrence Selden, however, who has been weak and in

deci s ive all along, now abandons her completely because of the 

rampant ugly rumors. Once again he is failing her in a time 

of d esperate need. 

The s e nse of loneliness returned with redoubled 
f o r ce as she saw herself forever shut out from 
Selden 's i nmost self. She had come to him with 
no de f i nite purpose; the mere longing to see him 
h a d directed her; but the secret hope she had 

1 Ibid., p. 254. 
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carried wi th her sudde nly revealed itself in its 
dea th- pang.l 

Lily confesses her mistake to Selden: 

"Once--twice--you gave me the chance to escape from 
my life, and I refused it: refused it because I was 
a coward. Afterward I saw my mistake--I saw I could 
never be happy with what had contente d me before. 
But it was too late for happ i ness- -but not too late 
to be helped by the thought of what I had missed. !~2 

Li ly be lieves that she had had a chance for happiness in her 

l ove f or Selden, but she has lost it. Troubled, Selden asks 

her if he can help her. 

She looked at him gently. "Do you remember what you 
said to me once? That you could help me by loving 
me? Wel l --you did love me for a moment; and it 
helped me . It has always helped me. But the 
moment is gong--it was I who let it go. And one 
rr,us t go on living. Goodbye."3 

Before she leaves his apartment, Lily burns Bertha 

Dorset 's letters, he r l as t means of gaining security and 

wealth, in Selden's fire without his knowing. Her suffering 

ha s added stature to her moral character. In her decision 

to burn the letters she finally achieves a moral significance 

which has been lacking in her earlier actions. 4 Of course 

he r love for Selden is probably an equally strong motivation, 

bu t it is also significant that she renounces security and 

wea lth after r ealiz ing the hopelessness of her love. She is 

1Ibid., p. 327. 

3 rbid., p. 329. 

2rbid., p. 328. 

4Agnew, Ed ith Wharton's Treatment of Love, p. 104. 
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not now e x changing wealth for Selden's love because it is no 

longer available to her. 1 

At the time of Lily's above encounter with Selden, 

her wor ld had already rapidly deteriorated after her return 

from the disastrous trip to Europe. She has become social 

secretary to Mrs. Norma Hatch, who resides in the Emporium 

Ho tel. "The environment in which Lily found herself was as 

strange as its inhabitants. 112 Mrs. Hatch's desire is to 

penetrate the social structure from which Lily herself has 

r ecent ly fallen . When Lily realizes this lady's aspirations 

and her own part in the scheme, the repugnance of her 

degraded posit ion soon forces her to leave that world of 

gl i ttery tinsel. Refusing to become dependent on her friends, 

yet fa ced with a desperate situation economically, Lily enters 

the confines of Mme. Regina's hat shop to learn the knack of 

mi llinery. Encouraged by her friend Gerty Farish, Lily 

envi sions herself becoming a fashionable lady-milliner operat

ing under influential patronage and imparting to her "crea

tions" an indefinable touch which the professional hand could 

never give. 

At the very beginning, however, this vision of a 

little green-and-white shop is dispelled. She lacks the funds 

1 rbid. 

2wharton, The House of Mirth, p. 291. 
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necessary to pay shop rent and meet current expe nses. Gerty 

lea rns that whatever sympathy her friend's case might have 

e xtracted a few month s before has b een dissipated, if not 

t otally lost, by her association with Mrs. Hatch. "Once 

again , Lily had withdrawn from an a mbiguous situation in 

time to save her self-respect, but too late for public 

v indication. 11 1 Lily begins work early in January, and by 

Marc h she still is being rebuked for her inability to sew 

spang les on a hat frame. She knows that she is an object 

o f amusement as well as criticism to the other work-women 

who are well aware of her history. Edith Wharton's heroine 

is not suited to the dehumanizing effect of commercialism. 

She , who has been born and bred to be pampered and admired, 

c annot survive under the harsh conditions to which she is 

sub jecte d. Diana Trilling says that the reader should not 

b e surpri sed that Mrs. Wharton did not contrive a more suit

a ble employment for Lily than that of hat trimmer in a 

mil linery establishment because for Lily society poses but a 

single alternative to a woman: "to live by its laws or die by 

its laws.11 2 Any ingenuity that would wish to triumph over 

the preordained destiny is at best merely a delayint tactic. 

lrbid., p. 302. 

2"The House of Mirth Revisited," p. 117. 
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Tril ling also states that Lily affirms the absolute power of 

soc iety over the life of the individual by her demonstration 

tha t she is finally incapable of effective action on her own 

behalf. 1 

Drabness is now the conunon denominator of Lily's life. 

She has completed her downward spiral which began on the 

spa c ious grounds of Bellomont and ended in the dismal board

ing house with blistered brownstone front, the windows draped 

with discolored lace, and the muddy vestibule. Throughout 

the novel Edith Wharton's description of places emphasizes 

the drama tic situation in the story. Her expert use of 

house s as representative of their inhabitants vividly defines 

the strata which compose the world of Lily Bart. For 

ins t a nce, in Selden's bachelor quarters all the refinements 

o f good taste are evident. Sensitiveness and understated 

elegance are reflected in his funrishings just as great wealth 

i s obviously is lacking. The following passage from Chapter I 

occurs when Lily visits Selden's flat for the first time. 

As Selden ushers her into "a slip of a hall hung with old 

pr ints," 2 Lily notices the letters and notes heaped on the 

table among his gloves and sticks~ Entering the small 

library, which is dark but cheery with its walls of books, a 

1 rbid. 

2wharton, The House of Mirth, p. 10. 
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l ittered desk, a pleasantly faded Turkey rug, shabby but 

comfortable leather chairs, and a little green-glazed teapot 

on a low tea tray near the window, Lily notes the fragrance 

t hat wafts through the open window. "A breeze had sprung up, 

sway ing the muslin curtains and bringing a fresh scent of 

migonette and petunias from the flower-box on the balcony."l 

And i n another passage the dwelling reflects again the 

owners ' personalities and interests: 

At Bellomont Lily resented the contrast which the 
elaborate beauty of the place gave to the meagre
ness of her own opportunities. The hall was 
a rcaded, with a g a llery supported on columns of 
pale yellow marble. Tall clumps of flowering 
plants were grouped against a background of dark 
f o liage •••• On the crimson carpet a deer- hound 
and two or three spaniels dozed luxuriously before 
the fire , and the light from the great central 
lantern overhead shed a brightness on the women's 
hair a nd struck sparks from their jewels as they 
moved.2 

The preoccupation of the wealthy Trenors with social graces 

pre cludes any interest in intellectual pursuits as is re

fl e cted in the following comments. 

The library was almost the only surviving portion 
of the old manor-house of Bellomont: a long 
spacious room, revealing the traditions of the 
mothe r country in its classically-cased doors, 
the Dutch tiles of the chimney, and the elaborate 
hob-grate with its shining brass urns. A few 
family portraits . hung between the shelves 
lined with •.• books: books mostly contempo
raneous with the ancestors in question, and to 

1 rbid., p. 10 2rbid., p. 30. 
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which t he subse quent Trenors had made no perceptible 
additions. The library at Be llomont was in fact 
neve r us e d for r ead ing, t hough it had a certain 
popu l ar ity as a s moking- room or a quiet retreat for 
f li r t a tion.l 

A short time earlier Lily herself had flirted within 

t ha t very room. But those days of frivolity are long past. 

Li ly' s subsequent history h a s been defined by her journey 

f rom one social group to another, a journey both she and her 

f riends regard as a fall, a catastrophe. Only dimly, and then 

a f t e r muc h pain and confusion, does she realize that this 

s oc ia l f all may have some positive moral consequences. 2 Into 

he r f ina l dreariness comes a measure of understanding. 

Lily 's last human contact is with Nettie Struther, the 

i mpoverished girl whom she has once befriended materially. 

As she sits in Nettie's kitchen watching her coddle her baby 

and speak lovingly of her husband, Lily is warmed by the 

human fellowship and finally comes to an understanding of 

herself and life. She thinks of her parents' life. They had 

been rootless, "blown hither and thither on every wind of 

f a s hion, without any personal existence to shelter them from 

i t s shifting gusts."3 

All the men and women she knew were like atoms 
whir ling sway from each other in some wild centri
fugal dance: her first glimpse of the continuity 

lrbid., p. 66. 

2Howe, "A Reading of The House of Mirth," p. 121. 

3wharton, The House of Mirth, p. 340. 
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of life ha d come to her that evening in Nettie 
Str u the r 's kitchen.! 

Tha t poo r little working- girl who has found the cour age and 

s tr e ngth t o pull tog ether the fragments of her life and to 

bu ild herself a shelter with them "seemed to Lily to have 

r e a ched t he c e ntral truth of existence. 11 ? 

Se lden, like Lily, finally comes to a conscious real

i za tion o f h i mself, life, and Lily's worth to him. However, 

fo r both it is too late. Edith Wharton is saying here that 

• dev e loping consciousness must not take too 
long i n this world: fate does not give one many 
c hances, and d e spite accidents of mistiming that 
work against human h a ppiness

3 
one must still have 

t he c ou rage to make a stand. 

Lily 's enlightenment is too late. She has been 

c r ushe d by t he forbidding worldliness of society which by its 

own s tandard s is victorious because it destroys the rebel. 4 

Ru s se l l Bl ankenship says that so equally does Mrs. Wharton 

s a tiri ze both the conformist to convention and the rebel in 

The Hous e o f Mirth that a sense of ambiguity confuses the 

r eader . 5 Althoug h enlightened mentally, Lily, exhausted 

21bid. 

3Br i sto l , "Life Among the Ungentle Genteel," p. 374. 

4Maxwe ll, Amer ican Fiction: The Intellectual Back
g round , p. 251. 

5Arnerican Literature As an Expres sion of the National 
Mind (New York : Henry Holt and Company, 1931), p. 505. 
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phys ically and emotionally, half-intentionally takes an over

do sage of sleeping pills and dies. Lily's life ends in 

tr agedy and thwarted desire. 

In view of the ending, Blankenship's analysis has 

some merit . What does seem to be the author's reaction to 

the pattern of desire and frustration in this novel? Is she 

s aying through her relentless use of irony that thwarted 

desire is an inevitable result of circumstances or an innate 

f ailure of the individual? The answer to the third question 

in this study seems to be a dual one. Lily Bart's own indeci

s ion concerning her own goals until too late to act effec

tively is a contributing factor to her failure. On the other 

hand, as many critics have noted, the forces of heredity and 

environment are too strong, and Lily is actually a helpless 

victim no matter what moral decision she may make. She does 

not rema in a static individual, as we have seen. However, to 

say that her self-realization brings victory is not consistent 

wi th the ending. There is no victory in suicide. However, in 

the words of Louise Collier Wilcox, "The tragedy of [Lily's] 

helpless struggle with fatality, her vain effort and final 

pas sing is one of the great things that have been accomplished 

in a modern novel. 111 

l"The Content of the Modern Novel," The North American 
~~:Jew 182 (1906) :924. 



CHAPTER III 

THE "FLOWE R OF LIFE": AN ELUSIVE DREAM OF 

NEWLAND ARCHER AND ELLEN OLENSKA 

Fo llowing the successful publication in 1905 of The 

House of Mirth, Edith Wharton wrote several other novels 

wh i ch drew a cclaim from the critics as well as the reading 

public . Several of these works, while holding to he r central 

t h eme , t o u c hed as well the international theme first developed 

b y Henry J ame s - -the contrast of foreign and domestic manners. 1 

Ou t stand ing examples are the early novels Madame d e Treynes 

(1 90 7 ) a nd The Reef (1912), which James praised for its fine 

a s pe ri ty. Mr s . Wharton's extensive travels in England and 

o t h e r European countries where she was always welcomed into 

es tabli shed society gave h e r first-hand knowledge of foreign 

manne rs ; a nd b y 1907 she and her husband had established 

themselve s at No. 53 Rue de Var e nne in Paris, which was to be 

her home f or ma ny yea rs. Although residing almost exclusively 

abroa d f o r t h e last thirty years of her life, Mrs. Wharton, 

fo r the most part, chose her native country as the setting 

o f h e r nove ls and stories, usually the society of New York 

which she kn ew be st. Distinct from the majority of her work 

l Dic tiona ry o f American Biography, 1958 ed., s.v. 
"Edith Wharton , " by Leon Edel. 
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in background and method, but not underlying theme, are her 

t wo novels of New England, Ethan Frame (1911) and Summer 

(191 7 ). Together with a third and briefer tale, "The Bunner 

Sisters," these novels show Mrs. Wharton empathizing with 

i ndividuals in societies wholly different from her own whose 

personal problems remain unchanged. These problems are feel

i ngs of frustrat ion and entrapment where all avenues of 

e scape are sealed. 

Before examining in Ethan Frame these problems in 

an environment normally alien to Mrs. Wharton, we shall again 

r eturn in The Age of Innocence to the author's favorite set

ting a nd topic, the society of New York. By 1920, when she 

wrote the novel, Mrs. Wharton's view of that society was 

t empered by a certain nostalgia which had been lacking in The 

House of Mirth . She had tirelessly labored for the Allied 

ef f o rt in France during World War I. Her distinct talents 

for organization and her boundless sympathies for war char

it i es had involved her totally. For her war work France made 

her a chevalier of the Legion of Honor, and Belgium, a cheva

lier of the Order of Leopold.l Perhaps as an attempt to free 

her mind o f all thoughts of war Mrs. Wharton turned again to 

child hood mBmories. In fact in A Backwa rd Glance she 

asse r ts: "I found a momentary escape in going back to my 

1 Ibid., p. 705. 
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childi sh memories of a long-vanished America and wrote The 

Age of Innocence."l 

Whatever reason inspired the creation of The Age of 

I nnocence the novel ha s been acclaimed Edith Wharton's 

f i nes t work , the apex of her achievement as a writer.2 

Besides the popula rity of the novel with the reading public, 

a very tangible award followed its publication: The Pulit

zer Prize. Unfortunately this work concluded Mrs. Wharton's 

major period of writing which had begun in earnest with The 

Val ley of Decision (1902). Subsequent novels are inferior 

to those prior to 1920, and as a result Mrs. Wharton's later 

r eputa tion suffered.3 

In 1920, however, the decline of the future was 

li ttle i n ev idence as critics applauded her achievement in 

The Age of Innocence. An article in The Nation conunented: 

In lonely contrast to almost all the novelists who 
wr ite about fashionable New York, she knows her 
world. In lonely contrast to the many who write 
what they know without understanding it or inter
preting it, she brings a superbly critical disposi
tion to arrange her knowledge in significant forms. 
These charac t er s who move with such precision and 
veraci ty through the ritual of a frozen caste are 

l(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1962), p. 369. 

