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I. INTRODUCTION 

Ed i th Wharton expresses an idea of freedom in three 

of her novels. In The Age of Innocence, Newla nd Archer 

demonstrates how he can never be free from his obligation 

to his wife and family to mar ry the woman he loves passion

ately. In The Custom of the Couni£Y, Ralph Marvell and 

Undine Spragg are not free to love each other fully because 

Undine desires the economic affluence which buys power and 

position. In The House of Mirth, Lily Bart is not free to 

marry the man she loves because she cannot give up love of 

luxury. When she finally decides that wealth is not the 

most important aspect of life, she has ruined her chances 

of marrying for love. An important el ement of freedom in 

all three novels is the role of society and how it wil l 

judge the actions of Archer, Marvell, Undine, and Lily. 

Archer enjoys his lifestyle and is at first thankful 

to be engaged to May Welland, a woman of his own kind . But 

cousin Ellen Olenska arrives in New York and shows Archer a 

richer s ide of life. Her lifestyle includes knowi ng many 

different types of people who share stimulating conversa

tion . But Archer has been trained t o know the right kind 

of peo pl e who know the right thing t o say at just the right 

time. May epitomizes the programmed society girl and her 

ability to do all the right things attracts Archer at first. 

1 
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But Ellen comes along and opens his eyes to a more bril-

liant life where one can make his own choices and where 

not everything one thinks or does is already decided. 

In The Custom of the Country Ralph Marvell wants to 

make Undine Spragg see the value in his way of life. He 

lives in a time when new fortunes are being made on the 

stock market and a rising middle-class is beginning to in

vade aristocratic New York. He hopes that Undine will 

share his old-fashioned values, but she is from the aspir

ing middle-class whose motivation lies solely in the acqui

sition of money. When she discovers that Marvell repre

sents a family of more social respectability than money, 

she begins feeling trapped and bound by her marriage as 

Archer had felt bound by his marriage. But Archer chooses 

to protect the sanctity of marriage whereas Undine divorces, 

remarries, divorces, and remarries thus using marriage as a 

means to procure financial independence. Marriage to her 

is simply a business, a way to get ahead. It is her voca

tion. 

Lily Bart in The House of Mirth realizes as Undine 

that a woman must rely on her looks in order to obtain a 

wealthy husband who can satisfy the need for ease and lux

ury. But Lily has a finer sense within which resembles the 

values held so high by Archer and Marvell. She knows that 

the intellect is just as vital as economic security, but 



she learns this lesson after she loses her chance for eco

nomic se~urity and intellectual freedom. 
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Edith Wharton poses the question of how one can be 

free. In The Age of Innocence, The House of Mirth, and The 

Custom_Q_[ the Couni!:f she shows how Newland Archer, Ralph 

Marvell, Undine Spragg, and Lily Bart interpret freedom and 

how they attempt to obtain it. In The Age of Innocence 

money does not present a problem so that the characters 

search for intellectual freedom. In The Custom of the Coun-

1!:Y and The House of Mirth a real need exists to secure eco

nomic independence at the expense of intellectual stimula

tion. But the need to nurture the spirit cannot lie dor

mant for long, and a conflict arises as characters dangle 

between emotional and financial security. Furthermore, 

social protocol dictates the priorities of its members in 

good standing, and to deviate from established patterns re

sults in expulsion for bad behavior. Although social de

tachment frees one to explore other modes of life, to fall 

away from society's graces precludes esteem among the rank 

and file. To enjoy freedom, one must be respectable, finan

cially independent, and emotionally stimulated through ro

mantic and intellectual relationships. Several of Wharton's 

rharacters glimpse the ideal freedom, but few attain it. 

As their stories unfold, either the prisoner imagery or the 

business imagery reflects their desire to be free. 



II. NEWLAND ARCHER AND RALPH MARVELL 

Newland Archer and Ralph Marvell desire intellectual 

and romantic fulfillment. They envision a woman whose mind 

can grasp the wonders of the universe and intuit t he emo

tions of mankind, especially as Archer and Marvell inter

pret such things. Both think at one point that they have 

discovered their ideal, only to be disappointed. Their 

disappointment cannot be overcome since Archer and Marvell 

dis cover their error after commitment to marriage. Both 

are too firmly planted in the beliefs of goodness mandated 

by their society and cling to the sanctity of marriage and 

dignity of the family. Reverence for society and marriage 

prevents Archer from satisfying his fancy in the love of 

Ellen Olenska and leads Marvell to suicide over the fr ivo

lous Undine Spragg. Archer and Marvell long for freedom of 

thought and emotion, but obligation to the tyrant society 

prevents their striking out for themselves. Society binds 

its members. This idea comes out strongly in The Age of 

Innocenc~ through prisoner imagery. Archer and Ell.en commit 

a crime, have a trial, and are either sentenced, paroled, or 

exiled. At this point, I will focus on the prisoner imagery 

in Th~~ of Innocence, then shift to business imagery i n 

The Custom of the Country as it r elates to Marvell's story. 

4 
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As Archer's story unfolds, he describes various situa

tions using words related to captivity. The night that his 

engagement is announced, he glances around the conservatory 

to be sure of a "momentary privacy" and lays a "fugitive 

pressure" on May Welland's lips.l Archer is doing something 

here that he wants to do; but, like a prisoner or fugitive, 

he finds his privacy is limited and his pleasure is fleet

ing. Following the custom for a betrothed couple, Archer 

accompanies the Wellands in calling on family members. At 

the close of the day, Archer describes himself as a "wild 

animal cunningly trapped" (Age, p. 66). This is exactly how 

he comes to feel when the family clans back May in her final 

triumph over Archer at Ellen Olenska's farewell dinner. 

Newland Archer feels freedom with Ellen. He construes 

May's request to take care of cousin Ellen as a "liberty" to 

call on Ellen at his will (Age, p. 67). Liberty or freedom 

is what he feels with Ellen, and this liberty comes to be 

taken away. The story takes on an ironic tone here, for 

Archer is to make Ellen see why she must not divorce and 

cause scandal. He urges her to seek advice from old New 

York friends and family, a family who has sent him, an 

attorney, to advise the compromised Ellen. He counsels with 

Ellen and realizes that some things are "unjust" and that 

the "individual ... is nearly always sacrificed to what is 

supposed to be the col le cti ve interest" (Age, p. 85) • 



Archer convinces Ellen to accept the decision of the fami

ly, but he comes to take Ellen's view of life . 
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Archer's growth and relationship with Ellen underlie 

the whole book and so does the prisoner imagery. Every time 

Archer reaches to take what he wants, some sort of illegal 

label describes his action. For instance, during their 

engagement, Archer persuades May to "escape" from the usual 

Sunday afternoon trip to church with her parents and go for 

a walk with him (Age, p. 79). Since both have consented to 

a long engagement, the Wellands agr ee to this "truancy" 

(~~. p. 79). The love element takes a back seat to the 

formal, proper reason for doing anything. Archer implores 

May to hasten their engagement, but she responds in the way 

that she has heard others reply for her. He concludes that 

she has a "bandage" on her eyes that keeps her from looking 

"on the world" (1~, p. 81). As she is the product of soci

ety, so she is the victim and her bandaged eyes or blindness 

manifests her wound. Archer is beginning to see how society 

sets a routine. He and May say the same things as so many 

others have said; he goes to the same places at the same 

time each day for the same reasons other men in his circle 

do. He describes the unvaried aspect of his life as a 

"persecuting tune" (Age, p. 82). 

Even though Archer abhors the monotony closing in on 

his future, he takes credit for Ellen's surrender to socie-
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ty•s will, a dominating foe. Archer has become the ap-

pointed lawyer for Ellen. She wants him to aid her in ob

taining a divorce, but he must first get at the "hard facts" 

(Age, p. 107). After all, he has access to the concrete 

evidence, the letters of her husband. He lays the options 

before her: press for the divorce and risk scandal and un

pleasantness or drop the suit and remain married. Archer 

points out to Ellen that it is his "business" to show her 

how "the people" will "honestly ... judge such questions" 

(Age, p. 111). In this passage, Archer has judged Ellen to 

be guilty of the insinuations made by her husband, the pro

se cution . Archer has studied the evidence against her; she 

makes no denial of the charges; he advises her of what to 

do to be ·"fair," and she admits to a final "surrender" (Age, 

p. 111). Her surrender is not to divorce her husband, a 

de cision which conforms to the will of her family. 

Shortly after this confrontation with Ellen, the Wel

land family makes its annual journey to Florida. Archer 

expresses a desire to go, but he "was bound by custom and 

conventions" to remain in New York during winter, for "he 

would have been convicted of frivolity by the whole Mingott 

clan if he had suggested asking for a holiday" (Age, p . 117). 

But Archer finally overcomes "arbitrary restraints" and goes 

to Florida disregarding "what people might think of his 

stealing a holiday" (Age, p. 140). Again the words QQnVict-
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ed_of stealing apply to something Archer wants. 

May and Archer have a confrontation during his visit 

in Florida. Before his departure, he presses May to shorten 

their engagement. She feels that he may be interested in 

another woman. Their conversation gets very close to the 

t ruth of their situation. May explains, 

... when two people really love each 
other, I understand that there may be 
situations which make it right that 
they should--should go against public 
op~nion. And if you feel yourself in 
any way pledged ... and if there is 
any way in which you can fulfill your 
pl edge ... even by her getting a 
divorce ... don't give her up because 
of me~ (Age , p. lLJ-9) 

Then Archer answers, 

... I feel as you do about those things 

... that each case must be judged indi
vidually, on its own merits ... irre
spective of stupid conventionalities ... 
I mean, each woman's right to her liberty-
(Age, p. 149) 

But the problem or irony here is that May and Archer are 

speaking of two different people. And instances like this, 

where the characters intuitively come to a brink of truth, 

are common. Yet to step over the edge would be to fall 

away from the "social framework which provides control, 

form, and order in the lives of those whom it supports." 2 

Further still, Archer says he believes that a woman has a 

right to her liberty, that each case must be judged accord

ing to its own merit, and that the ideas of society must be 
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overcome. Nevertheless, he conforms to society by encour-

aging Ellen to remain married and by taking May as his wife, 

a match which pleases the society in which they live. 

Archer leaves Florida, returns to New York, and musters 

enough rourage to confront his other woman. The conversa

tion between Ellen and Archer turns to May, who Archer de

clares is too intelligent to be a "slave" to traditions 

(Age, p. 171). Ellen wonders then why May will not marry 

Archer sooner, but her question draws Archer's confession of 

love for Ellen. She insists, however, that they must do 

what they have "both decided on" (Age, p. 171). So Ellen 

and Archer show a resignation to societal demands. During 

their ronversation, a telegram from May arrives. She tells 

Ellen that she has advanced her wedding day. Ellen and Ar

cher must submit to the will of society since their wishes 

stem from desires for personal gratification. But May, who 

wants what society wants for her, can hasten her wedding day 

even though it goes against the traditional longer engage

ment. Her wishes are merely free movements within the walls 

of society whereas Ellen and Archer long to move ou~ward, 

away from the grip of society. 

