University of New Hampshire

University of New Hampshire Scholars’ Repository

Doctoral Dissertations Student Scholarship

Winter 1988

Friends and rivals, Edith Wharton's women

Susan L. Goodman
University of New Hampshire, Durham

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholars.unh.edu/dissertation

Recommended Citation

Goodman, Susan L., "Friends and rivals, Edith Wharton's women" (1988). Doctoral Dissertations. 1559.
https://scholars.unh.edu/dissertation/1559

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Student Scholarship at University of New Hampshire Scholars' Repository. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Doctoral Dissertations by an authorized administrator of University of New Hampshire Scholars' Repository. For more

information, please contact nicole hentz@unh.edu.


https://scholars.unh.edu?utm_source=scholars.unh.edu%2Fdissertation%2F1559&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholars.unh.edu/dissertation?utm_source=scholars.unh.edu%2Fdissertation%2F1559&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholars.unh.edu/student?utm_source=scholars.unh.edu%2Fdissertation%2F1559&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholars.unh.edu/dissertation?utm_source=scholars.unh.edu%2Fdissertation%2F1559&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholars.unh.edu/dissertation/1559?utm_source=scholars.unh.edu%2Fdissertation%2F1559&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:nicole.hentz@unh.edu

INFORMATION TO USERS

The most advanced technology has been used to photo-
graph and reproduce this manuscript from the microfilm
master. UMI films the text directly from the original or
copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and dissertation copies
are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type
of computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the
quality of the copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print,
colored or poor quality illustrations and photographs,
print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a
complete manuscript and there are missing pages, these
will be noted. Also, if unauthorized copyright material
had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are re-
produced by sectioning the original, beginning at the
upper left-hand corner and continuing from left to right in
equal sections with small overlaps. Each original is also
photographed in one exposure and is included in reduced
form at the back of the book. These are also available as
one exposure on a standard 35mm slide or as a 17" x 23"
black and white photographic print for an additional
charge.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have
been reproduced xerographically in this copy. Higher
quality 6” x 9” black and white photographic prinis are
available for any photographs or illustrations appearing
in th‘iis copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly
to order.

University Mi_rofilms International
A Bell & Howell Information Company

300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, MI 48106-1346 USA
313/761-4700 800/521-0600

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Order Number 8907441

Friends and rivals, Edith Wharton’s women

Goodman, Susan L., Ph.D.
University of New Hampshire, 1988

300 N. Zeeb Rd.
Ann Arbor, MI 48106

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Friends ar

nd. Rivals, Edith Wharton’s Women

BY

Susan Goodman
B.A., University of New Hampshire, 1972
M. Ed., University of New Hampshire, 1972
M. Ed., University of New Hampshire, 1985

DISSERTATION

Submitted to the University of New Hampshire
in Partial Fulfillment of
the Requirements for the Degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

in
English

December, 1988

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



This dissertation has been examined and approved.

Melody Graul{ﬂh, Associate Professor of English

_,——”72251<f’ ‘,/Z:;%ZA,h\‘

Sarah Sherman, Assiatant Professor of English

Michael DePorte, Professor of English

:Zwéwm A Lz)w

Barbara White, Associate Professor of Women’s
Studies

o

David Leary, Frofessor of Psychology

Ockober 11 198¢

Date

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEGNENTS . . . & & & & & & & & o & o = o & & & iig
ABSTRACT . . & &+ & & & 4 4 4 o 4 4 o o o o o o = = & iv
CHAPTER PAGE
INTRODUCTION . & & & & 4 o & o o 2 o o o o o o « o 1

I: More Than a Backward Glance . . . « « o « o o+ . 22

II: A Safe Forum: Edith Wharton’a Correspondence with
Sara Nortom . . . . & & & & &4 o 4 4 . a9 Se

III: “Alone in the Flux of theTides": Lily Bart and
Undine SPragg - . . + 4 o« . 4 o4 . 0 . . . a7

IV: The Buried Fables in Ethan Frome and Summer 125

V: Female Pertnershipa and the Business of Living . 169

VI: Edith Wharton’s Recompense: Her Wink snd Link to the
Paat . . . & . . . L i e e e e e e e 218

VII: The Self-Made Man, the Female Artist, and a
Grown-Up WORBD . + & & « & & + 4 + o o . . 251

CONCLUSION . & = 4 o = 2 & o 4 o o o o o 2 2 =« = « . 294

BIBLIOGRAPHY . . . . . . . . . . i 4 4 s o o o o o o . 212

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This text owes much to the thoughtful readings of
Miczhael DePorte, Sarah Sherman, Carl Dawson, Barbara
White, David Leary, Susan Schibanoff, and D’lila
Terracin. Above all, I am indebted to Melody Graulich
for her craiticism, support, and encouragement. I would
like to thank the staff of the University of New
Hampshire library and the stafi of the Beinecke Rare Book
and Manuscript Library at Yale for asasistance in my
research. I am grateful to the Graduate School and the
Central University Research Fund for providing financial
support for travel and research. For hia patience and

good humor, I would like to thank Gregory Goodman.



ABSTRACT
FRIENDS AND RIVALS, EDITH WHARTON’S WOMEN
By
Susen‘chd-an

Univeraity of New Hampshire, December, 1988

Based on primary research, my dissertaticn, “Friends
and Rivala, Edith Wharton’s Women,"™ examines the two plots
that the author used throughout her career. Her dominant
plot is cutlined in “Souls Belated" (1899), the tale of a
women who escapes a conventionaly atifling marriage only to
discover that she and her lover have no choice but to
duplicate the union she has just fled. It shows the ways in
which Wharton challenged but never eacaped the resatrictions
of the aarriage plot. The following year she wrote
“Friends™ (1900), a story that overtly articulates the
subplot that I trace in her fiction. As its name suggests,
it 1s about the meaning and demands of friendship, and ite
key elements inform nearly all her novels. Women, who seem
to be opposites but who are in reality more similar than
dissimiler, become the means for the other’s growth. By
learning to see from the other’s perspective, they realize
that self-sacrifice gives life meaning and purpose. Using
feminist, biographical, and to some extent psychological
methodologies, I analyze Wharton’s concerns with the allure
and danger of romanticasm, the development of coneciousness,

the importance of female artistry, and the continuation of
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personal and literary traditions in the context of her
period and from the dual perspectives of competition and

cooperation.
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INTRODUCTION

it was always the imaginative side of my work
that helped me over the ugly details . . . .“

The Fruat of the Tree

For decades the mosaic that most readers had of Edith
Wharton was designed by Percy Lubbock in the memoir Portrait

of Edith Wharton (1947).* <Consiating of a series of sketches

and personal reminiscences contributed by her friends and
linked by his commentary, it seems informed, as William Tyler
has observed, by “a systematic personal hostility.”= In it
he presents a woman who is imperious, insensitive, and
belligerent tc other women, one who liked and repeated the
remark that she was a "’self-made man’" (11). Lubbock heard
those words said with a certain self-satisfied pride, but
another, more sympathetic listener might have detected in her
inflection an ironic undertone or--to borrow a line from

Ethan Frose--"depths of sad initiation.”® This book attempts

to determine the many meanings--social, artistic, and
personal--that the phrase, "a self-made man,” had for
Wharton.

Considered an anomoiy as s woman pursuing intellectual
and artistic interests and as s “woman writer" publishing
ironic, “unsentimental' stories, Wharton has been largely

defined by a series of absences: lack of love, lack of
1
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children, lack of compassion, lack of social sensitivaty,
lack of “femaleness."* Those critice who have credited her
work with @ "woman’s sensiability" have for the moat past
failed to examine the implications of that judgment. 1In a
1906 review of The Touchstone, for example, Henry Dwight
Sedgwick states that “her talents and capacities are not only
intrinsically feminine, but also, despite her cleverness,
which, generally speaking, is a neutral trait, they are
apecifically feminine."= The dilemma that Wharton presented
to early cratics was thie combination of “femininity" and
“cleverneea" that--to use Q. D. Leavis’s phrase--made her
Henry James’s heiress.= I examine how she balanced these
traite in a society which tended to see them as mutually
exclusive.

While Wharton‘s critical audience was largely male and
academy trained, her popular audience was for the most part
heavily female and haphazardly tutored. She was able to
appeal to these disparate publics because she employed an
ironic tone, so highly prized by twentieth-century critice,
and because she never wholly divorced herself from a female
literary tradition. Lily Bart’s final vision of Nellie
Struther’s baby daughter, Undine Spragg’s vocation as a
billionaire’s wife, and Anna Lesth’s disillusionment witn
George Darrow are rooted in that tradition.

Wharton is best known az a novelist of manners, and her
treatment of the upperclasses has made her vulnersble to

chargea of literary elitiam; for example, the novelist Robert
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Herrick wrote in 191S that "her talent, a defining,
analyzing, and subtilizing talent, has found little that was
really congenial or suggestive in the common run of our
coarsely accented national life.”? This accusation would
haunt her all her career, as well as the other criticism
embedded in Herrick’s statement that she had little passion.
None of her contemporary readers were as astute as Cynthia
Griffin Wolff, who noticed a decided emotional change in the
novelist’s work after 1910, a change that we now know
resulted partially from Wharton’s affair with the journalist,
Morton Fullerton.

In 1965 Millicent Bell’s study of the literary and
personal relationship hetween James and Wharton took the
latter out of the master’s shadow and helped her to cast her
own.® By the 1970’s, there was a resurgence of critical
interest in Wharton prompted by the 1969 unsealing of the
author’s papers at Yale. Writers such as Wolff and R. W. B.
Lewis attempted to answer the question that Blake Nevius had
posed in his 1953 atudy: What waa the relationship between
Wharton’s life and her art?® Feminist critice in particular
noticed the author’s consistent concern with women’s issues.
Although critics such as Margaret McDowell, Elizabeth Ammens,
Wendy Gimbel, Carol Wershoven, and Annette Zilveramit have
written at length about Wharton‘’s heroines, thease atudies
tend to see her women 1in isoclation and as pramarily
competitive.*® In contrast, I use biographical, feminist,

and to some extent psychologicael methodologies to analyze the
3
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relations between women in the major novels while
highlighting those interesting intersections of the author’s
life and what she called her “making up.” I discuss why
Wharton’s professional identity, so irrevocably intertwined
and at odds with her sexual identity, made her relationships
with other women and with women writers ditfficult.

Previous discussions of the author’s work have tended to
neglect the importance of female relations in part because
she has for so long been characterized as a woman who did not
really care for women. While R. W. B. Lewis’s biography of
Wharton has helped to correct this image, and the work of
Cynthia Griffin Wolff has increased our understanding of the
forces that shaped her, the image persists still. In a 1986
review in The New York Times, Janet Malcolm states that in
The Custom of the Country Wharton’s dislike of women is taken
“to a height of venomousness previcusly unknown in American
lettera, and probably never surpassed.”** The writer she
describes bears no resemblance to the one whom Elizabeth
Ammonas sees as consistently having shown a regard fcr the
circumstances of all women.

The seemingly incompatible readings of Malcolm and
Ammons reflect Wharton’s own conflict about her rolea as
“woman™ and "“author." In her guise as "“author," the novelist
claimed that she had little difficulty stilling the critica.
The “best safeguard,"™ she advised, is to put out of one’s
mind “the quality of praise or blame bestowed . . . by the

reviewers and readers, and to write only for the
4
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dispassionate and ironic critic who dwells within the
breast.”*< As a "woman,"” though, she found it more difficult
to quiet the inherited and internalized voices of her
childhood. The volume and resonance of those voices were
generations in the making, stretching back thre=s hundred
years. They were also predominantly male and always
associated with the old New York of her youth in which a
woman’s charm provided the background and her quiet labor
supplied the expertise necessary for the smooth working of
the community’s great social and civic machine. During the
firat years of her marriage when Wharton tried to conform to
thia tradition, she felt as if she had no identity: “I had as
yet no personality of my own, and was not to acquire one till
my first volume of short stories was published--and that was

not until 1899" (ABG 112). That volume’s title, The Greater

Inciination, shows why she chose her future course.

The multiple names given to the noveliat in her
childhood, "Lily,” "Pussy,” and “John,"” highlight the problem
of determining the “real” Edith Wharton, as does a 1925
photograph that presents one image but two portraits. It 1s
her most reproduced likeness, and the one she herself chose
to greet the readers who opened the covers of her

autobiography, A Backward Glance. At first one sees an

obviously wealthy, society matron: her hair woven with a
strung crown of cameos, her shoulders smokily swathed in
furs, and her columnar throat adorned by a finely wrought

choker. The gaze is unblinking, imposing, intimidating. On
s
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closer 1 ion, h , a portrait emerges: she
still staunchly faces the camera, but smudges hollow her sad
eyes, her right shoulder, turned delicately and barely
raised, recedes into the shadowed background, and the choker
checks her pulsing throat. The jaw is strained, set,
controlled. The first portrait presents the traditional view
of Wharton, while the second is more in Keeping with recent
revisions of that view which see her as a successful Lily
Bart, a survivor of a suffocating and insensitive society;
yet, belonging to and joining both portraits, are wisps of
hair which poignantly escape their pins and the sheerly
verled décollatage. Wharton, as Virginia Woolf would have

- : said, was neither “this" nor "“that," and it is in these more
ambiguous, hard to pigeonhole details that a fuller picture
of a complex woman begins to emerge. Underneath her picture
are two words, “THE AUTHOR," and they stand there at
attention as 1f to reassure the reader that this elegant,
gentle-browed woman 1s indeed the Edith Wharton, who, as one
reader corplained, has never known "a respectable woman" (ABG
126). The label is needed because in any of these portraits
of Wharton, the artist, ss well as the artist’a alliance with
the woman, is obsacured.

To survive she had to be as flexible as her created
Lily, "a water-plant in the flux of the tides,"*3 and as
inflexibly driven as Undine Spragg. Her portrait suggests
that Edith Wharton was a woman of many paradoxes: the

painfully ignorant bride and the middle-aged adulteroua
)
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lover: the stilted., shy gueat and the brilliant
converaationalist: the society matron and the protessional
artist; the "“unmotherly” woman and the “mother” of countless
Belgian refugee children; the rebel, like Charity Royall,
and, like Newland Archer, the compromising upholder of the
status quo. She was able to forge at beat only an uneasy
truce with the past, and that turbulent, yet delicate
relationship was a limitless imaginative catalyst.

Wharton liked to think of herself as dealing with
“eternally human” themes and feelings, and she grumbled in
her essay "Permanent Values in Fiction” (1934) that "(tlhe
novel in i1ts most serious form is tending to become a sort of
anthology of the author’s ideas.”*< Her own work, however,
cannot escape being such an anthology. In trying to find her
own place in the past by piecing together her personal
history within a broader cultural context, she analyzed and
commented upon the roles of women in society and their
responsibilities to each other and to themselves. Throughout
her career she worked with two plots. Her dominant plot is
expressed in “Souls Belated” (1899), the tale of a woman who
escapes a conventionally stifling marriage only to discover
that she and her lover have no choice but to duplicate the
union she has juat fled. “Souls Belated” shows how Wharton
chailenged the concept of marriage but was never able to
escape the imperative that women must marry. The following
year, she wrote “Friends," a story that overtly articultes

the major subplot that I trace in her fiction. Having passed
7
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her childhood and early adulthood starved for good
conversation and “cultivated intelligence’ (ABG 92), the
author knew how transfiguring the meeting of like minds could
be, and the story’s key themes inform almost all her
novels:*S women, who seem to be opposites, are in reality
more similar than dissimilar; they begin to see from the
other‘s perspective; their expanded conscicusness is both
painful and enriching; the supposed rivals become the means
for each other’s moral growth; each realizes that being true
to another woman means being true to herself; and what
appears to be a sacrifice is in reality a touchstone that
imbues life with added meaning.

Penelope Bent and Vexilla Thurber are the friends of the
early story. Unlike most of Wharton’s heroines, they are not
“rivals" for a man but for a job. Both sre the sole
supporters of their families, though Vexilla’s cares are
greater, since her household includes a grandmother, a
younger sister, and a paralyzed brother. Penelope has earned
a meager but comfortable living for herself and her mother as
a distinguished teacher in the local school, and while she
has tried to ease her friend’s burden by convincing the board
to hire her, they have remained obdurate: Misa Thurber is not
“‘smart enough.”"*© They change their minds, however, when
Penelope resigns to marry.

After spending all her money on a trouaseau and being
deserted by her fiance, Penelope returns to her hometown,

desperately hoping to regain her old position. At firat she
8
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feels only anger at Vexilla‘’s good fortune, but upon learning
that her friend 1s willing to resign, she finds the courage
to begin a new life in New York. The example of Vexilla‘s
loyalty has once again made “life comprehensible and duty a
Joyful impulse" (213-214). From Fulvia in The Vatley of
Decision (1902) to Laura Testvalley in The Buccsaneers ¢1938),
almost all of Wharton’s heroines must decide whether to flee
or to embrace a similarly crucial moment. “Friends"™ outlinesa
the novelist’s concern with analyzing where the temptations
and the benefits reside in relationshipa between women, and
as the ending illustrates the chief benefit 18 to one’s
teelf."

Wharton continued to explore, teat, an¢ refine thisa
plot throughout her career in zhort stories, such aa “Autres
Temps . . . ," "The Lady’s Maid’s Bell," “Her Son,"
“Bewitched," and “Roman Fever," as well as in her novellas,

The Touchstone, Bunner Sisters, Madame de Treymes, and

Sanctuary. In The Reef and The Age of Innocence, the pattern
varies when Anna Leath and Sophy Viner and M.y Archer and
Ellen Olenska protectively conspire to keep Owen Leath and
Newland Archer ignorant of what they heve fought tc learn.
The novelist never looked at women’s relations in isolation
or through rose-colored spectacles, and her bleakest books,

The House of Mirth and The Custom of the Country, illustrate

what results when women adopt their society’s values and play
by its rules. Wharton’s most repeated symbols reflect her

analysis: the frozen tableaux, enchaining adornments,
2
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stifling veils, unvoiced words, and the precarious threshoidsa
that lead to roomes of all types--dangerous, lonely, and
locked.

By never rejecting the inevitablity and the rightneas of
marriage, her heroines resemble their author. Thear wish for
a perfect soulmate, coupled with their inability to envision
other structures for thear lives, neceassitate painful
compromises. Stripped of romantic illusions, these women are
now “grown-up;" they have graduated beyond “the exercises of
the Montessori infant."*? As Wharton continues in french
Ways and Their Mesning, “real living . . . ia a deep and
complex and slowly developed thing . . . and it has its roota
in the fundamental thingse, and above all in close and
constant and interesting and important relationa between men
and women" (102). No matter ' o hard her heroines struggle,
they are almost always denied “important relstions" with men
which makes relations between women, though sometimes
strained or crippled, of additional importance. In

particular The Reef (1912), The Age of I (19205, and

The Buccsneers (1935) examine their potential power.

Wharton’s use of the marriage plot and the subplot
ocutlined in “Friends" cannot be i1solated from the context of
her other concerna: the development of personal
consciousneas; the allure and danger of romenticism; the
poasaibilities of female artistry; and the continuation of
personal snd litersry traditions. From different angles of

viaion, she examined and re-examined these issuea. Although
10

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



her thoughts do not follow a clear linear progresaion, they
do tend to fluctuate between two paradoxical polea, one
marking female competition and the other, female cooperst:icn.
Wharton‘s relationship with her mother, Lucretia Jonea, falls
under the shadow of the firat pole, while her fraendship with
Sara Norton 1lluminates the second. Her fiction incorporates

both: for example, in “Roman Fever" Mra. Slade and Nrs.

Ansley’s girlhood raivalry continues well into middle age,

perversely feeding their intimacy; and in The Reef, The age

of I and The women deliberately choose to

aid each other--even at the expense of their own “best™
intereats.

In ite form and conent my study attempta to reflect the
complexity of Wharton’s thinking as it fluctuatea between
these two poles. For that reason, its structure ia leas
linear and chronological than circuler snd textured. In
designing my format, I have tried to avoid imposing an
interpretive overlay that would mute the tenor of the texta’
intricaciee or veil their smbiguitiea: rather I have
attempted to give a sense of the accumulative effect of
reading Wharton.

Chapter one focuses on the writer’s antagonistic
relationahip with her mother ea presented in her

autobiography, A Backward Glance, and providea the background

for succeeding diacussion, while the second chapter describea
her supportive relationship with Sara Norton by examining

their 1899-1922 correspondence. Early in their friendship
11
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Wharton wrote that the memory of a day epent with Norton
could “fslurprise the soul’s December air / With June‘s

forgotten scent."“!“ Similar expressions of sentiment run

like colored ribbons thr the Y and
collaborate William Tyler‘’s memoirs of a loving friend, whose
Spirit is absent from the pagea of Lubbock’s book. At the
beginning of their sssocistion, Norton’s understanding and
sensitivity probably made her friend’s marriage more
tolerable, and in that reapect their relationship was
possibly a model for Wharton’s fiction in which relationships
between women enhance the marriages that are seen as the
foundation of an ordered civilization. With salight

. variations, the pattern is a repeated theme in worka, such as

The Touchstone, The Fruit of the Tree, The Reef, The Age of

I The Mother‘s R The 01d Maid, and The

Buccaneers.

Chapter three di The Houae of Mirth (1905) and

The Custom of the Counzry (1913) as the social context for

Wharton’s work. Speaking for her author, Lily Bart asks,

“Why could one never do a natural thing without having to
screen it behind a structure of artifice?" (15). Analyzing
the source of this question, Wharton finds that part of the
answer lies in her own past and her unasatisfactory relationahip
with her mother; however, a poasible solution--reflected in

the image of Gerty Fariesh holding Lily in her arms after

Gus Trenor’s attempted rape--lies in her present, rich in

female support. In this way, Sara Norton provides the
12
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foreground of Wharton‘s fiction and her mother the
background. Undine Spragg of The Custom of the Country 1is
Wharton’s response to a system that persists in making "a
girl pay so dearly tor her least escape trom routine” (House
S). The cataclysmic chaos she wrecks 1is merely a
nightmarish extention of the status quo. It is alsoc the
manifestation of the author‘s own anger at the lesaons she
waa taught (or not taught) in her mother’s drawing room.
Wharton left the acene of her mother’s drawing room when
she wrote Ethan Frome (1911). Chapter four discusses the
“buried fables” in that novel and its companion work, Summer
(1917). *“Buried fable” is a term that Gary Lindberg defines
as "a story of inward rescue,”'® and Ethan Frome contains
two: one, an allegory of authorship that testifies to
Wharton’s rescue of herself from impoverished, tradition-
bound "ways of seeing:;"” the other, a gothic tale of incest
that proclaims her emancipation from a demanding and
overbearing mother. In Summer, the atory of lawyer Royall
and his foster daughter, Charity, Wharton examines the latter
fahle from a different gender perspective and suggests that
the imagination has a re-visionary power capable of healing.
From her friendship with Sara Norton, Wharton knew the
benefits women missed when they viewed esach other a=z rivala.
In The Reef (1912) and The Age of Innocence (1920) her
vision coalesces: women have the power to urnbandage one
another’s eyes. Although The Reef is a story of sexual

awakening, it is primarily a story of Anna’s "awakening” to
13
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the similarities she and Sophy share, and Wharton undermines
“romantic” plot expectations by making these “rivals" the
means of each other’s mutual growth. Darrow’s role as
“rescuer” or “initiator” 1s negligible, for Sophy initiates
Anna by making her aware of “tbe human problem” "without fear
and without hyprocrisy™ (288), and Anna makes Sophy conscious
of values other than the ones she has observed in her career.
Wharton was to use this theme again in The Age of

Innocence when May Archer and Ellen Olenska conspire to

protect the man they both love, Newland Archer. Like The
Reef it shows the women, who have been victimized by a system
that institutionalizes *“innocence,’ working to perpetuate the
status quo, and in this way, The Age of Innocence is as
scathing a comment on society’s myopia as either The House of
Mirth or The Custom of the Country. The ending to Wharton’s
Pulitzer-prize-winning novel especially illustrates the
difficulties inherent in trying to determine the consistency
and coherence otf her vision.

The Age of Innocence raises a question that Wharton
would continue to explore in the fiction of her laat twa
decadea: Can a woman achieve more than a precarious balance
between her social responsibilitics and her private
inclinationa? As the author strivea for a satiafactory
resolution to this conflict, she shows an increased
willingness to examine fictionally issaues that personally

pained her; for example, The Mother‘’s €1925)

addreases the queation of marriage and the conundrum of
14
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“mother." Some critice have noted a lack of mothers in
Wharton’s work or, like Annette 2ilveramit, stresaed the

competition between them and their daughters. But I see

mothers, such as Kate Clepr in The Mother’s

(1925) or Rose Sellare in The Children (1928), trying to
reconcile the needs of “womanhood" with the demands of
“motherhood."*< Cha.ter six concentrates on those novels and

The 0ld Maid (1921).

Wharton tried to achieve a similar harmony between

biology and vocation in Hudson River Bracketed (1929) and The

Gods arrive (1932). The laat chapter presents her
alternative as well as her laat word, The Buccaneers (1938).
The firat two novels are about Vance Weaton, a writer from
the Midweat, whose story is the second part of Wharton’s
bildunggroman begun with Ethan Frome. Like his creator,
Vance envisions a personal and artistic susion. Searching
for an appropriate artistic form and a unique voice, he comes
under the tutelege of Halo Spear. The twin sirens of vanity
and glory seduce him away from her, but he finda her again in
Goethe’s image of “The Mothers," the dark source of creative
power. Returning to the pregnant Halo, Weston kneels and
embracesa her. With their union Wharton is able aymbolically
to embrace the part of herself that she saw as the “self-nede
man™ and the part that she saw aa purely female. Thas
insight preceded her moat concise statement about adult
1dentity and the merits of female alliance.

In her last and posthumously published novel, The
15
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Buccaneers, Wharton traces the careers of a band of Americane
who invade Britain under the tutelege of an English
governeas.=* By never “going back on each other“--to
paraphrase Lily Bart--the girls vanquish older and more
experienced rivala and win the chance to “buy their own
experience." Wharton‘s answer to the “new woman," Nan St.
George, buya here with an unhappy merriage tc the Duke of
Tintagel, and it transforma her into the ‘“grown-up" woman
described in French Ways and Thear Meanang.

For the first time in a Wharton novel, one character
does not try to protect another from zeeing--what she
termed--the Gorgon, and the change inmplies that the author had
re-evaluted the cost of that vision. One of her firsat,
autobiographical storiea “The Fullneaa of Life" shows the

ultimate price she imagined:

I have sometimes thought that a woman’s
nature was like a house full of rooma:
there is the hall, through which everyone
passes going in and out; the drawing room,
where one receivesa formal viaita; the
aitting room, where the members of the
family come and go as they liat; but

beyond that, far beyond, are other roomsa,
the handles of whose doors are never turned;
no one knowse the way to them, no one knowe

wither they lead; and in the innermost room,
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the holy of holiea, the soul sits alone and

waits for a footstep that never comes.<&

At the end of her life, the price was not as extravagent as
the image implies. Like Vance Weston, Wharton learned that
her solitary quest into the darkened corners of that
innermost room fed her art and made 1t hers--hers alone.