2Jo Agnew M.cManis, 11 Edith Wharton's Treatment of 
Love: A Study of Conventionality and Unconventionality in 
Her Fiction" (Ph.D. dissertation, Louisiana State University, 
1967), p. 172. 

3Ibid. 
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here a s r ea l as their actual lives would ever have 
let them be .. l 

As the years in Fra nce pa ssed, Mrs. Wharton felt 

ali enated from Arnerica.. Her America was ceasing to exist; 

and the mor e New York changed, the more nostalgic she became 

fo r that New York whic h was dead and which could never live 

again. 2 Accord ing to Loui s Auchincloss, 11 The novel is 

wr itten in a Proustian mood of remembered things that evoke 

the airless abnospher e of an old, ordered, small-town New 

York." 3 Even though the author viewed the past with senti

ment, she was aware of the limited horizons, the timidity, 

and the stuffines s of old New York; arid she continues her 

protest, a l t hough less caustically than in previous novels, 

against the fai lures of education and opportunity that had 

dampered her growth as a human being and as an artist. She 

pro tests aga inst the delibe rately nurtured innocence of old 

New York ; but like her hero, Newland Archer, she cherished 

her old New York even when she smiled at it~ She realized 

that old New York society had a charming impotence, It 

111 An Elder American" 3 (Nov. 3_. 1920) :510. 

2 II d • th h t d E.. K. Brown, 11 Edi th Wharton, E i W ar- on, e • 
Irving Howe (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, Inc., 
1942), p. 64. 

3Edi th Wharton university of Minnesota Pamphlets on 
Americ an Writers-~n~l.2 (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1961), p. 29. 
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retained t.he c a pac ity to enjoy with discrimination but had 

lost the powe r to create~ 1 Mr s. Wharton astutely presents 

the socia l and mora l tone of the times as determined by the 

quaint exc lu s ivenes s of the few families who are acknowl

edged to be paramount. Joseph Warren Beach defines the moral 

tone al luded to i n the title: 

• the g r e a t thing is the disposition of good 
society of the seventies to ignore the e x istence 
of anyth i ng unp l ea s a nt, to convey delicate mean
ings, if they must be conveyed, by implication 
without the use of words, never frankly to face 
realities t hat do no t conform to the prevailing 
idea l and inexora bly t o purge society of any per
son who has o ffe nde d against the conventional 
code .2 

The 187 0's repre s e nt the age of innocence: the innocence of 

temptat ions , o f un s crupulousness, of immorality; the innocence 

t hat kept minds s e aled against imagination and hearts against 

experience .3 I mmorality existed but was not recognized. 

Everything tha t wa s unconventional was taboo. 

The plot o f the novel is primarily a love story em

p l oying t h e t ria ngular situation which often recurs in Edith 

Wharton ' s wo r ks. The story tells how Newland Archer's love 

fo r Ellen Olenska, an American-born woman seeking refuge in 

1Brown, "Edith Wharton," p. 65. 

2The Twe ntie th Ce ntur y Novel (New York: The Century 
Company , 19 32 ), p. 295. 

3
Ibid. 
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New York from an unha ppy foreign marriage, is frustrated by 

socia l conventions and mores. The dilemma facing both 

Archer and Ellen is that in realizing personal happiness they 

must re j e ct the r ules of society which place personal 

r esponsibility above personal gratification. Ellen, the wife 

o f a Polish count, has left him because of his infidelities 

and ha s returned to America. She has arrived in an aura of 

s canda l because of her broken marriage and rumors that she 

had been t he mistress of the man who had helped her escape 

her hu sband 's cruelties. Ellen's presence is greeted by a 

genera l shock which is shared by Newland Archer, who as a 

creature of his environ~ent views any deviation from the con

ventiona l moral code with disdain. Divorce and infidelity, 

or even rumors of such, are certainly not within the accepted 

bounds of Archer's society. This tight-knit aristocratic 

soc iety has a "dread of innovation" expressed in a thousand 

forms of resistance. 1 The small number of families which 

compose the society reproduced in the novel are ranked in a 

strict l1ierarchy according to ancestry and financial means. 

The qualifications of belonging hold only so long as one does 

not enter retail business, exhibit any form of personal or 

lBlake Nevius, Edith Wha rton: A Study of Her Fic
tion (Berkeley: university o f Ca l ifornia Press, 1961), 
p. 181. 
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fi n a nc ial dishonesty, or elope with a servant. 1 True to the 

e xpe ctations of this code Archer was trained to be a lawyer 

but k eeps no office hours. His profession is mainly an 

o r n a ment a nd he lives off the enterprise of his forebears.2 

He re flects the attitudes of his envirorunent, drawing upon 

i nher ited be liefs, which molds before it ensnares. 3 Larry 

Rubin states that Newland Archer, like Lily Bart, is trapped 

by hi s environment. 4 This environment, according to Osbert 

Burdett, "performs its imprisoning and crushing functions 

t hroug h the agency of the family and through the values and 

i d e a ls represented by that venerable social insituation."5 

The f amilies of Archer's society are arranged like a 

pyr amid according to rank. At the base is "a firm foundation 

of wha t Mr s. Archer called 'plain people'; an honorable but 

obs cure ma jority of respectable families who ••• had been 

rai sed above their level by marriage with one of the ruling 

clans. 11 6 Just above that level are the newcomers like the 

lrbid., p. 179. 
2Ibid. 

-3Larry Rubin, "Aspects of Naturalism in Four Novels 
by Edi th \·lharton," Twentieth Century Literature 2 ( 1957) : 
186-187 . 

4 rbid., p. 186. 

S"Contempora ry American Authors: Edith Wharton," 
London Mercury 13 (November 1925) :59. 

6Edith Wharton, The Age of Innocence, The Modern 
Library (New York: Random House, 1948), P· 46. 
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J ulius Beauforts, representing the emerging monied class who 

a re forcing the ir way in. Then firmly narrowing upward from 

t his wealthy but inconspicuous substratum is the compact and 

dominant group which the Mingotts, Newlands, Chiverses, 

Mansons, and Archers so actively represent.l High above, 

b eca us e there are but "three families who could claim aristo

c r atic origin in the real sense of the word,"2 there rule 

f rom the apex the Dagonets, the Lannings, and the van der 

Luydens, all related in some manner to European aristocracy. 

Mr s ~ Henry van der Luyden is a cousin of Newland Archer's 

mo ther; thus by right of relation the van der Luydens feel 

privileged to grant or withdraw sanction to the acceptance of 

El l e n Olenska . They are "arbiters of fashion, the Court of 

Last Appeal."3 

The opening scene of The Age of Innocence is at the 

old Academy of Music where Faust is being sung. The theater 

in the seventies was in the process of becoming a social arena 

fo r e nactment of private dramas. 4 The scene at the opera 

introduces the main characters together with the secondary 

characters , such as Sillerton Jackson, who is an "authority 

5 ff t arbi' ter of "form." on family ." and Lawrence Le er s, an 

1 rbid. 
2 Ibid. , p. 4 7 • 

3rbid., p. 53. 

4Nevius, Edith Wharton, p. 188. 

5wharton, The Age of Innocence, P· 7. 
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The se secondary characters are primarily the embodiment of 

various social conventions or attitudes. As Edith Wharton 

s tate s in The Writing of Fiction, they are "figures so typi

c al that each connotes a whole section of the social back

ground.11 1 The scene establishes Ellen Olenska as a public 

i ssue as she shares her grandmother's box with her cousin 

May We lland, Archer's fiancee, and other members of May's 

f amily. Ellen is in a position from which she cannot retreat 

and in which she is subject to maximum scrutiny. Ellen, 

r epresenting the new woman, the unconventional, cosmopolitan, 

perhap s dangerous intruder into a rigid group, wears a narrow 

band of diamonds in her dark hair and a dark blue velvet gown 

c aught under the bosom with a large old-fashioned clasp. 

In contrast to Ellen, May is pictured, symbolically, 

dressed in white tulle. In fact, throughout the novel she 

appears always dressed in white, with occasionally a touch of 

pastel blue, pale green, or silver. The whiteness symbolizes 

her innocence and the fact that she is a finished product of 

the whole age of innocence.2 Edith Wharton is particularly 

gocd at presenting characters with a minimum of words. 

Time and again throughout the novel she uses details of dress 

or decor to establish personality. May is the blonde lady of 

l(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1925), p. 83. 

2McManis, "Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love," p. 189. 
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innocence, an innocence which Archer at first admires as he 

watches her reaction to a love scene in the opera: 

"The darling!" thought Newland. Archer, his glance 
flitting back to the young g irl with the lilies-of
the valley. "She doesn't even gue ss what it's all 
about. " And he contemplated her absorbed young face 
with a thrill of possessorship in which pr ide in his 
own masculine initiation was mingled with a tender 
reverence f or her aby smal purity.l 

Late r Archer comes to realize that this innocence is studied 

a nd aff ected and finally represents a void or blankness.2 

I n future scenes May's whiteness is always contrasted by 

Ellen' s wear ing black or red velvet trirruned in black fur. 

The unr e vea l ed shadows in Ellen's background lend an air of 

my stery and perhaps suggest a taint of corruption which the 

author implies by her choice of gown. Nevertheless, her 

soft, supple, f lowing dress is as free as her ideas; whereas 

May is as bound mentally and emotionally by the tight lacings 

of society as she is physically by the inflexible whalebone 

fo undations o f her garments. 3 

At the beginning of the novel, Newland is quite 

r esigned to his life and reasonably happy. At the opera he 

i s happy about the fact that May Welland has just accepted 

his proposa l of marriage. He, who at first does not realize 

lwharton, The Age of Innocence, pp. 4-5. 

2McMa nis, "Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love," p. 190. 

3 Ibid. 
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h is own captivity, dreams of liberating May's mind. He 

smiles at her incomprehension of the opera's seduction 

s cene. He plans to lift the veil from her eyes, not knowing 

t hat h e i s almost as blinded as she is. He sees himself 

c reating May into a "miracle of fire and ice [that is], 

worldly wise and. eager to please • with-

out . • any hint of ••• frailty. 111 Newland sees himself 

a s Ma y's teacher. He does not yet know that unimaginative 

May i s incapable of growth.2 It is as though she is formed 

o f a mold, unable to escape its rigid cast. 

Years later as Newland looks at his first photograph 

o f May t a ken when she was a tall, willowy young woman in 

s t arched muslin, he thinks back to that setting among the 

orange t r e es and thinks to himself: 

As h e h a d s e en her that day, so she had remained; 
never quite at the same height, yet never far below 
i t: gen erous, f aithful, unwearied; but so lacking 
in imag i na tion, so incapable of growth, that the 
wo r ld o f her youth had fallen into pieces and re
built i t s e lf without her even being conscious of 
t h e change . This hard bright blindness had kept 
her i mmed i a te horizon apparently unaltered . Her 
i n c apacity to rec ogni z e change made her children 
concea l the ir views f r om her as Archer concealed 
his ; ther e had been, from the first, a joint pre
ten s e of samene s s , a kind of innocent family hypo
crisy, in which father and children had 

--- --- - ----------
1wha rton, The Age of Innocence, p. 5. 

2vivia n Alma Keys, "Edith Wharton: Novelist of Man
ners'' (M.A. t h e sis, Southern Methodist University, 1940), 
p. 109. 
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unconsciously collaborated. And she had died think
ing the world a good place, full of loving and har
monious households like her own, .•.• She went 
contentedly to her place in the Archer v a ult in 
St. Mark's , where Mrs . Archer already l ay safe from 
the terrifying "trend" which her daughter- in- law had 
never even been aware of.l 

May is a paragon of the old society which made a god 

o f respec tability. That this is a jealous god which demanded 

personal sacrifice soon becomes painfully apparent to Archer 

as his involvement with Ellen Olenska deepens. 2 

After his initial displeasure of Ellen's arrival sub

s ides , he, loyal to the desires of May and her relatives, is 

ac tive in helping her establish a reputable place in society. 

He becomes anxious about her occasional sideslips into ques

tionable social circles as she hobnobs with the vaguely 

Bohemian group o f New York writers and artists, an action 

born of her familiarity with the more liberal interests of 

European s ociety. Archer's initial reaction to Ellen's intel

l ectua l friends reflects one of his society's defects, and for 

the au thor, a major fault of the society of her youth: "a 

bl ind dread of innovation."3 Later as his horizons expand, he 

is attracted by the independent life of the artist and the 

wr iter; and he e choes Edith Wharton's own sentiments in 

lwharton, The Age of Innocence, p. 351. 

2Beach, The Twentieth Century Novel, p. 295. 

3Neviu s , Ed ith Wharton : A Study of Her Fiction, p. 181. 
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r e cognizing that his world is narrow but so is tha t of the 

artis t, and that the only way to enlarge either is "to reach 

a stage of manners where they would naturally merge."l By 

so doing a true "republic of the spirit" would be created. 