Archer lacks the courage to assert full independence , 

however; so May and Archer are married, but he still thinks 

of Ellen. He compares his feeling for each woman. He seems 

rompla cent enough about his marriage to May since she is 
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respected, sweet-tempered, and beautiful. She embodies all 

the attributes of the socially perfect woman, and Archer 

appreciates the benefit of having such a wife, yet he has 

other intangible feelings. He notices the atmosphere of 

"tyrannical trifles" in the Welland home which binds every

one together (Age, P~ 219). He begins to feel alienated by 

his expected role and recalls a brief moment with Ellen on 

the shore as she silently watched a boat disappear. This 

memory is "as close to him as the blood in his veins" (Age, 

p. ?19). His inner thoughts freely wander beyond the prison 

of his physi cal being, which performs all the duties expect

ed and required. But still, he is determined to see Ellen, 

and the two eventually renew a guarded communication; for 

they are closely watched by the Mingott clan, which now 

suspects the two of loving outside of marriage, but worse 

than that, loving wi thin respectable families. The family 

names must be defended and protected. Archer comes to sense 

the "waste and ruin" in Ellen's life and in his because 

their families make sure that they remain "so chained to 

their separate destinies" (Age, p. 245). And again, the 

simple words of waste, ruin, and chained hint at the idea of 

prisoners. In the case of Archer and Ellen, their crime re

lates to a political one, for they have an idea of personal 

freedom whereas their families and friends insist on the dom

inance of the social order, where the good of one must be 
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sacrificed for the welfare of all. 

Archer realizes that he no longer participates in the 

Mingott "negotiations" and has been "omitted from their 

counsels" (Age, p. 254). He has a different viewpoint con

rerning Ellen's marriage and is thus left out of family mat

ters. He is, perhaps, a dissenting member, rather than an 

opponent, and the family and May plot to bring him back into 

their undivided ranks. 

Their scheme culminates in the farewell dinner for 

Ellen. Archer realizes that they have arranged the "separa

tion between himself and the partner of his guilt" (Age, 

p. 338). He feels "like a prisoner in the centre of an 

armed camp" as he looks about the table to his "captors" 

(Age, p. 338). As the men retire to smoke, Archer senses 

the friendliness toward himself "as if the guard of the 

prisoner were trying to soften his captivity" (Age, 

p. 34?). Once in the drawing room, he becomes aware of an

other "conspiracy" to show that no one had ever suspected 

Ellen or Archer of anything (Age, p. )42). This was a means 

for the "silent organisation" to bring about a "rehibilita

tion" (Age, p. 342). And, of course, May has the final vic

tory, for Ellen returns to Europe and the Newland Archer 

family proliferates. The family closes in on Archer, in a 

strategic move, just as he resolves to break away from the 

party to go with Ellen. The family demonstrates its force 
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and power, and Archer succumbs to a life of servitude keep

ing the family dignity intact. 

Perhaps Archer and Ellen were born a generation too 

soon. For Archer's son and the younger set are "emancipat

ing themselves ... and taking up all sorts of new things" 

(Age, p. 348). Archer had been forced to study law since it 

was the proper thing for a man of his standing to do. But 

his son, Dallas, is free to choose a career of architectura 

And he is also free to choose to marry Fanny Beaufort, the 

offspring of a dubious union. Lawrence Lefferts had pre

dicted such a change years before at Ellen's farewell dinner 

when he exclaimed that "our children will be marrying Beau

fort's bastards" if things continue to change so quickly 

(~~. p. 355). And he was right; for thirty years later, 

nobody cares about a young girl's family secrets as long as 

she is "pretty, amusing, and accomplished" (Age, p. 355). 

Archer naturally wonders what happened to the world he had 

grown up in, "whose standards had bent and bound him" (Age, 

p. 355). Dallas describes his father's world as a "deaf and 

dumb asylum," and it was a society that contained and con

trolled its members (Age, p. 359). 

Dallas's statement points to another equally important 

idea--the idea of silence--and how the inmates were pro

grammed to communicate by not saying a word. Silence influ

ences the actions of the characters throughout the story. 
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First of all, Archer and May announce their engagement 

earlier than planned because Ellen appears in New York with 

an entourage of rumors . When Ellen is seen at the opera , 

Archer hears the society men marvel at the nerve of the Min

gotts to display Ellen so soon a f t er her separation. So 

Archer rushes to the Mingotts• box to stand by May to show 

that two families support Ellen. May "had understood his 

motive though the family dignity which both considered so 

high a virtue would not permit her to tell him so" (Age, 

p. 14). Mrs. Welland had actually expected Archer to press 

her to announce the engagement at the Beaufort ball but 

"felt obliged to simulate reluctance" (Age, p. 41). After 

all, Archer lives in a society "where the real thing was 

never said or done or even thought" (Age, p. 42). While at 

the ball, Archer inquires whether Ellen had come there after 

the opera. May responds negatively and purports a reason, 

which makes Archer smile as he thinks to himself, "She knows 

as well as I do the real reason of her cousin's staying 

away" (Age, p. 2J). 

When Archer, May, and Mrs. Welland call on Mrs. Mingott, 

Ellen appears with Julius Beaufort. She has apparently run 

into him while walking, and he accompanies her back to her 

grandmother's house. Archer and the Wellands leave and talk 

about the positive attributes of Mrs. Mingott, yet no one 

mentions Ellen. Archer knows that Mrs. Welland frowns on 
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Ellen's "parading up Fifth Avenue ... with Julius Beau-

fort" (Age, p. 29). His world is attuned to social codes so 

that thoughts are easily communicated. Everyone knows how 

people think, but no one seems to care how someone feels. 

Archer's dilemma arises because he can act as is expected, 

but he cannot reconcile his feelings to what he must do. 

Archer also knows his mother's thoughts. She is re

lieved by his engagement to May, for she feels her son is 

safe from the clutches of an unscrupulous woman. Yet she is 

upset by the cause of his premature announcement of his en

gagement to May. Archer, his mother, and his sister cal l on 

Mrs. Welland. Mrs. Archer and her daughter appear nervous, 

and Archer knows that the two fear an "intrusion" on the 

part of Ellen (Age, p. 35). Archer thinks, as do many of 

the New York society group, that the Mingotts are showing 

Ellen off too much; but he never discusses his thoughts with 

his mother, for "it was against all the rules of their code 

that the mother and son should ever allude to what was up

permost in their thoughts" (A~, p. 35). 

Quite often, for lack of someone to be completely open 

with, Archer expresses his thoughts to himself. He knows he 

~annot politely say what he really feels. He comments si

lently to himself many times on the subject of Ell en. May's 

mother wonders about poor Ellen's future, and Archer surmis

es that it will be what society "contrived to make i t " (Age, 
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p. 144). His own future is the same, demonstrating how 

people of his class are not free to control their lives, es

pecially after making a mistake such as marrying the wrong 

person. 

May is not quite the wrong match for Archer. She can

not make him feel alive as Ellen does; still, she knows her 

husband's thoughts. He lies to her in order to find a way 

to see Ellen, but May is too attuned to his thoughts to be 

fooled by a falsehood and too grounded in manners and digni

ty to confront a lie. When he declares a business trip to 

Washington (where Ellen lives), May insists that he stop in 

to see Ellen. The words that pass between them during their 

conversation carry a meaning "in the code in which they had 

both been trained" (Age, p. ?69). What May communicates to 

Archer is a knowledge of his defiance of the family in urg

ing Ellen's return to Count Olenski and of the criticism 

his actions are receiving. She wants to warn Archer "in the 

only form in which well-bred people . can communicate 

unpleasant things to each other" (Age, P. 269). Archer has 

been correct, realizing that May will "always understand" 

and that she possesses a "resolute determination to carry to 

its utmost limit the ritual of ignoring the 'unpleasant' in 

which they had both been brought up" (Age., p. ??). He had 

thought these things the night his engagement was announced 

and had smiled at such thoughts. But now we see May as 
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understanding Archer when he is deceitful as well as when he 

is filled with joy. 

Archer wants to say what he feels. He does so with 

Ellen. There are times when the two sit in silence; but, 

for the most part, they talk about their feelings and their 

options for continuing their relationship. But May "was 

trained to conceal imaginary wounds under a Spartan smile," 

exemplifying prisoner imagery as well as the silence theme 

(Age, p. ?96). Archer, the aggressor, has hurt May, who 

keeps silent and plots a strategy for recapturing her hus

band. Archer thinks he will always know May's thoughts and 

that she will "never surprise him by an unexpected mood, by -

a new idea, a weakness, a cruelty, or an emotion" (Age, p. 

?98). He often reads meaning into her words since he thinks 

he knows how her thoughts have been trained; but, somewhere 

in the back of his mind, he feels that May is rea ching out 

to him in order to grasp "something beyond the usual range 

of vision" (Age, p. 318). But May seems to recoil to the 

business of the family which prevents Archer from saying 

what he feels. 

Archer longs for conversation. Medora Manson tells him 

"brilliant conversation ... is what you've no conception 

• R" \ of here" (Age, p. 161). And Monsieur 1v1ere re-echoes this 

pleasure by explaining to Archer, "It's worth everything to 

keep one's intellectual liberty, not to enslave one's powers 
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of appreciation, one's critical independence .... One 

preserves one's moral freedom .... The air of ideas is 

the only air worth breathing" (Age, p. ?01). Archer had at 

one point proposed that he and May entertain Rivlere, but she 

cannot take such an idea seriously since he is only a tuto~ 

In a way, Archer feels glad that this matter of inviting 

Rivlere has been settled for him and preceives that in the 

future "many problems would be. solved for him" (Age, 

p. ?01). The truthfulness of this thought becomes apparent. 

As time passes, Archer convinces himself that he must speak 

with May and let her know how he feels about Ellen. He 

thinks of ways to approach the subject. Finally, he decides 

to throw himself on May's mercy and reveal his love for 

Ellen. He begins in the usual pleading way: "There is 

something I've got to tell you" (Age, p. 3?7). But when he 

mentions Ellen's name, May raises her hand to "silence" him 

and changes the subject (Age, p. 327) . She then tells him 

that Ellen will soon be leaving for Europe. He misses his 

chance to communicate with May and, in turn, becoms startled 

at the news of Ellen. May explains, "I think she understands 

everything" (Age, p. 3?9). Archer has misjudged May. She 

has surprised him by her words, something he had never imag

ined could ·happen; and he sees Ellen as understanding complex 

situations of their society. 

May and Archer give a farewell banquet for their cousin 
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Ellen. This event shows Archer how the family had thought 

about his relationship with Ellen and how it could never be. 

The Mingott clan arrives to show their backing of Ellen 

while Archer "sat marvelling at the silent untiring activity 

with which her popularity had been retrieved, grievances 

against her silenced, her past countenanced, and her present 

irradiated by family approval" (~~. p. 337). The family 

had long suspected that Archer and Ellen were lovers, but no 

one had really ever said anything about it. Perhaps they 

~ould not do so and still maintain family dignity. At any 

rate, all had gathered to witness the affection between May 

and her cousin Ellen as the latter prepares to depart for 

Europe. This is the way the family can prove "that nobody 

knew anything" (Age, p. 339). While eating the farewell 

dinner, May glances across the table to her husband letting 

him know that he must speak to Ellen, out of politeness. He 

looks at Ellen, and now they too can silently communicate a 

thought: "Oh, do let's see it through" (Age, p. 339). And 

as Archer again catches his wife's eyes, he "for the first 

time understood that she shared the belief" that he and 

Ellen were lovers (Age, p. 343). 

Up to this point, Archer has been aching to let someone 

know how he feels. He could not see that everyone guessed 

how he felt. He has been guilty of loving Ellen, but he has 

never been allowed to justify his feelings. After the guests 
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depart, he knows he must once and for all be truthful with 

May. He at t empts to lay his case before her, but she twists 

his meaning and dominates the conversation. She silences 

him, and continues, "I've been sure since this morning of 

something I've been so longing and hoping for--" (A~, p. 