Not many people could follow her to that sanctum’s threshold,
but there were those whose feet found the path and whose lipa
found the “right word," who knew--aa Wharton wrote to Sara
Norton in "“Uses"--the "“sweet content" that word could bring.
As readers we are still trying to determine that word, to
which perhaps only the soul aitting in “the holy of holiea"

can give breath.

17
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CHAPTER I

More than a Glance Backward

Mothers and daughters are part of each other’s
conaciousness, in different degrees and in a
different way, but still with the mutual sense
of something which has always been there.

The Mother‘s

A_Backward Glance is ¥harton’s attempt as “her work

reaches its close” to determine for herself whether her
contribution was “either nothing or far more than they
know."* Before she could make that evaluation, though,
the “author” had to have a clear vision of her own
identity, a vision that she could not have without first
understanding the most influential person in her life,
her mother, Lucretia Jones. Wharton was an elderly woman
when she wrote her autobiography, but in it she is a
daughter still struggling to put her mother into focus,
sc that ashe can do the same for herself. Once the
mother’s image is framed, fixed, and captured, the
daughter’s position to that Llage can also be
determined.= )

At stake are two identitiea. Wharton muat recall,
re-evaluate, and recreate her mother‘a image if she ia to

reconcile the paat and ita valuea with thoae of the
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present; if she 1s to validate her history within a
larger social context: 1f she 1s to become concurrently
“woman” and "author.” In this reaspect, her choice of
title is interesting as both a tribute to the poet, Walt
Whitman, and to the man, who like her had to “make up” an
identity.® Wharton’s memory of the past 1s not an
objective recreation of that time. It is the atory of
her feelings, and as in any firat person narration, how
the story is told tells most about the teller. What she
tells is the family myth.

In her memoir, Wharton ia both the "“autobiographer"
of herself and the “bioaranher" of othera. Unlike Henry
Jamea, Vernon Lee, and Bernard Berenaon, her parenta are
of significance only in relationship to her. While being
the empowering stuff of every child’a dream, this
situation also establishes a curioua tension between the
biographer and the subject. From her own experience aa
the biographer of Margaret Fuller, Bell Gale Chevigny
notes that the recording of another’a life engenders a
feeling of identification with that person which can make
the writer want to rationalize certain disturbing
“facts." The urge to protect, reacue, and lionize isa
particularly strong when writing about someone of the
ssme sex because coming to terms with another‘a life
involves coming to terme, at leaat for a time, with one’s
own.* Wharton experienced this dilemma when writing

about the mother whom she felt crippled and misdirected
23
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her life.= Although Cynthia Griffin Wolff emphaaizes the
life-and-death struggle for autonomy that a child had to
fight against such a mother and from which she seee the
novelist emerging battle-scarred but triumphant,& A

Backward Glance shows the battle still waging. Only the

positions of the generals have shifted.
Wharton need not have warned her readera that she
had to make “the mest of unaensational material.“ A

Backward Glance may tell s familiar mother-daughter

story, but it is no less “senasational."” Dorothy
Dinnerstein describes a mother as both supporter and
enemy, the aranter and denier of selfhood.® Lucretia
Jones was all this, and Wharton felt her mother’s fearful
power in the alternately comforting and terrifying world
she ruled. As she wrote in the firat draft of her
autobiography, “Life and I," "I was never free from the
oppreszive sense that I had two absolutely inacrutable
beings to please--God & my mother--who, while catensibly
upholding the =ame principles of bhehavier, differed
totally as to their application."?

From the beginning the identities of mother and
daughter were interdependent; for example, even one of
the novelist’s earliest memoriea about her father ia
framed by her other parent. Wharton recalls walking with
him and meeting a little boy who suddenly “put out a
chubby hand, lifted the little yirl‘s veil, and boldly

planted a kiss on her cheek" (3). She deacribes that
24
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experience as being “wakened to conscious life by two
tremendous forces ot vanity and love” (3), and while that
awakening mimics the myth of “Sleeping Beauty,” it
clearly aligns the daughter with her mother.:®

The person Wharton woke as was her mother, “the
best-dressed woman in New York"” (20), a woman whose
greatest raptures were for the trunk of Parisian dresses
that arrived each year: "for the first time she woke to
the importance otf dress, and of herseltf as a subject for
adornment--so that I may date from that hour the birth of
the conscious and feminine me in the little girl‘s vague
soul” (2). The simultaneocus twin birthing of
conasciousness and femininity illustrates how inseparable
the two are, and this awareness forever divides her from

her beloved father by making him *“other.”** In The Reef

a mature Anna Leath learns the pain of this dual
awekening.

“Life and I" reveala the author’s need to control
and to dominate in conflict with her need to please. The
latter she deacribes as the form her feminine instinct
took in her young womanhood (1-2): “As it had been in my
little-girlhood, so it was now: I led, I dominated, I was
conscioua of ‘counting’ wherever I went--but I inapired
no romantic passions!™ (45). Wharton writes that though
she knew she had "more will"™ and “more strength" than her
childhood companions, she did not care to use it or know

to what use to put it. She asserta, "I did not want to
S
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dominate--I wanted to be adored!"™ (36). In old New York,
however, an adored woman could subtly and without censure
dominate.

Wharton’s equation of “femininity" with polite
compliance was one that wae particularly difficult to
reconcile with the most compelling pasaion of her entire
life, the gnawing, insatiable appetite for intellectual
stimulation.** Wharton never felt adequately loved,
either by her mother or by her several suitors, and while
she again and again bitterly regreted thia, one must
question whether she indeed truly deaired that kind of
intimacy. In “Life end I,“ for example, she writes that
Emelyn Washburn, the daughter of the Jonea’a clergyman,
was “morbidly attached™ to her, because she poured
“mental nourishment" upon her in “reckleas profusion"
(29-30). Although the two were close friends and it is

speculated that Wharton wrote her first novel Fast and

Loose for Emelyn‘s amusement, the quotations from her
memoir show a more overriding desire for diatance.*?>

Aa a child, Wharton found a way to maintain a safe
distance while simultaneously feeding her vanity and
having control: ahe could “make up" atoriea. When this
overwhelming impulse seized the young author, she would
grab Washington Irving’s The Alhambra and holding it
upeide down imperiously travel the terrain of some
secluded room reading aloud her own spontaneous

stories.'* For aomeone who had been “awept off full sail
26
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on the sea of dreams” (35), Wharton had a surprisingly
accurate and detailed memory of those she left on shore:
“Parents and nurses, peeping at me through the cracks of
doors (I always had to be alone to ‘make up’), noticed
that I often held the book upside down, but that I never
failed to turn the pages, and that I turned them at about
the right place for a person reading aloud as
passionately and precipitately as was my habit®” (34-35),
She obviously did not “always have to be alone to ’make
up,’" and, in fact, the child, who had an audience ot
parants and nurses enthralled as she strode the floor
reciting, was much more an actress than an author.
Decades later she recalled that “(tlhe fact that I could
not read added to the completeness of the illusion, for
from those mysterious blank pages I could evoke whatever
my fancy chose” (34). What she chose to construct was a
narcissistic kingdor in which she ruled by virtue of her
preasence (the performance) and her speaking (“making
up’), and that creation was both an imitation of and a
challenge to her mother‘s feminine and polite reign in
the drawing rooa.

On one level, the story highlighta the appeal that
writing fiction would have for Wharton, but on another,
it underscores the difficulty she would alwaya have
trying to integrate her rolea aa woman and author. She
began life learning that it waa acceptable to act--inatead

of be--"the author;" and aas the example of Lily Bart in
27
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The Houme of Mirth illustrates, she later more clearly

identified "acting” as a feminine skill regrettably
necessary for a woman’s prescribed public role. Wwhen
Wharton no longer wanted to mimic an author, she had to
leave the stage. An adoring audience was only
appropriate in the Jones’s circle for a beautiful and /
or a charming woman; consequently, any woman writer was
cleft in two.

One way Wharton later reaponded to her dilemma waa
to develop two distinct identities, which she kept
separate by dividing the day in half--the mornings for
work and the afternoons for socializing. For the second
half of the day, her mother’s example of “dreasing-up"
offered a far more typicel and socially accepted form of
“meking up."™ Since each new coastume had its attendant
identity, a woman could--without censure--suthor a public
identity. Wharton’s afterncona and her picture in A

Backward Glance, which shows her shoulders teased by

stray wisps of furs or feathers and her hands hidden in a
muff, illuatrate the duration and the source of her
dilemma. To discard, integrate, or redefine this one of
her many “selves," zhe would have to acknowledge the
mother she did not reject and have to accept the one ahe
imitated. Only “radicsl surgery," to paraphrase Adrienne
Rich, could keep the daughter’s peraonality from
dangerously blurring and overlapping with her mother‘s.:=

Not surprisingly Lucretia’s aculpted image in A Backward
28
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Glance retains some traces of the surgeon’s scalpel.
Wharton saw her mother with double vision: she was

part ot old New York’s “prosaic” society and part of

another tradition waiting to be “made up:

. . . I know less than nothing of the
particular virtues, gifta and modest
accomplishments of the young women with pearls
in their looped hair or cambric ruffs round their
slim necks, who prepared the way tor my generaticnu.
A few shreds of anecdote, no more than the
faded flowers between the leaves of a great-
grandmother’s Bible, are all that remain to

Re. (15)

Although their gifta to her--"a few shreds of anecdote,"“
“the faded flowers between the leaves of great-
grandmother’s Bible“--were less substantial than the fort
named in honor of Great-Grandfather Major-General
Ebenezer Stevena‘’s military exploits, their ghostlike
voices and presence were the muted background againat
which her mother stood in sharp relief.:¢ Deacribing her
mother’s girlhood, the daughter aligna her with

them: “The little girls were taught needle-work, muaic,
drawing and ‘the languages’ . . . They suffered, like all
young ladies of their day, from chilblaina and

excruciating sick-headachesa . . . " (16-17). Wharton,
9
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who herself later suffered “excruciating sick-headaches,
sees her mother’s childhcood as unnurturing and her
education as deficient as her own. This identification
prompts Wharton to treat Lucretia as a character in A

Backward Glance much more sympatheticaily before she

becomes a mother; for example, she imbues her father’s
courtship of “the eldest of ‘the poor Rhinelander’ girls™
with romance, as he turns an oar into a maat and a bed-
quilt into a seil to enable him to cross the Sound to
“his lady’s feet" (18). When she repeats the anecdote in
“Falase Dawn," the family satory becomesa art.

Moat poignant is the atory of her mother‘s “coming

out*:

- - » she wore a home-made gown of white
tarlatan, looped up with red and white
camellias from the greenhouae, and her
mother’s old white satin slippers; and
her feet being of a different shape from
grandmamma’s, she suffered martyrdom, and
never ceased to resent the indignity
inflicted on her, and the impediment to
dancing, the more so aa her younger siatera,
wha were prettier and probably more
indulged, were given new slippers when

thear turn came. (17)

30
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By telling Lucretia’s tale, the daughter is in part
telling her own. In a sense, she too had to struggle to
conform to ill-fitting and hand-me-down slippers. Like
her mother, Wharton saw herself as the least attractive
member of ucr family, and the self-loathing that
perception generated can be read in her lifelong
inability to overcome an “abhorence’ for "ugly” people
("Life" 3).

As a young martyr Lucretia won Wharton’s empathy.
But motherhood scon tranaformed Cinderella into the
wicked step-mother. Nowhere ia she more insensaitive than

when reaponding to her daughter‘’s first prose effort:

My first attempt (at the age of eleven)
was a novel, which began: "“‘Ch, how do
you do, Mra. Brown?’ said MNra. Tompkina.
“If only I had known you were going to call
I should have tidied up the drawing-room.’"
Timoroualy I submitted thia to my mother,
and never shall I forget the sudden drop of
my creative frenzy when she returned it
with the icy comment: “Drawing-rooms are

always tidy." (73>

This atory, which shows a directly correaponding

c¥resitivity and hexr

mother’s judgment, functions on many levela: it is an
31
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expression of anger and humiliation, a retrospective
Justification of the child, and a tribute trom a
successful novelist of manners. Underiying the telling
is Wharton’s life-long appreciation of irony and a good
Joke~-this time on herself. The standard her firsat
reader set for the veracity of details was one her later
readers demanded when they faulted her research of

factory work in The Fruit of the Tree (1907).*7 No doubt

the phrase, "Drawing-rooms are always tidy," never ceased
to rankle, but the lesson was valuable; for example, the
author’s insistence on “the exact dates when Mme
Christine Nilsson sang Faust at the old Academy of Music,
when Delmonico’s moved north to Twenty-sixth Street, and
the times of the first Patriarchs’ Balls, the Assemblies,
and the Friday Evening Dancing Classes” (Lewis a30)
helped to forestall similar criticisme when The Age of
Innocence was published.*® “Tidy drawing rooms” is also
a metaphor that describes the reticence Wharton exercised
in her life and the livcs of her characters who are swept
by passione and tumults off stage.

The asame mother who could potentially cripple a
future novelist alsoc "tried in vain” to “take down” her
daughter’s atories, but since the daughter "gallop(ed]
around the racecourse of imagination” at such a speed,
dictation was impossible (43). When Wharton was sixteen,
her mother paid for the pubixcstxon ot a volume of her

verse, which she discreetly distributed among family
32
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triends. Mrs. Jones’s actions would usually imply pride

in her daughter’s precocity, but in A Feast of Words

Wolff sees these actions more ainisterly as rape:
“Certainly she (Lucretial succeeded . . . in awooping
into her daughter’s private retreat, possessing herself
of what was intimate and personal, and in an act of
perverse ‘generosity’ making every tfault of youth
available to the tolerant eyes of family and friend”
(47). Wolff’s interpretation grows tfrom the child’s need
to see her mother negatively; however, their battle was
also symbolic of the much greater one Wharton fought with
the societal definitions of womanhood that her mother
represented.

Wharton’s rejection of and competition with her
mother isolated Lucretia from the intimate parts of her
daughter’s life. After her movher’s death, Wharton

discovered that she had kept “brouillons" (rough copieal

of letters that her daughter had written to aunts and
godmothers (“Life" 1S5). 1In thia context, Lucretia‘a
“swooping" and “poasessing" can be seen more
sympathetically as the desperate act of a mother trying
to understand and get closer to her child. A similar
tension exists between Kate Clephane and her daughter,

Anne, in The Mother’s R (1925), but the

contested possession is a man, Chria Fenno. Wharton
treats Kate sympathetically, as she tries to determine

her daughter’s relationship to her own ex-lover; however,
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in the novel--as in its author’s life--the child
ultimately wins.

The story of Lucretia Jonea and her daughter isa
similar to those of many nineteenth-century women
writers, who identified with and were dependent upon
their fathers. As Elaine Showalter notea, these earlier
writers also suffered loas of or alienation from their
mothers.*® Wharton’s own difficulty in fixing her
mother’s image makes her particularly vulnerable to
assessments that go against the accepted and “acceptable"
plot of motherhood. What needs to be taken into account,
though, is the fact that Wharton, even in her seventies,
atill had a great deal invested in seeing herself as
“different." Being “different" waa alwaya more important
to her than being “beautiful,"™ aa zome of her moat
memorable heroines, such as Justine Brent, Sophy Viner,
Ellen Olenska, and Nan St. George, can teatify.

Wharton saw herself as a chengeling, living in a
world where “our Sunday evening guest waa the only person
who ever showed signs of knowing anything about the
secret-atory world in which I lived" (“Life™ 14). It ia
a world as isoclated as Rapunzel’s tower and only
penetrable by a atranger. Ita fictional counterpart
appears first in “The Fullneaa of Life" and is overtly
sexual, for the author compares a woman’s nature to a
house full of unused rooms, “the hand.es of whose doors

are never turned.“&® Later the image is repeated in
34
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Ralph Marvell’s secret cave (The Custom of the Country
[19131), Newland Archer’s inner sanctuary (The Age of
Innocence (19201), and Nan St. George’s imprisonment in
the Tintagel castle (The Buccanners [19381). The image
ia atill sexual, but as an inviolate and necessary haven
for the “self" it alaso reflects a change in Wharton’s
thinking.

The atmosphere of her home may have starved heart
and soul, yet it provided the background against which
Wharton could see herself as “special"™ and “apart." Her
very difference lent her a aignificance to herszelf and
made her the hercine of her own drama.=* The drama waa
more empowering than disabling aince the fault lay
outaide heraself. The beggarmaid mey doubt heraself and
live in enforced silence, but she knows heraelf to be a
pPrincess; tomorrow might see her enemiea crushed and
herself acclaimed. With her father Wharton may have been
Sleeping Beauty, but with her mother she was a second
generation Cinderelila--her role imitating and repeating a
maternal familial pattern.

In the astandard version of this drama, the
beggarmaid is usually suppressed by an older, competitive
mother-figure, such as the wicked Queen in Gilbert and
Gubar’s reading of "Snow White.“=& Wolff sees Lucretia
as being such a figure in her appropriation of her
daughter’s work, and by extention, the appropriation of

her daughter’s identity. In “Life and I," Wharton writea:
as

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



“My mother tock an inarticulate interest in my youthful
productions and kept a blank book in which ahe copied
many of them" (38). Lucretia’s behavior fits equally
thet of '“the good mother," one who encourages, and “the
bad mother," one who suppresaes.

Either characterization faila to reconstruct the
dynamic underlying the mother-daughter relationship, in
which the mother, though perhapa superficially leaa
vulnerable than the daughter, is nevertheleaa atill

vulnerable. Writing The Mother’s aend The

Buccaneers, Wharton understood both positiona, and in the

latter dramatically shows how women as disparate and
antagoniatic as Nan St. George and her mother-in-law, the
Duchess of Tirtagel, cannot deny that gender and its
attendant experiencea make tqe- akin.

As a child, however, Wharton wanted to deny auch
kinahip by emphasizing her differences from her mother.
Her prodigious energy for “making-up" and her precocious
versifying can be construed from the parent’a point of
view es passive / aggreassive attacka. When young Edith
told her mother, “‘Mamma, you muat go and entertain that
little girl for me. I’ve got to make up’“ (ABG 35), ahe
was neatly reversing their roles, and very tellingly the
room to which she fled was her mother’s bedroom (“Life"
12). By dismissing the mother’s lifeatyle, the child
dismissed the mother. In fact, Wharton has made her

mother one of “thoae mysterious blank pagea" that she
a6
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evoked when pretending to read The Alhambra upaide down

(34). The author may characterize herself aa the model
of ladylike repression, much aa she deacribed Anna Leath
in The Reef, and see herself dutifully trying to trace
her mother‘s footateps, but her intereata obviously
called that behavier into queation and can be read as e
maternal repudiation. They were a quiet challenge to the
mother, and juat aa we musat feel compasaion for the child
who had to scribble her stories on used wrapping paper,
we must feel some compassion for the mother whose
daughter reduces her to “inarticulatenesza."

Wharton’s retelling places her mother at a
disadvantage and is curioualy revealing about Wharton
herself. The novelist’s image of her mother, as Judith
Fryer observes, is a created one (nl68), and here she
makes her both dumb and “blank." In one way, she is a
blank book the daughter can inscribe. In another, the
mother has no words and ne identity other tham what she
can “copy" from the daughter. Wharton may have s=een her
mother’s actiona as a form of atealing her identity, but
she more than retaliates by turning her into a nonentity.
There is no one to tell what regrets the mother had to
suppress in tranaforming herself from the romantic young
woman who ran down to the shore in the morning’s wee
hours to meet her lover into the “cold" matron her
daughter recalls. And there is no one to tell how much

of the daughter’s “making up" and the mother’s copying
37
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down were “inarticulate" and ineffectual efforts by both
to “"make up." Perhapa because Lucretia read “ephemeral
rubbish" (ABG 65), Wharton never considered her a great
reader: nevertheless, she does remember that activity
occupying her mother for hours, and the early desire to
“make-up" might easily have originated from a wish to
occupy, impress, and entertain her.

As an adult, Wharton was alwaya particularly bitter
about her mother’s inability to speak about intimate
sexual matters, but the kind of educaticn Lucretia
Rhinelander received did not give her the training or the

vocabulary to do so. In Life and I, Wharton recalls:

A few days before my marriage, I was
seized with such a dread of the whole
dark mystery that I aunmmoned up couragz
to appeal to my mother, and begged her,
with a heart beating to suffocation, to
tell me ‘what being married was like.’
Her handsome face st once tock om the
the laok of icy disapproval which I
mest dreaded. ‘I never heard such a
ridiculous queetiont’ she said impatient-
ly; and I felt at once how vulgar ahe
thought me. But in the extremity of

my need I peraiated. (34)

38
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Inadequately trained or educated to comply to this
request, Lucretia resembles the mother in Mary Auatin’s
novel, A Woman of Genuis, who must contess to her
daughter that she could not, rather than would not, tell
her about birth control. Lucretia‘’s secrecy and
Wharton’s response to it are indicative of the women’s
struggle. What the daughter most resents is the power
aymbolized by her mother’s knowledge. Seeking
initiation, she is ostracized, and this betrayal is
particularly painful, since it revealas the wish on the
mother’s part to inhibit the development of a more equal
relationship. It alsc disconcertingly recalls the
daughter‘s efforts to hide her poems from prying eyes.
Guarding their privacy, each woman needed an area in
which she could reign supreme. Wharton settles the score
years later when she acknowledges that her ignorance "in
the end” neither falsified nor misdirected her life; “it
only strengthened the conclusion that one is what one is,
& that education may delay but cannot deflect one’s
growth* ("Life"” 3S).

Just as there are two picturea of the daughter in A

Backward Glance, there are two picturea of the mother;

for example, in diascusaing her parents’ appreciation and
reverence for the English language, as well as the high
atandard of spoken English they demanded, Wharton

contradicta the image of her “indolent" and “capricious™

mother:
32
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My mother, herself ao little a reader, waa
exaggeratedly scrupulous asbout the booka I
read; not ao much the “grown-up" books aa
those written for children. I waa never
allowed to read the popular American
children’sa booka of my day because, as my
mother said, the children apoke bad English
without the suthor’s knowing it. You could
do what you liked with the language if you
did it consciously, and for a given

purpese . . . (S1)

What better legacy for a future writer, and what better
advice from one women to another when applied to the
buainess of living--permisaion to break the rulea aa long
aa you did it conaciously. Thia axiom or ita inveraion,
permiasion not to break the rules so long as you did it
consciously, was dear to the heart of the “priestesa of
reason" and would thread its waye through the lives of
Wharton’a charactera, such aa Justine Brent, Newland
Archer, Ellen Olenska, Susy and Nick Lanaing, and Nan St.
George. Wharton would also apply it to her peraonal life
when at the age of forty-five she decided to have an
affair with Morton Fullerton and later when she made the
very painful and difficult decision to divorce her

husband, Teddy.
40
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Wharton‘’a uneven characterization of her mother in
A _Backward Glance makes any diascussion of her seem leaa
then straightforward. At times she even seema to be
groping backward toward the young woman her father
clandeatinely courted. Firat, she tells the “atory" of
her mother the way she haas always told it to herself, and
it has several variationa: the “insenaitive" mother of
the “senaitive" daughter; the “prosaic" mother of the
“lyrical" deughter; the “limited" maother of the
“expansive" daughter. Then she modifiea it and corrects
it. In one anecdote, ahe deacribes her mother’a
character much as she would later and more
aympathetically deacribe Mra. St. George’s in The

Buccaneers (1938): as “perplexed by the diacovery that

she had produced an omnivorous reader, and not knowing
how to direct my reading, had perhapa expected the
governess ta do it for her" (65).%2 In her memoir,

Wharton continues:

Being an indolent woman, she finally
turned the difficulty by reviving a

rule of her own achoolroom days, and
decreeing that I should never read a

novel without aaking her permiasaion.

I was a painfully conacientioua child and,
conforming literally to this decree, I

submitted every work of fiction which
41
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attracted my fancy. In order to save
further trouble she almoat always refused
to let me read it--a fact hardly to be
wondered at, since her own mother had
forbidden her to read any of Scott’s
novels, except “Waverly", till after

she was married! (65)

Until the dash, this anecdote ia congruoua with the
picture of the mother whe said, “Drewing-recome sre alwaya
tidyt* The sentence embodiea Wharton’s ambivalence, for
what followa the dash is an explanation and a
Juatification for her behavior. The very tone of the
aentence reflecta thia change, shifting from cynicism to
understanding and sympathy. A aimilar inatance of a
double tone occurs when Wharton writea: “There were no
clubs as yet in New York, and my mother, whose view of
life was incurably proseic, always said that thia
accounted for the early marriages, as the young mern of
that day ‘had nowhere else to go’" (21). The wit apeaks
for itself, and the daughter would not have repeated it
if it were not witty.

The examples reflect Wharton’a two voicea. One
speaka for the part of her that would alwaya remain the
misunderstood, unappreciated, and abandoned child,
forever angry and competitive with a mother much like the

one Charlotte Yonge remembered: “She [Mra. Yongel waa
42
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much afraid of my being vain. Once, on venturing to aak
if I was pretty, I waa answered that all young animala,
pigs and all, were pretty."&+ The other apeaka for the
more assured and succeasful adult able to sympathize with
the mother who was never able to overcome the same
cultural disabilitiea the daughter surmounted. Together

they sound a whole note heard in the following passage:

At all events, of the many prohibitions
imposed on me--moat of which, as I look
back, I aee little reason for regret--there
ia none for which I am more grateful than
thia, though it extended ita rigora even to
one of the worka of Charlotte M. Yonge!

By denying me the opportunity of waating

my time over ephemeral rubbiah my mother
threw me back on the great claasics, and
thereby helped to give my mind a temper
which my too-easy atudiea could not have

produced. (65-66)

For all her deficiencies, Mra. Jones did help prepare the
future novelist for her career better than Nra. Bart
prepared Lily or Mra. Spragg, Undine. The excerpt showa
Wharton first ruminating on and then evaluating the pasat.
The surface text reada that “all turned out for the

beat,™ but the thinly disguised aubtext implies that the
43
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lazy mother did what the daughter could not, waste her
time over ephemeral rubbiah. It taxea the imagination,
though, to believe that Wharton never peeked between the
covera of those forbidden books or that their myatique
was not the subject for secret musing, aince in later
life she apologized to the “decorous shade" of Grace
Aguilar, “loved of our grandmothers, for appropriating
and applying to uses ao different the title of one of the
moat admired of her tales."= Her repeated and almoat
ehrill insistence on her careful and obedient avoidance
of most novels authored by women readas as an attempt to
avoid all charges of influence. It ia another aaaertion
of her “difference" and a variation on the theme of the
brilliant child of prosaic parenta.