Nominated by her family to represent his firm of 

l a wyers as El len's adviser, Archer gleans a secondhand 

a cquaintance with the life she had fled. Olenska's heartless 

trea tment of Ellen offends all Archer's inherited convictions; 

yet he at first corroborates his senior partner's view that 

El len should not seek a divorce. He suspects that this 

opin ion expresses "the Pharisaic voice of a society wholly 

absorbed in barricading itself against the unpleasant. 11 2 Yet 

he a dvi s es her a s his upbringing directs. "Our legislation," 

h e te lls her , "fa vors divorce--our social customs don't."3 

At thi s point Archer reflects society's code. The individual 

mu s t bear his misery to serve the collective interest, to 

hold the family together, to endorse the obligations of the 

ma r riage contract, and to stand against any relaxation in the 

strict code honor e d by the class. 4 

1 Ibid. , p. 91. 

2wharton, The Age of Innocence, p. 97. 

3 rbid., p. 109. 

4Franci s Hackett, "The Age of Innocence," The New 
Republic 24 (1920) :301. 
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These, ironically, are the very arguments that Ellen 

re iterates when Archer, engaged to May, nevertheless finds 

h i s sympathy for Ellen changed to love and asks Ellen to 

divorce her husband in order to marry him. For the reasons 

h e has himself supplied, she refuses, seeing in the course 

he now suggests a "happiness bought by disloyalty and 

cruelty. Il l She has accepted seriously one of the lessons he 

had mastered by rote and passed on to her. She has learned 

t hat 

Unde r the dullne ss there are things so fine and 
sens itive and d e licate that even those I most 
car e d for in my other life look cheap in compari
son. ~ It seems as if I'd never before under
stood with how much that is hard and shabby and 
base the most e xquisite pleasures may be paid 
f or.2 

It wakes no difference that Archer is now prepared to 

di scard all the ideals instilled in him in order to gain a 

viabl e love a nd stimulating compansionship with Ellen . He 

ha s transmitted to her an idea by which to live and, in doing 

so, ha s destroyed the one means of enlarging his new-found 

fre e dom. When he returns to May Welland, it is to the ulti

mate r e alization that he is the "man to whom nothing was ever 

going to happen."3 Newland Archer sees his life, his future, 

lwharton, The Age of Innocence, p. 17 2. 

2 rbid., p. 243. 

3 rbid., p. 228 . 



73 

as an empty existence; but he is hopelessly trapped and 

powerless to escape.l With the arrival of a telegram in 

which May writes that her parents have agreed to hasten the 

date o f the wedding, Newland feels that fate joins with 

Ellen's rejection of his proposal, and he is doomed to marry 

May. Edith Wharton, however, makes it clear that, iron

ically, Newland's love for Ellen is the reason that he 

ma rrie s May. 2 Ellen will not sacrifice another's happiness 

for her own. And she tells Archer that "'I can't love you 

un les s I give you up.'"3 Knowing that Ellen will not change 

her mind and not wanting to destroy the emotional bond 

be tween them , Newland performs what he considers his duty. 

He marries May. 

Newland's life with May, however, becomes almost un-

bearable to him. Instead of being pleased with his wife's 

youthfulness, he thinks to himself: "How young she is! For 

what end l e ss years this life will have to go on!" 4 To make 

matters worse, from time to time Archer is allowed just 

enough hope to keep him dangling. On a business trip to 

Boston, Newland goes to see Ellen, who has fled there to 

lRubin, Aspects of Naturalism in Four Novels by Edith 
Wharton, p. 183. 

2McManis, "Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love," p. 174. 

3,dharton, The Age of Innoc~~' p. 153. 

4 Ibid. , p. 2 6 8 • 
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escape the unbearable reminders of him which New York con

stantly afforded. With understandable hyperbole, he reminds 

her how rare this opportunity is: "'It's a hundred years 

since we've met-- it may be another hundred before we meet 

again! 111 

Edith Wharton has been accused of presenting melo

dr amatic, sentimentalized love scenes; however, in The Age 

o f Innocence , she has drawn some truly beautiful and real

is tic love scenes.2 The firmness of logic is behind Ellen's 

a rguments, but the emotion itself is not hard and cold, not 

even logical. El len and Newland are still sincerely in love, 

but El len real izes that there exists an insurmountable 

obstacle . She is the realist who must repeatedly call 

Newland back f rom his dreams into the bleakness of reality. 

They argue, but they argue lovingly. Newland tells Ellen: 

"' I'm the man who married one woman because another told him 

tc, . 111 3 She insists that he see through what he has begun 

and a dds her reason that if it is not worthwhile to have 

give n up or to have mi ssed some things so that others may be 

s aved from di sillusionment and misery, then everything she 

came home f or, everything that made her other life by 

1 Ibid., p. 235. 

2McManis, "Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love," p. 177. 

3whar ton, The Age of Innocence, p. 243. 
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contrast so barren because no one t here took account of them, 

then all t hese things are a sham or a dream.l Newland can

not keep the suffering out of his voice when he r eplies that 

she gave him his first glimpse of real life but at the same 

moment asked him to live a sham one. He pleads that his 

li fe has been miserable. In response Ellen's face reveals 

the agony of her longing and her suffering. Tears overflow 

and run slowly downward. 2 A sense of waste and ruin overcomes 

Newland . Here they are close together but so bound to their 

s eparate destinies that the y might as well have been oceans 

a par t. He i s afraid that Ellen will obey her family's wishes 

and return to her husband~ She assures him that she will not 

go ye t, not as long as he can hold out, not as long as they 

c an look at each other straight without shame or guilt. 

Newland feels helple ss, knowing that if he lifts a finger 

he'll drive her back to all the abominations that he knows of 

and to a ll of the temptations that he half guesses. 3 He 

knows that his actions must not force her to flee. 

But Archer, in spite of his resolve, cannot relegate 

hi s desire s to such a fruitless prospect. A platonic rela

tionship is not enough. We are reminded of Edith Wharton's 

1
rbid., p. 244. 

2rbid., pp. 244-245. 

3rbid., p. 246. 
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words, "'Ah, the poverty, the miserable poverty of any love 

outside marriage, of any love that is not a living together, 

a sharing of all. 1111 When Ellen arrives in New York to nurse 

her g randmother, Mrs. Manson Mingott, following her stroke, 

Newland goes to meet her. Returning home, he tells Ellen 

tha t things cannot continue as they are: 

"What I want of you is so much more than an hour or 
two every now and t hen, with wastes of thirsty wait
ing between, that I can sit perfectly still beside 
you, like this, with that other vision in my mind, 
just quietly trusting to it to come true. 11 2 

Ellen asks Newland quietly if it is his idea for her 

t o become his mistress. Newland answers that he wants to 

e scape wi t h her to a world where words like that do not 

exis t. He envisions this world as one where two human beings 

who love each other can find happiness and nothing else on 

earth will matter. Again Ellen is the one who faces reality 

by pointing out that there is no place on earth like that. 

Al s o she shows him t he impossibility of trying to be happy 

behi nd the backs of the people who trust them. 

Archer, however, is not to be dissuaded, and at their 

nex t meeting he tells her that he is consumed by the same 

wants and the same longings that other men in love have. 

1Grace Kellogg, The Two Lives of Edith Wharton (New 
York: Appleton-Century , 1965), p. 224. 

2wharton, The Age of Innocence, p. 292. 
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Looking searchingly into his eyes, Ellen finally agrees to 

come to him once after which she will return to her home. 

Fearfully Newland asks, " ·'Go home? What do you E1ean by going 

home ?1
"
11l Raising her troubled eyes to hi s , Ellen rep lies that 

she will go back to her husband because she would not be able 

to stay there and lie to the people who have been good to 

her. Newl and begs her to go away with him, but again Ellen 

resolutely re fu ses. In desperation, not thinking of the 

consequences , h e says, "~11Hell, then come to me once.' n2 

The planned mee ting never occurs, however. Archer's 

key is returned to him unused, and it is not until two weeks 

l ate r that he learns the reason. Abruptly Ellen announces 

pl ans to return to Europe. At the families' farewell party 

fo r her , we have a suffocating sense of a creature trapped 

a nd d oomed as poor Newland comes to the awareness, from the 

exchanged glances, coughs, and silences that surround him, 

tha t all of his v a st family and family-in-law, including his 

own wife , are convinced that he is enjoying an affair that he 

has fa ile d to a chieve and are united in irresistible tact to 

cu t i t short. 3 He decides that he is going to leave May and 

1 rbid., p. 314. 

2rbid., p. 316. 

3Louis Auchincloss, Pionee rs and Caretakers: A Study 
o f Nine American Women Nove lists (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press , 1961), pp. 51-52. 
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fo llow Ellen. He tries to tell May of the decision; but 

before he can, she figuratively turns the key in the lock and 

throws it away. "In tones so clear and evenly pitched that 

each s e par ate syllable tapped like a little hammer on his 

bra in, "l she informs him that she is e xpecting a child. She 

also tells him that she has told Ellen the news two weeks 

previous ly. In a sudden flash of comprehension Newland 

r ep lie s i n astoni shment , "'I thought you said you weren't 

s ure til l today'":2 

Her colour burned deeper, and she held his gaze. 
"No; I wasn't sure then--but I told her I was. And 
you see I was right!" she exclaimed, her blue eyes 
we t with victory.3 

The inevitability of his destiny closes in on Newland, who 

knows that he never really had a chance from the beginning. 

This rea lization is his pathos.4 

Twenty-six years later, after the birth of their three 

children and May's death, Newland looks back over his life. 

He knows that he has missed something: "the flower of life."5 

But now he thinks of it as a thing so unattainable and 

i mprobab le that t o feel defeated would be like despairing 

--------------

_lwharton, The Age of Innocence, p. 345. 

2Ibid., p. 346. 

3Ibid. 

4Auchincloss, Edith Wharton, p. 29. 

Swharton, The Age of Innocence, p. 350. 
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becaus e o ne had not drawn first prize in a lotte ry. A million 

ticket s were in his lo t tery, but the re was only one prize, 

which he had mis s ed~ The chances were too d e cidedly against 

him . 1 

Some c r itics see the conclusion of The Age of Inno

~ence as a t esti mony of defeat. McManis state s that the 

failur e of love ha s made Newland Archer's life into "an 

almos t meaningl e ss ex istence. 112 She feels this fact is 

b r ought home by the tremendous power of the final scene. 

Newland goe s to Paris, wher e Ellen is, whe re he feels "his 

hear t beating with the confusion and eagerness of youth."3 

He a nd his son go to call on Ellen, but Newland cannot go 

t hroug h with it. While Dallas goes up to see her, Newland 

waits outs ide on a bench: 

"It's more real to me here than if I went up," 
he suddenly he a r d hims e lf say; and the f e ar lest 
that las t shadow of reality should lo~e its 
Edge kep t h i m roote d to his seat • • • 

He s its a long time never t a king his eyes from her balcony. 

Final ly, in the thickening dusk a light appears in the window 

and t he n the shutters are closed. As though he has been 

1 Ibid. 

2 11 Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love," p. 184. 

3wharton, The Ag e of Innocence, p. 356. 

4r bid., pp. 364-365. 
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waiting for some signal which finally appears, Newland rises 

and walks slowly back to his hotel.l 

Although thi s final scene is not one of happy recon

ciliation which would have been incongruous with the total 

story, many critics deny that the resolution is one of total 

defeat. Marilyn Lyde states that "It is not ••• the 

ignominious surrender to convention that many critics have 

interpreted it as being but a quietly heroic triumph over 

self. 11 2 She continues that nothing could be more fatal to an 

accura te understanding of this novel than the failure to see 

that Archer's adherence to convention at the end is totally 

different from his adherence at the beginning. There is a 

de f inite progression, a development in character and in the 

" intel ligence of life."3 At the beginning of the novel when 

Archer persuade s Ellen to give up the idea of divorcing her 

husband, he is merely acting as a spokesman for society's 

bl ind dread of any disturbance of its elaborate system of 

t aboos . At the end, when he accepts the impossibility of 

escaping his responsibility to May, he has discovered the 

deeper meaning of convention, which he had first unwittingly 

lrbid., p. 365. 

2Edith Whar ton: Convention and Morality in the Work 
of a Nov elis t (Norman, Okla.: University of Oklahoma Press, 
19 59 ), p. 96. 

3 Ibid. , p. 9 5. 
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revealed to Ellen and which he learned only after she had 

taught him. 1 This deeper meaning is the "affirmation that 

under the thick, smoky glass of convention bloom the fine, 

f ragile flowers of patient suffering and self-sacrifice. 11 2 

The inevitable cost of Archer's decision is not 

minimized; however, Louis Auchincloss says that the author 

is not suggesting that Ellen and Newland in the renunciation 

of each other condemn themselves to a life of unrewarding 

fru stration. 3 Newland builds a shrine in his heart around 

the ima ge of Ellen from which he derives strength in his 

basically uneve ntful and moderately useful life, a life 

wher e social and civic duty are judiciously balanced and 

where the impetus of Theodore Roosevelt even gets him into 

the state legislature, if only for a single term. 4 And, a 

generation after Ellen's departure, Archer sees no cause to 

rep ine in thinking back over his married life with May: 

Their long years together had shown him that it 
did not so much matter if marriage was a dull duty: 
lap sing from that it became a mere battle of ugly 
a ppe tites. Looking about him, he honoured his own 
past, and mourned for it. After all, there was 
good in the old way.5 

lrbid. 

2Auchincloss, Edith Wharton, p. 30. 

3rbid. 

4rbid. 