345). And of course Archer can fill in the blanks. 

Time pases. Archer resigns himself to his family and 

duties and a ctually believes he has had a good life. His 

oldest son embodies all the frankness and freedom that Ar

r her had once contemplated. Archer had often thought that 

women should be al l owed more liberty only to discover that 

his freed om to pick and choose was clqsely supervised by the 

same rules and society that limited not only women but also 

all of s ociety's members in good standing. 

Changes come with time. Count Olenski and May both 

die, leaving Ellen and Archer free. Archer's son, Dallas, 

propos es a visit to Ellen Olenska in Europe before he mar

ries. He quest i ons h i s father about Ellen and admits that 

h i s mother, on her deathbed, had told him that she once 

asked Archer to give up the thing he "most wanted" (Age, 

p . 360 ) . Archer only murmurs that May had never asked him: 

and Dallas replies: 

No . I forgot. You never did ask each 
other anything, did you? And you never 
t 0l d ea ch other anything. You just s a t 
and wat ched each other, and guessed at 
what was going on undern:ath. I back 
your g eneration for knowing more about 
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each other's private thoughts than we 
ever have time to find out about cur 
own. (Age, p. 360) 

As Archer thinks back, he feels tha ~ Dallas's revelation 

"seemed to take an iron band from his heart to know that, 

after all, some one had guessed and pitied. And that it 

sh ould have been his wife moved him indescribably" (Age, 

p . 360). In the scene, Archer once again feels a sil ent 

~ommuni cation from May and bearing in mind t he prison image

r y , the iron band reminds one of handcuffs. Archer had not 

been free to love. Louis O. Coxe says that here lies Ar

cher's tragedy. "What Newland has lost is not Ellen, but 

May, whom he never took pains to know .. or to love, May who 

knew all a l ong the extent and the fullness of her husband•s 

'sa crifice .... 3 Archer has failed to take the risk of loving 

either Ellen or May.4 

} arh.aps Archer did lose everything because he could not 

put away the passion for Ellen or fully embrace May. He was 

caught in a trap where he could not be allowed to love Ellen, 

so he did no t love May either . We may understand why he 

coul d not have Ellen, but May was "only what Newland was e~ 

tit l ed to" (1g~, p .. 34) . Archer longed to branch out, to 

th ink things on his own, to discover his feelings. Accord

ing t o Wilbur L. Cross, May was "perfect in the cruel code 

of her clas s" wh ich prevented her and Archer from striking 

out on their own. Instead, they had to accept what society 
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deemed their proper share.5 

Louis Auchincloss refers to Archer as a "suffocating 

. creature trapped and doomed."6 He feels stifled, and 

his actions portray or mirror his thoughts. Many times Ar

cher throws open a window to breathe in fresh air, alarming 

May, especially during the cold months: and she warns him 

that he may catch his death. He replies, "I am dead" (Age, 

p. 299). He continues to exclaim that she will always worry 

about littl e trifles, and she defends herself by saying she 

would not worry if she knew he were happy. He answers, "I 

shall never be happy unless I can open the windows" (Age,µ 

299). Once again, when the two speak, each has a different 

meaning, as was the case in their encounter at St. Augustine 

when May urges Archer to fulfill any pledge to another woman 

and not let her come between even if the other woman must 

obtain a divorce. May was speaking about a woman Archer had 

had an affair with, but he was thinking how her speech ap

plied to his situation with Ellen, so nothing is ever really 

said or communicated. Whenever Archer does earnestly try to 

tel l May about his feelings for Ellen, she cuts him short. 

One of Archer's big problems is that he makes decisions, but 

he is prevented from carrying them out. He first wants to 

marry May, but he falls in love with Ellen. Then he does 

not want to marry May, but Ellen encourages him to do so. 

He marries May but thinks of Ellen, so he decides to have an 
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arrangement with Ellen, but she moves in with her grandmo

ther and upsets his plan. He is determined to break with 

May and follow Ellen to Europe; but May is pregnant, and Ar

cher finally submits to a controlled destiny. 

Naturally, a sensitive person like Archer feels smo

thered and trapped. His life has been arranged for him, and 

he seems doomed among the ranks of those to whom nothing 

ever happens. Actually, he has been chosen for a very spe

cial mission. He serves as a bridge between the convention

al thinking of his day and the wider, more tolerant view of 

his children's generation. He can see and venerate May as 

representing the "good in the old ways" and still recognize 

in his daughter the virtues of the mother but with a broader 

view of life which represents "good in the new order" (Age, 

p. 35Z). He fulfills his task, as Auchincloss explains, be

cause he has "enough passion and imagination to aspire to 

break through the barriers of tradition ... and [is] weak 

enough so that he cannot finally escape."? 

Freedom for Archer is not merely a relationship with 

Madame Olenska, but rather a richness of life that she stands 

for. Ellen goes where she pleases, chooses a variety of 

friends, and is openly kind, especially to Regina Beaufort 

after the rest of the family turns its backs on her. Archer 

gives Ellen the credit for "opening my eyes to things I'd 

looked at so long that I'd ceased to see them" (Age, p. 7J). 
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And about May, he explains, "There was no use in trying to 

eman~ipate a wife who had not the dimmest notion that she 

was not free" (Age, p. 196). He comes to accept his life 

with May as a reality and his vision of Ellen as a "moment

ary madness" (Age, p. ?08). Yet he still feels that all his 

efforts to accept what was reasonably his "made of his mind 

a rather empty and echoing place" (Age, p. ?08). At the age 

of fifty-seven, he reflects on his life and feels like "a 

mere grey speck of a man compared with the ruthless magnifi

cent fellow he had dreamed of being" (Age, p. 360). Ellen 

has become a "composite vision of all that he had missed" 

(Age, p. 350). He has been faithful to May and fulfilled 

all his obligations with a sense of "dignity of a duty" (Age, 

p. 350). 

Now, thirty years later, he is free to go to Ellen. He 

contemplates the ''rich atmosphere" of her life and decides 

that it is "too stimulating for his lungs" (Age, p. 364). 

He realizes that he has not had the conversation and experi

ences that she has, so he decides to keep a mental picture 

of her where she seems "more real" (-8,ge, p. 364). He decides 

not to see Ellen and returns to his hotel room, thus keeping 

his old-fashioned ways intact. Robert Morss Lovett describes 

Archer as being trapped in a world where "the mind sits 

in judgement on the heart."8 Archer had been trained, bent, 

and bound by a society that Ellen defines as "kind people who 
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only ask one to pretend" (Age, 75). He becomes "a quiet 

and self-rontrolled young man. Conformity to the disci

pline of a small society had become almost his second na

ture" (Age, p. 324) . Yet Ellen says of herself, "when I 

turn back into myself now I'm like a child going at night 

into a room where there's always a light" (Age, p. 173). 

According to Louis o. Coxe, what Edith Wharton deals 

with through Archer is the "whole question of the old and 

the new, of passion and duty, of the life of the feelings 

and t hat of the senses."9 Archer gives up Ellen, his pas

sion, and turns to his duties as a husband, father, and mem

ber of so ciety. Since he cannot have Ellen, he assumes that 

May signifies the "society that denies ... 10 Archer thrives 

on a "rareful, lifelong cultivation of the sensibilities 

and the pass i ons " and ultimately "has unfitted himself for 

pass ionate, devoted action."11 Archer has all along sus

pe cted that his problems will always be solved for him, and 

so they are. The family decides that Archer will not have 

Ellen, and he succumbs. The finality of his retreat from 

his own desires manifests itself in his decision not to see 

Ellen. Now that he is free to act, he acts according to the 

so ciety which had shaped and molded him. The only word nec

e ssary to expl ain his absence from visiting Ellen is that 

he is "ol d- f ashioned" (AM, p. 364). 

In The Age of Innocence, the dignity of the family is 



preserved. This dignity is much more important than any 

individual. So how would the story have changed had Archer 

put himself before the good of the family? This is a diffi

cult question since both Ellen and Newland seem to have a 

genuine desire to seek what is right and just. However, 

Ralph Marvell's story in The Custom of the Country seems to 

show what does happen when an individual puts his own desires 

over what is good for his family. Marvell collapses when he 

is unable to hold the family together. 

For Ralph Marvell, freedom allows the mind to pursue 

what the heart desires. He pays a high price for what his 

heart desires. He wants to be free to write, to express the 

beauty of feeling in words. He wants to share his life with 

a woman he can help to grow and shape intellectually. He 

feels very mu ch a s Newland Archer does toward May. 

Lovett notes that Marvell's actions lead to devastation 

as he comes to represent "the old family background in con

tact with modern social enterprise."12 He wants to be con

sidered modern and admits to having friends among the "Inva

ders."13 Undine Spragg attracts him with her freshness, 

which is actually a simple lack of cultivation and refinement 

of social graces and protocol. When he compares her to Har

riet Ray, a nice girl of his set, he sees Harriet as "sealed 

up tight in the vacuum of inherited opinion, where not a 

breath of fresh sensation could get at her" (.Qustol'!}, p. BJ). 
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This characterization is reminiscent of Newland Archer's 

describing May; but Archer marries May, the ideal match ac

cording to society, whereas Marvell takes a chance, dispens

es with family approval, and marries Undine, the object of 

romantic passion. His choice proves to be a fatal mistake 

for him. He recognizes how a rising middle-class is break

ing into society by "the daughters of his own race" selling 

out to the "Invaders" and the '1daughters of the Invaders" 

buying husbands as if marriage could be "transacted on the 

Stock Exchange" ( Cust.Q.!!!, p. 78). Marvell falls for the 

beautiful Undine and vows to save her from the vulgar ways 

of the rising class. Archer, too, was out to protect Ellen 

and to aid her in readjusting to New York society, but Ellen 

has a genuine interest in others and a natural longing to be 

kind. Undine has a genuine interest in others but only as 

to how she can use their influence to rise in the social 

world. 

Marvell cannot spot the flaws in Undine's character. 

He feels that she can bring out the depths in him and inspire 

him to write. She is his dream girl as Ellen was Archer's 

ideal. But Marvell marries his ideal whereas Archer only 

has Ellen in his mind, and nothing is as wonderful as it 

on r. e seemed. Archer forever glorifies Ellen and accepts 

May and marriage as his reality. Undine's physical nearness 

is the reality for Marvell, and he longs for it even after 
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his love begins waning, But he always glorifies the insti

tution of marriage as an ideal state for husband and wife. 

No one ever replaces Undine after his divorce, even though 

he enjoys his time with Clare Van Degen. Even when Elmer 

Moffatt uses a familiar and high tone in discussing Undine 

to Marvell, he responds, "the fact that I've been divorced 

from Mrs. Marvell doesn't authorize any one to take that 

tone to me in speaking of her" (Custom, p. 465). 

Undine does inspire Marvell to think about writing. On 

their honeymoon, he experiences a "releasing power of lan

guage" (Cu s tom, p. 141). The freedom to speak, to say how 

one feels is what Newland Archer so longed for and found only 

in Ellen. Marvell imagines the power to "wave his magic 

wand O and have words "flutter down to him" (Custom, p. 141 ). 