Wharton’s ambivalence toward her mother affected
her relations with older, eatablished women writera, auch
as Mary Wilkina Freeman, Sarah Orne Jewett, and Rhoda
Broughton. Broughton, for example, waa the author of Not
Wisely But Too Well and one of the writers prohibited in
her youth. Wharton viasited her in England, and though
Percy Lubbock says their meeting was unaucceaaful, hia
word cannot necessarily be trusted.== Aa a aensation
noveliat of the 1870’a, Broughton made--according to
Elaine Showalter--a “genuinely radical female proteat
againat merriage and women’s economic oppreasiona"
¢29). She may have treated her subjects “still in the

framework of feminine conventiona that demanded the
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erring heroine’s destruction” (Showalter 29), but the
subjects themselves as well as Broughton’s pioneering
efforts must have interested the author of The House of
Mirth and The Custom of the Country. Viola Hopkins
Winner contends that the young Wharton did in fact read
at least one of Broughton’s novels, Goodbye, Sweetheart!,

which she used as a model for Fast and Loose. Winner

states that from Broughton she ‘“derived hinta for the
character of Georgie as capricious, self-willed, and
flirtatious” and that szhe also adopted Mras. Boughton’s
shorthand method of setting the scene with a series of
visual details set forth like stage directions.=? An
observer other than Lubbock might have seen Wharton
paying her respects to a literary foremother or repeating
her behavior toward her mother--wanting to embrace and to
deny.

In Wharton’s narrative of her family, her father had
a role much like her own; he is characterized as the

thwarted artiat. Of him she saya:

I imagine there was a time when hia
rather rudimentary love of verae might
have been developed had he had any one
with whom to share it. But my mother’sa
matter-of-factneass must have shrivelled
up any such buds of fancy; and in later

years I rem

ber his reading only MNacaulay,
45

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Preacott, Washington Irving, and every

book of travel he could find. Arctic
explorationa especially absorbed him, and

I have wondered since what atifled cravings
ﬁad once germinated in him, and what manner
of man he was really meant to be. That he
was a lonely one, haunted by something
alwaye unexpreased and unattained, I am

sure. (39)

This deacription of Frederick Jones containa many of the
elements Wharton explored in her fiction. Firat, there
is a weaker but nobler nature checked by one leaa
sensitive; and second, there is the priason of
inarticulateneas, what she calls in the “Love Journal,™
“the poor shut-in aocul," “Aht! pauvre ame closet" (Lewia
207). Critics have complained about Wharton’s weak,
dilettantish men, and one doesn’t have to look much
“farther" than thia passage to find Newland Archer’s
archetype. The aimilarity helpa explain Wharton’a
aympathy for the Newland Archera of thia world.

To reject them would also be to reject the belaved
perent. Buried in her analyais, however, ia a clue to
hia role in his daughter’s life. Wharton’a aselection of

Washington Irving’a The Alhambra for her “making up"

shows a desire to gain her father’s attentios and

approval by emulating hia behavior, and it implies that
46
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hia abaence aa a forceful preaence in her childhood could
have had almost aa much negative effect on her
development into womanhood as her mother’s preaence. Une
of the atoriea included in The Greater Inclination (1899)
suggeats that Wharton may have begun rethinking their
relationship.%® In “The Portrait," a young woman, who
idealizes her unsavory father, aseea him aa he is
reflected in the eyea of hia portraitist, and the rending
of her veil killa her. 1If Wharton’s own veil waa wearing
thin, it would explain in part her difficulty in
compiling the volume and the emotional problems that
ensued after its completion. Even more dramatically, a
rejection of her father would neceasitate a painful re-
evaluation of the “prosaic" mother.

Wharton may have thought her autobiography reticent
in comparison to the “memorializer," who “‘apared no
one’, set down in every defect and absurdity in others,
and every resentment in the writer" (viii), but “between

the lines" A Backward Glance reveals more than she might

have recognized. From its pages her mother vividly
emerges as the most influential person in her early life.
Wharton expresses pity for “all the children who have not
had a Doyley--a nurse who has always been there, who is
aa eatablished aa the sky and as warm aa the sun, who
understanda everything, feels everything, can arrange
everything, and combinea all the powera of Divinity with

the compassion of a mortal heart like one’a own (26),"
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but. Doyley’a very perfection and her unconditional love
makea her easy to take for granted. For moat of her life
Wherton waa never without a Doyley. She loved and
depended upon her secretary, Anna Bahlmann, and her
housekeeper, Catherine Groass, but aa she said of herself
in “A Little Girl’s New York," “"the creative mind thrives
on a reduced diet."&?

The memoir testifies to her need to define herself
in opposition, of her continuing atruggle to fashion an
identity, which could include the woman who waa like
mother and the woman who was unlike mother, as well aa
the artisi who was unlike anybody. It guarantees that
Lucretia‘’as image will never have to be reconatructed from
anything as fragile and inaubstantial as "“faded flowera™
preassed “between the leavea of a great-grandmother’sa
Bible." Lewia sees “Lucretis Jonea aa ever was" (326) in
the characterizations of Mra. Welland in The Age of

Innocence and in Anna Leath’s mother-in-law in The Reef.

Those portraits are unflattering: the “originally
unpredictable" Nadame de Chantelle is “now ataid and
narrow and aroused only by queationa of fashion and
property" (Lewia 326) and Mrs. Welland’a “lifelong
mastery over trifles had given her an air of factitioua
authority."?© Lucretia Jonea‘s preasence in her daughter‘s
work ia even more subtle, though, since she was the lena
and the filter used to envision the many mothers Wharton

created. Nra. Bart, MNra. Welland, Mra. Spragg, Nra.
48
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Manford, the two Mra. Amhersts, and even Mra. Struthers
all owe something to Mra. Jonea.

As a teenager, Wharton wrote a poem in which she
observed that opportunity was “in the narrow present
close at hand" (“Life" 39), and those words remained true
for the author who never wrote anything without a
backward glance. The magnitude of Lucretia Jonea’s
influence can be aeen in her daughter’sa affinity for the
novel of manners. Wharton’s choice of genre is an
atteapt to fuse those two aseemingly antithetical forces
that ruled her early life: God and mother. God she
asaociated with “truth" and mother, with “politenesa."
Her work, which studies mannera aa a meana of teating
truths, reconcilea the two. Wharton was sble to join the

two, because as A Backward Glance illuatratea, she was

always actively engaged in a dialague with heraelf,
always scrupulously willing to re-vision and to re-
evaluate, alwaya full of intelligence, humor, compaaaion,
and spunk, always searching. "“Thinking back through her
mother," to paraphrese Virginia Woolf, “she waa able to
imagine herself,"3: and the legacy she leaves ia much
more than a dated, noatalgic reminiacence, it ia the

background of her fiction and a blueprint for living.
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CHAPTER II

A Safe Forum: Edith Wharton’s Correapondence With Sara Norton

How quickly fall the hourst
It needs no touch of mind or rime
To loose such facile flowers.

“Uses"

Edith Wharton and Sara Norton corresponded from 1899 to
1922. Although the frequency of their correspondence varied,
especially during the war, the two communicated for many years a
little less than twice monthly. By 1501 Wharton was writing, “It
was s0 pleasant to find that we’re d’accord on the more
inacceseible subjects that one doesn’t get at in the ordinary
course of acquaintance, and that form either a barrier or a
bridge to real friendship--such as I should like ours to be."*
Norton concured and left the following instructions in 1906: "In
case of my death--I wish all Edith Wharton’s letters to me
returned to her . . . She may burn the letters, I can‘t.”
Neither could Wharton, who found herself and her “dear Saily"

once more d’accord.

The dialogue of letter writing encouraged confidences in a
relatively unthreatening manner and provided a safe forum in
which Wharton could articulate and achieve a fuller understanding
of herself personally and profeasionally.® The letters are some

of her most intimate, and while their tone, atyle, and intenaity
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do not match the often fulzome and impaasioned exchanges between
the nineteenth-century correspondents whom Carrol Smith-Roaenberg
studied, they are often emotionally similar in substance.3
“Don‘t ever regret having cried out your pain to me," Wharton
wrote her friend in 1908 during Charlea Eliot Norton’s laat

months, “or how shall I feel over my self-abandonment? Let uas

rather be glad that such outecriea do help a little, sometimea-

As Wharton’s two trailing qualifiers (“a little" and
“sometimes') suggest, there were boundarieas beyond which one
could only help one’s self. The lettera show her desire for
close communication tempered by her need for diatance; for
example, she never wrote to Norton about her affair with Morton
Fullerton, although as R. W. B. Lewia noteasa, her 1907 lettera are
uncharacteriatic in their playful enthuaiasm about her new
acquaintance.® She did, however, write about her mother’a death;
her own mental and physical problema; and her increasing worries
about her husband’a growing erratic behavior, her desire to
believe that it resulted from “gout" in the head, and her small
hope that a change of scene would refreah him. The author and
her husband had little to say to each other, but each valued the
haven of atructure and the force of habit. By supplementing
Teddy Wharton’s emotional and intellectual deficienciea, Norton
helped to make a union which resembled “the deaf-and-dumb aaylum™
that May and Newland Archer shared in The Age of Innocence more
tolerable. 1In thias respect, the friendship was poasibly a model
for Wharton’s fiction in which relationshipa between women

enhance the marriages that are the foundation of an ordered
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civilization. With slight variations, the pattern is

repeated in works such as The Touchstone, The Fruit of the

Tree, The Reef, The Age of I The Mother‘s
The Old Maid, and The 8.

Wharton’s friendship with Sara Norton was less
susceptible to the ambivalenceas common to Wharton’s
relationships with other women, and the letters cen be read
as the author’s rebuttal to her decades-long characterization
as a woman "who doesn’t really care for women.”S Marion

Bell’s testimony in Percy Lubbock’s Portrait of Edith Wharton

(1947), "many women who only knew her slightly have said to
me, “’‘She looks at me as if I were a worm’” (28), is still
quoted as evidence of the author’s "cold dislike of women."7?
Bell is also the woman who said, “Being a very normal person
she preferred men to women, and often terrified the latter
with a cold stare” (28), and this atatement coupled with her
first exposes some of the reasons why Wharton’s relations
with women were problematic.

Marion Bell, Sara Norton, and Edith Wharton did live at
a time when it waa considered “normal" to prefer men to
women, and this belief had a divisive and inhibiting effect
on women‘s relationshipa. As Nancy Sahli saya in “Smashing:
Women’s Relationshipa After the Fall" the network of
intimate, aupportive relationships between women that existed
for many American women in the eighteenth and nineteenth-
centuries was “subjected to increasing atress after about

1875." By the turn of the century, “the female world of
S8
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love and ritual," which Carroll Smith-Rosenberg recorda, wasa
under attack. Relationships between women, having “a high
degree of emotional, sensual, and even sexual content," were
later seen as “abnormal" (Sahli 18). Born in 1862, Wharton
came to maturity during this change of attitude and in her
maturity, for example, wondered if a very cloase childhood
friend had had a “streék of ‘degencerscy’--that ia,
leabianianm."“®

The poat-Freudian introduction of evaluative worda, such
as “homosexual" or “lesbian," to deacribe close relationshipa
between women in part contributed to the dramatic change in
how women defined themselves and related to each other.:® No
longer aa comfortably at home in a cooperative “female
world," they more frequently sought tenancy in the
competitive prevailing culture that saw them as “other" and
encouraged them to do the same. Women like Wharton, who
wanted recognition as an “artist" end not aa a “woman
artist," often felt it necessary to diatinguish themselvea
from others of their sex.

Wharton certainly had a great deal at atake--emotionally
and artistically--in seeing herself as the “extraordinary
woman" in a fraternity of male writera.:! Diacusaing Ethan

Frome, for example, she made a deliberate point of aeparating

herself from two other “regional" women writers, Sarah Orne

Jewett and Mary Wilkine Freeman, who Wharton saya saw New
England “through rose-coloured spectaclea." Insatead she

aligned herself with Nathaniel Hawthorne.:= Unlike Virginia
59
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Woolf, she did not proclaim her indebtednesa to all her
“ordinary" predecessors, and in this senae, Wharton ia aa
vulnerable as her heroine, Lily Bart, to the apeculation that
“a great many dull and ugly people must, in some mysterioua
way, have been sacrificed to produce her.":2

This feeling underlies the reminiacences of Wharton’s
female acguaintances and in part explains their ambivalent
tone. Wharton was privileged, socially, economically, and
creatively, and those meeting Edith Wharton, “the author,™
saw her in that context. Her natural reserve was frequently
read as snobbishneaa or disintereat, and it catalyzed crisea
of confidence that prompted people self-protectively to look
for flaws esnd cources of resentment. MNarion Bell again
providea an example: “I remember once when I firat knew her,
looking up and finding her staring at me with what seemed an
unfriendly gaze. I said, ‘What have I done to be loocked at
a0 disapprovingly?’--and she said, ‘Oh no, I waa juat
thinking that I like your hat‘" (Lubbock 28). The anecdote,
which both excuaes and condemns, illustrates the tenaions
inherent in many of Wharton‘s female relationahipa. Her
“extraordinary" success was a chsllenge and a reproach to
other women, and as even Henry Jamea knew, it could have a
demoralizing effect.** It alao had the potential for making
her pasa her life like one of the rare booka encaszed behind
gilt trelliaing in Elmer Moffat’s seldom viaited library.

Someone like Marion Bell--to borrow the metaphor from

“The Fullness of Life"--never got paat the author’s drawing
60
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room, the place “where one receivea formal viaita." Sara
Norton, however, approached her innermoat room, “the holy of
holies," where the souls sits alone.*= Although Wharton had

extended corr with a of men such as John

Hugh Smith and women auch aa Margaret Chanler and her aiater-
in-law Mary Cadwalader Jonea, Norton provided the perfect
audience for a developing writer. No other relationahip
fulfilled & similar function. Wharton’a relations with moat
other women and to women writers were troubled by the
difficultiea mentioned, and though she frequently talked with
Walter Berry, Henry Jameas, and Norton Fullerton about her
work, Berry was the man who taught her how to write; Jamea,
the literary father ahe had rejected but held dear; and
Fullerton, the enigmatic lover.*€ All these friendashipa were
implicitly leas egalitarian than her friendahip with Norton.
As the younger daughter of Charlea Eliot Norton, the Dante
acholar and Harvard’s distinguished fine arta profeasor, Sara
had been at home in intellectual and literary circlea since
Carlyle had held “hia little aweetheart" on his knee and
given her a gold locket that contained his own hair.:?
Beasides Wharton, her frienda included Annie Fielda, Sarah
Orne Jewett, and Henry Jamea. In many ways, she and her
father provided Wharton with the ideal family. There was no
Mra. Norton to withhold love or to be critical and
competitive in the waya that Wharton remembered her own
mother being, and Mr. Norton waas the perfect aubatitute

father for a literary daughter.
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The friendship began at a crucial time for Wharton,
1899. That year she published her firat book of short
atories, and as she recalled in A_Backward Glance, “The
publishing of “The Greater Inclination’ broke the chaina
which held me sc long in a kind of torpor. For nearly twelve
years I had tried to adjust myaelf to the life I had led
since ny marriage; but now I was overmastered by the longing
to meet people who shared my intereata" (112). Those
interests included a special empathy for doga and an
unbounded love of literature. Their aimilarities were as
superficial and class-bound as a horror of Roman teas (“they

are too awful, I don’t wonder you shrink from them") and the

new moneyed “invaders" of eatabliahed aociety: “the
Vanderbilt entertainment was just what you aay--but for a
noveliat gathering documenta for an American novel, it waa
all the more valuable, alaai"*® More importantly, though,
the two strongly identified with European valuea aa a result
of having apent part of their early livea abroad: “the
contraat between the old & the new, between the atored beauty
& tradition & amenity over there, & the craaaneaa here" made
Wharton feel they were like “wretched exotica produced in a
European glasa-house,"*? Wharton’s fiction ia full of
“wretched exoticas," such aa Ellen Olenaska and Fanny de
Malrive, but aa critics have demonatrated, not many Americana
were aympathetic to their point of view. Sharing conflicted
feelinga about their nationality made the frienda feel akin

to the man in one of Wharton‘’s favorite Schopenhauer
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analogiea: “the intelligent person in the world ia like a man
whose watch keepa the right time in a town where all the
public time-piecea are wrong. He knowa what time it ia; but
what good doea it do him?““® Aa thia quotation from a 1901
letter showa, the two women prided themaselvea on being
“outaidera."

Besideas belying the image of Wharton as a miaogynisat,
the letters reveal no split between “woman" and “artiat."
The diligent writer, who after a full morning’s labor,
deacended at the atroke of noon tranaformed into the perfect
but belligerently inartiatic hostess ia nowhere in view.

Wharton wanta and needs to explain herself:

I am s0 afraid of encouraging vague
emotions about art or literature--ao
aure that it ia better to let them die

if they are not atrong enough to fight
their own way to the front--that I had

my doubts about the wiadom of doing any-
thing [for a joint acquaintancel. I

hope thia doesn’t sound brutal to you.

I have so much incipient art & poetry

& fiction brought to me, which might ac
much better have been plain hem-atitching
or pumpkin-pie or double-entry book-keep-
ing, that I suppose I have grown rather

callous,=2
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The passage shows Wharton as author and critic of her own
text. The “author" articulates a belief (“vague emotions
about art and literature" should be discouraged) about which
the "critic" recognizesa a need for qualification. The
proceas of writing involves the reading and re-reading of
one’s text, and thia quotation showa that Wharton waa not
satiafied with what she read, aince ashe attempta to make the
“apeaker" of the letter congruous with her image of herself.
Her recognition that literary and domeatic arta originate
from the same "“artiatic" impulae, for example, makea her
aware of the "“callousness" she would like to deny. Not
succeeding, she asks Norton to do it for her ("I hope thia
doean’t aound brutel to you"), and in thia way treata her aa
a mirror of her own conacience. Wharton may well expect the
asked-for answer, "No, the diacouragement of inferior art is
ultimately more humane," but she is =till risking an
alternative and morally censoring reply. The letter showa
Wharton‘’s atrong identification with Norton (the mirror)
while concurrently crediting her differentiastion (moral
eritic).

Wharton’s awarenesa of her own bias doeas not mean that
she seea the two activitiea aa equivalent, aince ahe haa
internalized her culture’s evaluation of the relative valuea
of domestic and literary arta; neverthelesa, her hierarchal
evaluation causes her some discomfort and again highlighta

the dilemma of the “extraordinary woman," who must validate
64
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her efforta by devaluing other forma of women’s work. The
woman “artiat," forced to suppresa her connection and
appreciation of female artiastic traditiona, ias one atep away
from seeing herself as a “self-made man," originating from
and continuing a genderleas, “universal' artiatic tredition.
Wharton’a resistence to the dominant literary tradition can
be seen in the characterizationa of Lily Bart and Ellen
Olenska who are artiata in their own apherea, but like Henry
Jamea, she could be a severe critic when literary values were
at atake.®* Thirty-three years later ahe would write

authoritatively in A Backward Glance, “the greateat aervice a

writer can render to lettera is to follow his consacience"
€140>, but in 1901, ahe atrugglea to articulate her poaition
and aaska for Norton’a underatanding and validation of that
stence.

During thia period (1901) of artiatic reaolve and
definition, Wharton lost her mother, Lucretia Jonea. At the
time of Lucretia’s death, mother and daughter were
effectively estranged after yeara of misunderatanding,
competition, and recriminationa. Cynthia Griffin Wolff sees
their relationship as the major inhibiting force in Wharton’s
life and argues that she would never have emerged as an
artist without winning independence from her mother‘’s
influence.*2 With such a hiatory, Wharton could only be
expected to write, as Lewis notea, “conventionally" to Norton
about the event (100), but what the letter does not asay ia

unconventional. There is no expression of grief or regret or
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(aa Sara waa later to expreass on the death of her father)

guilt.

I must begin by saying that thia
paper [black-edged notepaper] signifies
that my poor mother died auddenly and
unexpectedly the day after you left.

She had been hopeleassly ill for fourteen
montha, paralyzed & unconacious for nearly
a year--but it was one of the casea in
which it seemed that life--that kind of
life--might go on for yeara; and there is
no room for anything but thankfulneass at

thia sudden concluaion of it all.=+

Wharton had a horror of that kind of auapended existence to
the extent that in 1908 ahe would write of a dying friend:
“But, oh, if I had morphine in reach, 2= szha haz, how guickly
I’d cut the knot."=> Norton was of like mind and did not aee
anything peculiar in Wharton’a almoat guahing her relief at
the death of Sally’s aunt in 1916: “Firat of all, thank
heaven, your poor aunt ia dead! I am 80 glad to think that
the misery ia over for her, and the long cruel atrain for
you."%¢ Knowing her audience, Wharton directed Norton’s
Teaponse to prohibit “conventional® expreaaiona of aympathy.
Lucretia‘a condition made relief at her deeth appropriate,

and her daughter‘’s worda, “there ia no rocm for anything but
66
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thankfulneaa at the sudden conclusion of it all," function
equally well as an expreasion of conacioua and asubconacioua
feelinga.

The tone of Wharton’a newa and her removed atance maak
the feelings that she muat have had difficulty in trying to
control at thia time: grief and regret for the paat, aelf-
pity for her mother’s emotional abandonment, a longing tec
atone, and deapair that the paat could never be repaired.
Wharton’s inevitable confuasion about her own feelinga would
have made it painfully difficult for her to react comfortably
to expressiona of aympathy. Her aparse communication tella
Norton in what manner and in what degree of aympathy ahe
should respond and showa that good “reading" skilla were one
of the keyatonea of thia friendship.

In turn Wharton was the logical confidante for Norton as
her father Locame progressively ill. The author was able to
see each of her friends’ pointa of view, and though ashe felt
great distreasa at the father’s diacomfort, she clearly
sympathized more with the difficultiea hia condition created
for the daughter. Sally wanted to do what pleaaed her
father and would make him moat comfortable, but there was no
ideal action which could do both. Wharton helped her cope

with her feelings of inadequacy and guilt:

Now that you tell me the Doctor ia on your
aide, I can’t help adviaing you to go to

Ashfield when the next “hot spell" comes.
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It will coat you a atruggle, but the atruggle
will really be worae for you than for your
father. After a certain age it becomea
necessary now & then to ‘“passer outre" in
dealing with old people, even the moat
intelligent & reaaonable--& it is often a

relief to them to be “dealt with" & over-ruled.

I think it would be in this case, & I am aure
the moral effect of getting to Ashfield,

eapecially the new & improved Ashfield, would
be of great good, & probably acon diapell the

nervous apprehensiona.&7?

The letter atrikes juat the right tone by clearly aligning
the writer with Norton without showing her father any
diareapect.

During times of extreme emotional distress and
breakdown, the lettera provided comfort, aympathy, and
reassurance. At the beginning of their correapondence,
Wharton wrote: “Don’t I know that feeling you deacribe, when
one longa to go to a hospital & have something cut out, &
come out minua an organ, but alive & active & like other
pecople, inatead of dragging on with thia bloodleaa
exiatence!t Only I fear you will never find a surgeon who
will do that service.“%@ In Sally, Wharton finally found the
underatanding of a fellow sufferer, which the ayntax and the

repetition of Wharton’sa phrase, "Don’t I know," emphaaize:
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“but don’t I know so well the atate of mind & body in which
the thinga one likea are precisely thoae that seem to use one
up moat aeverely.“%? Since Norton experienced the same
symptoma, Wharton did not have to suppreas or to deny her
own. Rather, she now had a place where she could diacuaa
them, and as modern psychology will attest, that ia crucial
for the beginning of the “talking cure."

Wharton had a serioua breakdown in 1902, which the

following March 9 letter deacribea:

Last week ia a kind of nightmare to me.

I am just coming back to the realitiea,

& yesterday I was seized by a sudden fear
that I had not aent you word when I found

I should have to give up my Boston viait--I
remember scrawling a line in pencil, to aay
that I had postponed my departure; but I
can’t recall writing or telegraphing that it

was definitely given up . . . I mean it was

therefcre, I failed to
let you know, please, please forgive met

I have not for a long time had auch a bad
breakdown. You, who know what auch thinga are,

will make allowances I am sure.

Norton experienced a aimilar state in 1905, and Wharton

reaponded:
€9
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It seema so strange to think of you at
Newport, all alone in Catherine St. I

wish just this once that I were back at
Lend’as End & could take you in. I am so
sorry that you have had this break-down. No
one knows better than I do (at leaat few
know better) the unutterable wearineas of
pulling out of the tide of life into the
drydock for repaira. The firat time one does
it there comea a certain refreshment; after
that, though no doubt the phyaical effect ia
good, the mental & moral reasults are leas

exhilarating.ae

Often characterized as “reserved,' Wharton was réadily
unreserved about heraelf when she could help “repair" a
friend, aa the case of Norton‘’s aiater, Elizabeth (“Lily"),

illustratea:

What a detestable year (1908] you have all had,
you poor dear Shady Hillersa, & how I wish I
could wave a wand & 1ift all the cloudat--Tell
Lily, if it‘’s any comfort, that for twelve
years I seldom knew what it waa to be,

for more than an hour or two of the twenty

four, without an intense feeling of nausea,
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and such unutterable fatigue that when I

got up I was alwaya more tired than when

I lay down. This form of neurasthenia
consumed the beat years of my youth, & left in
some sort, an irreparable shade on my life.
Mais quoi! I worked through it, & came out
on the other side, & so will she, in a much

shorter time, I hope.>*

Wharton, herself caring for an emotionally diaabled hueband,
could only have the greateat aympathy for her friend’s
comparable position.

As the friendship progressed, it changed aubtly.
Wharton became an increasingly prolific, well-known, and
self-assured author, and Norton had her own authorial succeaa
in editing her father’a letters. Older and more self-
assured, the women were not afraid of disagreeing or asking
for clarification. The letters in part chronicle the
development of Wharton’s “critical" voice, heard in A

Backward Glance (1934) and The Writing of Fiction (1925), and

show how the friendship’a flexibility and its ability to
tolerate each partner’s individuality provided a forum for
the teating of that voice.

When Wharton wrote her first novel, The Valley of

Decision (1902), she actively aought her friend’a criticiam:

“Here I am like a mother ruahing to the defense of her

deformed childt I hoped, when I sent you the advance sheets,
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that you might be interested enough to tell me juat where you
thought I had made miastakea--& I rather expected you to put
your finger on what is undoubtedly the weak spot from the
novel-reader’s (aic) point of view."2& Wharton ia asking
Sally to articulate and to corroborate what ahe herself
suspected was the novel’s “weak spot," its characterization.
The degree of her chiding is a measure of her reliance on
Norton’s criticisa at thia time. When the book waa
published, the reviewa were generally poasitive, but the one
that justified the novel’s emphasis on period rather than
character particularly delighted Wharton, who wrote: “I am
childishly pleased by a review of my book in “The Mail
Expreas," in which the writer says that the book should be
regarded as the picture of a period, not of one or two
persona & that Italy is my hero--or heroine, if you
prefer.“aa

With Sare Wharton did not have to effect a well-bred
disintereat in the critical reception of her work, and she
could safely venture critical opiniona before asserting them
in more “profeaaional" and competitive company. In thia way,
writing to Norton helped Wharton further articulate her own
aeathetica. The following excerpt from a 1902 letter about

Henry James‘’s The Wings of the Dove illuatratea this procesaa:
Alas, alast One doean’t know what to asay.