Swharton, The Age of Innocence, p. 350. 
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Edith Wharton firmly believes in the v eracity of this last 

statement. Rules and regulations have their validity to her 

no matter what passions they crush. 1 But to conclude that 

Archer's life has had no meaning is to miss the point the 

author is making. 2 First of all, she is saying that almost 

no one attains perfect happiness. The very qualities in the 

character of Archer and Ellen which made their love for each 

other exquisite made it impossible for them to be happy at 

the expense of anyone else. Only persons for whom love is 

mere ly an appetite would have been willing to find h appiness 

in this manner . Because for Archer and Ellen love was a 

complex of body, mind, and spirit , they were unwilling so 

to find happiness . 3 

Although their ultimate dreams are unfulfilled and 

love does not lead to a life of bliss, Archer and Ellen, 

nevertheless , attain an insight into life which does give 

the m a measure of satisfaction. Their frustrations do not 

lea d to complete tragedy as they do for Lily Bart and for 

Ethan Frame. Perhaps by the time Mrs. Wharton wrote The Age 

of Innocence s e veral years after the two previous novels, 

her own views and struggles in life were somewhat modified. 

lAuchincloss, Edith Wharton, p. 30. 

2Lyde , Ed ith Wharton, p. 97. 

3Ibid. 
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Thus the irony reflected in The Age of_ Innoc e nce is much 

less harsh as is her criticism of old New York. 



CHAPTER IV 

ETHAN FRO.ME : THE TRAPP ED SENSIBILITY 

The third a nd final novel of this study , Et ha n Frame, 

is probably the most famous of Edith Wharton's novels. It 

has f reque ntly been stated that Etha n Frame is a departure 

fr om t he character istic Edith Wharton; and, in a sense, this 

sta tement is true. The story is not set in New York City, 

but ra ther in and around Starkfield, a small New England 

vil lage . The characters are poor and culturally deprived; 

they are a far cry from the wealthy opera--attenting members 

of the l e isure class. Yet, the difference is not as great as 

i t seems . Ethan is a man, like Lawrence Selden or Newland 

Arche r , "se t apart from his neighbors by education, intellect, 

and fee ling , but lacking the force or courage either to 

i mpose himself or to g e t away. 111 The familiar triangular 

l ove s itua tion is here, Ethan, comparable to Newland Archer 

i n The Age of I 1~nocenc~, is the superior personality trapped 

i n marr iage to an inferior personality. 

As in Edith Wharton's other work, there is the over

whelming moral issue which Ethan must face. On the surface 

1Millic e nt Be ll, Edith Wha rton and Henry James: The 
St ory o f The i r Frie nd s hip (New York: George Braziller, 1965), 
p. 25 2. 

84 
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it may not appear that the conflict in the author's fiction 

is always between the individual will and society but in some 

c ase s between opposing wills as in ~than Frame; however, "the 

issue at stake is always designed to represent a conflict 

be t ween individual morality and conventional or social 

morality." 1 Ethan Frame's desire is to seize the opportunity 

f or happiness and love and thus escape a despairingly dull 

existence. But his adherence to a puritanical sense of duty 

and integrity is basic to the moral standard throughout Edith 

Whar ton's fiction. 2 Ethan's self-sacrifice and renunciation 

bring to mind several of Mrs. Wharton's characters, for 

example , Lily Bart, Newland Archer, and Ellen Olenska. Not 

all critics , however, agree concerning the moral implications 

of Ethan Frame. Lionel Trilling feels there is a weakness in 

the novel. He says that Edith Wharton wrote it only with a 

literary exercise in mind and with no moral implications at 

a l l: 

The b e st we can conclude of the meaning of her story 
is that it might perhaps be a subject of discourse 
in the context of rural sociology--it might be 

1Mari lyn Jones Lyde, Edith Wharton: Convention and 
Mo r a lity in the Work o f a Novelist (Norman, Okla .: University 
o f Ok lahoma Press , 19 59 ), p. 146. 

2Jo Agnew McManis, "Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love: 
A Study of Conventionality and Unconventiona lity in Her Fic
tion'' (Ph.D. dissertation, Louisiana State University, 1967), 
p. 113. 
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understood to exemplify the thesis that love and joy 
do not flourish on poverty-stricken New England 
fa r ms .1 

It is true that the bleak, desolate setting is impor

tant to the novel but in the sense that it mirrors the theme 

of s el f-sacrif ice and waste. Mrs. Wharton gave an authentic 

por trayal of the region because she often visited the remoter 

parts of Massachus e tte during her summer vacations. She 

wr ites in her Introduction to Ethan Frome: 

. I had an unea sy sense that New England of 
fiction bore little--except a vague botanical and 
dialectical resemblance t o the har sh and beauti
ful land as I had seen it. Even the abundant 
enumera tion of s wee t-fern, asters and mountain
laurel , a nd the consc i entio us reproduction of the 
vernacular , left me with the f eeling that the out
cropping granite had in both cases been 
overlooked.2 

The author notes that these granite outcroppings 

represent her cha racters who are only "half-emerged from the 

soil , and scarcely more articulate. 113 She says, 

It was the first subject I had ever approached 
with ful l confidence in its value, for my own pur
pose , and relative faith in my power to render at 
least a part of what I saw in it.4 

l" The Mora lity of Inertia" in Edith Wharton, ed. 
Irving Howe (New York: Harcourt , Brace, and World, Inc., 
1942), p. 142. 

2(Ne w Yor k: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1939), p. v. 

3Ibid., p. vi. 

4rbid., p. vii. 
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And render it effectively she does. The character of 

Ethan, the wintry New England landscape, and the theme blend 

harmoniously int o one total picture of gaunt strength pitted 

a gainst a merciless, fro zen, and miserable waste . Ethan 

could be a Hawthorne - like figure with his 

• lameness checking each step like the jerk of 
a chain. There was something bleak and unapproach
able in his face , and he was ••. stiffened and 
grizzled • •• I saw his face as it probably looked 
when he thought himself alone. "That man touch a 
hundred? He looks as if he was dead-and in hell 
now!" 1 

The narrator compares Ethan t o the setting: 

He seemed a part of the mute me lancholy landscape, 
an incarnation of its fr o zen woe, with all that 
was warm and sentient in him fas t bound below the 
surface . . . I simply felt t hat he lived in a 
depth of moral isolation too remote for casual 
access, and I had the sense that his loneliness 
was not merely the result of his personal plight, 
tr ag ic as I guessed that to be, but had in it. 
the profound accumulated co ld of many Starkfield 
winters .2 

The barren setting is evoked vividly by comments such as, 

"'That Frome farm was always 'bout as hare's a milkpan when 

the cat's been around,'"3 and the following picture of "an 

orchard -of starved app l etree s wr ithing over a hillside among 

outcroppings o f slate."4 In t his book as in her other works 

one is made aware of the author's keen observation and 

r egard for detailed description. As the houses themselves 

1 rbid., pp. 3-6. 2Ibid., pp. 14-15. 

3 rbid., p. 13. 
4
Ibid., p. 19. 
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reflect the personalities of the inhabitants in The House of 

Mirth, so does the dwelling in Ethan Frome characterize the 

life of the protagonist. To the narrator, Ethan's house has 

a forlorn , stunted look due to the loss of the "L, 11 that 

sec tion of the house connecting the main dwelling and the 

barn. The deep-roofed adjunct is normally the center, "the 

ac tual hearthstone" of a New England farm rather than the 

house itself. When the narrator first approached the farm, 

t o him the sight of t he diminished dwelling mirrored the 

image of Ethan's own shrunken body. 1 Something vital had been 

destroyed in each. Just as Ethan is emotionally trapped, just 

as Starkf ield is frozen in the winter landscape, just as his 

home is cut off from its vitals, so also is he cut off physi

cal ly from his former strength, trapped in his crippled 

frame . 2 Images of being caught, bound, and trapped are 

frequent: "He was a prisoner for life 11
;

3 "It seemed to Ethan 

that his heart was bound with cords which an unseen hand was 

tightening with every tick of the clock"; 4 and "I'm tied hand 

and foot, Matt."5 One would be inc"iined to agree with Blake 

1 Ibid., p. 21. 

2Kenneth Bernard, "Imagery and Symbolism in Ethan 
Frame ," College English 23 (1961) :180. 

3wharton, Ethan Frame, p. 134. 

4Ibid., p. 147. 

5Ibid., p. 159. 
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Nev i us that in Etha n Frame t h e author's theme is enha nced by 

every fea t ure of the land s c a pe a nd that the symbolism is 

susta ine d by ev ery element in the setting. 1 Also the tone 

o f waste and d esolat ion is esta bli s hed not only in the 

de s c r iption of the s etting and the dwelling but in the name 

o f the village, Starkfield, as well. Kenne t h Bernard points 

out t h a t on ma ny levels the locus of the story is a stark 

fie ld . 2 The countr yside is "gray and lonely"; each farmhouse 

is "mute and cold as a grave-stone"; and the village itself 

lies under "a s ky of iron" while points of the big dipper 

hang over it "like icicles." Bernard states that this char

acteri zat ion o f Starkf ield is consistent throughout the 

book .3 Li one l Trilling also comments on the appropriateness 

of the n a me Starkfield. He recalls that critical reviews 

descr i bed the novel in such terms as "relentless" and 

"s tark." 4 

Care f ully the author has set the stage, and the 

r eader is awa re of the ominous implications in the details. 

Seek ing further to add plausibility - to her story, Edith 

1Ed ith Whar ton : A Study of Her Fiction (Berkeley: 
Univer s ity o f Cal i f ornia Press, 1961), p. 129. 

2"Imagery and Symbolism in Ethan Frome," p. 179. 

4"The Morality of Inertia," p. 138. 
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Wharton chooses to present this tale of man and fate through 

the eyes of a detached narrator. In the Introduction she 

states her indebte dness for the idea: 

I make no claim for originality in following 
any method of which La Grand Breteche and The Ring 
and the Book had set me the magnificant example ; 
my own merit is, perhaps, to have gue ssed that the 
proceeding there employed was also applicable to 
my sma ll tale.l 

The choice of a narrator is appropriate also in that it shows 

the inarticulateness and reticence of Starkfield inhabitants. 2 

The narrator states that he learned the story "bit by bit," 

from different people, with considerable variation in each 

tel ling. Harmon Gow and Mrs . Ned Hale provided most of the 

fac ts, but there were perceptible gaps between those facts 

which the narrator sensed contained the deeper meaning of the 

story. 3 Mr s. Whar ton thought the success of the book was due 

to the narrator 's relating the story: 

The real me rit of my construction seems to me to 
lie in a minor detail. I had to find means to 
bring my tragedy in a way at once natural and 
picture-making . Each of my chronciclers con
tributes to the narrative just so much a s she or 
he is capable of understanding ••. and the nar
ra t or has s cope enough to see it all.4 

Manner s" 
p. 74. 

1Ethan Frame, p. ix. 

2vivian Alma Keys, "Edith Wharton: Novelist of 
(M.A. thesis, Southern Methodist University, 1940), 

3Ethan Frame, p. 7. 
4 . . . . . Ibid., pp. Vlll-lX. 
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The narrator is an intelligent man of sensibility with a 

l arge conscious ness and an advantageous position of observa

t ion. He has plausible reason for visiting Starkfield 

becaus e o f his engine ering profession. He h a s been sent on 

a j ob at Corbur y Junction, a few miles from Starkfield, 

which is the nea rest inhabitable place to the Junction. He 

a rrive s in Starkfield in December and i mmediately notes the 

s lugg ishness of the community as it lay in the grip of the 

of ten s unless cold. For six months each year Starkfield 

seems to lie under siege of hostile forces. The narrator 

unders t ands the impact of Harmon Gow's words: '''Most of the 

smart one s get away.'''l With this knowledge he is curious 

as to t he obstacles which have prevented the escape of a man 

like Etha n Frame. When the narrator first sees Ethan his 

impr e ssion is that Ethan looks as though he were ''dead and 

i n hell."2 He looks like an old man, even though he is only 

fif t y - t wo ye a rs old. A torment is mirrored in the look on 

h i s f a ce. No one can give the narrator an explanation of 

t he look in Ethan's face, and he peisists in thinking that 

s ome thing beyond poverty and physical suffering must have 

put it there. His curiosity concerning Ethan continues to 

grow, a nd fina lly circumstances provide the opportunity for 

a mee ting between the two men. When the narrator's means of 

1 rbi·d p 9 2Ibid., p. 6. . ' . . 
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transportation to work fails, Ethan consents to drive him to 

Corbury Flats each day to catch the train to the Junction. 

With this daily contact an affinity grows between Ethan and 

himself. He l e arns that Ethan had once had dreams of becom

ing an engineer. This discovery occurs by chance when the 

narrator misses a volume of popular science that he had taken 

t o read on the train. The next day he sees the book in 

Ethan's hand; and when Ethan begins to question him about 

certain details in the book, the narrator learns of his 

thwar t ed desires and something of his past history. A certain 

rapport develops between the men; and when a blinding snow

sto r m blocks their journey to the Flats, Ethan invites the 

na r r ator into his home. Thus plausibly he gains access to 

the facts that fill the gaps in Ethan's story which he then 

can tell objectively, interpreting the calamitous effect upon 

Etha n, something which Ethan himself could not do. 

The frame has been built for the narrator to tell 

Ethan's story; and in a flashback the story begins when 

Ethan, a young man of twenty-eight, is approaching the 

village where a dance is in progress. However, Ethan is not 

going to attend the festivities but to walk home with a 

pretty young girl named Mattie Silver. He waits outside the 

church in the darkness watching the festivities within. He 

f e els a surge of jealousy as he sees Mattie dancing gaily in 
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the building filled with "broad bands of yellow light. 111 

Ethan hugs the shadows keeping "out of the range of the 

revealing rays from within."2 He stands in "frosty darkness" 

as he surveys the warmth of the scene before him. This con

trast of light and dark in this scene is not accidental. 

Bernard notes that hardly a page in the book lacks some 

reference to light and dark. This motif is used symbolically 

by the author. 3 The supreme light image is Mattie Silver, as 

he r name implies. She is in contrast to everything in Stark

f ield. To Ethan her face "always looked like a window that 

h as caught the sunset. 114 Ethan, on the other hand, reflects 

the image of darkness. He lives in the dark, especially 

emotionally. 5 One of the questions to be answered in this 

study of Ethan Frome is the cause of his emotional 

debilitation. 