But at the same time he feels it "pleasanter to watch them 

and let the wand lie" (Custom, p. 141). For he has tried to 

share this feeling with Undine, but her comments center a

round weather, money, everyday things: and he exclaims, 

"You're too practical" (Custom, p. 141). So Marvell soon 

discovers that he is not free to think, feel, and write and 

comes t o know the burden of keeping one's innermost thoughts 

to oneself . But for a while Marvell delights in the fresh

ness of each dawning day and owes his fullness of feeling to 

his wife . Ellen awakened similar feelings in Archer and 

made him see things differently. Both Marvell and Archer 
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need other people, and Irving Howe explains that "these 

relationships ... compromise their freedom by subjecting 

them t o the pain of a desire."14 

Marvell begins to sense the real character of Undine; 

but, still, he cannot admit that she is not what he wants 

her to be. As he recognizes her determination to have money, 

he begins to sacrifice himself to fulfill her demands. He 

gives up a law career, a gentleman's profession (and he was 

expected to be a gentleman) in order to make more money on 

the stock exchange. Marvell is changing. He had at first 

wanted to save Undine from the corrupting lust for a posi

tion and money and thought that his business was "to defend 

her from it and lift her above it" (Custom, p. 177). But 

he knows he is failing at lifting Undine to his standards 

and fa i ling to make enough money to suit her standards. 

Everything that he has had faith in seems to be tumbling 

about him. As he describes it, "his life had come to no

thing" ( Custom, p. 218). He must cope with "the sacrifice 

of hi s profession for an uncongenial business, and inces

sant struggle to make enough money" to satisfy Undine (Cus-

tom, p. ?18). 

As stated earlier, the affection between Ralph and Un-

dine suff ers, but he still hangs onto the ideal image of her 

as wife. As she withdraws from him, she leaves a gap in his 

life . But her absence is not his biggest void. She has 
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torn him apart by her insensitivity. The incident of reset

ting the family jewels typifies her disregard and blindness 

to anything outside of her own wishes. Undine has her wed~ 

ding ring reset at a time when money is scarce. She can 

lie at first about this, but the truth must eventually be 

apparent. Undine thinks Marvell is angry because of the 

expense, but "what pained him was that she had been uncon

scious of the wound she inflicted in destroying the identity 

of the jewels .... She was completely unconscious of states 

of feeling on which so much of his inner life depended .. 

(Custom, p . 214). Shortly thereafter the final split comes 

between the two. What Marvell must do now is "readjust his 

values ... so that one might be made to appear as impor

tant as those he had lost" (Custom, p. 423). Ralph suffers, 

for he manifests an attitude felt by his creator, Edith Whar

ton. According to Auchincloss, Wharton believed that "tra

ditions and ceremonials ... had a basis in the past, and 

... a hope for preservation in the future ... 15 Marvell 

understands and honors his ancestry, their heirlooms and 

ideals: but he is having difficulty in perpetuating their 

values. 

Ralph and Undine marry for very different reasons. She 

wants to break into society and have money and friends. He 

wants someone to share his life, his dreams, his honor. 

Once he realizes he must let her go, he continues to acqui-
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esce to her abuse such as the public mention of his personal 

life, the complete blame for the divorce, and her threat to 

take Paul, their son. He knows he failed in helping Undine; 

so he tries to put his life together again, this time, turn

ing to his son and his book. He is almost successful until 

Moffatt reveals himself as Undine's first husband. Now for 

Marvell "the whole archaic structure of his rites and sanc

tions tumbled down about him" (Cu~tom, p. 469). 

The conversation between these two ex-husbands is re 

plete with business imagery and foreshadowing. It begins 

as Moffatt remarks about an expensive vase, "Ain't she a 

peach" (Custom, p. 461). This remark describes Undine per

fectly--beaut iful, expensive, and something that can be 

bought. They go on to discuss "common stock" and the risk 

of their "little venture" which is sure to pay in a matter 

of time before the "Day of Judgement" (Custom, p. 462). 

Undine is the stock that both Marvell and Moffatt have made 

an investment in. And, of course, Marvell has his day of 

judgement, whereas Moffatt sits back and waits for his re

turn--the return of Undine as his wife. She is paid off 

with the money both men make on the stock market. Marvell 

was very correct in relating the buying of husbands and 

wives as a transaction for the stock exchange. But Undine 

has done more than just break into society by marriage. She 

has caused Ralph to bargain; and, in his reduced position, 
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he loses sight of what is wrong or right. 

As long as he can hold onto something, he can go on 

living. But when he learns that his whole marriage was a 

lie from the beginning, he loses every foothold he may have 

claimed. He had believed in Undine and in marriage. He 

had sacrificed what was most precious to him in order to 

satisfy her lavish desires. He was like so many American 

men, as Charles Bowen explains, who slave for their wives 

and "give their lives for dogmas they cease to believe in" 

(Custom, p. 206). Marvell takes his life with a final 

thought that his death will free Undine to marry someone 

else. The new husband is a marquis, a catholic, and a man 

of strong family ties very similar to Marvell's. Moffatt 

describes him as one who has a business of taking care of 

the family--its history, heirlooms, and ideals--the same 

business Ralph understood and failed to keep intact, the 

same type of business Newland Archer came to realize as a 

dignity of duty. But Ralph commits suicide; for he has gone 

bankrupt, in a manner of speaking. He lost his dignity not 

only when his marriage failed but also when it came to be 

seen as deceitful from the first. 

Would Newland Archer have come to this same end had he 

broken with May, the symbol of tradition, and gone with El

len? Probably not, for Ellen symbolizes a break from the 

restrictions of society without refuting and trying to tear 
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them down. She exhibits deep regard for all the things 

family stands for, but she knows she must seek a richer, 

fuller life where she is free to choose her friends and 

entertainment. Loving Archer is not what frees her, but 

rather the "good conversation" (~~. p. 362). Ellen did not 

rely on money or position as a means to go round in society, 

but Undine needs these things for she is an outsider who 

must break into society. She thinks money will buy her 

freedom to do as she pleases, and her life is one of an ob

session for money. What Undine buys is the right to be 

loud and vulgar. Lovett describes her as one of "the pre

tenders to a culture which they do not possess."16 Undine 

does not have the same values as Ellen or the inbred appre

ciation for tradition. Her lack of reverence for traditional 

value destroys Marvell for he starts to struggle in a world 

which seems to "have lost its values."17 Undine causes him 

to be less than a gentleman, and being a gentleman is the 

one thing that is expected of him. His struggle to keep her 

pacified precludes his freedom, for he has not the time nor 

energy to think great thoughts. Archer's dedication to pre

serve his marriage causes him to lose his freedom to think, 

feel, and venture out on his own. But what Archer hangs on

to is all that is good in society, and Ellen had never want

ed him to give up this good. To Undine, the only good is 

money, and she can never appreciate or understand any sacri-
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fice on the part of Halph. 

Closely allied to money is the idea of family and life 

as business, another important image in Edith Wharton's 

novels . Ralph can be thought of as a person who has enough 

money to be respected but not enough money to use it foolish

ly. He sinks all his assets--his love, his money, and his 

mind--into Undine. This decision goes against advice of 

fami ly members. 

take s his life. 

His investment proves disastrous, and he 

Undine, on the other hand, can afford to 

take chan ces. She can always fall back on her parents. She 

invests a little at a time, and her life is one of movement 

from gains, to setbacks, to gains. But the business imagery 

goes much deeper than this. The business imagery, which is 

most prominent in The Custom of the Country as it pertains 

to Undine Spragg and in The House of Mirth where it relates 

to Li l y Bart, is so powerful that it requires a lengthy 

discussion as it relates to each of these characters. 



III. UNDINE SPRAGG AND BUSINESS OPPORTUNITY 

Newland Archer and Ralph Marvell long for freedom. 

Archer never attains intellectual freedom because he cannot 

have the woman of his passion, Marvell gives up his chance 

for intellectual freedom as he struggles for monetary gains 

to satisfy Undine Spragg~ Undine seems to achieve freedom, 

for she equates freedom with financial stability. She mar

kets herself until she acquires the fortune she feels she 

deserves. After she becomes wealthy, she briefly compares 

husbands and observes a refinement in Ralph Marvell and 

Raymond de Chelles which she prefers to the crude ways of 

the wealthy Elmer Moffatt. But Moffatt possesses one asset 

which holds Undi ne to hirn--his money. As long as she has 

enough money to satisfy her lavish tastes, she can feel free 

and happy. 

Lovett describes The _Custom of the Countr;y as "the 

career of Undine Spragg." 18 She calculates every move in 

her as cent; and although she makes mistakes, she uses her 

experiences to her benefit in future endeavors. Undine must 

look out for her enterprise since she does not have a string 

of grandmothers and aunts to oversee her well-being as May 

Welland has. In order to achieve all that she deems worth

while, Lovett points out that Undine "feeds on rnen."19 

34 
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Her father provides the first stepping stone in her career; 

next her husband, Ralph Marvell; then Peter Van Degen, Ray

mond de Chelles, and finally her first and last husband El

mer Moffatt. These men contribute to her success as she 

measures it. To Undine, happiness, freedom, and success 

hinge on a social position and unlimited money. 

Undine is originally from Apex, where her father hap

pens to get lucky and begi ns to prosper. The Spraggs in

dulge their daughter as their financial situation improves. 

To get her way, in her desire to leave Apex during the sum

mers, Undine pret ends ill health. Her parents take her 

east to a Virginia resort where she is a favorite with the 

other guests and local Sunday beaus. But a fashionable fam

ily which arrives from Washington is forced to stay at the 

resort f or reasons of health until leaving for Europe. Un

dine noti ces t he daughter and strains her ears to catch any

thing that she says, but the girl never notices Undine, who 

learns from her, nevertheless, that the resort is not desir

able and that the young men are far from fashionable. Undine 

also discovers another important lesson. She notices that 

she "did not know how to use her beauty as the other used 

her ~ainness" (Custom, p. 54). Undine's most important a~ 

set is her beauty, and she knows she must learn to utilize 

it. 

The following summer, she has her parents take her to 
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Maine. She discovers that the people there belong to an 

"impenetrable group" (Custom, p. 57). She then vows not to 

try another pla ce until she tries New York. She lands her 

parents in New York, eventually in the fashionable Stentori

an Hotel, and waits for her big chance. Her story occurs 

when new fortunes are being acquired on Wall Street, and her 

introduction to so ciety is partly due to the influence of a 

fr i end whose husband is a broker known for giving tips. 

Undine is not an overnight success though. She lives 

in New York for "two years without any social benefit" 

before an invitation to a dinner arrives (Custom, p. l?). 

Her father has been opposed to living in the Stentorian but 

a gree s in order t o please Undine. Now that her chance to 

meet society people has arrived, he responds, "I guess 

y0u . . . always manage to be right" (Custom, p. 15). The 

invitation to mee t a distinguished New York family makes 

"her feel a little dizzy with her triumph"; for, at last, 

she is "going to know the right people ... she is going 

to get what she wanted" (.gustom, p. 29). 

The dinner enlightens Undine as to what she ·must do if 

she i s to break into society. She cannot converse with the 

society people; for she has not visited the museums , at

tended the opera s , nor read the novels they have. She de ~ 

cides that she must acquaint herself with all these things 

which o r cupy the circle she aspires to enter . She visits 



the museum but at once notices how nobody recognizes her. 

She uses her beauty to attract attention; but, like her 

admirers, she too observes scrupulously. She marvels at a 

fancy eyegl ass which strikes her with its "opportunities 
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for graceful wrist movements" and wonders why anyone 

would want to view objects with the naked eye (Custom, p. 

48). She runs into all sorts of people here whom she would 

like to know, people who make "life seem stale and unprofit

able outside the magic ring" of society (Custom, p. 50). 