The book seema to me, in a senase, quite

ignoble; & you know I don’t think thia
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simply of what are called “unpleaaant
subjecta." Thia ia an unpleasant aubject,
but chiefly so, to me, becauase the author
hasn’t seen beyond it, haa accepted it
without a revolt. And then the atylet It
ia delirant . . . I can’t reconcile

myself to such an end for the mind which
could conceive Roderick Hudaon, The Portrait
of a Lady, & how many of the earlier short

atories.>*

As Millicent Bell clearly showa, Wharton waa never James’a
apprentice. She mourna what she seea as his decline, but
to justify her feeling, ahe is compelled to analyze ita
aource. Rejecting the idea that her diaslike of the novel isas
aimply persconal and particular, she must attempt to define
again the aocurce of her feeling.

Her second definition is more theoretical: “Thia is an
unpleasant aubject, but chiefly =o, to me, becauae the author
hasn’t seen beyond it, has accepted it without a revolt."

She saya much the same years later in A Backward Glance:

“there are only two easential rules: one, that the novelist
ahould deal with what isa within hia reach, literally and
figuratively (in most cases the two are synonymoua), and the
other that the value of the subject depends almoat entirely

on what the suthor sees in it, and how deeply he ia able to

see into it" (206). Thias idea originates from Wharton’s own
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peychalogical history. She would not have been "Edith
Wharton, the author," if she had not seen beyond, revolted,
and eacaped the prison cell of her background and its
“inherited obligationas." Like their author, her most
memoreble characters, Newland Archer, Lily Bart, Charity
Royall, and Ethan Frome, all see poaaibilitiea beyond their
restrictive environments for self-expresaion that reveal to
them the dignity and meaning in accepting and maintaining
certain traditions and loyaltieas. Unfortunately readers, who

think that the endinga to novela, auch aa The Age of

1 and The Mother‘’s » seem unfair and

forced, have also been known to "“revolt." Why should Newland
Archer not have Ellen Olenska and “the world beyond“? Why
should Kate Clephane have to give up her daughter a second
time and have to return to the seediness of her former life?
The anawer is related to the atandard of judgment
Wharton applies to Jamea: the author muat revoltb againat hisa
or her subject by seeing beyond the autobiographical.
Wharton had done so, and her protagoniats who resignedly
accept compromise, denial, and loss do the same. In turn
they are rewarded with the perception that life has a moral
significance beyond individual concerna. James, however,
could not resolve emotional and spiritual complexities this
neatly in his portrayal of Kate Croy. Aa Wharton articulates
her feelings about Jamea’s novel, she tranaforms a personal
insight (why it is an unpleasant subject) into a standard

that determinea literary merit. In other worda, Wharton is
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saying that notable literature resulta from an author’s own
struggle with and transcendence of perscnal isaues when the
knowledge ia imparted to his or her characters. Although
Wharton’s criticism faults Jameas’a novel, Merton Densher’a
reverence for Milly Theale could be compared to Lawrence
Selden’s belated awareness of hia love for Lily Bart, and
Kate Croy’s manipulations are more aubtle than any Undine
Spragg practiced.

Soon after Wharton mailed Sally and her father a
typewritten copy of a letter that Henry Jamea had sent her.
It contained hia now famous advice to “do New York," itaelf
a aubtle criticiam of Wharton’a treatment of subject in The
Valley of Decision. Although prompted by pride in Jamea‘’sa
recognition of her talent, the geature waa an asasertion of
independence and authorial identity.2S

The benefita of the relationship were not all on
Wharton’s side. Norton heraelf wrote poetry and published a
collection of jingoistic verse in 1916 called "New Nursery
Rhymes on 0Old Linea By an American."“2¢ 1In 1905, when a
mutual friend’s siater died after a long illnesa, Wharton
showed how much she valued the conzoling power of Norton’a

veraesa:

I am very glad you sent me the linesa
on Ethel, dear Sally, not only because of
my own interesat in reading them, but

because I know how deeply they will touch
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Henrietta’a heart. I am not even going
to ask your leave to send them to her,
feeling sure that you will underatand my
wish to do so.--They are charmingly done,
& I am wondering why you have kept thia

gift so long a secret from me.37

In this pasaage Wharton expressed something she would
probably not have voiced elsewhere, her admiration for
obituary verse. Considering her own use of irony and her
efforts to aeparate herself from other women writera, her
acknowledgement of the value and power of Norton’a verase aeem
all the more remarkable.

The published novelist reasponda to Norton‘’s work aa to

an equal in the following excerpt from a 2906 letter:

I was sorry you would not let me re-read
your poems while I waas with you yesterday.
I did not want to write about them

because I wanted to show you, in detail,
Juast how & where I think they need to be
changed. I don’t know that I can asum up
®y meaning on paper, unleaa by saying that,
where you say that you have tried not to
be “poetic“--by which, of course, you mean
ornate, rhetorical, imagée--I think you

are trying to akip a neceasary “é&tape on
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the way to Parnasasus.--Such bareneas as “she
neither feels nor sees" is the result of a great
deal of writing, of a long & expert procesa of
elimination, selection, concentration of idea
& expression. It is not being simple so
much as being excessively subtle; & the
less-practised simplicity is apt to have too
loose a "weave.” That is the criticism I
wanted--with much more explicitness &
illumination--to make on your lines,
which I should like to re-read with you

- some day in that light. Personally, I think
a long apprentice-ship should be given to
form before it is thrown overboard--& I
don’t see why, with your bent, you don‘t give
it. Here is as much as I can make clear without

a talk--but that, I hope, will come soon.2®

Wharton’s advice reveals that she had a sound understanding
of the basis of modern poetry. It is alsoc advice thai she
herself practiced. Her own prose drafts, for example,
provide an example of the process of “elimination, selection,
concentration of idea & expression.”

In turn, Wharton good-naturedly accepted criticism from
Norton on her heroines, Lily Bart and Justine Brent.
The friends’ disagreements were part of their on-going

literary discussion; tfor example, Wharton expressed her
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admiration for James’s Prefaces and Norton wrote about her
pleasure in Turgenev. By 1912, however, the women had been
corresponding for thirteen years and felt safe enough to

address the times when they did not feel exactly the same:

I don’t know why you ever think it necessary
to buy my boocks. Don‘t you trust my sending

them to you? The order to send you “The

Reef"” went to Appleton over a month ago.
Nor do I know where you get the idea that

I don’t care to have my friends talk to me
of my books. Nothing gives me greater
pleasure--naturally--than their being
sufficiently interested to do so. But I‘m
never surprised, or disappointed, if they
don‘t, because their liking, or not liking,

what I write seema so unimportant a part

of the general pleasure of the relation.3®

Wharton seses Sally’s gesture as critical. Her friend should
know that she would never consciocusly act inconsiderately
toward her. Wharton’s hurt stems from Norton’s lack of
trust, but her irritation most likely stems from guilt: the
implied criticam has some truth in it. Wharton’s queation
("Don‘t you trust my sending them to you?”) is designed,
whether consciously or unconsciously, to unnerve Norton

betore she gets to her real grievance: "Nor do I know where
78 :
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you get the idea that I don’t care to have my friends talk to
me of my books.” Obviously she got the idea from Sally and
feels defensive. She would like to see herself as
“naturally" accepting criticism, but the "unnatural®
insertion of the adverb, “naturally,” belies her contention
that nothing gives her greater pleasure.

The excerpt is full of double-messages: "I want you to
read my buoka but treat them as a gift*”; "I want your
criticism, but I don‘t value it"; “I appreciate my friends’
comments but not in comparison to their other attributes.*
Because neicher friend was afraid of confrontation, the

. friendship survived for nearly a quarter of a century, and
Norton’s clear statement of her feelings to Wharton is
evidence of the its democratic nature. Wharton probably did
not fully recognize the tone of this 1912 letter, since
during this period, she bemusedly wrote: “I am puzzling my
head to know why my last letter held you ‘at arma’ length.-’
In arms’ length is where I hold my friends, & as I have long,
strong arms they ought to feel secure theret!”<>  Wharton
sought similar reassurance the next year when Henry James
hotly refused her efforts to present him with a birthday
remembrance from his American friends.

Although other obligations and physical and emotional
weariness often made it difficult to write during the war
years, Wharton assumed that such communication was
unnecessary, since she knew as she wrote in 1914 that Norton

would feel the same and be in the same state of mind.“*
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Unfortunately, that bond was subject to time, and to borrow
Wharton‘’s own words from an earlier 1907 letter, she “could
only look on & feel unavailing sympathy,’ when Norton was
tfound to have a cancerous tumor in 1922.4= By May 2»<,
Norton didn‘t need a scribe and Wharton anawered: “When I saw
those closely written pages of yours yesterday I was almost
as cross as I was pleased, & ‘applauded with both handa’ the
little scolding that your admirable Doctor gave you when he
caught you in the act! Still, it was a great satisfaction to
read this report of yourself in your own hand--as firm &

beautiful as ever it was--& I‘m glad he didn‘t catch you till

you’d neerly done.” Wharton "rejoiced” in Norton’z pregracs,

o

but her euphoria was not to last--that summer her friend
asuffered a relapse and died.

By offering an alternative model to Mrs. Bell’s for
female relations, Norton left a legacy that enriched
Wharton’s fiction. In it men and women seldom find the right
word to say to each other, and for thia reason women’s
relationahipa with other women have added significance. Even

in The House of Mirth (1905) and The Cuastom of the Country

€¢1913) women are not “natural" enemiea. When women are
competitive with or cruel to each other, the blame clearly

belongs to ascciety. In The Reef (1912), Wharton re-definea

relationahips between women and between women and men by
ahowing how women cen grow through their relationshipa with
each other, instead of under the tutelage of a lover. Her

last, unfinished, and posthumoualy published work, The
80
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Buccaneers (1938), depicta the advantages of cooperation
between women, as well as the similaritiea between women as
diaparate aa the young Americaen, Nen St. George, and the
Ducheas of Tintagel. Thease fictional relationshipa do not
deny that women’s relationahips have problema and jealousiea,
as the examplea of Bertha Dorset, Undine Spragg, and the case

of May Archer and Ellen Olenska illuatrate, but they do offer

ar way to r from the “fall" that Nancy Sahli
describes. Honest communication, such as Anna Leath and
Sophy Viner experience, neceaasitates seeing with another’a
eyea, and that expanded vision ia the firat atep toward
reviaing inherited mytha about our own naturea. Being true
to another wczan can provide a touchotone, a meana of being
true to one’s self. Wharton’s friendship with Sara Norton
challenged aasumptions that women’s relationshipa either had
to be “unnatural" or competitive, and although women’sa
partnerships in her fiction are not an alternative to male-
female relationahipa, they can have, aa Wharton wrote Norton

in the poem "“Usesa," their own “aweet content."+2
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CHAPTER I1I

Alone in the “Flux of the Tides": Lily Bart and Undine Spragg

“After all, what’s the meaning of ‘self-
realization’ if you’re to let your life be
conditioned and contracted by somebody else?™

“Joy in the Houae"

Both The House of Mirth and The Custom of the Country
expose society’s ruthlessness and as a result have been used
to illustrate the lack of female community in Edith Wharton’s
novels. Joan Lidoff, for example, faults Wharton in The

House of Mirth for placing the “blame for the inadequacies

of the whole socializing process" on “the women who teach and
enforce social paradigms,” and sees “(tlhe primary
motivations that determine the plot” as being “feelings of
resentment and revenge among women."* Janet Malcolm goes a
astep furthar by stating that the "symbolic world of Edith
Wharton’s fiction is a world “where ‘strange experiments’
{that iz devistions from the sociai norm) inexorabiy lead to

tragedy, and where the call and heartl by which

this universe is ruled is the call and heartl

of women.”? Certainly Bertha Dorset exemplifies the
cruelties that women are capable of committing against each
other, but Wharton uses her to focus on the forces that

inhibit women’s relationships. By making her the source of
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Lily’s salvation, Wharton reveals the potential power
inherent in the most unlikely of alliances. Lily’s economic
and social descent from Mrs. Peniston’s parlour to Gus
Trenor’s study to Mrs. Hatch’s hotel suite to the
boardinghouse’s common room marks her closer identification
with her own sex, and though her world is restricted, it
offers her more opportunity for emotional and spiritual
growth.

Without resources, Lily Bart sitsa alone "“in the flux of
the tides," waiting for her amall boat to capsize.® As in
Stephen Crane‘s story, “The Open Boat," God and Nature have
turned an indifferent cheek.* Since the Trenor aet exiata in
a deteraministic and mercileaa univerae where “the custom of
the country" is competition, distruat and jealouay are
naturally fostered among women. Yet they reaist to the beat
of their ability. Lily reaists until death, and her death isa
Wharton’a plea that no more women suffer her fate. For that
to happen, however, society muat re-think and relax ita
atrict and divisive definitiona of women into categories,
such as “nice" and “not nice." It muat make room for
children whose parentsa teach them to be both beautiful and
useful. If the world persiata in turning a deaf ear, Wharton
warns, future Lily Barts will grow up to be Undine Spraggs,
women who assume that their rightful place in the universe ia
in the lobby of the Nouveau Luxe. Once Undine’s hand graaps
the helm, she zeeka the new and stylish aa relentlessaly aa

Ahab sought hia whale, and though the ultimate victim of her
as
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mad quesat is herself, she has an apocalyptic effect on every
culture she encountera. ‘
Undine appears to set her own course, but in reality she
is rudderless without a firast mate. In a book that Wharton
considered “a neglected masterpiece," Susan Lenox: Her Fall
and Rise (1917), David Grsham Phillipa deacribea the dilemma:
“Inlone of these women, none of the women of the prosperoua
classes would be there but for the assistance and protection
of men."S Phillips owes a debt of gratitude to Wharton, for
his character combinea the senaitivity of Lily Bart with the
drive and energy of Undine Spragg. Married off to an
ignorant and brutal farmer, Suaan learna what Lily auspectat
not much separatea the businesas of marriage from the business
of prostitution. Preferring to earn an “honest" living,
Susan chocses the latter, for as she reasons, a prostitute
sells her time and not her soul. Her thinking is a logical
extenaion of Lily“’s and one that Wharton aasigna to Nra.
Hezeldean in New Year’s Day (1924). It ia also more honest,
since Lily wants to play on this knowledge and still remain
respectable; for example, she sexually manipulatea Gua Trenor
to invest her amall fundas for her at great profit, thinking
that “surely to a clever girl, it would be eaay to hold him
by his vanity, and so keep the obligation on his side" (85).
As numeroua critics have discussed, Lily knowa that she must
eventually pay for the favora of her crassly materialisastic
world in its terms, but she balks at paying the required

pound of fleeh.“ Since her society believea that any woman
89
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who is disobedient of its rules haa in a sense collaborated
in her own destruction, it views Lily’s punishment aa
deserved. By making Lily’s nature a composite of the women,
“nice" and “not nice," who people The House of Mirth, Wharton
exposes how this thinking harma them all.

Lily defies classification, and her moral appeal atema
from her persiatent refusal to define herself as a commodity
comparable to Percy Gryce’s Americana, “the cne poaseazion in
which he took sufficient pride to spend money on it" (49).
Lily knows that the lady-like “barter" ahe must effect would
necesasitate her giving up the little sense of “self" she

. posseasses, and that ia a form of living auicide to which she
cannot contract. Already too often she forgets the apectre
of her inner “self" imprisoned behind one of her mind‘a
carefully avoided “closed doors" (82); and though she rebela
against being consumed as greedily as the paatry with which
her last name rhymea, she nonetheleas seea aome juatification
in Gus Trenor’s reasoning: “hang it, the man who payas for
dinner ia uaually allowed a seat at the table" (14S). Aa a
character, Lily definea herself most clearly at her final tea
with Rosedale when she aaserta: “I have lived too long on my
friends"™ (239).

Wharton agrees; i is y for

identity. Selden waa correct in thinking “that she muat have
coat a great deal to make, that a great many dull and ugly

people must, in some mysterious way, have been sacrificed to

produce her" (S). In the pages of The House of Mirth, we
20
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cannot avoid their acquaintance--the Kias Kilroya in Mme.
Regina‘’s workroom, “the sallow preocccupied women, with their
bags and note-books and rolls of music" (302), the thousands
and thousands of women like Misas Silverton “slinking about to
employment agenciea, and trying to sell painted blotting-pada
to Women’s Exchanges" (267), the “shallow-faced girls in
preposterous hats, and flat-chested women struggling with
paper bundles and palm-leaf fana" (5). Without their
sacrificea and cheap labor there would be no Judy Trenors, no
poetical Ned Silvertons, and no Lily Barta. The muckraking
reporter, David Graham Phillipa, made the same point more
overtly in his atory of Susan Lenox: “reapectable" women
maintain their honored position because other women are
exploited. Each step Lily deacends on the social ladder
marks her increassing awareneas of thia point and bringa her
into closer relation with all women regardlesas of claaa. In
way, her spiritual growth and her identification with
her own zex are interdependent.

Lily first learns the full measure of economic
exploitation in Regina‘s work-room where otheras more
competent than she arrange Mre. Trenor’s “green Paradise" and
Mrs. Dorset’s “blue tulle" (285), and where her inability to
sew spanglees on straight is humiliatingly self-revelatory:
“Since she had been brought up to be ornamental, she could
hardly blame herself for failing to serve any practical
Purpose; but the discovery put an end to her conasoling sense

of universal efficiency" (297). Her present demanda a re-
aan
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evaluation of the paat. Then she had always felt a aympathy
for those who served her: “She had been long enough in
bondage to other pecple’s pleasure to be considerate of those
who depended on hers, and in her bitter mocoda it sometimes
struck her that she and her maid were in the same poaition,
except that the latter received her wagea more regularly"
(28). Her empathy, though, waas of the asame kind as Judy

Trenor’s: “the daily nibble of small temptationa to

e ture, were trials ess fer out of her experience as the

domestic problems of the char-woman' (77). Juat as Judy
could not truly understand Lily‘’s pecuniary difficultiea, it
was imposaible for Niss Bart to underatand the depth of her
maid’s fruatrated longing, anger, and self-pity as she hung
up a crumpled dreass before returning to her rented room.
Lily’s own experience subsequently educates her. After
her dismissal from Regina’s, Lily can claim “the same
position," but driven to make use of Mra. Dorset’s lettersa,
she more resembles the “char-woman" at the Benedick, Mrs.
Haffen, than the maid. Lily’s plight aaska ua to reconaider
our firat unfavorable impression of the seemingly
opportunistic Mra. Haffen. In retrospect her actions seem
more underastandable. As she explained to Lily, "“I brought
‘em to you to sell, because I ain’t got no other way of
raising money, and if we don‘’t pay our rent by tomorrow night
we’ll be put ocut. I never done anythin’ of the kinad
before . . . " (105). Mra. Haffen probably never did, aince

ahe goes on to ask Lily to use her influence with Rosedale
92
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or Selden to have her and her husband reinstated at the
Benedick. An embarrassed Lily, however, only hearas the implied
threat in "I seen you talking to ir. Rosedale that day you come

out of Mr. Selden’s roo: * (105). Like Lily, Mra. Haffen would

prefer to support herself without resorting to blackmail.
This scene and related onea are the aeed from which

Wharton’s next novel, The Fruit of the Tree (1907), grew, for

it too developed from the author’s political and sociological
concerns with clasa. 1In it her heroine, Justine Brent, ia a
self-supporting nurse deeply committed to easing the problema
of the working class by implementing humane working and
living conditions in the town in which her huaband, John
Amherat, manages the mill.” By making parallels between Lily
and other working women, such aa Mrs. Haffen, Carrie Fisher,
Gerty Farish, and Nettie Struthers, Wharton is asking her
readers to re-examine the entire fabric of society, not juat
the upper-class world of Bellomont. She is alao atating that
society--to differing degrees and in different waya--exploita
all women; only learned sttitudes and social training
separate the women who wear silk from those who wear
homespun.

The twice-divorced Carrie Fisher, who supporta herself

and her daughter by parenting the nouveau riche, haa the most

insight into Lily’s predicament, and she is the peraon to
whom Lily speaks moat openly. Taking Lily under her wing,
Carrie counsels her that the world ia “not a pretty place;

and the only way to keep a footing in it is to fight it on
93
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its own terma--and above ail, my dear, not alonet" (252).
Lily hess tried to follow Carrie’s advice, but she haa

mistaken the source of her help. Aas Elaine Showalter notes:

Lily is stranded between two worlds of
experience: the intense female

friendships and mother-daughter bhonda
characteristic of nineteenth-century
American women’s culture, which Carroll
Smith-Rosenberg haa called “the

female vorld of love and ritual," =nd the
disaolution of single-sex relationshipa

in the intereat of more intimate friendshipa
between men and women that waas part of the

gender crisis at the turn of the century.®

Lily accepts the fact that men’s money aasiats and protecta,
but she miatakenly assumes that it also naturally empowers,
for in the Trenors’ and Gormera’ worlda of “conspicuocua
consumption,™ the wivea rule with a ruthlesaneas that
Rosedale would appreciate on Wall Street.?

The novel opens with these women trying to include Lily
in their world by the only meens available to them, securing

her marriage to Percy Gryce and hie Americana:

+ « o« Lily found herself the centre

of that feminine solicitude which
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envelops a young woman in mating seaaon.

A solitude was tacitly created for her

in the crowded existence of Bellomont,

and her friends could not have ahown

a greater readinesa for self-effacement

had her wooing been adorned with all the
attributes of romance. In Lily‘a set this
conduct implied a sympathetic comprehension
of her motives, and Mr. Gryce rose in her
esteem as she saw the consideration he

inspired. (46&)

Although appreciative of their efforta, Lily feela that Nr.
Gryce’s doing her the honour of “boring her for life" ia not
honour enough (25). She would prefer an elegant and richly
appointed room of her own. Selden ia the only person in
Lily’s circle who seems incapable of furthering her material
ascendency, and as a result, he is her logical confidant: “I
shouldn’t have to pretend with you or be on my guard with
you" (9.

Lily never rejecte the world that Percy Gryce
represents; she is like Rappaccini’a daughter whose beauty
and delicacy are nourished by her exotic, poiscned
environment: “her whole being dilated in an atmosphere of
luxury; it was the background she required, the only climate
she could breathe in" (236). Everyone at Bellomont, male and

fenmale, accepts the premise of male authority and female
9!
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submission, and that system eventually corruptas all. Lily,
for example, must slways be "on guard" because her economic
dependence, whether for last year’s dressea or this season’a
opera tickets, and it taimts all her relationships. The only
commodity she can offer in exchange is her charm and
affability, two traita often circumapective of honeaty.
Lily’s lack of honeaty, what Jennifer Radden calle her “self-
deception,™ mekea her in part reapcnaible for her plight.:e
In turn Judy’s privilege has essentially turned her into a

nonentity:

The collective nature of her intereata
exempted her from the ordinary rivalriea

of her sex, and she knew nc more peracnal
emotion than that of hatred for the woman
who presured to give bigger dinners or have
more amusing houase-partiea than heraelf.

As her social talents, backed by Nr.
Trenor‘s back-account, almost always aaaured
her ultimate triumph in such competitions,
succeasa had developed in her an unscrupulous
good nature toward the reat of her sex, and
in Misa Bart’s utilitarian claasification of
her friends, Mra.Trenor ranked as the women
who was the least likely to “go back" on her.

41>
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Wharton’s description of Mres. Trenor ia developed from
the stereotypical assumption that women are moat likely to
‘‘go back™ on each other.!*: Usually Lily ia seen aa being of
finer stuff than thozs arcund her, but her behavior to Judy
belies the point and losea her a most powerful and needed
ally. She heraelf “believed in the sincerity of her friend’s
affection, though it sometimes showed itself in self-
interested ways" and “if her roaming aympathiea had struck
root anywhere, it was in her friendship with Judy Trenor"
€129). Lily is decidedly self-serving and disloyal when she
followa Carrie Fisher’s example and tekea money from Mr.
Trenor, fully knowing Judy‘a feelingas about auch behavior:
Carrie Fisher’s “‘a perfect vulture, you know; and she haan’t
the least moral sense. She ia alwaya getting Gua to
speculate for her, and I’m aure ahe never pays when ahe
losea’"™ (86). Judy tells Lily, “‘There’as nothing I wouldn’t
do, you poor duck, to aee you happy!’" (46), but of courae
there ia: she ia not willing to be made a fool. Aa Showalter
notes, “she is no different from the ‘best frienda’ she
describes to Selden as those women who ‘uase me or abuae me;
but . . . don’t care a atraw what happena to me" (130).

Bertha Dorset ueually wina diatinction as the villain of

The House of Mirth, however, even her behavior has some

previous justification.*® Fully intending to marry Percy
Gryce, Lily rather callously contemplates playing with
Lawrence Selden: “If Selden had come at Mrs. Dorset’s call,

it was at her own that he would stay" (53).:*2 In this way,
97
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she behaves as her society expects women to behave, and she
enjoys discomforting Bertha when she surpricee her and Selden
in the Bellomont libraery. Since Lily drew the original
battlelines, jt is no wonder that Bertha never truats her
agaain.

When Lily exhibits more integrity, she is “ruined.™

Forgetting Judy’s accurate analyzis of Bertha‘’a nastineaa,

she asszumes a relationship even though the twe, who have been
cruising the Mediterranean for montha, have never been on
confidentisl terma. Lily’s posseasion of Bertha’s love
letteras to Selden gives her a mistaken and unahared sense of

- their intimacy. Lily haa the power to “overthrow with a
touch the whole structure of her existence" (104): “I1f she
had destroyed Mrs. Doraset’a lettera, she might have continued
to hate her; but the fact that they remained in her
possesaion had fed her resentment to satiety"™ (119). Bertha
has not had e similarly uplifting experience, and when she
muat dezparetely hide any knowledge of her affair with Ned
Silverton from her husband, Lily becomea the logical
acapegoat.