The author carefully sets the scene as she reveals 

Ethan 's jealousy of Mattie when he watches her with another 

y oung man. The reader is surprised and intrigued to learn 

that Mattie is not Ethan's girl, brit his wife's cousin. This 

p. 180. 

lrbid., p. 28. 

2
Ibid. 

311 rmagery and Symbolism in Ethan Frome," pp. 179-182. 

4wharton, Ethan Frome, p. 35. 

SBernard, "Imagery and Symbolism in Ethan Frome," 
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information explains why Ethan had remained an observer 

rather than a dancer. However, one immediately wonders about 

the re lationship between Ethan, his wife, Zeena, and Mattie. 

Certainly strong feelings of jealousy such as he has toward 

Mattie seem inappropriate for a married man. As Ethan waits 

outside in the darkness, Edith Wharton pauses to fill the 

r eader in on the background. She tells us that it had been 

Zeena Frame's idea that her cousin come to live with her and 

her husband in or der to help Zeena with her work. The first 

insight into Zeena 's character comes when it is known that 

Zeena begrudges Mattie her occasional evening of amusement 

and agrees to them only because Mattie is there without pay. 

As the author begins to characterize Zeena more e xplicitly, 

we are immed iate ly alienated from the wife who complains con

stantly about the household chores and continuously critic

ize s Mat tie's efficiency. Although Zeena is described as 

"s ickly ," the implication is that she is healthier than she 

admits. Her absorption with new doctors and a variety of 

patent med icines gives evidence of hypochondria. Our dislike 

of her is assured when her voice is described as a "flat 

whine" as she tells Ethan, "The doctor don't want I should be 

left without anybody to do for me. 111 In her domain of drugs 

1wharton, Ethan Frame, p. 38. 
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and patent medicines nothing natural and beautiful seems to 

thrive. 1 Even the kitchen geraniums fade and "pine away." 

The portrait of the querulous wife elicits the 

reader 's sympathy for Ethan and an understanding of his deep 

loneliness and his search for a little human warmth. One 

recognizes the appeal of Mattie as she eagerly listens with 

a dmiration and interest as Ethan shares his knowledge with 

her when he escorts her home from the dance. Mattie's rare 

evenings of entertainment are just as pleasurable to Ethan as 

t o Mattie, for they afford him moments of joy in an otherwise 

leaden existence. Mattie, expressive and vibrant, gives him 

s omething of her own ease and freedom. Joseph Brennan notes 

t hat Mattie is frequently associated with summer imagery. 2 

Thus it is congruous that as they make their way home from 

the dance, Ethan's growing knowledge of their mutual love is 

paralleled by an imagistic progression from spring thaw to 

s unune r warmth and flow: 3 "Her wonder and his laughter ran 

t ogether like spring rills in a thaw"; 4 "The iron heavens 

seemed to melt and rain down sweetn.ess"; 5 and finally "They 

walked on as if they were floating on a summer strearn." 6 

1Joseph x. Brennan, "Ethan Frame: Structure and Meta
phor," Modern Fiction Studies 12 (1961) :354. 

4wharton, Ethan Frame, p. 44. 

5rbid., p. 48. 6Ibid., p. 51. 
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Ethan, who had once dreamed of becoming an engineer in 

Florida, had lost those dreams. Now he finds joy in point

ing out the constellations to Mattie as they walk home. In 

£act , he "was never g·ay but in her presence. 11 l 

Although Edith Wharton draws a picture of a married 

ma n who feels more strongly, by conventional standards, than 

he should for his wife's cousin, the author is careful to 

po int out that the attraction between Et han and Mattie has 

never resulted in improper physical contact. As the author 

re turns to the scene of Mattie a nd Ethan walking home to

ge ther, their words are innocent, almost child-like. There 

is absolutely nothing said which is not completely harmless. 

A d e ep emotiona l bond exists between them, yet at the same 

time, a n int imacy and depth of passion lie beneath the surface 

which is perceptible to the reader. They discuss i nnocuous, 

ordinary occurrences, but there is a deep concern shown for 

each othe r. Mattie has a deep feeling for Ethan just as he 

ha s for her. The joy and enthusiasm in her voice indicate 

her pl easure in being with Ethan. 

These moments of reverie are short-lived, however, as 

Ed ith Whar ton employs her expert technique of contrast. 

Af ter Ethan 's joyous walk home with the warm, vivacious, 

pretty g irl, his wife opens the door for them. The lamp 

1 rbid., p. 35. 
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which she holds "deepened fantastically the hollows and 

prominences of her high-boned face under its ring of crimping 

pins." 1 Her contrast to Mattie is like a blow knocking Ethan 

out of his "ro s y haze." Her complaining whine heightens the 

e ffect. No reader can miss the comparison nor fail to 

s ympathize with Ethan. The narrator records that Zeena had 

t hin strands of hair, a drawn, bloodless face, and "querulous 

lines from her thin nose to the corners of her mouth."2 

Ethan is twenty-eight, Zeena, thirty-five; but she looks and 

seems to be an old woman already. In opposition to the 

warmth and eas e characterizing his relationship with Mattie 

i s the chill, numbness, and paralysis which typifies his 

re lationship with his wife.3 

How this obvious mismatch of Ethan and Zeena occurs 

is soon revealed to the reader. Ironically it was Ethan's 

very dread of loneliness, silence, and isolation that had 

induced him to marry Zeena in the first place. When Ethan's 

mo ther was dying, Zenobia Pierce, her cousin, had come to 

care for her. After her husband's death, Mrs. Frome had 

seldon spoken; therefore, Zeena's presence meant that, for 

t he first time in a long, long while, Ethan had someone with 

p. 355. 

1 Ibid., p. 53. 

2Ibid., p. 64. 

3Brennan, "Ethan Frome: Structure and Metaphor," 
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whom he could talk. Then Ethan's mother had died, and Zeena 

had begun preparing to leave~ Ethan had felt a duty to 

Zeena , a debt which money could not pay . As Zeena her self 

puts it at one time, she had been assured by her relatives 

that Ethan could do no l ess tha n marry her. Also Ethan had 

dreaded t he prospect of silence and loneliness which seemed 

s o muc h more inte nsified in the cold, auste re New England 

winter. "He had often thought since that it would not have 

happened if his mother had died in spring instead of 

winter. II 1 

A sho r t time after their marriage, however, Ethan 

became increasingly aware of Zeena's real nature, of her 

hypochondria , her "narrow-mindedness and ignorance." Accord

ing t o R. Baird Shuman, Zenobia Frome represents the 

"generaliz e d, warped manifestation of New England puritanism 

' . h l II 2 i n its most unw o esome extremes. Only after his marriage 

d id Ethan realize that he would have to give up his hopes of 

becoming an engineer. He learned that to transplant his 

wif e would be i mpossible. She pref~rred a small town that 

s he could look down upon; to lose her identity in a big city 

wa n unthinkable. Her "sickliness" developed, and then she 

1wharton, Ethan Frame, p. 70. 

2"The continued Popularity of Ethan Frome," Revue des 
Langues Vivante s 37 (1971) :261. 
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too became silent except to complain. Ethan real ized too 

late that, at the age of twenty-one, he was trapped in 

marriage to a woman, seven years olde r than he, whom he did 

not love. By the time Mattie Silver appears on the sce ne, 

h e is only twenty-eight but already trapped by circumstances 

a nd unable to extend the horizon of his future beyond the 

f amily graveyard. Alfred Kazin has quoted Ed ith Wharton as 

s a ying that " ' Life is the saddest thing next to death, 111 1 

a nd he calls Starkfield a cemetery for those who are still 

p hysically alive. There is not "much difference between 

t h e Frames up at the farm and the Frames down in the grave

yard; 'cept that down there they're all quiet, and the women 

have got to hold their tongues. 112 

Finally, after seven years of captivity, Ethan dreams 

o f freedom with Mattie, but all the while he knows that for 

h im there is no release. He is duty-bound to care for Zeena. 

Hi s obstacles to happiness are a moral responsibility as well 

a s a physical responsibility to care for Zeena. She could 

not run the farm without his help. He can hope to snatch 

o nly brief moments of joy with Mattie knowing that complete 

l ove could never fully bloom. Once again the words of 

l"Edith Wharton," Edith Wharton, ed. Irving Howe 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, Inc., 1942), P· 87. 

2wharton, Ethan Frame, p. 181. 
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Edith Wharton echo through the reader's mind: "Ah, the 

poverty, the miserable poverty of any life that lies outside 

of marriage , of any love that is not a living together, a 

sharing of all!" But Ethan has no choice but to accept the 

c ompromise forced upon him by circumstances. When one is 

starving, he will accept a morsel rather than hold out for a 

feas t. Even this morsel of joy, however, appears to be 

denied when Zeena announces after one of her frequent trips 

fo r medical consultation that she is very sick. Mrs. Wharton 

makes it clear that we are not to believe her; we see her 

hypochondr ia only as an excuse for the fact that she has 

hired a girl to come to do all her work for her. Naturally, 

under these circumstances Mattie must leave, and Zeena insists 

tha t she go the following day. Ethan, of course, balks at the 

idea , but he is no match for Zeena. She spitefully reminds 

him that she had lost her health nursing his mother, a state

men t for which we can only despise her. She reveals that she 

had expected him to marry her, that he certainly could have 

done no less. The irony of Ethan's - case is that it required 

his goodness to complete Zeena's power over him. He is 

innately honest and dutiful while she exudes hatefulness and 

repugnance. Had Zeena been a less repugnant figure one 

would have felt sorry for both Ethan and Zeena. Hers, how

ever, is the function to embody fate.
1 

lKeys, "Edith Wharton: Novelist of Manners," p. 73. 
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Ethan feels powerless to effect any change in what 

seems to be his foreordained destiny. Be cause Mattie is 

related to Zeena, not to him, he is deprived of any voice 

concerning her fl1ture . He reali'zec that h · b t u - e is -ea en. Any 

further argument will only increase Zeena's suspicions and 

make matters worse : 

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 are 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.l 

Edith Wharton draws the picture of the misery of two 

who, loving each other, are faced with separation. Ethan 

spends the night in his 11 study," with only his thoughts for 

warmt h and company. He rebels against the cruel destruction 

of all his hopes and reflects upon his possibilities which 

he had sacrificed for Zeena. He thinks of going away with 

Mat tie, leaving Zeena, and getting a divorce. Caught up in 

hi s dreams, Ethan writes Zeena a note explaining that their 

lives must continue separately. He . claims no material pos

sessions. At this point reality intrudes upon his fantasy. 

Ethan's hope of an escape from his bondage to Zeena withers 

in the harsh light of day and reality. He is not worried 

about supporting himself, but Mattie will be depending upon 

lwharton, Ethan Frame, p. 118. -------
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him. Also Zeena will not be able to get a ny support from the 

farm without him to work it. Finding a purchase r might take 

time if indeed one could be found at all. Ethan cannot 

escape his responsibilities: 

The inexorable facts closed in on him like 
prison-warders handcuffing a convict. There is no 
way o~t--none. He was a prisoner for life, and 

1 now his one ray of light was to be extinguished. 

Edith Wharton, by painting a despicable character in 

Zeena Frame, makes clear that the reader is not to identify 

wi th what would ordinarily be a sympathetic character~ In 

c onventional fiction, the wife of a man who loves another 

woman is pitied for her suffering while the husband and ''the 

o ther woman'' are condemned. Mrs. Wharton, however, has 

ac hieved the opposite effect. Here Ethan and Mattie are the 

guiltles s sufferers. There has been no physical relation

ship between them which might serve to alienate their cause 

with the reader and make Zeena into the injured party. The 

reader must not sympathize with the jailer in the prison of 

ma trimony, Mrs. Wharton is saying. Zeena is a cruel obstacle 

ba rring -Ethan's way to happiness. Although she does not 

e x plicitly say that Zeena is a villainess, by presenting 

concrete instances of Zeena's petty cruelties and 

1 rbid., p. 134. 



103 

Mattie's grac iousness and lovable qualities, the point is 

clearly made.l 

Ethan is no t condemned as he desperately concocts a 

plan to obtain money for his departure. But the following 

day when the opportunity for action is open, Ethan cannot 

go through with his plan of obtaining money from Mr. Hale 

by appealing to his sympathy under false pretenses. Again 

a moral responsibility becomes a barrier to personal free

dom and the fulfillment of love. At this point one questions 

i f Ethan 's escape from his environment had been possible 

would this love have been eternally fulfilling. Mrs. Wharton's 

an swer to this question would surely have been no. Time after 

time in her writing she implicitly or explicitly denied that 

t rue h app iness could be obtained by the sacrifice of another 

human being. 

Blake Nevius states that Ethan's inherited sense of 

duty, like that of Newland Archer, is strong enough to con

quer , but that the victory leaves in its wake the sense of 

f util ity which self-sacrifice entaiis. 2 He further comments 

that Edith Wharton invests her hero with a tragic dignity, 

and in view of his potentialities Ethan's marriage to Zeena 

l.McManis, "Edith Wharton's Treatment of Love," p. 129. 

2Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fiction, p. 118. 
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is a catastrophe. 1 Continuing his analysis of the character's 

motivation, Nevius feels that it is Ethan's own sense of 

responsibility that blocks the "last avenue of escape and 

condemns him to a life of sterile expiation."2 

Enroute to the train station, however, Ethan sud

denly decides to reject moral responsibility attached to a 

life of drudgery. Mattie reminds him of an earlier promise 

to take her coasting, and Ethan insists that she allow him to 

f ulf ill his promise now. After the first ride, she begs him 

to take her down again, only this time not to swerve away 

f rom the big elm. She prefers death with Ethan to life 

s eparated from him. She pleads with him and he is moved: 

The words were like fragments torn from his heart. 
With them came the hated vision of the house he 
was going back to--of the stairs he would have to 
go up every night, of the woman who wou ld wait for 
him there. And the sweetness of Mattie's avowal, 
the wild wonder of knowing at last that all that 
had happened to him had happened to her too, made 
the other vision more abhorrent, the other life 
more intolerable to return to.3 

Ethan relents. They plunge down the hill (Ethan in front be

cause he wants to feel Mattie holding him) and smash into the 

tree. But even this means of escape is denied Ethan, and the 

ironic consequences of Ethan's attempted escape seem to 

1 rbid., p. 119. 

2 rbid., p. 121. 

3wharton, Ethan From~, p. 166. 
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suggest that the rejection of moral respon s ibility brings 

dreadful results. In this instance the rejection was total: 

not just the renouncement of his marital duty, but also the 

renounc ement of life itself. 

The story of Ethan's youth and crippling smashup 

i s finished, but the story of suffering continues. When the 

narrator enters the Frame kitchen, the reader is brought 

back to the prese nt with a jolt. The horror of Ethan's life 

is revealed. Huddled by the stove, complaining at intervals, 

is Mattie Silver, the victim of a crippled body. Preparing 

supper is Zeena Frame, who vulture- like seems to gain a 

morbid strength from the weakness and illness of others. 1 

Nothing of the beauty of love or life is left for Ethan. 

The obstacles were too great to overcome. He sought escape 

from his entrapment through a new love, but he could not 

escape the moral responsibility that was society's established 

code~ Unable to break those bonds, he next sought escape in 

death . But death as a means of escape is deplorable. By 

at t empting this avenue Ethan doomed.himself to a worse fate 

than before. Thus it appears that he was a victim of his 

environmen t, and circumstances were responsible for his 

des tiny. Yet, on the other hand, one cannot but think that 

lBrennan, "E t han Frame: Structure and Metaphor," 

p. 354. 
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Edith Wharton would place the blame, at least partially, on 

Ethan Frame himself~ He doome d himself early in life by 

choosing to submerge his keener sensibility into that of a 

lesser one. According to the author, ha ppiness was never to 

be realiz e d through this course of action. Evident in this 

novel as well as in the other novels of this study is the 

fact that frustration results from unfulfilled love. 



CHAPTER V 

THE RELATIONSHIP OF EDITH WHARTON'S 

WRITING TO HER OWN LIFE 

After one has worked extensively with three novels by 

a writer, he begins to feel an empathy for the characters and 

a certain acquaintance with the author. As the research for 

this study proceeded, certain comments appeared over and ove.:r 

regarding Edith Wharton and her work. These corrrrnents con

cerned the relationship of her writings to her own life. 

R. W. B. Lewis states that like most other writers Edith 

Wharton drew upon her life for her fiction but that this 

re lat ion between life and work is an engrossingly complex one 

i n Edith Wharton's case because she also drew upon her fic

tion f or her life. At times she turned back to her work to 

interpret and appraise particular situations she found her

s elf in.l Blake Nevius states that the reader can assume 

that Edith Whar ton's themes and particular treabnent of them 

we re d e termined or at least modifie~ by her experiences. 2 

he r own memoirs and in many other accounts suggestions have 

lEd ith Wharton: A Biography (New York: Harper and 
Row , Publishers, 1975), Pc xiv. 

2Edith Wharton: A St~1dy of I-.!._f:!:__!iction (Berkeley: 
Un iversity of California Press, 1961), p. 6. 
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been made of difficult episodes in her life which seem to be 

reflected in her fiction. A Backward Glance is most interest

ing perhaps because of what it omits as well as what it 

includes. It gives hints but leaves many questions un

answered.1 Alfred Kazin ventures that Edith Wharton's own 

alienation and loneliness gave her a sympathy for "erratic 

s pirits and illicit emotions" that was unique in its time.2 

The question then arises: what are the factors responsible 

for this feeling of loneliness and alienation? The first 

factor which comes to mind is her confessedly unsatisfactory 

re lationship wi th her husband that ended in d i vorce in 1913. 

But the fact that the theme of the "trapped sensibility" 

pers ists in her fiction long after her divorce suggests that 

her interest in it was fed from yet another source. 3 

Percy Lubbock in ~he Portrait of Edith Wharton cites 

t he relationship of Edith Wharton and Walter Berry as this 

possible source. Lubbock apprizes the relationship thus: 

"None of her friends, to put it plainly, thought she was the 

be tter for the surrender of her fine spirit to the control 

of a man, I am ready to believe, of strong intelligence and 

1 Ibid. , p. 7. 

2"Edith Wharton," Edith Wharton: A Collection of 
Critical Essays, ed

0 
Irving Howe (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 

a nd World, -- Inc~-, 19 4 2) , p. 9 0 • 

3Nevius, Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fiction, p. 43. 
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ability--but also, I certainly know, of a dry and narrow and 

supercilious temper. 111 He speaks of Berry as a dogmatist, 

egotist, and snob who had a disastrous influence on Edith's 

creative life: 

The education that she took from him was long to 
hold her fast, a nd I believe that whenever she 
seemed ••• to shut up her mind in a box, 

, the reason went back to Walter Berry.2 

Nevius states that although there has been some 

o bjection to Lubbock's harsh judgment of Berry, there is no 

question of Edith Wharton's devotion to him, a devotion even 

c autiously admitted in her memoirs. She fi rst speaks of him 

in 1883, over a year before her marriage to Edward Wharton. 

He was the son of an old family friend, and they had seen a 

g reat deal of each other for a few weeks in Newport, where 

the Wharton family spent its summers •. Of that encounter 

Ed ith Wharton remarks that she received a "fleeting hint of 

what the conununion of kindred intelligence might be. 113 

The years passed and their friendship deepened al

though they were often separated by long intervals as Berry 

pursued -his successful professional career, first as an 

a ttorney in Washington, and then as a Judge of the 

l(New York: Appleton-Century-Croft, 1947), p. 43. 

2 Ibid. 

3A Backward Glance (New York: Charles Scribner's 

Sons, 196 2 ), p. 107. 
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International Tribunal in Cairo. Edith Wharton states, "I 

suppose there is one friend in the life o f each of us who 

seems not a separate person, however d ear and beloved, but 

an expansion, a n interpre tation of one's self, the very 

mean ing of one's sou1. 111 

Her deep friendship with Walter Berry may or may not 

have e ver encompassed a love affair in the strictest sense 

of the term. All of her letters to Berry and his to her 

were burned at her request after her death. Much specula

t ion has existed over the years as to the extent of the 

i nvo lvement, and in some cases erroneous conclusions have 

b een drawn, as Lewis points out in his comprehensive biog

raphy published in 1975. Lewis has had access to material 

heretofore denied other chronicilers of Edith Wharton. Lewis 

i ntroduces Morton Fullerton, a new personality, who had great 

s ignificance in her life, and of whom, apparently, previous 

b iographers were unaware. More will be said of Fullerton 

a nd Edith Wharton's relationship later in this chapter, but 

f irs t we shall investigate an earlier period of her life. 

When Edith Jones met Walter Berry in 1883, she had 

a lready suffered the stress and embarrassment of a broken 

e ngage ment to Harry Stevens of New York and Newport. His 

1 rbid., p. 115. 
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mother, Marietta Stevens, was the one to bring the engagement 

to an end, primarily for financial reasons. She stood to 

lose control of her son's inheritance from his father's 

estate. Harry did not have the will to stand up to his 

mother and agreed to break the engagement to Edith. Marietta 

Stevens evidently allowed Edith to make the formal announce

ment, after which Edith left for Paris with her mother and 

brother. 

Returning to New York a few months later, Edith was 

caught up in the whirl of the social season. Although her 

c alendar was crowded with invitations and social events, she 

f elt that her existence was only a partial one. None of her 

c omp a nions showed any interest or understanding of her own 

secret world of beauty: an intellectual and artistic world 

of language, thought, and sensation. She had an unfocused 

sense of inner strength unused and, by others, unvalued. 1 

He r family, with the exception of her father, George Frederic 

J one s, had ignored and discouraged her literary bent. 2 Dur

i ng the time of her youth and young womanhood polite society 

c ons i dered literary expression by a woman in bad taste. A 

woma n who aspired to a writing career was somehow coarse, 

lacking in gentility. 

lLewis, Edith Wharton: A Biography, p. 47. 

2wharton, A Backward Glance, p. 65. 
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At this point in her life Walter Berry entered and 

helped fill the void which existed there. 1 Unlike any of her 

o ther New York friends, he was willing to talk at length 

about great literature a nd was able to point out to Edith 

fresh beauties in poems and novels which she already loved. 

Ed ith felt that he gave her the critical orientation she had 

been looking for. For the first time in her life she had a 

genuine communion of intelligence and literary appreciation. 

Having lacked for so long one to share her interests, Edith 

naturally felt a strong kinship with Berry--one which deepened 

even as the years passed. At one point during those first 

sununer weeks of their friendship, Berry seemed on the verge 

of a marriage proposal which, it appears, Edith would have 

a ccepted. The moment, however, passed for whatever reason and 

wa s never to rise again during the four decades of their 

fr iendship. While Berry obviously returned the devotion Edith 

showed him, he also enjoyed the attention of a number of other 

women over the years; however, he remained a bachelor until 

h is death in 1927. Ten years later Edith was buried near him 

i n Versa illes. 

Long before that event in 1937, however, another man 

e ntered Edith's life who was to share it for twenty-eight 

year s. The same sUIP~er that she met Walter Berry and 

suffered the pain of his departure, Edward Robbins 
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Wharton--Teddy---appeared at Newport and became another suitor. 

He was thirteen years her senior and had been a Harvard class

mate of Edith's brother. He was welcomed into the Jones 

family circle a s an acceptable member of a "good" Boston 

family. Teddy had no money of his own, a fact which was to 

cause considerable trouble later betwe en Edith and him. He 

was given an allowance by his parents of two thousand dollars 

a year. He had no vocation, nor any intention of seeking one. 

He was popular and out-going and was welcomed as a handsome, 

we ll-born bachelor at Boston social gatherings. However, his 

i nte llectual and theological interests were scanty; he was 

h appies t when camping, fishing, or horseback riding, Although 

there s e e med to be little compatibility of interests between 

t h e two, in· March 1885, Edith and Teddy were married. 1 

A quarter of a century later Henry James would say 

tha t in marrying Teddy Wharton, Edith had done "'an almost--

' • bl th' I If 2 o r rather an utterly--1nconce1va e - 1ng. By that time 

most of her friends felt the same way. In a memoir of her 

own in the 1930's, however, Edith reflected that she had felt 

h e rself to be truly in love for the first time during her 

b r i e f engagement to Teddy. Also considering her situation in 

1 885, h e r acceptance of his proposal is understandable. A 

Edith Wha rton: A Bioc1raphy, pp. 50-51. 
----· - ------

2rbid., p. s2. 



114 

broken engagement followed by the disa ppoint ing outcome of 

her relationship with Berry and the fact that she was almost 

twenty-four, dangerously close to the max imum desirable age 

of marriage within her social set, doubtlessly prompted her 

attachiuent to Teddy. 

The first years of their marriage spent in New York 

and Newport were filled with the usual routine of a young 

marr ied couple. Edith became immersed in establishing her 

homes and in receiving guests and planning and attending 

dinner parties~ The couple lived financially on the proceeds 

from Edith's inheritance from her father's estate, which gave 

her a degree of financial security. In addition to their 

life in New York and Newport and later in Lenox, Massachuset~, 

Ed ith a nd Teddy spent several months each year in Europe 

t raveling in England, France, Spain, Italy, and other 

Mediterranean countries. 

Both during her travels and at home she began to 

wr ite, although sporadically at first. Edith Wharton was 

twenty-nine before her first short story was published and 

then reprinted in a slim volume of the year's best stories. 

It was more than a year later in 1891 that her second story, 

"The Fulness of Life," went to Scribner's for publication. 

h . . t " lf l" At first rejected in favor of c anges in 1 s sou u 

dialogue, the story was subsequently accepted when the author 
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refused to revise it. Lewis suggests that the story, alle

gorical as it was, represented a ''fairly direct literary 

transcription of her married life which she had no heart to 

tinker with further. 11 1 

The story opens with a nameless woman sinking to her 

death through a peaceful stupor. When she awakens in the 

next world, on the threshold of eternity, she is questioned 

by the Spirit of Life about her earthly experience. She 

complains that she has never known "'the fullness of life.' 

'You were married,' says the Spirit, 'yet you did not find 

the fullness of life in your marriage?' 'oh, dear no,' she 

answers with some scorn, 'my marriage was a very incomplete 

affair . 1112 Thus six years after her marriage to Teddy Wharton 

Edith introduced a theme which was to become prevalent in her 

futur e works. 

Beginning in the early 1890's, Edith Wharton was 

plagu e d by an undiagnosed illness which disrupted her work at 

interval s for a number of years. The illness manifested 

symptoms of a nature both physical and emotional. At one 

point she suffered a complete nervous collapse. Interest

ing ly, Mrs. Whar ton makes no mention in A Backward Glance of 

any nervous condition. Also letters to the editor of 

1 rbid., p. 66. 

2 rbid. 
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Sc.£J:.t?ner~_s ~q:.<Ja~ i ne, her publisher, in the early and middle 

1890's, only refer to ailments such as f lu, g r ippe, hay 

fever, e tc. as causes for d e lay in me eting pro j ected deadlines 

for her stories- 1 I 't f h · - n spi e o er s ilence evidence exists 

that Edi th Whar ton did have a r ecurring nervous condition. 