She sees no benefit in "being beautiful and attracting at

tention if . .. perpetually doomed to ... the Uninvited" 

(Custom, p. 50). She agonizes over her future, which appears 

like her past, "a long struggle for something she could not 

have" { G.l!e.1Q!l!, p. 52). And, "all she sought for was improve

ment: she honestly wanted the best" (Custom, p. 53). An 

unsigned book review of The Custom of the Country says that 

"Undine Spragg is always striving for the best obtainable, 

as she conceives it."20 

Her next maneuver involves a trip to the opera, but not 

just any seat will do. She asks her father for a · box so 

that she may take her friend Mabel Lipscomb to "make some 

returnff to her for "always taking me 'round" (Custom, p. 4? ). 

Mr. Spragg frowns at the thought of the expensive box, but 

Undine persists. She has a way of "getting things out of 

him against his principles" (Custom, p. 43). The only prin-
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ciples that matter to Undine are her own. As long as she 

obtains her wants, she is happy and can never see any sacri

fice on anyo~·s part. After all, men work for only one rea

son--to ·''bring back the spoils to their women" ( custom, 

p. 44). She knows all along that she will get her way, but 

not without a "struggle for her rights" (Custom, p. 44). Her 

parents attempt reasoning with her, yet she insists that she 

will never get anywhere "if father can't afford to let me go 

round with people" (Custom, p. 47). 

This incident serves as a sample of Undine's thinking 

about freedom and the expression of those thoughts through 

business imagery. Mabel Lipscomb has §_pent or !D.~ested 

time in Undine. Undine wants to rep§!Y her for her kindness, 

or so she says. To get her way, she must sacrifice princi

ples just as the clash between two factions that meet head

on in business necessitates that one must give in. As in 

business transactions, one may have to step on peo ple to 

move ahead, and Undine certainly steps on or uses her father 

to her advantage. To struggle for rights implies that some

one's freedom is hampered. Undine's rights consist of hav

ing her way, and in this case, in attending the opera in a 

box, which costs money. Money will buy her desires, and to 

have her wishes satisfied gives her a sense of freedom--a 

freedom to mix in the society which she so longs to crash. 

At her first opera experiment (experiment in the sense 
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that she is there to learn about the social phenomenon), 

Undine grows embarrassed at Mabel's behavior. Mabel waves 

to those she recognizes, for she is very flattered to be at 

an opera and in a box. Undine notices how no one else beck

ons and concludes that nobody will care to talk to her while 

Mabel is around. Mabel irritates Undine with her mistakes 

and teaches Undine "one of the guiding principles of her ca

reer" which is to watch and not ask questions (Custom, p. 65). 

Undine assimilates a vast knowledge of the rules and 

regulations which allow an ascent up the social ladder. To 

size people up according to their morals or values disin

terests her. Such things are just not important to her. 

The gl amor of wealth and social eminence fascinates her and 

represents the only desirable state or freedom. Her equa

tion of social position with wealth leads to her first big 

mistake. She marries into an old established family and 

enjoys the social access this provides. But when she learns 

of their meager fortune, she divorces for greater wealth. 

She does not care to invest in familial virtue, to devote 

her time to insure family solidarity and respectability. 

Newland Archer and Ralph Marvell revere the family name, 

but Undine trades on it. She wants money, and her business 

is promoting herself in order to acquire her wishes. After 

all, the object of most businesses is to make money, and the 

measure of success depends on dollars made. 
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As stated earlier, Undine attends the opera as part of 

her strategy for getting ahead, but instead of providing a 

social benefit, the opera points out her exclusion from the 

social world. However, a fashionable painter, Claude Popple, 

notices the beautiful Undine and describes her as one of the 

lucky girls who will be able to break into New York circles. 

He comments to an acquaintance, "Who'd have thought old 

Harry Lipscomb'd have put us onto anything as good as that?" 

(Custom, p. 71). Harry Lipscomb is Mabel Lipscomb's husband 

and broker. He is more incidental than instrumental in Un-

dine's acquaintance with Popple, but still he receives cred

it for the tip on whom to watch as a social aspirant. Sure

ly the business implications are deliberate. Undine signi

fies the lucky break and investment; and her debut is with 

a broker, a person whose job entails giving advice on invest

ments. Mr. Popple capitalizes on this tip and formulates 

plans to paint Undine in order to give a new dimension to 

his career. 

Undine also speaks to Ralph Marvell at the opera, ex-

pressing a desire to meet the lovely and refined girls, 

l apsing into melancholy, sighing that she will never have 

this opportunity. Of course, this is another tactic for 

working on people to achieve her goals. Her doubts that 

she will ever know New York ways remind one of Ellen 

Olenska who had to re-learn the ways of New York. Undine 
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must learn these ways in order to succeed, and she cannot 

succeed until she knows all the rules and all the right 

people. 

Undine's primary aim is to know what to do, what to 

say, and where to go. When her intellect and experiences 

fall short, she relies on an essential asset, her beauty, 

to get her through. Her loveliness draws Ralph Marvell to 

herr She explains that her parents are in New York on her 

account. Of course, she means that they are in New York 

because she wants to be there. Edith Wharton chose account 

meaning "because of," which is a homograph and homophone of 

account in the business s&nse, a word which means a business 

agreement wi th a line of credit. In a way, the Spraggs have 

extended a line of credit to Undine; they comprise her fi 

nancial stability. They want this account, which totters on 

delinquency, to pay off. The pay-off is marriage to the 

right person, who will take this debt off their hands. Her 

father, and later other men, provide the financial basis for 

Undine's business. She takes their money and invests it in 

opera tickets, clothes, and whatever items will further her 

career. Many times she overdraws her account, extends to 

the limit: but her financier has so much wrapped ap in this 

investment that he cannot write it off as a bad debt. The 

Spraggs will not abandon their child, and Marvell will not 

forsake his wife, so new ways must be devised to support 
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Undine. Often a quick deal must be turned in order to come 

up with the funds required to keep the investment going, 

that is, to keep Undine complacent. When her marriage to 

Marvell breaks up, it is ''dissolved like a business partner

ship" (Custom, p. 337). 

Further still, to add credence to the claim of Un

dine's story as a business career, Marvell refers to New 

York society as an old regime falling to the intrusion of 

people acquiring fortunes on Wall Street. His society grad

ually crumbles as the nouveau rich buy into Fifth Avenue. 

He knows about values and honor, but this group of intruders 

simply buys its way into society in quest of profits. Still, 

Ralph becomes enamored of Undine and feels he can lift her 

to his level. His attention is merely a pay-off, another 

triumph for Undine. Mrs. Heeny, the society masseuse, ex

plains to the Spraggs the honor Undine will acquire by "mar

rying into . aristocracy" ( Custom, p. 85). She must 

also explain why Marvell gave Undine a family engagement 

ring, but they cannot understand the inherited value of fam

ily jewels unchanged through generations. Mrs. Spragg just 

wants assurance that Ralph did not scrimp on the ring. 

As the betrothed of a respected man, Undine attends 

certain functions as a matter of protocol. One is a dinner 

to meet the Dagonets. She feels unsure of what she will 

say, but Mrs. Heeny boosts her confidence by referring to 
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her looks, so Undine enters the Dagonet dining room with the 

" confidence in her beauty" that had .. carried her through 

every ordeal" ( custom, p. 89). She manages to "run the 

thing" because of her loveliness (Custom, p. 89). She de

lights in the "general homage to her beauty" although she 

picks up on Mrs. Marvell's opposition yet resignation to her 

marriage (Custom, p. 92). She grows excited at "the old 

Dagonet silver on the table--which were to be hers too, 

after al 1 ! " (_Custom, p. 9 ? ). Here is a reference to her 

beauty as a tool for winning what she wants--tangible mani

festations of wealth--and in this case, the silver. 

Undine's reason for marrying Ralph becomes apparent 

during the dinner. The conversation turns to Undine and 

her friend s i n New York. She voices a disappointment in 

not meeting all the people Ralph knows. The ones she had 

met "did not offer the opportunities she sought" (Custom, 

p_ 93). Mr. Dagonet mentions Mabel Lipscomb. Undine grows 

confused at the frown Harry Lipscomb's occupation draws 

from the dinner party and explains that Mabel will probably 

divorce him since "he's been a disappointment to her. He 

isn't in the right set, and I think Mabel realizes she'll 

never get anywhere till she gets rid of him" (Custom, p.94). 

Mrs. Marvell then points out that Mabel would be at more of 

a disadvantage after a divorce, that she would be prevented 

from association with the right set; but Undine retorts that 
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"in Apex, if a girl marries a man who don't come up to what 

she expected, people consider it's to her credit to want a 

r.hange" (Custom, p. 96). When she adds that she wants eve~ 

rything, Mr. Dagonet remarks that her looks will get her 

everything. 

Undine is a success at the dinner; and afterward she 

and Ralph and his sister attend the opera. The opera no 

longer points out her exclusion from society. Instead, Un

dine delights in all the attention she receives. She gazes 

up at Ralph with "a smile of possessorship" ( Custom, -p. 97). 

He is another asset or possession of hers which helps her 

promote her career. 

The Spraggs are glad to have Undine marry Ralph until 

Mr. Dagonet pays Mr. Spragg a visit. He informs Mr. Spragg 

of Ralph's inability to support the couple and extracts an 

amount Mr. Spragg will be willing to give the newlyweds. 

The th()ught of continuing to support his daughter upsets M~ 

Spragg's plans, so he advises Undine to postpone or put off 

her marriage, but she lapses into hysteria and screams that 

she will be ruined by breaking with someone as respected as 

Ralph. She knows the opportunities from such a marriage: 

and she hangs onto Ralph, her valuable asset, with tenacity 

until bigger opportunities come along. 

Her aims are clearly recognizable. She wants to break 

into society and have name and money so that others will 
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envy her as she has them. She "liked to know that what 

belonged to her was coveted by others" (Custom, p. 226). 

She continuously strives for more. In a book review of The 

Custom of the Country Undine is described as a pathetic fi

gure who earns sympathy instead of condemnation because it 

i s her misfortune that "her aims are all material and ego

tisti ~." ' l For instance, she likes Ralph well enough but 

has no i dea a s to the fulfillment and sense of freedom from 

sharing life with a companion. Newland Archer longs for a 

fulfil l ing relationship, but he never has to struggle for 

so cial position or money as Undine must. The expensive items 

she obtains verify her wealth to others. She attaches no 

sentimental value to objects, only the value that can be 

measured in dollars and cents. She has her engagement ring, 

un changed for generations, reset. She urges Raymond de 

Chelles to sell one of his family tapestries so that she 

may have more money. The idea of family as a resource of 

value, as in v i r tue, never crosses her mind. Undine is 

aware of material value only. 

Newland Archer sacrifi ces his freedom to love Ellen for 

the sanctity of marriage and family, but Undine draws on the 

fami l y name to benefit and further her career. The family 

has value only as a means to acquire position and wealth. 

It perhaps bears interest to Undine as location does to a 

business--that is, Undine must be in the right set as a 
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business must be in the right pla ce. And as the need aris

es , she moves onto better corners, more profitable positions 

whi ch al low her to expand and satisfy her lavish wants. 

When her wants are not satisfied, she feels trapped, as if 

her freed om is sacrificed. Her marriage to Ralph limits 

her, and she longs to be free to seek other opportunities. 

Undine thinks about her life. She feels that "she had 

given he r self to the exclusive and dowdy when the future be

longed to the showy and promiscuous" {CustQ~, p. 193). She 

comes to "class her marriage with the hateful early mistakes 

f r om the memories of which she hoped it would free her" 

(r.ustom, p. 193) . She blames Ralph for her disenchantment 

and find s pleas ure "at this stage of her career" in being 

reassured by other men that they would have known how to 

prPvent her unhappiness had they been given a chan ce (Cus -

t~m, p. 193). 