Having already staked Bertha, Lily miatakenly

expecta that “the barrier of reserve muat aurely fell"
(205), but as far ac Bertha is concerned, Lily can be
expected to respond “tit for tat.™ In the paat Lily might
have, but owning and not employing the meana of Bertha‘s
demise enhances her sense of moral superiority and allows her

to feel compassion for the former rival whom ashe now
28

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



tragically miasreads aa “a friend in need." Ironically,
Lily is unable to profit from her keen social senaibilitiea.
She doea not see Bertha’s point of view; rather she aacribes
her own to her, and it nearly bankrupta her. In the past
Lily aligned herself with Gua Trenor, forsaking her friend
Judy, but here she does not heaitate to =support Bertha. Her
reaponse marks the beginning of her cioser identification
with her own sex as well aa her moral rise. The flux of the
tidee haa changed when Lily seea Bertha aa whaet she will
leter in truth be: the symbolic repreaentation of Lily‘a
youthful deaire to exercise a “power for good" (35). As the
temptation to use the lettera increases, they function much
ae Penelope’s desire for her old job doea in the atory,
“Friends." They become the charactera Lily usea to apell out
her identity. Significantly the meana of Lily‘’s apiritual
saslvation comea from another woman (the moat unlikely one af
her acquaintance) snd reveraea plot expectationa that Selden
will come to her resacue.

The source of her reacue haa been foreshadowed by
her relationahip with Gerty Farish. Unlike Nra.
Peniston, Lily is “heroic on a desert iasland" (36). Even
Gerty with eall her social work experience does not understand
her friend’s true position or its temptatione; nevertheleas,
she proves to be the one friend who takes Lily on faith
and never ‘“goea back" on her. Her love iz unconditional.
Not knowing that Gerty too feels locked out, Lily

instinctively fleea to her embrace after Gua Trenor’a
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attempted rape: “she (Gertyl had felt at home in his
(Selden’s] heart. And now she was thrust out, and the

door barred against her by Lily’s hand! Lily, for whose
admission there she herself had pleaded!!” (161) Selden’s
repetition of Lily‘’s name has plunged Gerty into her own form
of dreadful, engulfing darkness. The women are twins, but
each is ignorant of the source of the other’a pain. When
Gerty embraces her nemesis as "sister” and pulls Lily acrecas
her threshold, she rescues them both from the “dingy” moral
wilderneas outside. Even though “every fiber in her body
shrank from Lily‘’s nearness” (167), Gerty cannot deny her

confort:

“Hold me, Gerty, hold me, or I shall think

of thinge," she moaned; and Gerty ailently
alipped an arm under her, pillowing her head
in ite hollow aa a mother makes a neat for

a tosaing child. In the wara hollow Lily

lay still and her breathing grew low and
regular. Her hand atill clung to Gerty’a

aa if to ward off evil dreams, but the hold of
her fingers relaxed, her head sank deeper into
ita shelter, and Gerty felt that ahe slept.

€167)

The moving picture of Gerty holding Lily belies stereotyped

imagea of both the “acorned" and the "“beloved" woman, and
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since readers know the exact frequency, measure, and duration
of Selden’s “seldom" heroicse, Gerty’s geature becomea the
novel’s moral measure. By re-befriending and sheltering
Lily, Gerty savea her own soul and Lily’a sanity, and if Lily
were not so much the product of “the civilization which had
produced her" (7), she might have saved her life. In thia

way, The House of Mirth seema an slternative answer to

James’s Bostonians which enda with Basil Ransom effectively
aeparating the two frienda, Verena Tarrant and Olive
Chancellor.*+ QOccuring near the narrative’a center, the
image of the embracing women ia the novel’a moral and
emotional heart; and aa Carolyn Karcher suggeata, it “pointa
toward the creation of a feminine support network that
promisea ta facilitate women‘’a achievement of
independence.":=

The image of Lily and Gerty growe in aignificance as it
is elaborated and repeated at the novel’s end when Lily
recognizea that “Nettje Styuther’s child was lying on her

arm*

. . . she felt the preasure of ita

little head against her shoulder. She
did not know how it had come there, but
she felt no great surprise at the fact,
only a gentle penetrating thrill of warmth
and pleasure. She settled herself into

an easier position, hollowing her arm to
10:
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pillow the round downy head, and holding her
breath lest a sound should diaturb the

sleeping child. (323

Nettie Struther’s kitchen, where one woman can apeak plainly
to another, is a living example of the “Republic of the
Spirit." There female continuance and matriarchal heritage
are emphasized. Lawvrence Selden enviaiona hia own version of
this land but alwayes evades it, becauase he viewa Lily aa
Vanderbank viewas Nanda in Henry James’s The Awkward Age: too
knowledgeable to be marriageable.*© Selden’a thinking
dictates that hia “Republic of the Spirit" muat be a kingdom
of one.

When Lily can no longer explain hercelf to Selden, when
her “mute lipa"™ “refuse" to continue her narrative, her
career and Wharton’s argument are aimultanecusly laid to reat
(329). Suasan Gubar sees Lily’a death aa illustrating the
history of the “flesh made word" and suggeats that the
“word," which Lily and Selden could never voice ia in fact
Lily’s dead body; “for she ia now converted completely into a
acript for hias edification, a text not unlike the lettera and
checka she left behind to vindicate her life.":? Selden may
“now read into that farewell all that his heart craved to
find there" (House 329), but there ia no eacaping the

concrete reality: her dead body ia the final word. Selden

moat likely will, as Gubar argues, uase her body to author his

own text, “to draw from it courage not to accuae himself for
102
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failing to reach the height of hia opportunity" (House 329,
but his method of “authoring" is inadequate. The “word"
which passzeas beween the lovera and makes “all clear" ia left
forever unclear and subject to debate in comparison to the
“picture" of Lily‘a “expressionleaa" body that “speaks a
thousand worda.™ That image, repeated countless times in the
more emotive fiction of the nineteenth-century women writers
whom Nina Baym deacribes,*® effectively ailencea Selden. He
may imagine that “in the ailence there paased between them
the word which made all clear" (329), but it ia a word which
only the angels can hear. Wharton’a refusal to give it
breath forcea her readers to try and give it form, and every
time we aak how thie might not have happened, every time we
offer a criticiam or suggeat an alternative, a new letter
takea sahape.

The comfort Lily receivea from the imagined weight of
Nettie’s daughter on her arm and the comfort she returna to
the nestling child is all the more poignant when one
considers Lily’s own orphany.*?® Mrs. Bart raised her
daughter with much the same motivation and purpose as Miza
Havisham raised Eastella in Great Expectations: “Only one
thought conscled her [Mrs. Bartl, and that waas the
contemplation of Lily’s beauty. She studied it with & kind
of passion, as though it were aome weapon ahe had alowly
fashioned for her vengeance" (34). Lily enviea the "“lucky
girls who grow up in the shelter of a mother’s love . . . it

takea a mother’s unerring vigilance and foreaight to land her
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daughters safely in the arma of wealth and suitability" (91).
Her thinking shows the inaidioua effect of her culture’sa
values, as “the shelter of a mother’s love" ia tranalated
into dollars. Nettie Struthers’s daughter, named after an
actress who reminded the mother of Miasa Bart, representa the
potential of what Lily herself could have become with the

love and protection of a mother. When Lily holda the baby,

she feela “the asoft weight sink truatfully againat her®

The child’a confidence in its aafety

thrilled her with a senae of waramth and
returning life, and ahe bent over, wondering
at the roay blur of the little face, the
empty clearneas of the eyea, the vague
tendrilly motionas of the folding and unfolding
fingera. At firat the burden in her arma
aeemed as light aa a pink cloud or a

heap of down, but aa she continued to hold it
the weight increessed, sinking deeper, and
penetrating her with a atrange asenae of weakneas,
aa though the child entered and became part of

herself. (316)

The featureleas child ia like an earlier Lily, “aa malleable
aa wax" (53>, and the baby’s “tendrilly motiona" are
reminiacent of Wharton’s deacription of Lily as "a water-

Plant in the flux of the tidea"™ (53). Their identification
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becomes complete when Lily feela the child penetrate and
enter her body as no lover could.

All her life, Lily haa fled intimacy and kept othera
at a diatance, but here she absorbs another, as the imagery
suggests, into her womb. When Lily sleepa that final time,
the child she cradlea ias herself. Through a painful proceaa
of establiashing limita, by saying “no" to George Trenor, “no"
to Mra. Hatch, “no" to George Doraet, “no“ to Sim Roaedale,
“no" to blackmail, and “no" even to the well-intentioned
Gerty Fariah and Lawrence Selden, Lily givea birth to her
taelf."

In 1932, Ellen Glaagow’a novel The Sheltered Life made

the same point but came to a different conclusion.=© Like
Lily Bart, Eva Birdsong livea in a society which is primarily
maintained by women’s silence and the feigning of ignorance.
As Adrienne Rich notes, whether lying ia done “with worda" or
“with silence," it widens the gulf between the “public" and
the “private" selves and puts women in the untenable position
of lying to and trivializing themaelves.<* Eva too is an
object d’art, the fleah and blood embodiment of the myth of
southern womanhcod. Her dilemma reasemblea Lily’s: “Why could
one never do a natural thing without having to screen it
behind a atructure of artifice?" (Houase 15), and the price
she paya for homage and chivalry ia aa dear as Lily‘a: “Aa
late as the apring of 1906, she was atill regarded leas as a
woman than as a memorable occasion" (SL 7). Eva ia

ultimately unable to lie to herself or to maintain a willful
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bli to her ‘a affsirs. When she discovers him

kiseing the young neighbor, who has been a surrogate
daughter, she shoote and kills him. Her act ia seen as a
moment of madnesa brought on by post-operative depresaion,
but it car also be interpreted aa an act of aanity and read
as a warning.

Glasgow and Wharton have given their stories alternative
endings, but the message ia similar: lying thwarts the
development of an emotionally and intellectually rich
inner life; refueing to lie to one’a aelf ia the meana of
becoming empowered. Showalter notes that in Lily’s world
women are “spoken for" and unable to speak for themaelves
€136). In consequence Lily‘s telling her awn atory to
Rosedale is comparable to her assuming responaibility and
fixing her identity: “She made the astatement clearly,
deliberately with pauses between the asentences, so thet
each should have time to sink deeply into the hearer’s
mind" (292). The future belonges to Rosedale. Hie
affectionate reaponse to Carrie Fisher’s child makea him
the only other character besidea Lily closely identified
with the next generation, and as such it ia fitting that he
is the one witneas wha can teatify to Lily’a nobler impulaea.
It is just possible that someday he will diaclose to Selden
the hiatory of Bertha’a lettersa, making it poasible for Lily
vicarioualy to voice the final word.&@

Lily tranecenda her fate when her “poor little tenaclea

of self" cling to the baby on her arm (319). The atruggle
106



kills her and suggesats, as did The Story of Avis (1887),
that it may take three generations to make an independent
woman artist.** Wolff’s observation that [olne of Lily’a
genuine virtuea is that she never fully loses her naivete,
never completely corrupts the artistic finiah of her
nature® (117) is in keeping with Wharton’s ending, which
implies that the *“clay” (the baby’s unformed personality)
is there with as yet no “hard glaze” to its extertior.
Hope for the future lies with the daughters of
women like Nettie Struthers, who have the chance of growing
up to be "useful” as well "ornamental.” Showalter writes

that the The House of Mirth ends with a death that offeras “a

vision of a new world of female solidarity, a world in which
Gerty Farish and Nettie Struthers will struggle hopefully and
couragecusly"” (145), and Elizabeth Ammons notes that the lady
of the leisure claass holding the infant of working class
parents promises the hope of the New Woman (42-493). The
images of mother and child also imply, though, that Lily‘s
death is unnecessary and that the “lady” and the "New Woman®
are not mutually exclusive. Instead, the novel shows their
sisterhood and seems to plead for a time when there is a less
divisive definition of “woman” so that a lady, such as Lily,
will know how to respond to the sympathy of a Miss Kilroy.
Previous definitions of “woman” have proved inadequate and
unreliable, since by the novel’s end Lily has become
“unmarriageable” and Gerty with the “points” Selden

observes promises to be marriageable: “really, some good
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fellow might do worse” (154). Lily’s own experience has
taught her to have compassion and to feel a sense of
kinship with even her flesh-and-blicod Fury, Bertha Dorset.
Wharton’s indictment of society is not a comprehensive
criticism of the “lady,” for Lily has many admirable
qualities; and rather than banish her to another land, like
the "“loat lady" of Willa Cather‘s fiction, or lose her
altogether, society should re-define her.=* The image

of Lily and child, which represents the grafting of the
artistic (the "purely decorative”) with the utilitarian,
embodies Wharton’s definition of “woman” snd can serve as a
metaphor for her art, which both “delights” and instructs
(301). It alsoc suggests what will happen to the child, if
attitudes do not change: she will be laid to rest on a bed of
“lilies.”

In The Custom of the Country (1913), Wharton continuea
to explore societal restrictions on women by showing what
Lily could have become, if ahe had not had the tenacity to
say "no." Undine Spragg may be misguided in what she thinka
ahe wanta, but once sure she atopas for no one. The Wharton
heroine with the least self illusions, she is alaso the one

with the least “self." Her private life finds expreasion in

the lary of » like When the Kissing

Had to Stop, and her public life ia aummarized by tabloid
headlinea, auch as “New York Beauty Weda French Nobleman.“&=
At the novel’s end, Undine ia no more “real" than the story

her publiciat can manufacture for the morning paper.
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Contrary to most plot expectations, her material rise, with
ite few minor aetbacka, is not inveraely proportionate to her
apiritual fortunea. From firat to last she displaya “a kind
of epic effrontery" (254) toward any epiritual, intellectual,
aesthetic, historical, or cultural valuea. She ia the
hallucinatory resurrection of a Lily Bart who has no limita.
Lily had a telent for trimming hate, but the force and
scope of her gift seem paltry in compariaon to Undine’s keen

aense of busineaa, and Wolff observeas that “if Lily had

aimply decided to her r i tead of alipping into
the comforting aleep of oblivion), she might have been more
like Undine" (247). Undine‘’s lack of emotional coloration,
her ability to plan and focus on long-term goals, her keen
accial inatinct, her imitative ability, and her aingular lack
of altruiam would guarantee her the type of aucceaa and power
her father chases on Wall Street. But Wall Street is as
closed to her as it was to Miasa Bart, and all her energy and
ambition must be contained within the embosaed walls of the
drawing room; the only deala she can hatch are on the
marriage market.&e

Undine is alwaya associated with the aign of anger,
glittering and blinding light; only the windowa of her mind
are curtained. When The Cuatom of the Country waa publiashed
in 1913, Wharton waas in command of her powers as a writer and
a woman. Her passionate affair with Morton Fullerton, which
by now had cooled to friendship, made her even more acutely

aware of and angry at the lessona of suppresaion she learned
109
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and practiced in her mother’s drawing room. Undine‘s
ferocity, her frenetic, dervish intenasity all point to her
creator’s own fury, for as Lewia notes their are obvioua
similarities between the hercine and her author: Wharton has
given her heroine her own nickname, “Puas;" her love of
dresaing-up; her ambivalence about marriage; her diadain for
“fossilized" modes of conduct; and her incredible, all-
consuming energy (349-350). Undine is a child of Wharton’s
shadow side, one kept imprisoned behind a seldom opened
“closed door" in her ow: mind, and the havoc she haa Undine
wreck on each of the old and established civilizationa ahe
invadeas ia like a nuclear exploaion in comparison to Eva
Birdsong’s saingle bullet. The number of years it took for
Undine to see “the light of day" (1908-1913) asuggeata her
author’a difficulty in opening that door.

The genuineness of Wharton’s own anger in thia text also
in part explains Undine’s faacination. We may not share her
valuea, but it ie hard not to root for her as she goea about
getting exactly what she wanta. Her appeal ia two-aided: she
is the “outaider™ in the Marvell’s and the de Chellea’s seta
who makes it “inaside" and once “inaside" thumba her noae at
them. Wharton wants ua to feel angry for Undine, who like
Lily is the product of her civilization, a perfect blank
acreen upon which somecne like Ralph Marvell can project hia
romantic and sexual ideala: “he had been walking with a
ghoat: the miaerable ghoat of hia illuaion. Only he had

somehow vivified, coloured, aubstantiated it, by the force of
110
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his own great need--" (221-222). Justice is aserved when the
“ornament™ becomes a retributive “tool" of deatruction. At
the same time we can identify with Undine, we alao feel a
certain superiority toward her shallowness, and the more
aucceaaful ahe and Elmer Moffatt are, the more self-
congratulatory we become on our superior taste. In thia way,
the reader, like Undine herself, who goeas from Moffatt to
Moffatt, ia brought full circle and realigned with Ralph
¥arvell’a valuea; however, our sympathy for Undine leta usa
see those values from a fuller perapective after
underatanding the pathoa of her situation when ahe meeta
Moffatt at St. Desert: “Here waa acme one who aspoke her
language, who knew her meaninga, who underatood inatinctively
all the deep-seated wants for which her acquired vocabulary
had no terma; and as she talked zhe once more seemed
intelligent, eloquent and intereating" (536). Since aociety
has elwaya denied Undine an individualized vocabulary, it ia
not surpriaing that she ia either inarticulate or can only
repeat phrases from “Town Talk." Juat aa Lily Bart ia
“manacled™ by the linka of the bracelet “chaining her to
fate" (7), Undine ias tragically limited by a society that
doeas not value intelligence or eloquence in women until after
they are safely married. Moffat’s example showa the cost of
this system is not limited to women, for the man who wanta
only the best geta Undine.

The Custom of the Country ia rightly diacuased as an

indictment of American marriagea, but it ia often
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overlooked aa an indictment of irreaponaibly permiaaive
child-rearing practices. From a slightly different angle it
is an extention of Wharton’s argument about Lily‘’a poor

parenting in The House of Mirth. Mra. Spragg ia presented aa

“a partially-melted wax figure" (4) who “had no ambition for
herself--she seemed to have tranaferred her whole personality
to her child--but she waas pasasionately resolved that Undine
should have what she wanted" (11). As a reault, Undine
learned to rule by making the house “uninhabitable" until

she had exactly “what she wanted" and has matured into an
overgrown child, who believea that "[ilf only everyone would

do aa she wiahed she would never be unreascnable" (266).

Undine’s selfish and ig are the pr a8 of
her parents’ miaguided pride and altruiasm. If she had
been taught how to “think" inatead of how to “look" (86),

Mr. Dragonet’a prediction, “My child, if you look like
that you’ll get it™ (96), might not have been so ironicaily
true. Mr. Dragonet ia referring to the “everything" he
imagineas his future daughter-in-law wanta to embrace--life,
love, health, wealth, and children. Little doea he realize
that Undine haa already caught “it," the diasease that will
continue to shrivel her soul.

The Spraggs’ “passive stoicism™ makea them Undine’s moat
pathetic victima. They have touchingly asacrificed to give
their daughter her “chance" but not made her aware of any
reciprocal obligation. They have no more aubatance for their

daughter than Mr. Bart had for his, who “seemed alwaya to
2
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have seen him through a blur--" (House 33). Undine ia

annoyed when her mother, who haa waited up for her after the
Marvell dinner, pleads, "I juat had to, Undie--I told father
I had to. I wanted to hear all about it" (104). At the zame
time, Undine cannot imagine her parents as existing apart
from her: “She had never paused to consider what her father
and mother were ‘intereated’ in, and challenged to specify,
could have named--with sincerity--only herself" (92). Undine
manipulatea both, expecting her mother to be her advocate
¢("If she and her mother did not hold together in auch a
criais she would have twice the work to do"™) and expecting
her father to cough up “extras" on the atrength of her charaa
¢(45). Resembling Mrs. Bart, she has been taught to believe
that men go “down town" “to bring back the apoila to their
women" (44), and if they do not, they are being perverae.
Both the Spragga have abdicated their parental rolea; it
is no wonder that Undine’s forgery of her mother‘a aignature,
Mrs. Leota B. Spragg, shows her garbled conception of her
mother‘a identity or that when her father aaserts hia
authority and orders Undine to return Peter Van Degen’sa
pearla, his daughter sells them and pockets the money. At
the novel’s conclusion, the Spragga are effectively excluded
from their daughter’a life and will see leaa of their
grandson, who now haa no father to bring him to the sitting
rooms of their hotels. MNr. Spragg’e betrayal of Mr. Rolliver
¢and his reaulting financial decline) hae also been in vain,

aince it waa prompted by his desire to separate hia daughter
113
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and Moffatt. To realize that his grandacn would have heen
better off with his father than hie mother, Nr. Spragg haa
had to see hia daughter unveiled, and the old couple end
their days in the harah light of disillusionment.

Undine seema the moat selfiash of all Wharton’s heroinea
and the least able to sustain any kind of relationahip.

Since she has no intimacy with heraelf, it followas that she
experiencea no real intimacy with others, and even though ahe
is sexually active by Wharton‘a atandarda, she is not
“sexual." As in her relationahip with Peter Van Degen, she
is willing to sell “low" if the return promisea to be “high."
Undine’s willingneas to trade on her phyaical attractiveneaa
is one reason for her succeas, but in fact she owea much of
it to the aupport and mentorship of other women, a group that
she manipulatea with more expertise and more crude honeaty
than doea Lily Bart.

In a modern senae, Nra. Heeny, Mabel Liscomb, Madame de
Trézac, Princeaa Estradina, Indiana Frusk, and even Claire
Van Degen are her “network." They are willing to help her,
if ahe in turn helps them and “playa aquare." Indiana
tells her “up front" that ahe will not tolerate Undine‘s
ingratiating herself with Mr. Rolliver in the aame way ahe
did with Millard Binch back in Apex, but once that ia
undersatood, she ia her ally. Later her confidante Madame
de Trézac inatructa her on the finer pointa of French
etiquette toward miastressea and flagrantly flaunta her “in

the face of the Faubourg like a particularly showy
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specimen of her national banner" (484); and all the while--from
the Stentorian, to Washington Square, to St. Deaert, to
Paris--Undine keeps Mra. Heeny’a advice in mind, “Go ateady,
Undine, and you’ll go anywherea" (25). That advice echoea
Judy Trenor’a to Lily Bart, “Oh, Li) do _go aslowly® (45).
Undine, though, differa from the more impulaive Lily in her
self-protectivenesa and ability to parlay preaent failure into
future succesa. Planning her atrategy with Peter Van Degen,
Undine reasona: “Already in her short experience she had zeen
enough of women who sacrifice future asecurity for immediate
succeas, and she meant to lay aolid foundationa before she
began to build up the light auperatructure of enjoyment™
(234-235). These traits are not endearing, but they allow
her to survive better than doea Lily’a plasticity.

Undine and her beat friend, Indiana Frusk, are two of a
kind, disdainful like Daisy Niller of anything “poky" (8)
and believing that an American woman doean’t need to know
@ lot about Europe’s "old rulea™ (162). Their relationship,
based on life-long rivalry and competition for the “new and
atylish," resemblea Nra. Ansley and Nra. Slade’s in “Roman
Fever." Even though Undine and Indiena‘’a partnerzhip ia alao
cooperative, Carol Wershoven seea it aa having nothing to do
with friendship, since it ias an “alliance" that works for
their mutual benefit;%” however, there ia no denying that
they understand each other aa no one else in the novel can.
Belonging to the future, to the “showy and the promiscuocusa™

€193), they concur that “if a girl marriea a man who don’t
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come up to what she expected, people consider it to her
credit to want to change" (96).

Wharton’s warning is not limited to men; playing by thia
society’s rules can transform a woman into someone who
resemblea Undine. Like Lily Bart, she haa the power to save
and to redefine herself, but having aquandered it “getting
and spending," she is in danger of looking in the mirror and
seeing a blank glasa. By misusing her intelligence and
creativity, Lily also “lays waate" her poweres. Her death and
Undine’s spiritual and emotional bareneasa are the end results
of participating--even succesafully--in a corrupt and immoral
aystem.

The House of Mirth and The Cuatom of the Country

urge women not to squander their talenta. Suasan Lenox, the

heroine who ias reminiacent of Wharton’a two and whom ahe
admired, is a good example. She asurvivea with her aelf-
respect intact, because she creates her own image of her
mother Lorella Lenox, brave, loving, and reaiatent to the
tyranny of marriage: “My mother never let any man marry her.
They aay ahe was diagraced, but I underatand now. She
wouldn’t atoop to let any man marry her" (188). True or not,
that image helps the daughter and is a perasonal grail.
Susan’s predecessor, Lily, looka for her grail elsewhere and
f£inds it in Nettie Struther’a warm kitchen. It too ia of her
own making. All three booka apeak to the artistic and
imaginative power of women. Wharton waa able to harness her

own creative power and its force enriched her life. Undine
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is an example of the pathological implications of that force,
misguided and unchecked, and Lily, an example of its wasted
potential. Wharton knew from her own experience that each of
ua is alone in “the flux of the tidea,™ and that the only
sure reacuer is oneaelf. Lily’s and Undine’a caasea zhow the
need for women to abandon modela of female behavior that
emphaaize self-destructive competition. Lily‘’s experience in
particular shows the magnitude of the riak; neverthelesa,
Wharton ias adamant: women need to direct their energiea
inward, and (if you “play aquare") other women can be e
aocurce of help, a reef in “the flux of the tidea."™ Only then

. can there be a “new" woman and a new world.
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Fetterley, “The ‘Temptation to Be a Beautiful Object’: Double

Standard and Double Bind in The House of Mirth," Studies in
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Edith Wharton‘’s Feminiam," Contemporary Literature 1S5 (1974):
521-538. McDowell notea that Wharton often initially aets up
sterotypical assumptions about women’s behavior and then
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characterizea Bertha as “the personification of female
treachery and malevolence™ (11).

*ZLater Lily amiles “to think of recapturing him [(Grycel
from Evie Van Osburgh" (92). She enjoys the asexual
competition for the advantage it givea her over the women
with whom she cannot compete materially. Thia theme with
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of the shadowa which atruck up from her
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mine). (3100
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Scribner’s Sons, 1913; rpt. n. d.). All aubaequent
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CHAPTER 1V

The Buried Fablea in Ethan Frome and Summer

" . . . one way of finding out whether a riask ia worth
taking is not to take it, and then to aee what one
becomea in the long run, and draw one’a inferencea."

“The Long Run*"

Edith Wharton’s New England novels, Ethan Frome and
Summer, proclaim her psychological and artistic emancipation

from the internalized voices of the past. In them she

8 to do- lly and asthetically--what she
demanded of Henry James in The Wings of the Dove: to see
“beyond” an "unpleasant subject.”* (n the surfa~e, theae

texts seem fairly straightforward and familiar. Ethan Frome

is--as Wharton tells us in A Glance--her r to

“the rose and lavender pages of Sarah Orne Jewett and Mary
Wilkins,“< and Summer is a variation of the “seduced and
abandoned theme."® Beneath the surface, though, each tells a
“buried fable"” about an “unpleasant subject,” incest.