One of the reasons, probably the strongest, f or this condi

tion was the growing incompatibility between Edi t h and her 

husband,. Edmund Wilson in "Justice to Edi t h Wharton" states 

that al though Mr s. Wharton does not mention the f act in her 

memoirs, it seems that she first serious ly began to write 

fict i on after her marriage at the suggestion of her doctor as 

t herapy d uring the period of a nervous breakdown. Thereafter, 

she seems to h a ve depended to varying degrees on her writing 

to get her through difficult years that became increasingly 

. f -L 2 pain lL • - Whatever her motivation for writing, a nd doubtless, 

there were a number of factors, Mrs. Wharton in 1895 produced 

on ly one piece of writing, an untitled sonnet, in which the 

speaker, a woman, caustically experienced the full fire of 

sexua l love. She had been stirred by erotic desire "'at the 

.beginning of youth's upward ways,'" but she was never herself 

1 Nevi U!.:, , Edith Whar ton : A Study of ~-1? r Fiction , p • 15 • ------·- - -·---
2Ed.i th Whar ton: -~}__sol_!.f~C-~~_? n_ of C!"J:!J-cal . E~says_, ed. 

Irving Eo;~e- (Engle·wood Cliffs , New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 
Inc ., 1962 ), p. 20. 
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admitted to know the grandeur and the grief of love.l The 

following year she offered Scribner's a manuscript which she 

referred to as "a little dialogue," called "The Twilight of 

the God." Once again appears the theme which obsessed Edith 

Wharton's mind in these years: that of a woman's disillu

sionment with the man she once loved. Her writings 

obviously were reflecting disillusionment with her own 

marr i age of ten years. 

Edith's recurring illness during 1898 did not keep 

h e r from wri ting, and according to Lewis this year marks the 

beginning of Edith Wharton's sustained literary career.2 

Between March a nd July she had translated t hree Italian short 

stories and had written six of her own including "Souls 

Belated," considered one of her three or four finest stories.3 

Ne vius states that no other early story establishes so pre

cisely the ground on which the moral question in her novels 

will be debated.4 This story, which appeared in her first 

volume of stories, The Greater Inclination, was the first to 

e n1ploy conspicuously the image of the prison cell as life's 

characte ristic setting. The narrative implies that however 

d eeply "she might long to break free of proprieties a part 

lLewis, Edith Wharton: ~ Biography, p. 74. 

2rbid. 3rbid. 

4Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fiction, p. 19. 
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of Edith Wharton was still bound to them, inexorably and dis

couragingly."1 Paradoxically for Edith Wharton, the publica

tion of this book was a major step in her effort to escape, 

imaginatively and lite rally, from the world she had b e en 

born into. She states, "The publishing of ' The Greater 

Inclination' broke the chains which had held me so long in a 

kind of torpor. For nearly twelve years I had tried to 

adjust myself to the life I had led since my marriage. 112 Dur

ing most of the 1890's, her most intense imaginative efforts 

and her actual physical gestures were toward freeing herself 

from the s ocial and anti-intellectual world she had grown up 

in and had continued to inhabit after her marriage, attempt

ing this even though she seemed to imply at times that total 

l iberation was not only impossible, it was not altogether 

desirable.3 Lewis states that at this stage Edith Wharton's 

traditional side of her nature began to reassert itself as 

s he sought to connect her new state of being: her new free

d om and independence with her former self--to solidify her 

s e n se of j_ndividuality by finding vital connections between 

herself and the older world of values she had been moving 

away from.4 The ambiguity implied here in Edith Wharton's 

lLewis, Edith Wharton: A !3io9raphy_, p. 87. 

2A Backward Glance, p. 122. 

3Le wis, Edith Wharton: A Biography, p. 99. 

4Ibid., p. 87. 
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own search for identity expresses itself repeatedly in her 

fiction as her characters search for personal expression 

apar t from their place in society, yet recogniz e at the same 

time values in that society's code of ethics. One example, 

of course, is Newland Archer in The Age of Innocence. 

The early years of the 1900's found Edith's pattern 

of life fai rly clearly defined: great periods of creativity, 

travel abroad which brought great personal happiness as her 

circle of friends in England and France enlarged, and months 

at home often accompanied by nervous collap ses . Lewis com

ments that improvement in health and productivity tended to 

coincide with Teddy's prolonged absences and perhaps with a 

1 visit from Walter Berry. Her financial resources grew 

steadily as more and more works were published with increas

ingly profitable sales. Also, upon her mother's death in 

1901, Edith Wharton inherited a substantial trust and the 

annual yield from her inheritances was about $22,000. 

By 1903, Teddy appeared to be suffering from the same 

malady which had afflicted Edith for a dozen years. It was 

as though the intermittent periods of nervous collapse had 

transferred themselves to him because by now Edith's only 

phys ical complaint was an occasional bout of asthma . She 

lrbid., p. 97. 
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had other complaints, however, which she expressed to her good 

friend Sara Norton. After a particularly gratifying trip to 

Italy which resulted in her Italian Villas and The ir Gardens, 

Edith admitted her growing distaste for her native country 

and its inhabitants.l Louis Auchincloss in his Introduction 

to A Backward Glance states that Edith Wharton always had an 

ambivalent feeling toward New York. On one hand it was the 

cradle of her family and she loved it for the completeness of 

her understanding of it and the richness of the material with 

which it supplied her. On the other hand she resented its 

narrow i magination and the lack of appreciation of anything 

truly fine artistically or intellectually. 2 

Increasingly she felt an affinity with Europeans 

including the English. About this time she began a friendship 

with Henry James which was to be one of the most abiding of 

her entire life.3 He would be her friend, travel companion, 

literary advisor, and confidante. A number of critics have 

called Edith Wharton a disciple of Henry James in that he 

exerted a tremendous influence on her works. Auchincloss, 
.. 

h owever, fe e ls that she was not nearly so influenced by James 

lrbid., p. 120. 

?Ib'd ,~ ]_ . ' pp. x-xi. 

3wharton, A Backward Glance, p. 173. 
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as most critics state. In her early work his influence is 

superficially visible and they both were interested in 

Ame ricans in Europe. However, according to Auchincloss, 

"James was subtle, speculative, and indirect; Edith Wharton 

was always clear and to the point. Her sentences never have 

to be read and reread like James's for richer and d eeper dis-

1 
closures. 11 Whatever James's influence on her writing, both 

he and Edith Wharton later agreed that their friendship had 

formed so rapidly, their social and intellectual rapport had 

begun with such immediacy, that neither of them could recall 

the exact times and places of their first meetings.2 Lit

erature, the art of fiction, fellow artists in several 

countries, mutual friends in two hemispheres, the varying 

fascinations of Europe, and the finest subtleties of the 

Engl ish l anguage, a love of laughter: these and other things 

t he t wo could enjoy together and talk about endlessly. 3 

James was not the only person who began to add a new 

dimens ion to Edith Wharton's life. Howard Sturgis, who lived 

near Windsor, was also to become dear to her because of his 

l Edith Wharton, University of Minnesota Pamphlets on 
;~1ner ican Writers, no. 12 (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1961), p. 31. 

2wharton, A Backward Glance, p. 173. 

3Lewis, Edith Wharton: A Biography, p. 131. 
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charm, his humor, his invigorating conversation, and her 

untiring hospitality .. 1 On a tour of New England with Berry 

in 1904, she first met Gaillard Lapsley, an American who 

taught at Trinity College , Cambridge. He soon became one of 

her closest and most dependable friends. Lapsley's special 

value to Edith was as an additional bridge to European 

literary culture, above all nineteenth-century English fic

tion and the Victorian writers. This man joined her exclusive 

circle of friends and was later named Edith Wharton's literary 

executor . 

Besides her numerous trips abroad, work on several 

different publications, and the distraction of Teddy's ill

nesses, Edith Wharton had begun work about September 1903 on 

one of her most acclaimed novels, The House of Mirth. 

Actually as early as 1900 she had been mulling over the sub-

ject: fashionable New York and Newport. But finally in 1903 

she determined the theme of her story: a 11 frivolous society 

can acquire dramatic significance only through what its 

f . 1· 1 t 112 rivo 1ty ces roys. The book was published in October 

1905, in a first edition of forty thousand copies. By the 

end of the year 140,000 copies had been sold; and into the 

ear ly months of 1906, The House of Mirth was the best-selling 

lwharton, A Backward Glance, p. 230. 

2 Ibid., p. 207. 
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novel across the country. Lewis states that "In Edith 

Wharton's brilliant characterization of her heroine, Lily 

Bart poss e sses a stronger moral con sciousne ss than most of 
-- - --- --- -

her associates, but a wholly insufficient moral constancy. 111 

Lewis recognizes some similarities between the heroine 

and the author herself: "Lily" was the name given to Edith 

Jones by some of her childhood friends in the Newport days. 

And Lily Bart undoubtedly incorporates some of Edith Wharton's 

features: 

She is endearing, proud, sensitive, and e x asperating 
by turns. Through Lily Bart, moreover, Edith Wharton 
conve yed her sense of herself as essentially unfit 
for the only American society she knew, and as 
gravely misunderstood by that society.2 

As for Lawrence Selden, Edith Wharton called him "'a 

n e gative hero,' a sterile and subtley fraudulent figure whose 

i deas were not much to be trusted. 113 Lewis sees Selden also 

as an e mblem of masculinity in Edith's world. He held out 

his "republic of the spirit," where the keynote is freedom 

f rom the entrapment of the masses of society, replaced by the 

exclusiveness of a few kindred spirits. Fond as Edith Wharton 

was of Walter Berry and others of her friends, she felt that 

t hey like Selden could not or would not offer at the essential 

1Edith Wharton: A Biography, p. 155. 

2 Ibid. 

3 rbid. 
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moment what an intelligent and ardent woman might need and 

desire.
1 

In addition to Lewis numer ous other critics have 

discussed the quality of Mrs, Wharton's he roes. Edmund 

Wilson states that the typical ma sculine figure occurring in 

her fiction up through The Age of Innocence and including 

The House of Mirth and Ethan Frame is a man set apart from 

his neighbors by education, intellect, and feeling, but 

lacking a force or courage either to impose himself or to 

get away. 2 Mrs. Wharton generalizes about this type of man 

in her memoirs: 

They combined a cultivated taste with marked 
social gifts, but their weakness was that, save 
in a f e w cases, they made so little use of their 
ability ...• They were content to live in 
dilettantish leisure, .•• 3 

Blake Nevius further interprets Edith Wharton's views of the 

t ypical masculine figure: one of his weaknesses being an 

instinctive shrinking from responsibility which encourages 

him to view politics as a dirty game, unfit for gentlemen and 

a g e neral withholding of his services which could benefit his 

· t 4 r,1hatever the conclusions reached concerning Edith S O C le y. rV 

211 Justice to Edith Wharton," pp. 26-27. 

~ 

~A Backward Glance, p. 95. 

4Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fiction, p. 155. 
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Wharton's heroes, almost everyone recognized that The 1Iouse 

of Mirth was an extraordinary piece of work. 

As a result of the success of The House of Mirth and 

the admiration inspired by the novel for the author , Edith 

Wharton found herself suddenly the object of considerable 

interest in the intellectual and s ocial circles of Paris when 

she nex t visited that city in the spring of 1906. She had 

been well acquainted for some ten years with Minnie and Paul 

Bourget, he one of the most celebrated living writers of 

fic tion . Bourget had never included Edith Wharton in his 

circle of artistic friends; but after reading The House of 

Mirth with a great deal of attention and admiration, he recog

nized that she was a serious creative writer and that the 

mmnent was propitious to introduce her into the cultural 

circ l e of Paris. One of her new friends Charles du Bos under

took the t rans lation of The House of Mirth into French. Along 

with the Bourgets, du Bos became one of Edith Wharton's 

deares t and most enduring friends in France. 

Without a doubt her next novel, Madame de Treymes, 

was primarily inspired by the impressions that the author had 

accumula ted in her introduction into the heart of Paris's 

literary and social circles. It was her first look into 

Parisian society which she interpreted with a discerning eye. 

The book also gave her the opportunity to express in writing 
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what she had felt privately for sometime. These personal 

feelings are registered in the words of the chief male char

acter as he contrasts his native city, New York, with that 

section of Paris, the Faubourg St. Germain, of which Edith 

Wharton had grown fond. He speaks of the "unenlightened 

ug liness of his lamentable New York"l and the graceful con

tours of the Fa ubourg, "shining in the splintered radiance 

of the sunset beyond the long sweep of the quays."2 Although 

the book exalts Paris over New York, the theme of the book is 

closely related to that which had appeared in a succession 

of Edith Wharton's works: a person entrapped in her environ

ment seeking escape in what turns out to be a disastrous 

marr i age . The twists and turns of the plot conclude with a 

demonstration that freedom is achieved only at fatal cost. 

Ed ith Wharton seems to imply in this novel that the psychic 

irapr isonment of women could occur anywhere and even under the 

most gracious of circumstances.3 

Edith Wharton's marriage was to last another seven 

year s, seven years filled with her growing fondness and 

a5 sociation with Paris, where in 1907 the Whartons subleased 

l Madame de Treymes and Others (New York: Charles 
Scribne~'s Sons, 1970), p. 165. 

2rbid., p. 176. 