One of these admirers is the wealthy Peter Van Degen. 

She manipulates him in a style similar to the way her fa

ther has handled certain business matters. Still, she is 

quite young and makes some costly mistakes with him. He 

shows her what a small matter money is and happily gives 

he r money to ease her mind, for "peace of mind ... was 

al l she ne Pded to make her happy" {Custom, p. 203). Of 

co urse her pea ce of mind ties directly to wealth. Money 

re so lves all her prob l ems . Her marriage to Ralph had given 
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her the position she wanted; and "if she only had the means 

to live up to her opportunities she would have been perfect

ly rontent with life, with herself and her husband" (Custom, 

p. ?26). But the lack of money stands between her and 

Ralph; and although she "found more benefits than drawbacks 

in her marriage," she still wearies of the man who cannot 

"a chi eve the quick rise to affluence which was man's natural 

tribute to woman's merits" (Custom, p. 227 ) . Marriage is a 

business to Undine, and her marriage is not generating e

nough revenue, so she must devise ways to keep her business 

running which may lead to another marriage. 

Peter van Degen has the money to belp Undine. However, 

she worries whether the benefits from his money compensate 

for the risk. Her transaction with him is described using 

words associated with business. He thinks of his gift to 

Undine as one which "had not brought i n the return he ex

pected" (Custom, p. ?JO). He asks her about the return: 

Look here--the inst2llment plan's all 
right: but ain't y e ~ a bit behind even 
on tha1? Anyhow, I think I ' d rather 
let the interest accumulate for a while. 
(Custom, p. ?31) 

Undine realizes that taking money was a mi s take and decides 

not to be one ffof the women who sacrifice future security 

f o r immediate success, and she meant to lay solid founda -

tions" {_Q_~stom, p. ?35). 

Somehow she does manage to lay solid f oundations 
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although she is not always aware of it. Paul Marvell, her 

son, is one example. As she thinks back over her marriage 

to Ralph, she considers the time when they were "free ... 

no child to hamper their movements, their money anxieties 

had hardly begun" (Custom, p. 283). When she discovers 

that she is pregnant, she cries since she will lose a year 

of her life. After Paul's birth, she shows little affection 

to him; and her health is never as good as it was. Later in 

her marriage, when she decides that she must go to Europe, 

she can refer to her health and how it has suffered since 

the birth of the boy. Claiming poor health helps her get a 

trip to Europe without taking Ralph or Paul. Of course, af

ter she stays in France for a time, Ralph encourages her to 

hurry home since her vacation is a "drain on her letter of 

credit" ( cusiom, p 283). 

Looking out on Paris gives her a new sense of freedom, 

so Ralph's entreaty for her return annoys her now that she 

has "another chance of escape" and he only wants to "drag 

her back to bondage" (Custom, p. 28)). Here her situation 

relates to that of Newland Archer. The actual word choice 

sets up the trapped mode, and trapped is how Newland and 

Undine feel about their marriages--Undine because of money, 

Archer because of caring for Ellen. Archer's first child 

causes his break with Ellen, his final sacrifice of freedom; 

and Paul Marvell makes Undine feel that her freedom is 
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his family. But Undine cannot put the needs of the family 

before her own wishes. She uses her family to further her 

own gain. Her marriage is one of opportunity; and although 

she regrets having Paul, he turns out to be an asset. She 

can claim poor health due to having him; and, later, he be

comes a tool for manipulating Ralph into giving her money. 

As Undine grows more refined, she learns from experts 

how to rultivate her beauty. While alone on her trip to 

Europe, she develops a friendship with Raymond de Chelles, 

who is attracted by her looks. He gives her a glimpse at 

a "still more brilliant existence" (Cus!Q!!!, p. i87). How

ever, she doubts that anything will ever come of this 

friendship and enjoys "profiting by it to detach herself 

from her compatriots and enter doors closed to their ap

proach" (Custom, p. 287). Undine is seeking more oppor

tunity than Ralph can give her. Some of the other charac

ters describe her as willing "to forfeit the advantages of 

her marriage" for "larger opportunities" (Custom, p. 280). 

She thinks van Degen can and will satisfy her expectations; 

so, even though she recognizes the refinement and flare in 

Chelles and enjoys his company, "his chief value lay in ex

citing Van Degen's jealousy" (Custom, p. 287). 

Ralph sends letters to Undine, imploring that she come 

home. But she knows she must stay in order to maintain her 
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hold over Van Degen. She whimpers to Van Degen that she 

must return to New York. She senses Van Degen's affection 

for her and her victory over him, and she thinks of her 

triumph as similar to her father's pulling off business 

deals. She reasons that any "man could be managed . " 

(fustom, p . ?94) . Undine views men through the eyes of an 

entrepreneur. She analyzes each one as to his perpetual 

benefit. Van Degen has the most money, so he is the most 

desirable. Chelles' flirtation attracts van Degen's atten

tion, which Undine captivates just as her father works to 

turn business deals. Even the newspapers describe her in 

business terms claiming that she possesses a "monopoly" on 

good looks (fustom, p. 316). 

Even so, Undine f ail s to consider Peter's feelings and 

loses t he opportunity of marrying him. She thinks through 

every move, and with a "carefully calculated" plan like her 

fathe r 's "financial enterprises" she moves in with Van Degen 

( Q!!stom, p. 364). But she forgets to consider the risks. 

Van Degen loses interest in her. To help save the situation 

she seeks advice from a school friend, Indiana Frusk, who 

has recently acquired success by marrying a rich Mr. Rolli 

ver (who is a friend of Van Degen). But the deal is off; 

Undine cannot win Van Degen again. Indiana exclaims, "There 

isn't a tip I couldn't have given you" (Custom, p. 345). 

Asking Indiana for favors verifies "the depth to which her 
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[Undine 's] fortunes had fallen" (~ustom, p. 344). Indiana 

shakes her head, and Undine covets her achievement. 

After Undine divorces Ralph, some of her European 

friends take "a keen interest in her liberation" (Custom, 

p. 353). She is not flattered at their curious attention. 

Undine only wants two things in life: "amusement and respect

ability" (Custom, p. 354). Getting something better is dif

ficult, however. She has miscalculated Peter Van Degen's 

sensitivity. He comes to see her lack of devotion to her 

husband as selfish. And now that she is divorced and with

out Van Degen, she feels like a failure. Now that she is no 

longer Mrs. Ralph Marvell, she feels like a "coin of dimin

ished trading capacity" (Custom, p. 361). She fee ls the 

lost advantage" of marriage (Custom, p. 361). 

Undine plots to rebuild her empire, though. She has 

returned home to obtain the divorce, but she longs for Eu

rope again. She surmises, however, that her acquaintances 

will label her visit as a "quest of a new opportunity"; so 

she convinces her parents to accompany her to Europe (Custo~, 

p. 380). A certain princess ~otices and befriends her once 

she arrives. Again, "at the lowest ebb of her fortunes" 

Undine is "rehabilitated, reinstated" (Custom, p. 387). She 

attributes her success to "her sole graces, her unaided per

sonality" and vows to trust them always (Custom, p. 387). 

She also renews her friendship with Chelles, who focuses his 
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eyes on her with a "sense of his good fortune" (Cu?tom, 

p. 398). Undine knows he would be willing enough to have an 

affair, but she knows where that course of action leads--no

where. She agrees to see him, but only in respectable plac

es. While Undine is between marriages, she uses Paul to get 

money from Ralph so that she can remain in Europe and pursue 

her opportunities. 

She has retained custody of Paul after the divorce, but 

she never cares to be bothered with him, so he lives with 

Ralph. When she needs money, though, she requests that Paul 

be sent to her. Ralph offers money instead; he is having to 

buy Paul from Undine. After a time, when Ralph needs more 

money to keep her pacified, he turns to Moffatt for a quick 

deal on the stock market. He makes a low risk deal but 

learns of Undine's first marriage and commits suicide. Un

dine gets Paul, and Ralph's deal pays off--to Undine. 

Ralph's death allows Undine to marry Chelles, a Roman 

Catho lic , although the price of Ralph's life is one she 

wishes she did not have to pay. Her marriage to Chelles 

also falls short of her anticipations. He reminds her of 

Ralph not only in his good-nature and refinement but also in 

his la ck of wealth. He cannot satisfy her every whim. Once 

more she discovers her alignment with aristocracy instead of 

money. Moreover, Chelles selects her friends and will not 

allow her to go with whomever she pleases. Undine feels 
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p. 481). 
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As matters grow worse in their marriage, Chelles al

lows Undine more liberty. She can, thus, renew a friendship 

with Elmer Moffatt, who makes her feel cheerful until he 

announces that he must return to New York. He has ample 

money now; and she urges him to stay, suggesting that they 

can have an arrangement since she can never divorce due to 

her religion. Remaining married to Chelles is one of the 

very few things she ever considers doing out of regard for 

a creed or tradition. That she can respect Catholicism 

enough to sacrifice her freedom shows a remarkable growth 

in Undine--almost. Moffatt points out that she was born a 

Baptist. Realizing he is right, she divorces Chelles and 

remarries Moffatt, who can give her more than she has ever 

dreamed of having. 

Now she has acquired all she wants, even if she prefers 

the character of Marvell and Chelles to that of Moffatt. He 

has the money to buy her valuable clothes and objects, and 

he can afford to send Paul away to school so that she will 

still be free. Yet in the back of her mind "she was not 

always happy" ( custom, p, 591). She believes that there 

may be other things in the world she would want "if she knew 

about them" (Custom;,' p. 591) · 

Moffatt is her sign of success; he makes up for "all 
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her failures and blunders" (Custom, p. 591). But he points 

out to her how she can never be the wife of an ambassador 

since she has been divorced. That she cannot have something 

makes her unhappy, for she discovers "that there was some

thing she could never get, something that neither beauty nor 

influence nor millions could ever buy for her" (Cusiom, 

p. 594). Once again, an idea formed by society is shown as 

limiting some chara cters in Wharton's novels. Society 

branded divorced people. Undine "could never be an Ambas

sador's wife ... the one part she was really made for" 

(Cu~to~, p. 594). Ellen and Newland cannot marry each other 

because they will not subject the family name to the scandal 

of divorce. They are not free to nurture their love because 

society would ban them from the polite circles that Ellen 

and Archer know so well. Undine is prohibited from being an 

ambassador's wife because she is divorced. She may know the 

ambassadors and socialize with them, but she can never be 

the wife of one. Society precludes the position of ambas

sador's wife .to divorced women, no matter how rich or how 

beautiful they may be. 

T}}~ __ Custom of the Coun!!:Y deals with Undine Spragg• s 

as cent to affluence. She begins her career by manipulating 

her father then proceeds to invest in other men who offer 

better benefits. 

to Ralph Marvell. 

Her first big break comes with her marriage 

He introduces her to the right people. 
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Next, Peter Van Degen represents the power and freedom en

joyed from having abundant wealth but also demonstrates the 

necessity for working within the respectable realm of socie

ty. Undine takes a risk when she leaves Marvell and lives 

with Van Degen. Undine takes a big chance by doing some

thing society has not sanctioned, and she pays for her mis

take. Her reinstatement to society comes from a new marriage 

to Raymond de Chelles. He has suggested an arrangement, but 

Undine remembers her lesson from van Degen and knows the only 

way to profit from a relationship with Chelles is to see him 

on the terms that society imposes for respectability. Her 

marriages to Marvell and Chelles are an investment, and they 

do pay off by including her in a social set. But she wants 

more of a return because she feels her beauty and social 

grar.es--the part she invests in a business deal--deserve 

more capital. Elmer Moffatt, her first and fourth husband, 

offers her a low risk, high yield business deal--marriage. 