“Buriad fable” is a term that Gary Lindberg uses to define *

story of inward rescue.”< Ethan Frome contains two. UOne

ia an allegory of authorship, and the other, which it shares
with Summer, is a family drama for survival.
Her firat New England novel is not a "cruel®” book, as

Lionel Trilling has argued, or a gauge "of the
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destructiveness of the void” in its author’s imagination, as
Alan Rose has stated;= rather, it is Wharton’s rescue of
herself from impoverished and tradition-bound waya of aseeing.
“It was not until I wrote ‘Ethan Frome,’" the author records
in her autobiography, “that I suddenly felt the artisan‘s
full control of his implements” (209). She felt that she
could now claim her place in American letters because its
narrative structure shows her seeing beyond the narrator‘s
simple tale of two women and one man to her own “larger
categories,” in this case, the difference between “prosaic”
imagination and artistic “vision.”

The 1922 introduction to Ethan Frome emphasizes how much
she was concerned with technique: “I have written this brief
analysis--the firat I have ever published of any of my books--
because, as an author’s introduction to his work, I can
imagine nothing of any value to his readers except a
statement as to why he selected one form rather than another
for its embodiment.”< Before this novel, as Blake Nevius
states, "the narrators employed in Edith Wharton’s early
stories are always men.”? It seems aignificant, therefore,
that the next story Wharton chose to tell--The Reef (1912)--
is of Anna Leath’s growing consciousness, told primarily from
her point of view. The change in narrative perspective
suggests that the writing of Ethan Frome helped prepare its
author to asaume a narrative voice closer to her own and to
sustain it for an extended time.

Wharton’s unnamed narrator is an example of what she saw
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herself becoming if she could not find new ways of using old
plote. He ias a "self" she sheds. In her article, “What Can
a Heroine Do? Or Why Women Can’t Write,” Josnna Ruas argues
that male ploia are inadequate for describing a female
writer‘s experience; for example, she asks who ever read a
short story about a girl going off into the wilderness alone,
killing a bear, and returning a woman.® Wharton is grappling
with the same issue in Ethan Frome. Her narrator sees what
he has been primed to see culturally and literarily. By
undercutting his authority and reliability, she disassociates
herself from his error: telling the wrong story. As the
ghostly landscape of the novel suggests, she saw that road
ending in frozen creativity.

The atory he tella of two women and one man ia a atory
Wharton told all her life, but unlike her, he doea not
highlight the falaity of categorizing and atereotyping the
women, nor does he challenge the traditional formulation
through which asociety haas defined their acceptable rolea.?

To him, the phrase, “two women and one man," is explanation
enough for why the Frome farmhouse is not a “home." If
Wharton had seen only as much as her narrator, ahe would have
lost her individual identity as a writer in much the asame way
that Frome becomea a part of “the mute melancholy landacape,
an incarnation of its frozen woe" (14).

The narrator’s identification with Ethan determines the
method he uses and the point of view he aasumea, which ia

suggested by reversing that protagoniat’a firat and laat
127

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



names. “From" Ethan he visions this tale of triangular
paasion: Ethan has been married to hia aickly wife, Zeena,
for aeven years when his wife’s cousin, Mattie Silver, comea
to stay with them to help around the house. Ethan and Nattie
fall in love and a jealous Zeena senda her young couain
packing. Rather than face aeparation, the lovers decide to
commit suicide by sledding down a ateep hill into the masaive
elm tree at ita base. A second before they are to crash,
Ethan has a viaion of 2eena’a face and awervea the aled. He
immediately righte it, but inastead of dying, the two are
maimed. The accident leavea Ethan with hia own peracnal mark
of Cain, a large red gash acrosa his forehead, and with a
pronounced limp. MNattie is ao crippled that Zeena muat now
“do" for her. Confined to a chair, which like herself ia “a
aciled relic of luxury' (174), Mattie ia forever frozen in
the Frome’a cheerleaa hearthaide tableau.

The narrator’s “viaion," though, ia juat that--a viaion.
It ia only one of many peoaaible waya of telling the atory;
for example, Mattie Silver could apeak for all poor

relationa, who have no choice but to auffer a cousin’s

queruloua tongue and the of her husb. « Wharton
goea to exceasive length, or one could =say, to excesaive
ellipeis to makes this point. Forced to take shelter from a
blizzard in the Frome farmhouse, the narrator tella

ua: "I found the clue to Ethan Frome, and began to put
together thia vision of his 8tOrY « « + o « « o = o o« o « o &
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e + s ss s = 4 s 2 s . "™ (25). The heavy-handed ellipais
emphasizes that what follows ia just what the narrator has said,
only e vieion of Ethen Frome, snd it has been largely determined
by the narrator’s initial glimpae of and identification with
him. Aa he noted, “the sight pulled me up sharp. Even then
he waa the moat striking figure in Starkfield, though he waa
but the ruin of a man" (3). When the narrator croaasees the
threshold of the Frome farmhouase, he “fleahea out" thia
original fragment, which might be titled “The Ruin of a
Striking Man.“

Ethan is the narrator’a creation just aa aurely as the
narrator ia Wharton‘a, and in fact “Ethan" the character
appeara to the narrator in much the zame way that Wharton

deacribes her charactera intruding upon her conaciousneaa:

I may be strolling about caaually

in my mind, and suddenly a character will
atart up, coming seemingly from nowhere.
Again, but more breathleasly, I watch; and
pPresently the character drawa nearer, and
seems to become aware of me, and to feel
the shy but deaperate need to unfold hia

atary. <

As she explains in her introduction, he functiona as a

limited suthorial alter-ego::*
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Each of my chroniclera [Hamon Gow and
Mra. Ned Halel contributea to the

narrative juat so much sa he or she

is capable of understanding of what,

to them, ia a complicated and myaterious
case; and only the narrator of the tale
has acope enough to see it all, to reaolve
it back into simplicity, and to put it

in its rightful place among hia larger

categories. ix)

Although thia quotation appears to present the narrator aas a
reliable witnesa, his “larger categoriesa," which are in part
Ariastotelian and decidedly determined by the male point of

view, are not Wharton’s. In “The Criticiam of Fiction," for

example, she writea:

Above all, the general conclusions which
disengage themselvea from the tale--aa

they muat from any contemplation of life

that goea below ita aurface--theae concluaions
muat be sought, not in the fate of the
characters, and atill leasa in their own
comments on it, but in the kind of atmoaphere
the telling of their hiatory createa, the
light it caata on queationa beyond ita

bordera.*&
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In contrasat, the narrator’s identification with his subject
leada him to aee only himself, as he miatakea auch
superficial likeneaasea as an intereat in popular acience and
Jjoint aojourna in Florida for deeper aimilarities between
himaself and Ethan.*2 Believing that good booka reaulted from
the author‘a ability to aee beyond his or her characters,
Wharton herself alwaya tried to avoid this error. Aa ashe

arguea in The Writing of Fiction,

A good asubject, then, muat contain in itaelf
something that sheda light on our moral
experience. 1If it ia incapable of this
expansion, thia vital radiation, it remaina,
hawever ahowy a surface it presenta, a mere
irrelevant happening, a meaningleaa acrap of

fact torn out of its context.:+

Not queationing the concept of a “universal™ viaion, ashe
valued it for having, what she called, "“human
aignificance,"*= and by her standarda, the narrator’s
peraonal involvement is a handicap, since it makeas hia viaion
“peracnal" rather than “universal": he ias able to see the
atill figure in the foreground (Ethan) but miaaes the
expanaive background, teeming with other life (2eena and
Mattie). 1In describing the two men as if they were puppetsa

(Ethan’s lameneas checks each of his steps “like the jerk of
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a chain™ and his observer is “pulled up sharp" {31), ahe
underacores her own diatance from them and her narrative
command.

In an allegorical reading of the novel, the narrator is
a pilgrim, who is traveling to a critical Junction. Like the
apeaker in the Robert Froat poem, he muat choae cne of the
two roads. The one he is on now leads to hia desired
destination, the Corbury power-plant, but the previoualy
traveled track has become swallcowed by a anowatorm, which

preventa his seeing ahead. 1If he ia to reach hia go

» if he
ia to be "empowered," he muat continue by forging an original
path. Wharton articulated the narrator’a challenge in The
Decoration of Houses (1898): “originality," ashe said, "“liea
not in diacarding the necesaary lawa of thought, but in using
them to expreasa new intellectual conceptiona.“*¢ T. S. Eliot
would later make much the same point in hias easay, “Tradition
and the Individusal Talent"™ (1917). The narrator’s dilemma--
whether to retreat or to continue--is alac hia opportunity.
Although others have reached the same deatination, the form of
hia path would be individual. Inatead he chooczea a road that
leada into an infertile and frozen landacape paat “an orchard
of starved apple-treea writhing over a hillaide among
outcroppings of slate that nuzzled up through the anow like
animala pushing out their noaea to breathe" (19-20). Thia
road ends at the Frome farmhouse, but like the road to
Corbury Junction it too could lead--as it did for Wharton--to

an original atory on familiar linea; however, the narrator
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reliea on the formula of two women and one man and imaginea
that the tragedy he seea in the Frome kitchen haa reasulted
from the women’s competition for Ethan. Wharton, though,
aees beyond hia “vision," and by focusing on narrative form
manages to have her narrator tell an old story while
auggeating a new one.

The narrator’s story ia a romantic tragedy, and Wharton
usea hia characterization of Ethan to illuatrate the
inadequaciea of that form and ita perapective. Ethan, for

example, ia the hero, whose only fatal flaw haa been an

of ki and r bility; 2eena ia the falae

lover, and Mattie, the true. Ethan’a viaion of hia life
(according to the narrator) is determined by these aimpliatic
and atereotypical categories; for example, the kitchen ia
either a cold “vault" or a “warm and bright" apace depending
on whether it ia occupied by hia wife or hia lover: “the
coming to hia house of a bit of hopeful young life was like
the lighting of a fire in a cold hearth" (33), but "it waa
surprising what a homelike look the mere fact of Zeena’sa
abaence gave it"“ (67-68). Mattie’s preaence makea the
kitchen cozy, and Ethan, who feela “an illusion of long-
eatablished intimacy which no outburast of emotion could have
given™ (90}, aeta “his imagination adrift on the fiction that
they had alwaya spent their evening thus and would alwaya go
on doing 80 . . . ™ (90).

Yet Ethan nc more seea Mattie than he saw Zeena before

he married her:
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She laughed at him for not knowing

the simpleat sick-bed dutiea and told

him to “go right along out" and leave

her to see to things. The mere fact

of obeying her ordera, of feeling free

to go about his buaineasa again and talk
with other men, reatored hia shaken balance
and magnified hia senase of what he owed
her. Her efficiency shamed and

dazzled him. (70>

Then Zeena’sa “volubility was muaic in hia eara" (69). In
fact she “seemed to underatand his case at a glance" (69) and
her presence saved him from going crazy like hia mother. By

the novel’s end thia dynamo is tranaformed into a ghoul:

A slatternly calico wrapper hung from
her shoulders and the wiapa of her thin
grey hair were drawn away from a high
forehead and faatened at the back by a
broken comb. She had pale opagque eyea
which revealed nothing and reflected
nothing, and her narrow lipa were of

the same sallow colour aa her face. (173)

The reason ia obvioua; Zeena is like one of her geraniuma
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with the faded, yellow leavea that “pine away when they ain‘’t
cared for" (138). Ethan has already proved a ailent, remote
huabend, who offera hia wife no choice but to “endure" aa did
hia mother, Endurance Frome. Not only has he broken the
promiae he made her before their marriage, which waa to move
to a larger city, but he haa done ac on the pretext that
there "she would have suffered a complete loaa of identity"
(70). In pasaive retaliation, Zeena aassumes a new identity,
“the hypochondriac." Whether her illneasea reault from a
need for attention or suppresaed anger, they are aymptomatic
of the Frome’s marriage, and in that senae Ethan ia alsaso
diseaaed.

Deapite the narrative point of view, Zeena ia a
aympathetic character when she beratea Mattie for breaking
the red glasa pickle diash that waa a present from her
Philadelphia relativea: “You‘’re a bad girl, Mattie Silver,
and I always known it. It’a the way your father began, and I
was warned of it when I took you, and tried to keep my thinga
where you couldn’t get at ‘em--and now you‘’ve took from me
the one I cared for moat of all--" (127). 2eena haa a right
to be aggrieved, and that neither the narrator nor her
husband credits it again shows Wharton‘’a distance from them
and her criticism of their shared perspective. Mattie and
Ethan have shattered Zeena’s heart aa thoroughly aa they have
the dish; and although Wharton’s choice of dish humoroualy
Puns on Mattie and Ethan‘s asituation (they’re in a pickle),

our aympathy must extend to Zeena. Her own romantic fantasy
135
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of 1living in the city with a loving husband has materialized
into houra of unappreciated drudgery. The narrative‘’a
masculine perspective excludea her atory which could be cne
of unbearable lonelinesa, emoticnal and economic deprivation,
or physical and paychological abuae.*? Zeena‘a
characterization makea one particularly aware of what the
narrator said at the beginning of hia tale “the deeper
meaning of the story was in the gaps" (7), and the reader
muat £ill them in.

Ethan’s inability to find the key to hia houze when he
and Nattie return from the dance is aymbolic of his inability
to find the key to either woman. He livea in a world that
Wharton deacribes as “an empty world glimmering“ (44), one
waiting to be imagined. Unfortunately, the narrator’s cheoice
of form dictatea that Ethan’s “romantic" viaion of Mattie haa
an attendant image of Zeena aa the wicked witch.:® Heraself a
realist and a realistic writer, Wharton knew the dangers of
romantic notiona or of romance plota obacurring the actual,
and Ethan’a failure really belonga to hia author, the
narrator, who has not aucceeded in characterizing either
Mattie and Zeena “in the round.™

The women’a pairing throughout the story reinforcea how
little individuality they have in the narrator’s mind.

Mattie comea to the Frome house to help aa 2Zeena came to care
for Ethan’a ailing mother seven yeara before. The women
merge firat in the narrator‘s imagination when he entera the

Frome kitchen, and then in the viaion he attributea to Ethan:
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“She atood juat as Zeena had stood, a lifted lamp in her
hand, againat the black background of the kitchen. She held
the light at the same level, and it drew out with the aame
distinctneaa her slim young throat and the brown wrist no
bigger than a child’s" (81). Wharton exposesa the self-
serving nature of romantic viaionsa by having Ethan’s deaire
affect hia perception, as before his eyea she becomes
“taller, fuller, more womanly in shape and motion" (82).
Although lovely, Mattie ia possibly the moat inarticulate and
unintereating hercine in American literature, and her name ia
indicative of her poaition and treatment in the Frome
household. She ia indeed as Ethan notea a “aserviceable
creature" (33)--either aa Zeena’z doormat or Ethan’a dream
lover. The only substance she haas ia what Ethan imagines;
for example, when she reaponds to the aunsaet by saying, “‘It
looks juat as if it were painted!’ it seemed to Ethan that
the art of definition could go no farther, and that words had
at last been found to utter hia secret socul . . . ™ (34).

Her appeal is that he seeas her as an extention of himself:

even in hia unhappiesat momenta field
and sky apoke to him with a deep

and powerful persuasion. But hitherto
the emotion had remained in him aa a
ailent ache, veiling with sadneaa the
beauty that evoked it. He did not even

know if any one elase in the world felt



aa he did, or whether he waa the sole
victim of thia mournful privilege. Then
he learned that one other apirit had
trembled with the same touch of wonder.

(33-34)

She is his twin, and her face, “like a window that has caught
the aunset™ (35S), ia a mirror that reflects hia own image.

The only way that Mattie and Ethan can be joined isa
through a act of the imagination, the creation of a “fiction"™
that nothing differentiates them.*® They finally become one
on that winter night’as ride down Corbury Road when "[ala they
flew toward the tree . . . her blood seemed to be in his
veina" (169-70). In the narrator’a telling, Ethan haas been
the euthor of thia fiction, and aa the quotation illuatratea,
it ends with the appropriation of Mattie’s identity.

The lovers’ vision of dying wedded in each other arms,
resemblea the deaths of Tom and Maggie Tulliver in George
Eliot’s novel The Mill on the Flosa.%® In Eliot’s navel,
Maggie and Tom Tulliver die in a flood, and their embrace
joina them in a way that the brother and sister never could
be or were in life. All their training and achooling worked
to separate them, and their deaths are partly Eliot’a
criticiam of a ayatem that peraiats in treating men and women
differently. Eliot waa one of Wharton’a favorite authora.
and her ending to Ethan Frome is in asome waya a tribute to

and a comment on that novel. Like Tom and Maggie, Ethan and
8
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Mattie are two parta of one whole, representing maleneaa and
femaleneaa. Wharton was well aware that aociety treated men
and women differently and that being a writer made her an
anomoly as both a “writer" and a “woman." She did not
receive the aame schooling her brothera did, and her old New
York aociety did not encourage artiatic and intellectual
intereata in anyone, above all, young girls. To become a
financielly and critically succeaaful author, Wharton had to
become in a sense “a self-made man," and, as noted in the
introduction, Percy Lubbock relatea that the author liked and
frequently repeated the remark that she waa cne.%* To become
a “aelf-made man," though, Wharton had to feel keenly the
division between her profesaional and her sexual definitionsa
of “self."™ That division is represented by Frome, who goea
about hia businesa and talksa with men, and Nattie, who is

imprisoned forever in the Frome far Their botch

suicide attempt showa that in 1911 when a woman had to become
a “self-made man," the noveliast did not foraee the poaaibility
of wedding male and female aspects of the “self."

She knew that everyday reality cannot be ignored or
denied, and Ethan diacovera the eame when he wakea after the
accident to find his “dream" diminished and Mattie making a
aound “like a field mouse," "a asmell frightened cheep
(171).%= The lovers’ crippling showa the danger of “cheap"
romantic fantasies: "The return to reality was as painful as
the return to conaciouaneasa after taking aneathetic" (95).

Ethan’s imaginative projection of Mattie haa seduced him away
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from life, and Ruth Hale is correct when she says of Mattie,
“if she’d ha’ died, Ethen might ha’ lived" (181). Hia
“romantic" viaion imprisons him aa surely aa the Frome‘’s cape
in winter or the waiting plota in the family graveyard,«2 for
aa Cynthia Griffin Wolff notes, the viaionary imagination can
be dangerous if it “calls one to pasasivity, to dreams rather
than action."&+

Everyone on the Starkfield farm ia a victim of the
romantic plot‘’s inadequacy for dealing with life’a day-to-day
plodding and day-to-day boredom. No reacuer will appear, and
no fortunes will be reversed. Doomed to pasa all this life
and the next in each other’s company, Mattie, Zeena, and
Ethan’a predicament predatea Sartre’a vigion of hell in hia

1945 play, No Exit. In thia way, Wharton’a novel justifiea

her choice of literary realiam, and the ultimate moral of

Ethan Frome ia, as Wolff writes, the “clear and controlled

distinction between ‘viasion’ and ‘reality.’"“«= Nattie’a arma
may encircle Ethan on that fateful ride as Maggie Tulliver
huga her brother Tom, but she and Ethan are predeatined to be
torn apart; the fiction of their union cannot be auatained.
In “The Criticiam of Fiction" Wharton made a point that
aummarizea Ethan Frome: meaning, she wrote, ia not to be
found in "the fate of the charactera, and atill leas in their
own commenta on it" (230). Inatead it reaulta from a atory’a
“atmoaphere." The decidedly unaettling atmosphere of Ethan

Erome emanatea from its second “buried fable." I1f we take

the atory “from Wharton" inatead of “from Ethan," the
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narrative focus still shifts from the standard love plot, but
the tale becomes a family drama for survival. In it Wharton

explorea her own atruggle for i from a ing

and overbearing mother. Although she may show her
indebtedness to Hawthorne by appropriating the namea “Ethan™
from “Ethan Brand" and “Zencbia" from The Blithedale Romance,
her tale ia more akin to Eugene 0’Neill’s autcbiographical
Long Day’s Journey into Night (1941),%¢ for a narrator,
whether the created narrator of Ethan Frome or Wharton
herself, cannot eacape from telling at leaat a part of hia or
her own narrative. The very selection, arrangement, and
interpretation of eventa are all aelf-revealing.

Wharton’s relationahip with her own mother, Lucretia
Joneas, was troubled by miscommunication and misundersatanding,
by jealousies and resentmenta. Feeling that her mother
withheld love and approval, Wharton frequently characterized
her aa “prosaic," “cold," “disapproving,™ and “diatant“--all
adjectivea that could be applied to Zenobia.2” In
comparison, she identified with her father, whom she saw aa
another victim of her prosaic mother. Although Wharton
feared being subsumed by her mother, ashe alao appreciated her
wit, atyle of dreassing, and care in demanding a atrict
atandard of spoken Enalish in the house.

A atory in the firat draft of her autobiography, "Life
and I," demonstrates how these conflicting feelings made the
author’s atruggle for independence difficult and complex.

Wharton remembers being sent to a amall dancing clasa taught
1491
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by Mlle. Michelet. The teacher‘s “amall bearded" mother
obaserved all the claasea, and Wharton could not look at her
“without diaguat.=® She revealed her diaguat to a clasamate,
which he delightedly repeated: Mlle. Michelet’s mother was

“une vieille chevre" (4), an old goat. Feeling guilty for

saying something about Mlle. Michelet’s mother which ahe
“would not have said to_her, and which it wasa consequently
“naughty’ to say, or even to think" (4), Wharton decided to
atone by making a public confeassion to all the membera of her
dancing clasa. She waa disappointed, however, "“when, inatead

of r izing and ng the heroiam" of her conduct,

Mlle. Michelet gave a furioua acolding for her impertinence
..

Wharton’s behavior, as Wolff obaervea, probably reaulted
from the anger ahe felt uncomfortable expreaaing to Lucretia
€(22); yet it had another target, herself. The real victim of
Wharton’a childhood unkindneasa was not Mme. Michelet but
Mlle. Michelet. The child’s fruatration with heraelf for not
being able to confront her mother waa covertly directed at
another daughter in (what she perceived to be) a aimilar
aituation. At the same time, Wharton obviously expected more
aympathy from the other daughter, and her attack on Mme.
Michelet could be read aa a miaguided defenae of her teacher,
who is atill and forever a daughter. Nlle. Michelet’a
example predatea Mattie Silver’a, but the lesaon haa not
changed, for the alternative they choose--not to leave

mother--enda with living in or being buried under a mother’a
142
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“icy" shadow.*® The final scene in the Frome kitchen where a
“alatternly" Zencbia tenda her queruloua witch-like twin
expoaea the horror inherent in that option.

Wharton’s relationship with her mother ia a useful
context for analyzing her atatement about the composition of
Ethan Frome: “For yeara I had wanted to draw life aa it
really was in the mountain villages of New England, a life

even in my time, and a t 1ld more a g ion

earlier, utterly unlike that aeen through the rose-coloured
apectaclea of my predecessora, Mary Wilkina and Sarah Orne
Jewett" (293). Her evaluation of both authora and of Nary
Wiikina in particular ie self-serving and incorrect, but it
accomplishes its purpoase, which ia to aeparate her work from
that of women local coloriata.?® While her atatement atands
as an aggressive defenae of her aingular viaion, it ia alsoc a
declaration of power, for unlike the narrator of her tale,
ahe did not choose the predictable path. They alac reveal
the noveliat’s competitive drive and need for autonomy by
effectively caating Jewett and Wilkina in the role uaually
reserved for her own mother, Lucretia Jonea.

In Ethan Frome, Lucretia’s role ia aasaigned to Zeena and

thoae of Wharton and her father to Mattie and Ethan. The

orphaned Mattie’a tenancy ia dependent on

worriea that ahe “won’t suit" (47). Her abilitiea to “trim a
hat, make molaaaea candy, recite ‘Curfew shall not ring to-
night,” and play ‘The Lost Chord’ and a pot-pourri from

‘Carmen’" (59) are not sufficient to provide her with
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economic independence, and though she ia of adult age,
twenty-one, her household skilla prove that ahe ia incapable
of caring for herself. She ia more “suited" to be the
childleas 2eena’s daughter than her replacement, and her gold
locket and fairy princesa looks pair her with the only other
child mentioned in the novel, the daughter of a man who left
hia wife to go Weat “with the girl he cared for" (131).

As the only adult in the atory, Zeena doea her beat to
give Mattie a chance to make a home of her own; it ia her
idea that Mattie attend the young people’s dances, and she
wanta to encourage the idea of Denia Eady as a suitor. When
Mattie standa on the threahold of the Frome kitchen, “with
all its implications of conformity and order" (93), ahe haa a
choice: to ke like 2ecensz or te be herself. Joaeph Brennan
notea that the houae ia “a atronghold of moral convention and
conformity" as opposed to the open countryside, which ia a
aymbol of natural freedom and paasicnal abandon" (350).
Mattie‘’s decision, aymbolized by the broken red glaaa of the
pickle dish, showa the self-deatructivenesa inherent in
inceatuoua fantaaiea. Summer euplorez the father-daughter
component of thia theme more thoroughly and directly, for

Ethan Frome on what h when a woman chosea to

compete or remain with her mother in perpetual girlhood. Aa
the ending ahowa, she can--at beat--hope to apend eternity in
a chaate aingle bed in the family graveyard.2*: Nattie‘’a
confinement and Zeena’s martyrdom articulate those dangera

for both daughter and mother.
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Mattie’a decision alaso has broader social conaequencea,
since her sexual usurption of Zeena in her own home disrupta
social order; for exemple, Ethan doea not even want her to
see him follow hia wife upatairs to their bedroom, because of
its obvioua implicationa, and it ia there in the couple‘a
intimate enclosure that they have their firat “incident of
open anger . . . in their seven sad yeara together"™ (112).
This incident is, aa Brennan observea, a foreahadowing of
“his aubaequent resolution to desert Zeena and run away with
Mattie™ (355).

Ethan’a ability to beygin a new life with Hattie,
however, has alwaya been queationable. He married Zeena,
becauae he liked “cbeying ordera" (70) and haa aince been
inceapable of confronting the mother who replaced hias own. It
is debatable whether it ia Zeena or Ethan who would have loat
a sense of identity in the big city. Through the entire
novel, Zeena acts as the parent figure or super-ego, checking

Ethan’s impulaes, and he grows to loathe her:

She was no longer the liatleas creature
who had lived at hia side in a atate of
aullen self-absorption, but a myaterioua
alien presence, an evil energy secreted
from the long yeara of ailent brooading.
There had never been anything in her
that one could appeal to; but as long

as he could ignore and command he had
145
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remained indifferent. Now she had

maatered him and he abhorred her. (117-118)

Ethan’s sense of command was another fiction, since he
“alternately burned with the deaire to see Mattie defy her
and trembled with fear of the result" (60). He nevertheleaa
haa a need to feel dominant, and it uccoun!’.a for a large part

of his attraction to the childlike Nattie:

hia soul awelled with pride as he

saw how hia tone aubdued her. She

did not even aask what he had done. Except
when he was steering a big log down the
mountain to hia mill he had never known

auch a thrilling aenae of maatery. (87)

Deapite the passage’s overtly sexual imagery, Ethan and
Mattie reaemble Hansel and Gretel more than they do Paclo and
Franceaca. Their example demonatrateas that the failure to
gain independence resulta in death--or worse--maiming. That
realization may have been a literal “life-saver" for Wharton,
and ashe re-atated it more overtly and atrongly the next year
in a verse play, titled "Pomegranate Seed" (1912). In her

rewriting of the Demet. Per ayth, Per doea not

make Mattie Silver’s miatake. Inatead ahe choosea to leave
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her mother and return to Hades,?® and that return foreshadowa
Charity Royall’a return to her guardian’s house in Wharton’a
other New England novel, Summer (1917).