3Lewis, Edith Wharton: A Bibliography, p. 164. 
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George Vanderbilt's apartment. For the first time Edith felt 

at home in a place outs ide o f a hotel where she could receive 

an increasing number of friends who came to share her exclu

sive "republic of the ~-;pirit." Unfortunately, this "republic 

of the spirit" escaped Teddy Wharton's vision. He had little 

in common with the majority of Edith's friends. He spoke 

French hesitantly and felt thoroughly uncomfortable in these 

surroundings, surroundings which his wife came more and more 

to favor. The Faubourg represented to Edith a combination 

upon which her spirit depended: a sense of continuity which 

noble families retained in their pattern of social and 

domestic behavior plus a sense of personal freedom. 1 To Teddy 

it represented entrapment in a world apart from his nature 

a nd his interes ts. His periods of fluctuating emotional 

behavior, later described as manic- depression, began to grow 

more frequent and violent. Besides the difference of inter

e sts, aside from travel, between Edith and him, there was 

also a g rowing resentment of his wife's increasing literary 

fame and financial success. Teddy had no vocation of his own 

and no money of his own save a small allowance from his 

family. His energies were all directed toward handling 

Edith's financial matters as co-trustee of her estate. He 

lwharton, A Backward Glance, pp. 258-259. 
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felt that he lived in her shadow, financially, artistically, 

and socially.l 

Only at The Mount, their home at Lenox, Massachusetts, 

in the Berkshires, where they still spent the sununer months, 

were Teddy and Edith relatively happy together. This was the 

only place in America where Edith could find comfort and 

serenity. Even at The Mount she seldom lacked the company 

of stimulating friends such as Henry James, Howard Sturgis, 

Walter Berry, Gaillard Lapsley, and others who came and 

brought friends or sent with letters of introduction friends 

whom Edith accepted warmly. One such friend of Henry James 

was Morton Fullerton, who arrived at The Mount in 1907 with 

a letter from James. Fullerton was an American journalist 

who had been for several years the Paris correspondent of the 

London Times. He was one of Henry James's younger friends 

and admirers; and when he and James had first met in 1890, 

James had pronounced him a man of great promise who was bound 

to develop in many admirable directions. Fullerton had been 

a brilliant undergraduate at Harvard, where he won recognition 

for his achievement in literature and composition and gradu

ated magna cum ~aude. After graduation he served as literary 

editor of the Boston Daily Advertiser for two years and then 

lAuchincloss, Introduction to A Backward Glance, by 
Edith Wharton, p. ix. 
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went to England, where he was appointed to the staff of the 

London Times$ It was in this period that he came to know 

Henry James, and through James other figures in the English 

literary and artistic world. At the same time, in London, 

Fullerton associated with another circle from which James 

absented himself: that of Oscar Wilde and his entourage. 

Fullerton, somewhat of a dandy in dress, presented a simple, 

unaffected manner and a somewhat dreamy vein of idealism and 

an inherited interest in religious matters (from his father, 

a Congregational minister). He habitually carried a pocket 

diary in which he alternated references to politics, litera

ture, art, and religion. Religious idealism mingled in 

Fullerton's nature with a marked erotic impulse and a strong 

sexual appeal. 1 At the time he visited The Mount he was 

forty-two and had had several romantic liaisons and one brief 

marriage. 

Although Fullerton's visit with Edith Wharton lasted 

only a few days, these days were filled with exciting conver

sation of common friends and common interest in literature. 

His presence unexpectedly quickened something dramatic in 

Edith's forty-five-year-old life, and Fullerton seemed to 

share the feeling.2 Three days after his departure she 

1Lewis, Edith Wharton: A Biography, p. 186. 

2rbid., p. 184. 
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began a private journal addressed to Fullerton, though not at 

this time destined for his eyes. Over the next two or three 

years she wrote him of her deepest emotional and physical 

longings, and as the relationship grew intimate, of her emo

tional and physical expressions of satisfaction. When Edith 

returned to Paris in late fall, she and Fullerton began to 

see a great deal of each other. Her love and need of him 

grew rapidly, and by the following spring, they were romantic

ally involved. Their discreetly concealed love affair lasted 

from the spring of 1908 until 1910, and in 1909, Edith spent 

the first full year in Paris, not returning to The Mount 

at all. 

With the agitation created by Teddy;s erratic behavior 

and shocking disclosures among which was his "embezzlement" of 

fifty thousand dollars from Edith's estate, plus the emotion

a lly charged relationship with Fullerton, Edith was unable to 

concentrate on her fiction writing. At this time she turned 

to poetry to express her personal emotions. It was not until 

she wrote Ethan Frome after the termination of her liaison 

with Fullerton that Edith Wharton's fictional writings began 

to comprise the truest account of her inward life. 

Lewis states that Ethan Frome, which ran in Scribner's 

from August through October 1911, was in good part the product 
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of her personal l i fe during the previous f ew agitated yea rs.I 

Into no earlier work of fiction including The Haus~ of Mirth 

had she poured such deep and intense pr ivate emotions: 

~than From~ portrays her personal s ituation, as she 
had come to appraise it, carr ied to a far extreme, 
transplanted to a remote r ura l scene, and rendered 
utterly hopeless by circumstance.2 

The author, as she often did, shifted the sexes in devising 

her three main characters~ Like her self, Ethan Frame is 

married to an ailing spouse , a number of years older than he, 

for about the same length of time as Edith had been tied to 

Teddy. Ethan sometimes wonders about Zeena's sanity, and he 

daydreams abou t her death , possibly by violence (an echo from 

a previous short story, "The Cho ice," written in anguish as 

Edith was enroute back t o America and Teddy after the first 

weeks of her torrid affair with Fullerton). He looks about 

desperately for some avenue to freedom, but his fate is con

veyed to him in Edith's regular image for her own condition: 

"The inexorable facts closed in on him like prison-warders 

handcuffing a convict •• He was a prisoner for life. 113 

- The relationship between Ethan and Mattie Silver con

tains memories of Morton Fullerton and passages transposed 

1 rbid., p. 308. 

2rbid., p. 309. 

3wharton, Ethan Frame, p. 146. 
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from her secret j our n a l to him. 1 I n the latter pages of the 

story the reader can hear s ome of the bitter recriminations 

that Edith and Teddy had begun to thrust upon each other. In 

the denouement is Ed i th 's appalling vision of what h e r situa

tion might finally have come to. Edith Wharton, in fact, 

puts so much of her p ersonal emotions and situation into 

Etb-.~n F!~OrnE:: that Lewis has called this work "one of the most 

autobiographical stories ever written. 112 

Al t hough Mor t on Fullerton had ceased being the focal 

point in Edith Wharton's li f e by the time Ethan Frame was 

published, the problems in he r marriage had not ceased. As 

a matter of fact the relationship between Edith and Teddy was 

fa st approaching a climax. She had already contemplated 

s e paration, but her attitude, according to Louis Auchincloss, 

toward e vasion of the marriage vow was always ambiguous. 

Divorce she had always considered crude and antisocial, and 

the facile forming of new marital ties unspeakably vulgar.3 

Given Mrs. Wharton's inherited and personal views concerning 

d ivorce, it was extremely difficult for her to come to her 

ultimate decision in 1913. Teddy had sold The Mount in 1912 

d ~ li'vi·ng in Boston, where he openly announced his an wa.::, 

- ----·-----
1Lewis, Edith Wharton: A Biography, p. 310. 

2Ibid., Preface, p. xiv. 

3caretakers and Pioneers: A Study of Nine American 
women Novelists (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1961), p. 31. 
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marital freedom in a n undisguised manner. Edith discovered 

that Teddy on his travels in Eu.rope has "reg istered his 

various t emporary br ides as Mrs. Wharton in the hotels they 

frequented. 11 1 Even with this information the decision of 

divorce was abhorrent, but reconciliation was out of the 

question~ All of her frie nd s urged on her the only course 

of action which could hope to return her eventually to some 

peace o f mind and stability. To her the case dragged on 

interminably, but finally the divorce decree was granted in 

Apri l 1913. These years of turmoil and the final resolution 

were of momentous significance to Edith Wharton; however, one 

would never guess that fact by reading her memoirs published 

in 1933, twenty years after that dramatic event. She makes 

absolute ly no mention of the divorce and allots only one 

paragr aph to Qn account of Teddy's illness. One critic 

s tates that one feels when reading her memoirs in the light 

of known facts and in light of the comments of her friends 

who shared various experiences with Mrs. Wharton, that she 

fe lt that "the parlors of her memory, ••• [needed] to be 

'+- · d · d up' a bit." 2 
.... 1 ie 

Following the divorce Edith traveled more extensively 

than ever, making new friendships and cementing the old. 

lLewis, Edith Wharton: A Biography, p. 333. 

2Auchincloss, Introduction to A Backward Glance, by 
Ed ith Wharton, p. ix. 
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From this point she never again returned to the United States 

except to receive the honorary doctorate from Yale University 

in 1923. Although she r ema ined an Amer ican citizen, France 

was her adopted home. Never was a citizen more devoted to a 

country than she was to France . During World War I she gave 

endlessly of her resourc e s, phys ical ly and financially, for 

the Allied cause .. She enliste d the aid o f American friends 

in France and of those in America who sent financial aid for 

the mm1erous war charitie s esta blished to help refugees, 

orphaned children, and disabled soldiers among others. As 

one would expect, her fict ion wr iting was greatly curtailed; 

and when she did write, her stories were directly related to 

war experiences. 

With the war's end Edith Wharton grew more conscious 

than ever how drastically she had been cut off from the 

nourishing friendships she had enjoyed before the war, and 

even more she realized how removed she was from her own past. 

She became aware of a need to restore both continuity and 

rootedness to her existence. Lewis states that in Edith 

\\Tharton' s case, as in that of others, "the long range effect 

of the war was to create the sense of a huge disruption of 

historical continuity: something that eipressed itself in 

1 
much of her best work after the war." 

1Lewis, Edith Wharton: A Biography, p. 373. 
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To help reestablish a sense of continuity, Edith 

Wharton purchased t wo homes, one outside of Paris and the 

other in the south of France. These residences were the 

first of her own possession since ~rhe Mount, and she quickly 

gathered about her he r long- absent friends. The fruit of her 

imaginative que st for a link to the past and for a sense of 

continuity was !~~ __ p,.ge of Inno_c~nce.. She was, in addition, 

repuls ed by v1hat she could see of post-war America, and the 

impression grew that something infinitely valuable had been 

lost. 1 Compelled by despairing sentiments, Edith Wharton 

went in search, imaginatively, of the America that was gone. 

Looking across the span of years, she found the lost America 

in the New York of her girlhood. Lewis states that she had 

previously criticized this world as too "safe, narrow, un

intellectual, and hidebound''; from the distance of time and 

history, she now took a more sympathetic view. She could now 

appraise that world as 11 an enduring and an honorable one." 2 

Nevius comments, however, that while The Age of Innocence 

represents the author's recoil from the post-war world, her 

indictment of old Ne·w York still outweighs the defense. 3 

She continues her protest against the deliberately nurtured 

lrbid., p. 424. 

2 Ibid. 

3Edith Wharton: A Study of Her Fiction, p. 177. 
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innocence of the ~.,varld of her childhood, but underlying this 

protest is the nostalgia evoked by the setting and manners 

familiar to her childhood .. She was like her Newland Archer, 

who "cherished his old New York even when he smiled at it. 111 

During 1919 and the first half of 1920, Edith Wharton 

drawing on her remarkable memory and the immense help of her 

sister-in-law Minn i e Jones , who put in hours of research in 

New York and at Yale pinning down exact dates and events, 

created a warmly accurate portrait of a vanished physical and 

s ocial scene. She wa s not only remembering the numerous 

individuals who peopled her parents' drawing room, she was 

also bringing them back to life. 2 In no other of Edith 

Wharton 's novels are the names of the characters so audibly 

close to those of their originals. Egerton Winthrop reappears 

in the gossipy, snobbish, and intelligent Sillerton Jackson; 

and Lucretia Jones, Edith's mother, looks out from behind the 

"firm placid features" of Newland Archer's mother-in-law, 

Mrs. Welland. Mrs. Mason Jones, Edith's formidable Aunt Mary, 

. t 3 becomes the lordly and obese Mrs. Manson Mingo t. Other 

characters may be found among the portraits of Edith Wharton's 

famil y and friends. Lewis observes that from the vital 

1wharton, The Age of Innocence. 

2Lewis, Edith Wharton: A Biography, p. 430. 

3rbid., p. 431. 
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context of these re-cre ations the two central characters, 

Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska, drew their fullness of 

being, and in these two Edith Wharton divides her own past 

self: 

In Archer she brought back the restive and groping 
member of the old society she had once been, and 
as she trac ed Archer 1 s career she suggested how 
s e d a te and yet how unfulfi lled she might have 
become had she failed to b reak free of that 
curiously attractive soc ial prison .•.• In 
Countess Ol enska , Edith Wharton offered a partial 
sketch of the i ntense and noncomformist self, "the 
young hawk" as someone had called her that had 
escaped- -though only into a miserably unhappy 
mar riage (the coarsely unf a ithful Baron Olenska, 
f r om what little we know of him, is poor Teddy 
Wharton stripped o f all his redeeming features). 
In the scenes between Newland and the countess, 
Edith Wharton was performing, as it were, a retro
spective act of self-confrontation.l 

In the last chapter, detailing Ellen Olenska's later 

life, the author detailed what had in reality become of her

self: permanently expatriated and living in the Faubourg St. 

Germain section of Paris; separated permanently from her 

husband; making the circuit of theaters and galleries; and 

a ssociating with the aristocracy in the old £10tels. 

·of further interest in The Age of Innocence is the 

correspondence of dates and events with similar ones in Edith 

Wharton's own lifea Following the main action set in the 

late 1870's, near the time of Edith's social debut, the 

libid. 
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epilogue takes place thir ty years later, in 1907: the exact 

time that Edith first se t tl e d in Paris . Arche r, reminiscing 

on a bench outside Elle n~s Paris apa rtmen t , r eninds himself 

that he is only fifty- sev e n years old--Edith Wharton's exact 

age in 1919 when she wrote t he greater part of the novel . 

Archer and Olenska, the ir r e lationship broken by the implac

able force of Ne w York s ocie ty, will never see each other 

again. But, as Lewis s ugges ts, Edith Wharton in her imagina-

I • ~ion, by writing the n ov el in just the way she did write it, 

bound together the phases of her nature and her life. The 

relation of her New York and Europeanized selves, which for 

so many years were at odds with each other, were for a brief 

span--in 1919 and 1920-- at last in harmony. 1 

p. 432. 
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