At last Undine acquires the wealth she always knew she de

served, but it comes with a price. She wants money most of 

all yet really prefers the refined, dignified character of 

Chelles and Marvell. 

Edith Wharton uses business imagery in another story. 

She depicts the declining career of Lily Bart in The House 

of Mirth. Lily and Undine know that marriage can free them 

from daily troubles. Undine pursues a life of material 
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wealth, and Lily does too at times. But Lily is also simi-

lar to Newland Archer and Ellen Olenska in that she longs 

for stimulating and meaningful relationships. She can never 

quite make up her mind to follow love or money. Since she 

cannot decide between love and money, she is never free to 

pursue either course. Lily becomes trapped. The following 

chapter deals with the business imagery in The House of 

Mirth as it relates to Lily's loss of freedom. 



IV. LILY BART: BUSINESS I MAGERY AND FREEDOM 

Newland Archer in The Age of Innocence, Ralph Marvell 

and Undine Spragg in The custom of the Cou!ll!:Y long for 

freedom. Archer seeks intellectual freedom which he feels 

is only possible in a relationship with Ellen Olenska which 

calls fo r betraying the dignity of his family. He knows he 

can never pay such a price for freedom, so he contents him

self with a duty that venerates tradition. Marvell is will

ing to marry outside of his social class provided that his 

new bride adopts his traditional values. Instead of rais

ing his bride, Undine Spragg, to his level where the two can 

be free to think great thoughts, he discovers that she wants 

a standard of living higher than his fortune allows. So he 

finds himself in an incessant struggle for money which pre

vents him from nurturing his intellect and his marriage. 

Archer and Marvell are not free to choose how they will live 

their lives. Undine chooses to pursue money so that one day 

she might have enough money to make her free. Her life be

comes a business of manipulating men until one finally has 

enough capital to satisfy her wants. After she becomes 

wealthy, she still feels limited in some ways for she finds 

that money cannot buy everything. Lily Bart in The House of 

Mirth wants to be free. She knows as Undine that economic ---
security is necessary for freedom and that the only lucrative 

57 
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vocation for respectable women i s marriage. But she is also 

similar to Archer and Marvell for she knows that t r ue free

dom is not possible without intellectual stimula tion which 

is what Marvell and Archer find lacking in their marriages. 

Lily Bart's story, according to Irving Howe "approaches 

the finality of the tragic." He further describes her fate 

as stemming from "a clash between a stable society and a 

sensitive person who half belongs to and half rebels a

gainst it."?? Olivia Howard Dunbar says that Lily becomes 

a "horrible warning ... to young women of sordid ambi

tions, love of luxury, and instability of character. 0 23 

Lily's longings for two things, economic freedom and intel-

lectual freedom, may cause her to seem fickle: yet perhaps 

she can be described better by Wilbur L. Cross who says that 

Lily is "a girl sound at heart . . checkmated at every 

turn. ""4 Marriage to a wealthy man may solve Lily's finan-

cial woes, but she thinks about the man she loves and the 

sense of freedom she feels with him. E. E. Hale, Jr. says 

that Lily has two options for marriage, "one with money and 

one with a man."i6 And Diana Trilling says that ·Lily "re

peatedly failed to make the most of her marital opportuni

ties, having preferred to follow the dictates of her heart 

rather than the commands of practical reason." ?6 She does 

not marry, and her career steadily declines. 

A prerequisite for freedom in The Age of Innocence, 
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The Custom of the Count~, and The House of Mirth is select-

ing an option and clinging to it. For example, once the de

cision is made for Newland Archer that he will marry May and 

remain married to May, he devotes his energy to upholding 

the dignity of the marriage. Although he never attains his 

ultimate ideal because he holds steadfast to what has been 

predestined for him, he experiences complacency. His strug

gle ends when he no longer must choose between May and Ellen. 

He forfeits his chance to idealistic freedom, but May had 

been the second prize in a lottery, as Archer tells his sto

ry: and he is content, even if not completely fulfilled. 

Also, Undine Spragg knows her one goal--to be rich--and 

never wavers in her determination to have her desire. She 

makes her choice, lives with it. and achieves monetary 

freedom. 

Lily Bart and Ralph Marvell seek sincerity in relation-

ships as they struggle for economic security. They need a 

lucky break to free themselves from more powerful entrepre

neurs who dominate their lives. They lose control of their 

destinies, which pivot on the words and actions of others. 

Ralph succumbs to the enterprising Undine: and Lily, banking 

on her good looks, falls flat when her reputation is slan

dered. In her case, according to Trilling, "an untarnished 

personal record is what a woman trades in return for money 

in the bank," and Lily loses her power to trade.?? She has 
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the opportunity to marry for love, but cannot. She has the 

opportunity to marry for money, but cannot. Lily cannot 

choose an option. Her story evolves out of a desire for 

both love and money and becomes especially interesting when 

one analyzes the business imagery. 

The House of Mirth is a story of Lily Bart's descend-

ing career. Trilling describes it as 

a money story. It is money that Lily 
needs to fulfill her potentialities; 
it i s money that would make her invul
nerable t o at tack by people who are 
her natural inferiors: it is money that 
put s the wrong persons in power: it is 
money, or the lack of it, that kills 
Lily; it is mone? th~t f~nally triumphs 
over beauty and 1mag1nat1on.ZB 

Her only asset for success is her beauty, and Louis Auchin

closs points out that beauty is not much "in a world that 

puts its store in coin and hypocrisy."?9 She makes a bad 

investment by nurturing her intellect before using her love

liness to secure her future. Wharton writes of a period 

"where women lack economic independence" so that "security 

is ne cessarily synonomous with marriage."30 Lily emerges as 

a tragic figure, according to Charles wa1dstein, because she 

loses her chance to be "free from all worldly and convention

al considerations," but her career could have mirrored Un

dine's if Lily had ignored her self-consciousness.31 She 

attempts to put it aside, for she knows she must marry for 

money to be successful. 
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Lily realizes the purpose of money can be to provide an 

"escape from dinginess."32 Her father had lost his fortune, 

and as far as her mother was concerned, "he no longer count

ed: he had become extinct when he ceased to fulfill his 

purpose" (House, p. 33). The only comfort left to Mrs. Bart 

is Lily's beauty. She describes it as "the last asset in 

their fortunes," and Lily senses that she must use her love

liness as a tool for advancement (House, p. 34). Her mother 

guards over Lily's beauty "as though it were her own property 

and Lily its mere custodian" and points out to Lily 0 what 

might be achieved through such a gift" (House, p. 34). 

Quite early in this novel, Edith Wharton casts money as 

the resource for meaningful existence. When Mr. Bart loses 

his fortune, he exclaims, "I'm ruined" and begins dying 

(House, p. 32). But even worse than dying, he becomes no

thing to his wife; for his only right to life depends on his 

skill as a financial magnate. Lily also endures ostracism 

during the final stages of her career from the people who 

are supposed to be her friends. Once her services as a 

secretary or as a cover for a love affair are no. longer nec

essary, she is thrown aside and replaced. As her money de

clines and her value as a commodity dwindles, so does Lily. 

However, at the beginning of her story, Lily has a plan 

to make life profitable. She benefits from using her beauty. 

She knows that her only chance to be free from worry lies in 
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capturing a wealthy husband. Marriage is her only solution 

to money problems, so Lily carefully plots a course for her 

life so that "her simplest acts seemed the result of far

r.eaching intentions" (Hou~, p. 34). She plans and calcu

lates to obtain a bright future since her mother had told 

h~r she must . Mrs. Bart has said to Lily, "fight your way 

out" of dingy disgust (House, p. 35). Lily may have been 

ashamed of Mrs. Bart's "crude passion for money," but only 

money can satisfy her own taste for luxury, so she engages 

in the business of finding a husba nd (House, p. 35). 

Lily discusses her ideas of marriage with Lawrence 

Selden, the man she really cares for. She remarks how wo

men are expected to be pretty and well-dressed: and if they 

cannot do so on their own, then they must "go into partner

ship" (House, p. 12). Although she cares for Selden, he 

lacks the money to satisfy her material wants. Lily's 

"whole being dilated in an atmosphere of luxury, 0 and she 

admits to seeking a financial passport to luxury through 

marriage (House, p. 12). Selden responds to her business 

approa ch to marriage in business terms, "Ah, wel .l, there 

must be plenty of capital on the lookout for such an in-

vestment (Hou~, p. 12). 

Lily and Selden maintain connections with society 

through relatives instead of through surplus fortunes. Lily 

becomes enamored of the gaiety and luxuriousness of the 
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wealthy. She compares her ambition to a strand of perfect 

pearls which "symbolized the life she longed to lead . . . 

every detail should have the finish of a jewel, and the 

whole form a harmonious setting to her own jewel-like rare

ness" (House, p. 90). On the other hand, she admires how 

Selden "had preserved a social detachment" and could come 

and go in society (!fouse, p. 54). , She longs for the so

cial influence and esteem which hinge on wealth, but she 

also recognizes the boredom from functioning in a routine 

which s ociety demands for its sanctioned few. She realizes 

that to embrace all the forms of society would mo l d her in 

a fashion like "most of the captives" who "having once f l own 

in, could never regain their freedom" (!!ouse, p. 54). 

Naturally, she venerates Selden•s detachment from so

ciety and his idea of freedom. He explains, "My idea of 

success is per sonal freedom. From money, from poverty, -from 

ease and anxiety, from all the material accidents. To keep 

a kind of republic of the spirit" (Hou~~. p. 68). Lily con

fesses that she feels the same way but relapses with a sigh, 

"The only way not t o think about money is to have a great 

deal of it" (House, p. 69). As for a relationship between 

Lily and Selden, it is not "a part of her scheme of life 

. in a career so accurately planned" (House, p . 69). He 

a s ks her early in the story, "Isn't marriage your vocation?" 

and Lily must get on with her business (House, p. 9); for 
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Trilling points out that for Lily "no form of emotional 

freedom, even pride, is possible without a solid foundation 

of economic security."33 She needs to hold her pursuit of 

freedom of the _ spirit in abeyance until she rectifies her 

financial situation. 

As for Selden's explanation of freedom, it sounds ra

ther idealistic. But still, he and Ellen Olenska seem to 

realize a personal freedom. Although they have connections 

with society, they retain the right to travel avenues not 

necessarily sanctioned by society. One must recall, however, 

that Selden has enough money to live on; and Ellen's finan

cial needs have been provided by family. Lily must make 

her own way. 

One chance for economic freedom rests on a marriage to 

the wealthy Percy Gryce. Lily congratulates herself in 

knowing "how to manage him" (House, p. 19). She engages in 

conversation with him. When discourse wanes, Lily employs 

a new method to stimulate dialogue. She marvels at her 

ability as a "skillful operator" (House, p. ?O). Part of 

her successful maneuvers results from an earlier Bncounter 

with Selden over tea. She learns points about Percy Gryce, 

her prey, and comes to view the chance meeting with Selden 

as a lucky break indicating "her talent for profiting by the 

unexpected" (Hous~, p. 21). The diction in this passage in

dicates how Lily's plans reflect the meticulous calculations 
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in business. Manage, operator, ,:Qrofit contribute to a 

business-like tone. Furthermore, Lily describes Gryce as 

a merchant whose warehouses are crammed with an unmarket

able commodity" (House, p. 20). Selden has assisted her in 

developing ways to snare the prized Percy Gryce. 