In several key ways, Summer ia a recasting of Ethan

Erome; the aeason and the gender of her protagoniat have

changed, but not the dominant themea. Still concerned with
queationa of personal viaion and identity, Wharton dubbed
this tale of a young woman’a burgeoning sexuality and ita
attendant reaponaibility the “Hot Ethan."22 The daughter of
a prostitute and a drunken convict, Charity has been raised
as a “Chriatian" by lawyer Royall and hias late wife. She
knowa she ahould be thankful, but inatead ashe hatea
everything--her guardian, the amall, “aleepy" town of North
Dormer, the mouldy and seldom frequented Hatchard Memorial
Library, where ahe worka aa a librarian as few hours aa
poasible; and moat of all, she hatea the part of herself that
comes from the Mountain, that bad and shameful place from
which ahe waa thankfully reacued and about which ahe muat
hold her tongue.

Pitileaa and ungrateful, only Charity standa between
Royall and aolitude. As the following paasasage from a A

Backward Glance illuatrates, there waa "a time" that

Wharton might have envied her situation:

The new Tennyaonian rhythma alac moved my
father greatly; and I imagine there wasa

a time when hia rather rudimentary love of
147
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verse might have developed had he had any
one with whom to share it. But my mother’s
matter-of-factneaa muat have shrivelled up
any such buda of fancy . . . and I have
wondered aince what stifled cravings had
once germinated im him, and what Ranner of
man he waa really meant to be. That he waa
a lonely one, haunted by something alwaya

unexpreased and unattained I am aure. (39)

Royall’a characterization ia reminiacent of thia deacription
of Frederick Jonea. Wharton impliea that her father could
have been a different and more realized man if he were
married to someone leas like her mother and more like
herself. Childhood seema to have taught her first-hand the
emotional appeal that being the second Mra. Royall would have
for her character. When Bernard Berenson expreassed hia
admiration for Royall, Wharton exclaimed, “0f course he’s the
book' (Lewia 397); he is also the key to the novel’s “buried
fable," which attempta to answer two queationa: “What would
Frederick Jones have been like without his “matter-of-fact"
wife?" “What would the conaequences have been for his
daughter?" The anawers show the imposaibility of Ethan
Frome’a fantasy; a wife’a death may leave one free to marry a
childbride, but the ending ia not unqualifiedly happy--
“charity does not necessarily begin at home."

Summer opena with the mother figure effectively
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baniahed. Mra. Royall ia dead, but unlike Zeena Frome’s
absence, hera has not made her houae any cheerier. It ia as
much of a “priaon-houase" aa the tomb-like Hatchard Memorial

Library.®* Resembling the Frome farmhouse in a different

season, it is decorated with its own "“wraithlike creeper," “a
aickly Crimason Rambler" (15), and ita yard ia being devoured
by “traveler’a joy" and the encroaching "“wilderneas of rock
and fern" (15). The yard is symbolic of Charity’s nature and
stage of development; eager for aenaation, she is a precuraor
of Faulkner’s Dewey Dell, more at home under the ceiling of
the open asky: “([slhe waa blind and inaensible to many things,
and dimly knew it; but to all that waa light and air, perfume
and colour, every drop of blood in her responded" (13).

In comparison, her guardian haa spent hia summera and
triea to deny hia ward the aquandering of her own. Royall‘s
sexual advancea to Charity several yeara earlier and hia
subsequent shame and dumb need asaure that the man who rulea
in North Dormer ia mastered by hia foater daughter at home.
Lewia ocbaervea that thia novel “givea off intimationa of
something darker, sastranger, more ominoua--a domain of
experience she [Wharton] normally approached only in her
ghosat storiea™ (397). He seea the Mountain aa the source of
these diaturbing intimationa and arguea that “it ia by artful
contraat with the Mountainfolk that Lawyer Royall appeara ao
baaically humane" (397). Although right about the novel‘’a
unsettling undercurrent, Lewis is mistaken about ita aource.

Aa Royall’s actiona ahow not much separatea the Mountain and
149
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ite outpoat of civilization, North Dormer. The dark current
emanates from Royall himeelf, juat as Zeena Frome “secreted™
‘“‘an evil energy" (117-118), and foreahadowa Wharton’a overt
treatment of inceat in the Beatrice Palmato fragment
(c.1919).

Wolff diacovered Beatrice’a atory in the Wharton
archives at Yale and suggesata that it ia a rehearsal for a
longer piece. It conaiata of three parta, the cover sheet, a
aumrmary of the atory, and a piece of fiction entitled
“unpublishable fragment of Beatrice Palmato" (Wolff 301). In
the graphically erotic atory of an inceatuoua relationahip
between a father and his daughter, Wharton perhapa definea in
aexual terms what ahe felt missing from her childhood, the
need for adoration. "I want you all," the “gluttonous™ (304)
Mr. Palmato whiaspera to “hias little girl" (305). The aex
between father and daughter haa a poaitive allure. When Nr.
Palmato drawe hias daughter teo “the deep divan," “hia touch
had never been tenderer," and “[allready she felt every fibre
vibrating under it, as of old, only now with the more
pasaicnate eagerneas bred of privstion, and of the dull
misery of her marriage" (Wolff 303). Although the fragment
begina with the father’s implied admonition, “I have been you
see . . . 80 perfectly patient," the daughter through her
submission exercises maatery. MNr. Palmato ia literally on
his kneea aa he tireleassly devours Beatrice with hia lipe and
hia eyea. The tale showas Beatrice’a needa for adoration and

domination being concurrently gratified, and in thia respect,
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Wharton perhapa envied her character. At the aame time,
Wharton qualifiea the surface text. MNr. Palmato ia
unappealing in hia gluttony, and hia aeduction of hia
daughter precipitatea madneaa and death.

Sumamer’s surface and subtexts are the reverae of thoae
in the Beatrice Palmato fragment, and the novel’s dark
intimationa grow mostly from the text working againat itazelf.
On the surface, aa Elizbeth Ammona observes, the incestuous
relationahip between father and daughter ia identified as
unhealthy (131); however, it also haa ita unconacioua
faacination. Summer‘’a concurrent and contradictory textsa in
part explain the diaputed interpretations of Charity’a return
to North Dormer. Wharton never satiafactorily resolvesa the
conflict; in a disturbing reversal at the novel’a concluaion,

inceat ia by the ity, and Charity and Harney’a

love ia the thing not named.

Fictionally the dilemma ia partly reaolved by pairing
the two men in Charity’s life. Together they form a whole,
fire and ice, earth and sky; for example, Charity naturally
sees Harney as a younger veraion of Royall: “Charity divined
that the young man aymbolized all hias ruined and unforgotten
past" (49). Harney is an architect who ia viaiting a
relative and atudying old housea in the area, and aas hias name
promisea, he embodiea the “luacioua" asweetneaa of firat lave.
With him, Charity awakens to the joya of aexual love, and
together they feel as if they “were the only living beinga in

the great hollow of earth and sky" (57). The natural world
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cradlea them just as Charity’a womb will soon cradle their
child.

Their love, however, can only exiat outaide of aocciety.
Claaa, education, and sensibility separate them aa surely aa
the ocean aeparates continenta. Paasion and youth are the
common denominators, and the couple tryatas in a deserted old
house, whose walk ia overgrown with luah roseas “run wild" and
“crowding graaasea™ (122). It ia “aa dry and pure aa the
interior of a2 long-empty ahell" waiting to be filled, and aa
auch it symbolizes the recepticle of Charity’s body. When
the two are forced to seek protection from the rain, they
viait a nightmarish version of their elegantly dilapitated
neat. Set in a awamp, this house ia a picture of their own
in a later seasom, and ita frame holds a weak-minded old
woman, ragged children, an unkempt, fearful mother, and a man
“sleeping off his liquor"™ (60-61).

Lawyer Royall offers much more: marriage with him
promises protection within the reaspectable bounda of lawful
domesticity and the fulfillment of unconaciocus inceatuous
fantaasiea. To choose Royall conacioualy, though, Charity
muat firat define herself in relation to her own mother and
to the child she carriea. Projected motherhood has made her
more keenly aware of her own motherlesaneess, and her journey
to the mountain, prompted by desperate need, is itaelf a
queat for identity. Charity’s firat impulase waa to asupport
her child in the only way available to her--as a proatitute

in Nettleton--but her soul recoiled from it. Her mother, who
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“could harldly help remembering the paat, and receiving a
daughter who was facing the trouble ahe had known" (178),
ia an alternative.

Once on the Mountain, Charity awakena from thia dream,
as ashe seea the consequencea of ungovernable passiona and the
aqualor of moral isolation in the inhumen figure of her
mother, who resembles a “dead dog in a ditch™ (186). Acroas
her mother’a corrupted bady, she seeas her own face reflected
in her nameleas half-sister. Charity rejects thia image, and
Wharton ashowa that even from the worst poasible mother
(whether a Zeena Frome or a Lucretia Jonea), one can learn,
if only by rejecting her example.

Charity, however, does not simply deny her aimilarities
with her mother; ahe alsc embracea them. When ashe puta
heraself in her mother‘’a place, when she aleepa where “her
dead mother’a body had lain" (192), ashe experiencea a aecond
“awakening" more powerful than the one ahe had with Harney in
the deaserted house. The mother in Charity reaponda to and
bonda with the dead woman whom she no longer blamea for
abandoning her: “was her mother so much to blame? . . . What
mother would not want to save her child from such a life?"
(193).2S  Charity both buriea and resurrectz her mother when
she realizea that for her own child, ahe ia willing to do
anything, whether it ia atealing food to feed the developing
embryo or walking the atreeta of Nettleton. Asauming
reaponaibility for her child thruats her acrosa the threahold

of adulthood and eventually acroaa the threshold of laywer
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Royall’s house as his bride.

Both the child and the woman in Charity have seen her
mother. The child ia repulaed, but the woman, who has more
diatence and more aympathy, sees another woman; and as women
and mothera they are kin. Thia saplit perespective mirrora
Wharton’s rejection of and identification with her mother.

In fiction and in life diatance helps one to survive while
aympathy perhapa helpa one to accept.

The ability to see into and beyond a aubject that
Wharton thought so necessary for the creation of “literature™
is equally vital for the creation of a mature, autonomocua
“aelf." Free from the curae of the Mountain, Charity ia now
free to embrace herself without feeling ashamed of the part
of her that ia her mother. The miniater‘a worda at her
mother’s funeral have come to fruition: “In my flesh shall I
asee Godt"™ (187); for in her mother’s fleash Charity has found
redemption and in her own, aalvation.

The benefita of Charity’s return to North Dormer have
been hotly debated. The novel’s ending ia eerily reminiscent

of Ethan Frome, for again a daughter has not been able to

gain autonomy. In Ethan Frome the reasult waa graphically
illustrated by Mattie’a twisted apine; here the maiming is
more subtle. Royall’s praiase, “You’re a good girl, Charity"
(216), aseema the equivalent of Mattie’a broken back. Both
reault in never-ending girlhood, for aa she tella Harney,
“Thinga don’t change in North Dormer: people juat get uaed to

them™ (89). If one interprets the novel as ending in her
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imprisonment (ahe passively awaits “a fate she could not
avert™ [1591), then thinga don’t change, and one can even get
uaed to an inceatuous marriage. Thia reading ahowa Wharton
reiterating the point she made in her previoua New England
novel: the failure to leave home thwarta the growth of
identity.2¢ “Father’s" house is no asafer than "Nother’a,"
for there one can only be the puppet ruler of a dizeased
atate. In thia way, Summer mirrors Ethan Frome: the faded
red house imprisona Charity aa surely aa the Frome farmhouaze
doea Zeena and Mattie. Her body ia her deatiny; ahe will
people worlda, not create them.

At the same time, Charity’s pattern of growth, which ia
far leas retrogreseive than Ethan and Mattie‘’a, asupporta a
alightly more optimiatic reading: she may return to Royall’a
house, but ashe crosases ita threahold with new eyea. Carol
Wershoven, for example, effectively demonatratea how both

Charity and Royall grow aa characters.?” Contrary to the

at. a and “ plot, Charity ultimately
rejecta Harney aa a husband; while not questioning hia love,
ahe haa never heen able to picture heraelf aa hias wife,
living with othera of hia class and education. With relief
she urgea him to honor hia engagement to her rival, Annabel
Balch (163): “Behind the frail acreen of her lover’a careas
waa the whole inacrutible mystery of hia life: hia relationa
with other people--with other women--hiz opinionsa, hia
prejudices, hia principlea, the net of influencea and

intereata and ambitiona in which every man‘’a life ia
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entangled" (145). Charity knowa encugh about herself to know

that she will feel table and i te in hia world,

and she ia not willing to be powerlesa. She alao knowsa that
ahe is the atronger (129) and that he ia not the person with
whom ahe can feel the “aweetneas of dependence" (15).

That peraon turna out to be Royall, whoae look makea her
“feel ashamed and yet secure" (216), and thia aecond reading
ashowa the regenerative power of the imagination hinted at in

Ethan Frome. He iz no lenger zomeconc to

or dominate, somecne whom she seea only in relation to
herself (81); and she ia no longer a mere presence that
separatea him from the void. Both begin to wonder who the
other really ia. Like Nettie Struther’s husband in The House

of Mirth, he marriea her knowing her paat. In turn ashe

knows his weakneasea firathand. The two have been able to
communicete for the firat time in Mra. Hobarth’a homey
kitchen, and a marriage contracted in its warm and nourishing
enclosure promisea to be more subatantial than aex furtively
demanded to atay lonelineas or passion luxuriously spent in
an empty house. Aa Royall pretenda to aleep on their wedding
night, Charity seea him more clearly: “Mr. Royall’a presence
began to detach itself with rocky firmneas from thia eluaive
background" (204). He promises to be leaas of a stranger than
Harney appeared to be when the word “marriage™ intruded on
their idyll “as if some atrange death had aurprised them"
(15S5). What surprises and challenges Charity and Royall ia

life; since experience has taught them both the nature of
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genuine charity, the livea they faahion for themaelves and
for their child need not be aa empty as a deaerted house or
as cheerleaa as the Frome kitchen. To uae Royall’a worda
from hia Fourth of July epeech, the newly married couple come
back to North Dormer with the “feeling in their minda--that
they wanted to come back for good . . . and not for bad . . .
or just for indifference . . . ™ (143). Potentially they are
the atory’s true architecta. 1In thia reading, the anawera to
the gueationa posed in the “buried feble" are more positive
but atill qualified. Frederick Jones may have been a
different man if he had married someone like hia daughter,
but ahe, like Charity, may never have known that independence
is a "“aweeter" senaation than dependence.

If we aee the door permanently closing on Charity after
her narriage, then Wharton’a second look at New England ia
not radically different from her firat; but if we see the
door remaining partly open for the development of a mutually
reapectful relationship between huaband and wife, then
Wharton seema to be asuggesting that within realiatic
parametera the imagination haa the potential for healing. At
the asme time, the ending ia a replay of the beginning. The
novel comes full circle when Charity aeea the old proposal--
&atill shadowed by what Lewia callas “intimationa of asomething
darker, atranger, more ominous" (397)--in new terma. A more
mature, more whole vision demanda thia kind of qualification,
however, and as Charity’s visit to her mother illuatratea,

the ahadow aide can also be a acurce of illuminaticn.3@  For
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those criticas, auch as Cynthia Griffin Wolff and Marilyn
French, who view the concluaion optimiatically, Charity‘’a
pregnancy offera her a new canvas,>? and although the novel
itaelf enda with the couple returning in the “cold autumn
moonlight™ (216), Charity’a baby ia a portent of apring.
Becauae ita characters are able to re-viaion their

livea, Summer is lesa bleak than Ethan Frome. The new viaion

may never have the wondroua brilliance of the old, but it ia

one built er zwperience yath inmocant ignorance. The
aummer of Charity Royall’a seventeenth year will never be
again, but she and her child will have many more, and the
paat could, as Margaret McDowell notea, make “her aware of
the potentiality that emotion holda for a mature woman"™ (71).
Charity carea far leas about love than ahe daea about having
aomebody belong to her, “the way other folka have" (35), and
for thia reason, her marriage may provide aomething ahe
values and needs more than “the flower of life." Autumn ias a
time for taking atock, building winter atorehousea, and
planning next year’s garden. If Charity and Royall pass it
wisely, they need not resemble their ailent neighbors in
Starkfield.

Wharton thought that all readers asked themaselvea, “What
am I being told this atory for? What judgmernt on life doea
it contain?" (WF 27). Ethan Frome and Summer show the
author’e recognition that love, such as Ethan and Mattie and
Charity and Harney had, is likely to be aas fleeting as a New

England summer. If one is to survive, if life ias to have itsa
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moments of quiet triumph and intrinsic joy, it must
ultimately come from within. In this way, Charity‘as future
child is as symbolic as Lily Bart’s vision of Nellie
Struther’s infant girl; it represents the "“self” she will
continue to create. The future of that baby promises to be
more hopeful than Lily Bart’s namesake, for as a child of the
middle class, he or she in particular has a better chance of
reaching maturity.

The euwthor’s two queationa are imporiant o resders. but
80 ia a third: “Why ia thie particular writer telling thia
particular atory?" Summer ia a story about mother-daughter
reconciliation, and the peace that Charity rakea atretchea
backwarda and forwarda. The theme is even more pronounced in

The Mother’s €1925>, but there the aclution ia

concrete rather than imaginative. Kate Clephane and her
grown daughter negotiate a asclution to the past and for the
future. Wharton waa not able to achieve a aimilar peace with
her mother, except the peace eatablished by diatance, but her
work can be read as a record of her own efforta to hammer out
an equitable truce. Her wiah for good faith ia aeen in her

repeated use of babiea--from Nettie‘’a in The House of Mirth

(1905) to Halo’a in The Goda Arrive (1932)--aa a aymbol of

renewal and hope. In “The Mission of Jane," for example, an
eatranged couple is united by their mutual relief in finally
marrying off their adopted daughter Jane.

Wharton’as later novels in particular ahow her weighing

and often balancing the two sidea of mother-daughter
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relationshipa. The progreasion of her thinking about thisa
iassue from the child’a point of view mavea back and forth
from anger to diamissal to a qualified acceptance, while it

acknowledgea-~-aa in The Fruit of the Tree (1907) or Summer--

the need to find or create one‘s own mother if the original

seems aa inadequate aa Mra. Bart in The House of Mirth

€(1905), Mra. Spragg in The Custom of the Country (1913), or
Nra. Manford in Twilight Sleep (1927). In her fiction,
Wharton waa increaaineiy sble to reflsct the bslief that
mothera and dasughtera (or mother and daughter figurea) are
capable of seeing from the other’s perspective. Inatead of

izing conflicts women of different generationa

and senaibilitiea, she makea their similaritiea apparent to
the reader, if not to themselvea. Whether from diatinct

classea, like Anna Leath and Sophy Viner of The Reef (1912),

or from distinct cultures, like Ellen Olenaka and May Archer
in The Age of Innocence (1920), her heroinea in general
atruggle to protect the man they bothe love. Their
cooperation is often mutually beneficial. In this way the
fiction expressea a wiah unrealized in ita author‘a life.
Wharton’s treatment of the mother-daughter theme showa a
recognition of the competition between them and auggeata a
way to tranacend it: ascrupulous self-analysis, such as her
charactera practice and which ahe vicarioualy practiced
through them, can lead to personal inaight and growth. It
can lead to an ever increasing distance from the crippling

effecta of the paat and toward the making of booka which grow
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from a “contemplation of life that goes below ita surface"

(“CF" 230).
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imprisonment and daughterhood include Elizabeth Ammona 133,
136-137, 141; Geoffrey Walton 91, 97-98; Blake Neviua 168-
171; and Judith Fryer, Felicitous Space: The Imaginative

Structures of Edith Wharton and Willa Cather (Chapel Hill and

London: University of North Carolina Preaa, 1986) 199; and
John W. Crowley, “The Unmastered Streak: Feminiat Themea in

Edith Wharton’s Susmer." Amexican Literarv Realsim 15 (1982):

33-39.
27See Carol Werahoven, "“The Divided Conflict of Edith

Wharton’a Summer, Colby Library Quarterly 21 <(1985): S-10.
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CHAPTER V

Female Partnerahips in the Buaineas of Living

Now she perceived that to refuase the gifta of life
doea not enaure their tranamission to thoae for
whor they have been aurrendered.

“Bunner Siatera"

Except for The Buccaneers (1933), The Reef (i912) is
Wharton’s most concise statement about the possibilities and
the limitations of women’s partnerships. Ita plot, which
involves two women in love with the same man, resembles Ethan
Erome (1911), but its themes more nearly match her earliier
atory “Friends” (1900). Like Vexilla and Penelope, Anna
Leath and Sophy Viner seem to be opposites but are in reality
more similar than dissimilar; they gradually and painfully
learn what it feels like to be the other, and that expanded
consciousness leads to personal growth. Ending with Sophy’s

exile, The Reef foreshadows Ellen Olenaska’s departure for

Europe in The Age of Innocence (1920) and repeats the
conclusion of "Friends,” in which Penelope travels to New
York, feeling that her altruism has given life renewed
significance.

Occurring so often in Wharton’s fiction, thia ending
seema almost formulaic and raisea queatione about whether it

is poseible in her world view for women to co-exist in
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equally beneficial and self-enhancing waya. Wharton‘a
heroines see marriage aa deatiny, and although the endings to

The Reef and The Age of I show the noveliat rebelling

againat thia given and atruggling to rewrite the marriage
plot, it ultimately holds her captive.

The reaacna are multiple: her gender, her Victorian
childhood, her unhappy marriage, and perhapsa moat
asignificantly, her need for emotional diastance. Wharton’a
letters to Morton Fullerton, for example, ahow an impasaioned
and vulnerable woman, often aasking and aometimes demanding
more considerate treatment. At the same time, they ashow an
acceptance and even an esphasia on the tranaitory nature of
their affair. Wharton’s ambivalence about intimacy alac waa
a factor her relationship with the moat important man in her
adult life, Walter Berry. The author deacribea thias friend

and adviaer in A_Back d_Glance as an ion and

interpretation of her own soul.: Berry himaelf had a hiatory
of beginning and terminating strong attachmenta, and hisa
relationship with Wharton waa characterized by long
separationa. When the Whartona were divorced, the noveliat’a
frienda thought Berry was a cad not to marry her, but she
aeema to have shown no aimilar regret.= Although she may
well have secretly hoped for a more traditional arrangement
with him, the independence of her poaition very much suited
her peracnality and lifestyle. The tenaion in her fiction
arisea from similar contradictiona. Her work revolvea around

a belief in the perfect aoulmate and the happy ending, but it
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alac syatematically and sometimea ruthleassly exposes the
naiveté of those principles for organizing one’s life. Pain
primarily propela her heroinea acroasa the threshold that
aeparates the ignorant romanticism of girlhood from the
hardwon consciousness of adulthood.

Even though Wharton repeatedly voiced the senaelesaneas
of self-sacrifice, her work often appears to revolve around
the aacrifice of one woman for another who representa the
atatua quo. “Life and I," the firat draft of the author’s
autobiography, enda with an anecdote that provides a context
for analyzing the gualified and often ambiguoua concluaiona
to novela auch aa The Reef, The Age of Innocence, or The
Mother‘’s Recospense. Wharton confeasea that on a trip to

Germany with her parents she was “rather bored, & tired" and
decided to diatract herself by flirting with another young
woman‘a unacknowledged fiancé.? She makea a point of writing
that it was “the only ‘flirtation’ which I have ever indulged
in" (51) end continues: “1 had never cared for *£lirting,”
aince I was totally indifferent to the admiration of men whom
I did not like, & far too proud to pay any man the honour of
feigning to like him more than I really did"“ (51-52);
neverthelesa, she entered into this flirtation hecause it
appealed to her aense of humor (S1). The man she choae to
dally with was engaged to “a dull & rather solemn" (51)
heirees who bored him. From the onset, Wharton knew that the
whole episode would be a mere intermez=zo in both their livea

and assumed that the man shared her motive for the interlude:
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“to keep hia poor fiancée on the rack for a few weeka™ (52).
She enda, "It was an innocent enough adventure, but it ia the
only one on which I ever embarked with malice forepenae--& I
did make the other girl miserablet™ (52).

Deapite Wharton’sa teatimony, the “episode" waa only-
“innocent" in its lack of conaummation. The amuaing and
intelligent young man found Wharton “very much to hia tasate"
(52), but she found him bland fare in comparison to the
atimulating diet of making the other woman miserable. On the
surface, the memory ia a succeaaful enactment of the family
drama, the daily atruggle between mother and daughter for the
cherished father, and in thia context, it ia not aurprising
that ashe picked an unattainable lover and a rival as
“proaaic" aa her own mother. The man ia aa negligible in

Wharton’e telling aa Darrow is in The Reef. She needed to

prove herself in relation to another woman, and even decades
later, ashe cannot diaguiae a note of gleeful triumph. The
incident obviously had great emotional import for her, and
aince there is no record that it was repeated, it appeara aa
if this isolated experience exorcized some inner demon.
Perhapa ahe learned that the price of thia type of adoration
was too dear for her self-reapect.

The outline of the anecdote in its mother-daughter

veraion cen be traced in the plota of The Children. Ethan

Frome, The Reef, The Mother’sa “Lea Metteursa en

scéne," and eapecially in several of the ghoat storiea, auch

as "Bewitched" and “Pomegranate Seed," in which the dead
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refuse to relinquish their lovera to a replacement. After
Lily Bart, however, her heroinea deliberately preferred not
to maeke other women feel miserable for their own amusement,
though they did often choocae to leave the acenea of their
victoriea. O0f course, the lover, as Annette é{ivere-;t -
notea, may not have been unattainable to the well-to-do Mias
Jones;* however, her choice to see him aa auch ia
aignificant, for it reveals the noveliat’a own need for
diastance. It explaina why readera are often allied with the
exiled woman: more often than not, she haa the enviable
poaition. Wharton alwaya paira heroinea, whose fair or dark
hair finally becomea their moat diatinguiahing feature, and
as the marriage plot dictates, one becomes a wife while the
other remaina independent. Although both women muat make
compromisea with their ideala, the “chosen™ woman ia usually
worse off than her freer asiater. These spiit heroinea
symbolize Wharton‘s own ambivalence about the desirability of
marriage and even of intimacy. Her problematic endinga are
really compromises that wed theae feelinga with her
conception of what ia “realistic."