The chance meeting with Selden also comes at a price. 

Another social aspirant, Simon Rosedale, sees her coming 

from Selden's apartment. Lily observes the way Rosedale sums 

up people "appraising people as if they were bric-a-brac" 

(HQuse, p. 14). When he acknowledges her, she instantly 

lies about her presence at Selden's apartment, then quickly 

realizes her mistake. Rosedale offers to accompany her to 

the train station, for being seen with Miss Bart ''Would have 

been money in his pocket"; but she refuses his offer and 

realizes her refusal as another mistake (House, p. 15). 

Had she allowed Rosedale to take her to the station, she 

could have bought his silence as to her whereabouts. Lily 

thinks about the gossip that may occur then wonders, 

Why must a girl pay so dearly for her 
least escape from routine? Why could 
one never do a natural thing without 
having to screen it behind a structure 
of artifice? She had yielded to a 
passing impulse ... and it was so 
seldom she could allow herself the 
luxury of an impulse. (House, p. 15) 

The episode where Lily visits Selden in his apartment, 

then sees Rosedale on the street provides insight into her 

character. First Lily is represented as a calculating 
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individual. Her success or business depends on how well 

she can secure a coveted social position. Secondly, Lily 

gives in to genuine desires. She wants to visit a friend. 

In the midst of all her contrivances, Lily still feels with 

her heart. And lastly, she fears she must pay for submit

ting to a natural impulse, one which does not necessarily 

enhance her designs for advancement. This event also fore

shadows a reversal in fate. At this point, Rosedale wants 

Lily because she is beautiful but also because she can 

smooth his rough edges and add a social refinement to his 

character. He manages to rise in society as Lily happens to 

fall. Even after her social demise, he still desires her 

yet will not sacrifice his impending social prominence to 

marry her. So Lily comes to be to Rosedale what Selden is 

to her--something desired but kept distant for sound business 

reasons. This twist comes later in the novel; so, at the 

beginning, Lily concentrates on what she gains from her 

meeting with Selden instead of what it costs her. Through

out the passage and the whole story, Edith Wharton chooses 

words to reflect a business mood; and while the characters 

size up situations in the light of business, their freedom 

to feel and cater to emotion subsides. To insure success, 

Lily and Rosedale must attend to the economic side of life 

first and put sensitivity into remission. 

The business approach to life manifests itself in Lily's 
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reference to Percy Gryce. He represents a commodity, an 

asset worth acquiring. She considers him as a "factor in 

her plans" and "must follow up on her success" in the hope 

that he may give her the "honour of boring her for life" 

(House, p. 25). She never mentions any feeling for him, 

neither love nor disdain. His advantage lies solely in his 

money. He merely maintains a functional role in the way 

that an elaborate suite in a fancy building projects an 

image of successful business. He is a necessary item, and 

she knows "with a few days• work" she can "win her reward" 

of marrying Gryce (House, p. 28). Just when she can almost 

reach out and grab her reward, she allows emotion to dictate 

her next move. She sacrifices her chance for Gryce by spend

ing an afternoon with Selden. She wants Gryce's money for 

the "old scores she could pay off as well as the old bene

fits she could return" Oi~, p. 49); but Selden shows her 

how such things seem shabby, and Lily questions her ambi

tions: "after struggling to get them I probably shan't like 

them" (House, p. 71). Thus, Lily forfeits her financial 

ticket to luxury. 

After she loses this opportunity, her monetary obliga-

tions force her to ask a favor from Gus Trenor, the wealthy 

husband of her best friend Judy. He offers to make money 

for her by investing her money on the stock market, but she 

misreads his intentions. He considers Lily as a piece of 
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trade; and although she resists his advances, this one-sided 

entanglement costs her more than she can afford. It is a 

bad business deal and causes scandal, much in the same 

fashion as Julius Beaufort's bankruptcy does in The Age of 

Innocence. 

Lily's experience with Trenor might not have been so 

disastrous had she taken time earlier to invest in the 

friendship of a distant cousin, Grace Stepney. Lily lives 

with their rich aunt, Mrs. Peniston, and often excludes 

Grace from her social circle. Grace resents Lily's access 

to so ciety and her access to Mrs. Peniston's wealth, so she 

helps to discredit Lily in order to claim a portion of Mrs. 

Peniston's fortune. Grace eagerly takes up the case against 

Lily's reputation, and Lily comes to realize "that woman's 

dignity may cost more to keep up than her carriage; and 

that the maintenance of a moral attribute should be depend

ent on dollars and cents" distresses her (Hous~, p. 169). 

Lily's social circle allows married women to have their 

male friends about them, but a single girl has to be care

ful, for to be talked about implies guilt. Lawrence Selden 

has been a lover of Bertha Dorset, who grows jealous of 

Lily. Bertha and Selden go their separate ways~ and she 

finds other entertainments, using Lily to pacify George Dor

set, her husband. He admires Lily, but she refuses to be

come romantically involved with him. Even so, Bertha, to 



avert attention from her own promiscuity, accuses Lily of 

corning between her and her husband. Lily does not defend 

herself; nor will she allow George Dorset to flatter him

self by her affections. He will not divorce his wife . 

Bertha Dorset retains respect because she remains Mrs. George 

Dorset, and her "social credit was based on an impregnable 

bank-account" Oiouse, p. 261). 

Lily's career cannot withstand two scandals. She has 

one last chance to vindicate herself. She can reveal the 

love letters between Bertha Dorset and Lawrence Selden. A 

r leaning lady mistakes Lily for Bertha and sells her the 

letters as a fonn of blackmail. Simon Rosedale knows that 

Lily holds a key to unlock the door to society. He urges 

her to use her weapon. He explains how she can gain her 

end, and Lily thinks about his proposition: 

Put by Rosedale in terms of business
like give-and-take, this understanding 
took on the harmless air of a mutual 
accommodation, like a transfer of prop
erty or a revision of boundary lines. 
(House, p. 259) 

Rosedale tells Lily how she could get Bertha in her power. 

Then he will marry Lily, his share of the business, and give 

her the financial backing to keep her as powerful as Bertha. 

He is offering a business deal to Lily, who sees his scheme 

as one based on distrust. Bertha would be dependent on 

Lily's si l ence about the letters, and Lily would be depend

ent on Rosedale's money, Lily would be successful, and she 
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could not cheat Rosedale "of his share of the spoils" since 

he would be supporting the deal (House, p. 260). Lily would 

be to Rosedale what Gus Trenor had hoped she would be to 

him--a fancy piece of trade. Lily views the "whole transac

tion in a new aspect, and she saw that the essential baseness 

of the act lay in its freedom from risk" (H~, p. 260). 

Lily has nothing to lose; but Rosedale's social image can be 

wrecked, unless, of course, she and Bertha can mend their 

rift. Rosedale has amassed a fortune and managed to be ac

r.epted by society, but if he marries Lily, a social outcast, 

he would be forever banned from the ~ocial circle that he 

has unrelentingly pursued. 

Perhaps what repulses Lily is Rosedale's determination 

to be accepted by society. A year earlier he could have 

benefitted socially from a marriage to her. Although he 

wants her more than ever, he wants his social position more 

than he wants Lily. He will marry her only if no risk is 

involved, so he devises the no-risk business deal where 

nobody will lose. Lily declines his offer, however: and 

Bertha Dorset maintains her monopoly on the social scene. 

still, Lily wonders about the deal Rosedale has offered. 

After all, Lily questions, "What debt did she owe to a 

social order which had condemned and banished ber without 

a trial?" (flQuse, p. JOO). She desires material luxury as 

well as the luxury of a free spirit. "Inherited tendencies 
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had combined with earl y training to make her the highly 

specialized product she was" (House, p. 301). Lily is a 

marketable product throughout the novel. Rosedale lays the 

final offer before the prized Lily, and she refuses to sell 

the merchandise. She thinks of Selden and how special he 

has been. With him, she has experienced a "sense of light

ness, of ema cipa tion" (!:fouse, p. 65) . In order to attain 

her end, to a cquire money, she "must trade on his name, and 

profit by a secret of his past" (Housg, p. 304). Such a 

proposition fills her with shame, so she refuses to use the 

love letters and burns them. Thus, her business career 

ends. She has no means to pull another deal. 

Mari e Bristol says that Lily always has had an "uncon

scious des ire for freedom . "34 Lily comes to know the es

sence of freedom. Her idea of freedom reiterates that of 

Ellen , Archer, Marvell, and Selden. Freedom comes through 

real love and intellectual stimulation but is often bound in 

a customary marriage and/or the need for economic security . 

Lily delights in "the rare joys of mental vagrancies" when 

she is with Selden, but her financial resources limit her, 

so she must always think of ways to raise capital--just as 

Marvell and Undine Spragg must (House, p. 67). According to 

Lily, money "freed her temporarily from all minor obliga

tions;" but for Lily and Marvell, money cannot perpetuate 

freedom (Hou~g_, p. 111). Bristol says that "Lily's only 
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economic salvation is a wealthy marriage"; but she comes to 

see that "a life of independence, even without luxury, is 

preferable to the parasitic life of 'society. , .. 35 

Money buys a type of freedom while sincere relation

ships offer another freedom. Lily never quite develops a 

sincere relationship with anyone. She comes close with 

Selden, but she lacks the courage to embrace his way of 

life fully. Bristol attributes Lily's pain to her lack of 

"courage to es t ablish a decent relationship with another 

human. Failure leads ... to personal ruin. 11 36 Lily 

cannot attain economic freedom or emotional freedom. 



V. CONCLUSION 

The Age of Innocence, The Custom of the Country, and 

The House of Mirth make a definite statement about freedom. 

To be free, Wharton suggests, one must be able to establish 

relationships without regard to money. To succeed, one 

must either have enough money so as not to be preoccupied 

with making a living or love money and the quest for it 

more than anyone or anything. To be free, one must be 

free from worry, financially secure, and emotionally grati

fied. One must be able to explore many avenues, to share 

good conversation, to enjoy the richer, finer side of life 

found in good art and literature. Sharing ideals prevents 

loneliness and the fading away of one's rightful place in a 

universe which can easily leave one out. 

Knowing that money is her first and primary love frees 

Undine Spragg to some extent. She will enjoy her type of 

freedom as long as her money holds out. 

Newland Archer's freedom is gone, but not his dignity. 

He learns to live alone in his thoughts. 

Ralph Marvell is reduced to a mechanical role as he is 

forced to stifle his contemplation of the cosmos. He has no 

one to share in his innermost thoughts. He withdraws from 

society and dies. Lily, too, withdraws to her own quarters 
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and dies alone. She has been banished from society. 

Perhaps Lawrence Selden and probably Ellen Olenska 

enjoy the true freedom of spirit. Edith Wharton does not 

fill in all the details of their lives, so their share in 

true freedom can only be inferred. Still, one can substan

tiate that they are free for they keep society at a dis

tance; and, although society may color the way they think, 

it does not limit or bend their spirit, nor are they blind 

to the way it works. Society is referred to as a magic 

ring . Undine buys a piece of the circle; Marvell gets lost 

in the buying and selling; Lily falls away from the outer 

edge; and Newland stays safely, snugly in the center. 

Ellen and Selden move along the circumference, neither in 

nor out of society's graces and benefits. They sit on the 

perimeter where they can freely glimpse both sides, without 

having to choose one way of life over another. 
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