The Reef and The Age of I are examplea. In the

former, Anna Leath’s and Sophy Viner‘a livea are irrevocably
intertwined. The factora that would normally diatinguiah the
two women; awch se ege, educatisn, and clazz, ars
pPurposefully blurred, and though each lovea George Darrow,
their relationship ias further complicated by the fact that

Sophy became engaged to Anna‘s atepacn, Owen, while employed
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aa a governesa for her daughter, Effie. Sophy ia now Effie’s
surrogate mother and in the future Anna will be Sophy’a
mother-in-law. Aa Elizabeth Ammons writea, the women‘’s
similarities suggeat a figurative aiaterhood.® George Darrow
inapires passion in both, yet neither Sophy‘’s nor Anna‘sa
aexual "“awakening" is nearly aa profound aa their “awakening"
to the aimilaritiea that they share. Inatead of vying for
Darrow’a affection, theae “rivals" become the meana of each
other‘a mutual growth.© By aubverting “romantic" plot
expectationa, their relationahip aska readera to queation
traditional rolea in hetercsexual courtship.

"I put moat of myaelf into that opua," Wharton told
her friend and editor William Brownell after the novel‘sa
publication,"” and in some ways, the novel can be read as a
comment on her own experience. R. W. B. Lewia goeas aa far aa
to say that “[iln the precentation of Anna Leath, Edith
Wharton almost literally began to write her autobiography™
(326). It waa composed after her affair with Morton
Fullerton ended, but she still relied heavily on hia advice;

for example, she wrote him in June 1912:

1 want your opinion on what I have

written here, & have asked Anna (her
of the laat chaptera. Vousa lea rattacherez

tant bien gque mal [“You will connect them

aomehow or other"] to what you’ve already
74
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read: your memory of the general asituation
will suffice. After thia point I can go on
alone, but I want your opinion about the
chapter in which, between Darrow & Anna, the
truth begina to come out.‘ it’a not conven-

tional, but I believe it’a true.®

Fullerton could certainly rely on hia memory, aince Wharton
was drawing on their history.® At the beginning of their
relationship he made her feel aa if ahe now knew “what happy
women feel™ (Lewia 208). Unfortunately he waa alao making
hia cousin and adopted aiater Katherine feel the same. She
was engaged to Fullerton when Wharton met him in 1907, and aa
hias relationship with the author developed, he began
increasingly to neglect hias fiancée. Thinking of Katherine

as Fullerton’s sister, Wharton had even invited her to visit

the Hount,*” h » "the ind ible current of
communication” that Wharton felt flowing between herself and
Fullerton (Lewis 205) was interrupted when she learned of hia
engagement. Likewise, an anguished Katherine knew of her
fiancé’s involvement with the novelist.

The women could not fail to note hia similar treatment

of them both. Writing him Wharton admonished:
+ « « & certain conaiatency of affection

ia a fundamental part of friendahip.

One must know & quoi s’en tenir ([“where
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one standa"l. And juat aa I think we have
reached that atage, you revert abruptly to
the other relation, & aaaume that I have
noticed no change in you, & that I have not
suffered or wondered at it, bhut have

carried on my life in aserene inaenaibility
until you chose to enter again suddenly into

it.se

Two years later, ahe felt that Fullerton waa avoiding her “on
the pretext of illnesa™ and complained: “The one thing I

can’t bear is the thought that I repreasent to you the woman

who has to be lied to . . . sometimea I feel I can’t go on

like thia . . . --being left to feel that I have been like a
‘courae’ served & cleared awayt“:® As Clare Colquitt
observes, Wharton‘s lettera eerily echo Katherine’a (and vice
versa), “for both women often expreasaed their aorrow at
Fullerton’s failure to answer their love--or their lettera--
‘with equal sincerity.’“*> Morton Fullerton may have removed
“the gauze" that separated Edith Wharton from aensual
experience, but he proved to he--like George Darrow--nat
fully truatworthy. <Cynthia Griffin Wolff notea that
Wharton’a diacovery of Fullerton’s engagement “touched the
noveliat’a aenaibilitiea deeply . . and it may . . . have
facilitated the gradual decline of her affair in 1910" (198).
Storiea such as “The Letters," “The Day of the Funeral," “Joy

in the Houae," “Diagncaia," “The Pretext," “The Other Two,"
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“The Line of Least Reaiatance," and “The Lamp of Payche"
revolve around a similar moment of revelation and aubaequent
disilluesionment. Although Wharton never conasidered marrying
Fullerton and most likely chose him aa a lover for that very
reason, the irony of their affeir spanning almoat exactly the
yeara of Katherine’s engagement to her couain would not have
eluded her. The end of the Fullerton-Wharton liasson alao
marked the end of the couwains’ engagement, and Katherine

later married Gordon Gerould, an English inatructor at

Princeton. hen may atate that Fullerton’s
“involvements with other women merely atruck Wharton as more
daring veraiona of her own dilemma and helped give her the
courage to break free of the entangling conventiona that
restrained her,"™ but she most likely identified with
Katherine and experienced some guilt.:<

As in The Reef and in Wharton’s fiction in general, the
women did not act as “rivala" and, in fact, in 1922 when The
Glimpses of the Moon was published, Katherine wrote a

favorable review of it for The New York Times. The review

pleaaed Wharton, aince she wrote her editor Rutger Jewett
that Katherine “ia a couasin of my old friend Morton
Fullerton, and it waas I who sent her firat ms. to Mr.
Scribner, and called his attention to the literary promisze
which ashe already gave. So you see 1 deserve a good word
from her" (Lewia 445). Similarly Wharton waa pleased when
Katherine Gerould wrote a sensitive and laudative critical

essay on her fiction that Appleton pubiished as a little
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brochure.*= The two women acted reaponsibly toward each
other, and the tone of their relationaship reflecta the
importance Wharton placed on female cooperation. In this

way, The Reef is an exploration and comment on her own

experience: women need not see each other as rivala.

In The Reef, as in Ethan Frome, the love plot ia

secondary, but complicated. In Part I, George Darrow’s
fianceée, Anna Leath, poatpones their meeting for what he
aupposea are minor reasons. Diagruntled with Anna, he meeta
the friendleas but plucky Sophy Viner, who haa juat been
dismisaed as a secretary to the diareputable Mra. Murrett.
Darrow decidea to give her a holiday and an affair developa.
Five monthas later when Darrow again meeta Sophy at Anna‘s
country estate, Givre, the moral dilemma for him is fairly
atraightforward. Aas Sophy tella him, “ . . . you’d rather I
didn’t marry any friend of yours.":€ For Anna, the problem
ia not ao simple. Aa Book 1I opena, ahe ia literally frozen
between her past and an unknown future: “In the court,
halfway between the house and the drive, a lady atood" (83).
Thia ia the first of the many thresholda throughout the novel
that Anna will choose to crose or to aveid if she ia to
emerge into true adulthood. Her first marriage only
protracted her protected girlhood, and the problem ahe now
facea is essentially one of adoleacence: how cen the old
“self" incorporate this newly aexual “zelf"? Her
heasitationa, retreata, and attempta to asuppreas her

burgeoning and almost uncontrollable feelinga provide much of
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the novel’s tension.

On one aide of the threahold ia the “she" ahe waa
brought up to be, “a model of ladylike repreasaion" (87); thia
“ahe" ia represented by the chlteau: “a dull houae, an
inconvenient houae, of which one knew all the defecta, the
ahabbineaaea, the discomforts, but to which one waa ao uaed
that one could hardly, after so long a time, think cne‘s self
away without suffering a certain losas of identity" (84-85).
On the other side, ia the “self" ahe would like to be, the
one that could find the “right worda" to aay to George
Darrow. Anna yearns to remove the veil “that had alwaya hung
between her and life," because then ahe can experience “all
the passions and asenaationas which formed the atuff of great
poetry and memorable action" (86). The experience, though,
provea to be as illuaionary as Ethan Frome’a romance, not
“all fine feelinga and beauty" (92), and reveala a part of
herself that she would like to keep hidden (like Lily Bart)
behind one of her mind’s carefully closed doors.

Anna has lived her girlhood and married life aas if “the
substance of life" was “a mere canvas for the embroideriea of
poet and painter, and ita little swept and fenced and tended
surface as its actual aubastance" (87). She prides herself,
however, that "it was in the viasioned region of action and
emotion that her fullest houra were apent" (87). Her
interior life ia lived in a apace that she would like to
share with Darrow, a place reminiacent of “the holy of

holiea™ or Lawrence Selden’s “republic of the aspirit.“:7 If
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life with Mr. Leath had been like “a walk through a carefully
claaaified museum, where, in momenta of doubt, one had only
to look at the number and refer to one’a catalogue" (95),
life with Darrow promisea to penetrate “every senae aa the
aunlight asteeped the landacape™ (111). His kiaa will awaken
her to a “world of hidden beauty" (87) in which ahe will
finally learn to be like cther women, “wider aweke," “more
alert, and surer' (87) of her wanta.*® In the journal that
Wharton kept during her affair with Fullerton, ahe said that
ahe wanted the same thing, but Anna Leath’s example shows its
impoaaibility. As previoualy noted, Lewia aseea Anna aa being
clogely aynonymouas with her author, and perhaps for thia
reason Wharton treata her more aympathetically than Ethan;
nevertheleaa, she atill learns his lesaon: romantic dreama
are juat that--dreams.

Sophy Viner reminda Anna of Kitty Mayne, whoae
flirtation with Darrow caused her to lie awake wondering,
“What waas ahe asaying to hia? How shall I learn to aay auch
thinga?" (90). George Darrow ia her firat love miraculoualy
reatored to her aas her second chance. Anna meana to take it,
but she senaea that Kitty and Sophy poaaeasa aome “vital
aecret" that haa eacaped her. In many waya Sophy repreaenta
the “self" Anna wanta to become. She ia not a lady in Anna‘’a
sense, for the business of earning a living haas rent the veil
which hanga between her and life (86). Sophy’a charm for
Darrow stema from her lack of conventional, formal reaponses.

He “aaw how eaay it waa to explain thingas to her. She would
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either accept hia suggeation or she would not: but at leaat
she would waste no time in protestations and objections, or
any vain sacrifice to the idola of conformity" (37). But
because “some of her enquiriea were of a kind that it is not
in the habit of young girla to make" (49), ashe ia alao

vulnerable:

Meanwhile, such expertneas qualified by auch
candor made it impoaaible to gueaa the extent
of her peraonal experience, or to eatimate itsa
effect on her character. She might be any one
of a dozen definable types, or she might--more
disconcertingly to her companion and more
perilously to herself--be a ashifting and

uncryatallized mixture of them all. (61)

In other words, Darrow aska himself the queation Winterbourne
asked about Daisy Miller: "“Is she nice or not nice?" Thia
question could never conceivably be raised about hia
financeée, aince he feela that marriage and motherhood have
brought her no nearer to life in the last fourteen yeara than
when he firat knew her.*® In this Darrow is right, for
marriage to Mr. Leath was like being tied to "a gilt console
acrewed to the wall,"™ and atudying the portrait of her
predeceasor, Anna often wondered if she too would die “long
before they buried her" (99), waiting for viaitors who never

came.2®
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Ironically, though, the directneaa and naturalneaes that
firat attract Darrow to Sophy later repel him, for it ia not
in keeping with hia inherited notiona of women’a behavior.

He prefers Anna‘’a predictability, and aa a bethrothed couple,
they reaemble an older and more privileged version of Lily
Bart and Lawrence Selden: “the irreaiatible word fled with a
last wing beat into the golden miast of her illuaiona . . . “
¢(90) .=+ Darrow also prefera to forget hia own morally
irresponaibile behavior. Willing to admit that emotionally
he “hadn’t spent a penny" (167), he ia still unwilling to
acknowledge “the excitement of pursuit" (70) he experienced
and hia own motivea in making uae of Sophy to feel “leaa
drearily alone" (56). “More and more aware of hia inability
to teat the moral atmoaphere about him"™ (208), he
aucceaafully avoida confronting hia own darker nature and
never once examinea the double atandard he applies to Sophy
when he feela that (like himself) ahe might have forgotten or
trivialized their Paria interlude (225).

Darrow blamea Anna‘’s sheltered girlhood for making her
“unfit" for “all aubasequent contact with life" (29), and ahe
is hardly more prepared now. Anna herself ia terrified that
the private “aself" ahe haas been waiting to share and bring
out into the light of day has been permanently trapped behind
the veil that “alwaya hung between her and life" (86). Worae
yet ia her suapicion that there ia no hidden treasure--her
private and public “selvea" are indistinguiahable. She

realizea that the procesa of becoming a lady has deadened
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her, and she envies Sophy for her directneas, her
receptivity, her hunger for experience, and eventually for
her sexual intimacy with Darrow. The recognition of her own
potential for such publicly despised behavior rattles the
foundationa of her own identity much as it does for Oscar
Wilde’s Lady Windermere in Lady Windermere’s Fan (1892).
In turn Sophy envies Anna for her atabilty, grace,
discernment, and appropriateness. MNost of all, Anna’s life
represents a kind of haven from “the business of living."”
Both Anna and Darrow believe that he is the “divine”
means of her “self-renewal;"” he alone can “put warmth in her
veins and light in her eyes,” make “her a woman through and
through®” (30). Without him, she is “fated to wane into old
age repeating the same gestures, echoing the same words she
had always heard, and perhaps never guessing that, just
outside her glazed and curtained consciocusness, life rolled
away, a vast blackness starred with lights, like the night
landscape beyond the windows of the train” (30). In
contrast, life has taught Sophy what Charity Royall will
later discover; she must be the source of her own “self-
renewal,” and depending on one’s interpretation of the
ending, Anna learns the same. No matter how much Anna wants
Darrow to utter her secret soul, hia words are as inadequate
as Mattie Silver‘s exclamation that the sunset looks just as

if it were painted. As the imagery s, her ing”

is to be sexual, but in a reversal of and rebellion against

the typical romantic plot, Wharton substitutes Sophy for
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Darrow as Anna‘s initiator into the mysteries of “real®
living.

Although supposedly worldly, Sophy has been as repreaaed
and atarved aa Anna: “The girl had been dying for aome one to
talk to, some one before whom she could unfold and ahake out
to the light her poor little shut-away emotiona. Yeara of
repreasion were revealed in her sudden burat of confidence;
and the pity she inspired made Darrow long to £fill her few
free houra to the bria" ¢39). In her own way, Sophy ia aa
ignorant as Anna: “‘life’--the word waa often on her lipa"
(61). She aaw her guardian’s death aa freeing her from
“bondage" and occasioning “her immediate plungs into the wide
bright sea of life surrounding the island of her captivity"™

(24). Aa in most Wharton novels, if Sophy and Anna were

combined they would make the perfect woman, that comhineticn
of fire and ice Newland Archer yearna for in The Age of

Innocence. Initially Sophy ia fire and Anna ice, but scon

thoase categories are inadequate for explaining Anna‘sa
“aselfishneaa" and Sophy‘a “altruiam." By pairing the
hercines, Wharton establishes a dialectic and providea each a
model for change. In the other, they can aee their evolving
“aelvea."

When Anna feels ready to risk marriage again, ahe defines
it in the impriascning terma of romance. Deairing “to make
nerseif the shadow and echo of Darrow’a mood," “[alhe wanted
to linger with him in a world of fancy and yet to walk at his

aide in the world of fact. She wanted him to feel her power
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and yet to love her ignorance and humility. She felt like

a alave, and a goddeas, and a girl in her teena . . .
(125). Anne is not unlike the adoleacent Charity Royall who
feels that under her lover’s touch “thinga deep down in her
atruggled to the light and aprang up like flowera in the
aunshine . . . it aeemed as if the placea he had been in, and
the people he had been with, must cease to exist whan he left

tnem, just aa her own life waa in hia sraa

and like Charity, Anna is alao afraid of being subsumed.
Naturally reticent, she feara that the sexual communion
she deasirea will overwhelw and obliterate her sense of self.
In thia, Anna recalls her creator who, aa Lewia notea, felt
unaure of herself at the beginning of her affair with
Fullerton: “She felt, simultaneocualy, eager to invite him
into a cloaer kind of intimacy and frightened that, if he
reaponded, she would fail him"™ (206). Her letteras to
Fullerton show her experiencing hesitationa that are later

attributed to Anna:

if I atill remained inexpreaaive,

unwilling, “alwaya drawing away," aa you
said, it was becauase I diascovered in myself
auch possibilitiea of feeling on that aide
that I feared, if I let you love me too much,
I might lose courage when the time came to go

awayt=a
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Anna‘a romantic illusiona are more pronounced and her
eenaibilitiea even finer than Wharton’s, aince ahe cannot
bear the thought that Darrow might have met Sophy on hia way
to her. Even though she wanta full communication between
them, ashe ia not prepared for how engulfing it will be to
have Darrow really know her or for how difficult it will be
to know and to accept him. Above all, she ia unprepared to
accept the part of herself that feelas jealouay, paasion, and
self-intereat. Such knowledge distancea her from Givré and
threatens “a certain loss of identity” (85). For these
reasons, Anna both likes and is repulsed by Sophy. Before
knowing about Scphy’s affair, she welcomes the girl into the
family and envisions her marriage to Owen as a happy and
fulfilling recasting of her own disappointing union with
Fraser Leath. But when she learns of the girl’s past, she
feels revulsion and fascination.

Meanwhile Darrow is both more and less than Anna
supposes him, being more “real” than her romantic fantasy and
leas unconventional. Anna made a similar mistake with her
first husband when she thought he belonged to a society "at
once freer and finer, which observed the traditional forms
but had discarded the underlying prejudices” (92). Darrow
too is a connoisseur and a collector, who “reflects with
satisfaction” that Anna “was the kind of woman with whom one
would like to be seen in public” (130): “She was like a
picture so hung that it can be seen only at a certain angle:

an angle known to no one but its possessor. The thought
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flattered his sense of possessorship . . . “ (130). Darrow
ruses that he and Anna were “made for each other” but
actually she was made for him: “(hle dwelt with pardonable
pride on the fact that fate had so early marked him for the
high privilege of possessing her” (129). In Paris he felt
the same kind of conceit in being seen with Sophy, “the
primitive complacency of the man at whose companion other men
atare” (S0); his natural pairing of Anna and Sophy
underacores the arbitrariness of classifications for women
such as “nice” and "not nice”: “from the point at which he
was placed his eyes could not take in the cne face without
the other” (227). His thinking shows that gender is fate
when neither “ideal” nor “real” woman can avoid being
“owned.” Anna‘s fear of intimacy in part grows from the
knowledge that the more she reveals, the more she risks
losing her “self.”

As Anna imagines how much he meant to Sophy and how
little he perceived or felt, she reada her own future, like
Anna Karenina, in the looking glasa: “Did auch aelf-
posseasion imply indifference or insincerity? In that
problem her mind perpetually revolved; and she dreaded the
one anawer as much aa the other™ (326).54 Darrow isas
obvioualy not going to reacue anyone, and Anna haa the choice
of living with her illusion of “real life" or experiencing
it, and in this way her choice ia aimilar to Mattie
Silver’a.&=

Anna choosea a different path from Wharton’s New England
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heroine, and Sophy becomea her guide. At firat, their
relationship ia traditional in the senase that Anna mentora
the younger woman, hoping to ease her way into Givreé‘a
domestic and social world, but as the dénocuement ominously
crescendoes and each is forced to experience the other’s
point of view, the relationship becomes more egalitarian.=c
The two change positions as Sophy realizes she cannot marry a
man she does not love, and Anna realizes that she must and
will make love to Darrow. The European influence and the
isolation of Givré diffuse the issue of the individual in
conflict with societal standarde and focua attention on the
individual’a atruggle with aelf. Anna‘’a thought, “Don‘t I
feel things as other women do?" (342) echoea Wharton’a worda
in the love journal, “I have never in my life known what it
is to be happy (as a woman knows happineaa) for a single
hour--" (Lewia 207).

Anna learna the happineaa of a aingle hour, and she alaa
learns ita inverse, how to “auffer aa a hurt animal muat,
blindly, furiocualy, with the aingle fierce animal longing
that the awful pain would stop . . ." (285). Darrow
undereatimatea Anna when he tella her that Sophy had “the
excuse of her lonelineea, her unhappineaa--of miaseriea and
humiliationa that & woman like you can’t even gueas" (290,
for Sophy’s weeping haa revealed the full import of the night
at the theatre, and now Anna knowa that it ia not ‘“happy"
but “unhappy" women who “underatand beatt" (282).

Darrow, who waa to have unbandaged hia bride’as eyea, doea all
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he can to stay her growing conaciouasneaas, and much of the
novel’s tenaion in the last four booka centera on acenea in
which either Anna or Sophy try to get a atraight anawer from
him. In his defenae, Anna and her mother-in-law make hia
poaition untenable by aasking for hia evaluation and
interceaaion with the governesa. In addition Anna
aimultanecualy wanta to legitimize hia relationship with
Sophy in order to keep her illusiona and deaires to expose it
in order to expand her conaciousneas.

Ironically, Anna, who wanta experience, and Sophy, who
aaserta that she regreta nothing of hers, do everything
poaaible to keep Owen innocent. Owen himaself tella Darrow:
“*1 underatand lately that if it [Givreé)l belonged to me it
would gradually gobble me up. I want to get ocut of it, into
a life that’s big and ugly and struggling. If I can extract
beauty out of all that, so much the better: that‘ll prove my
vocation, but I want to make beauty, not be drowned in the
ready-made, like a bee in a pot of honey’” (145). Feeling
80, Owen is correct in thinking that Sophy would make him a
good wife and partaer, but that decision is denied him, even

though Anna has already testified that

“{wlhat I want most for him ([Owenl, and
shall want for Effie, is that they ahall
always feel free to make their own mistakes,
and never, if possible, be persuaded to

make other people’s. Even if Owen’s
189
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marriage is a mistake, and has to be paid
for, I believe he’ll learn and grow in

the paying.” (120)

The freedom to make mistakes becomes an increasingly
predominant theme in Wharton’s later work, such as The
Mother’s Recompense, The Children, Hudson River Bracketed,

The Gods Arrive, and The Buccaneers. Sophy’s words--*I

wanted it--I chose it"” (283); “I‘m not ashamed of having
loved him; no: and I’‘m not ashamed of telling you so" (306)--

echo Wharton’s own as expressed in a letter to Fullerton:

No, I want you to know once for all what
that feeling is--how grave & deep & tender--
& how it has so illuminated my life &
kindled ay heart, that even now, with the
certainty ahead of protfound pain & a long,
long abnegation, I give thanks, I rejoice,

I exult in it. I would not exchange my lot
for that of any other woman--except, dearest,
alast! that of the woman who succeeds me in

your heart . . . =7

Sophy and Anna’a mutual underatanding illuatrates the
potential Lily Bart miatakenly aaaumed in her relationahip
with Bertha Doraet. The power Wharton envisions in

relationahipa between women, such aa Anna and Sophy, who
190
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never “go back" on each other, is manifeated in their concern
for one another’s welfare and their ability to work together
and truat each other in espite of persasconal hurt. The women‘’sa
colluaion to save Owen‘’a illuaiona, however, dooma him--
temporarily at leaat--to a prolonged bhoyhood. Their behavior
ia an oddly humourocus and aadly ironic comment on the novel’a
underlying premise that men poaaeaa asuperior knowledge of the
world,&2 but even more ironically, it showa the women
preserving a syatem that both victimizea and diminishea
themselvea. They are perpetuating what they know to be an
inadeqguate and falae vision of life. Aa the example of Lily
Bart haa already shown, the ficticn of perpetual innocence
thwarts the moral development of women and of aociety in
general. To uae one of Wharton’a phrasea from French Ways
and Their Meaning, no one has the poaesibility of becoming
“grown-up," aince there are no “conatant and intereating and
important relations between men and women."%® She showa that
for & woman “the real busineas of living" neceasaitatea
painful and risky commerce with all aspecta of life.

Sophy ia the lone person on whom Anna can count, aince
her firmneaa of purpose and commitment to her word are living
examplea of the code of behavior that the older woman haa
been forced to re-examine. She ia alac the only person Anna
can believe; aa Sophy explaina to her: “It’a my fault for not
knowing how to say what I want you to hear. Your worda are
different; you know how to choose them. Nine offend

you . . . and the dread of it makea me blunder. That’s
191
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why the other day I couldn’t say anything . . . couldn’t make

things clear to you. But now I muat even if you hate itt™

(305) Anna’a dread of aeeing Sophy ia her dread of seeing
heraelf: "It waa humiliating to her pride to recognize
kindred impulaes in a character which she would have liked to
feel completely alien to her" (319). JTn reacticn, sie
attempta one last time to believe that “[tlhere was a such a
love ae she had dreamed . . . she was worthy of . . . ™
(302). Sophy‘a worda, however, cannot be retracted, and they
thruat Anna acrosa the threahold into the “hard teachinga of
experience" where ashe learns to read “the intricaciea and
contradictiona of other hearta" (278) aas well aa her own.

In Anna‘s attempt to renounce Darrow, she transfera her

romantic illuaiona to Sophy:

It waa Sophy Viner only who could save
her--Sophy Viner only who could give
back her loat aerenity. She would seek
the girl out and tell her that she had
given Darrow up; that atep once taken
there would be no retracing it, and
ahe would perforce have to go forward

alcone. (360)

Wharton herself did not believe in auch forme of “aterile

pain" (to borrow a phrase from The Mother’s ), and

Anna’s idealization of Sophy and her attempted renunciation
192
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are only final ataba at self-suppreaasion. Anna hopes that by
self-denial she can return to her old “aelf," but such hopea
are futile; there ia no going back. Life ia “juat a
perpetual piecing together of broken bita"™ (313). Always
herself interested and keenly alive to the “‘human intereat’™
(38), Sophy is the fitting person to initiate Anna into the
“human problem" “without fear and without bhvpoorizy™ (288>,
Through Sophy’a agency, Anna shedas the veila which separate
her from life. By not giving up Darrow, she has the chance
to have more than the illuaion of a “relationship." That
relationahip may be at best a moaaic of “broken bita,"™ but it
need not be any the leaa artful or aatiafying.2<

Sophy’a conaciocuanesa has alao been expanded, aince
foreshadowing Ellen Olenska, she ia influenced by the valuea
that Givré repreasenta. Her sacrifice, if giving up a man you
do not love is in reality a sacrifice, gives her life
direction to the extent that she most nearly matchea the
literary hercines Anna admired. At the same time, Sophy haa
an opportunity for a richer and fuller life. Although as
poor aa Lily Bart, she ia not a “lady" in her zenae and can
therefore market her real skills more profitably. Her words
to Darrow might come true: “Then, when I met you again, I
asuddenly saw that I had risked more, but that I’d won more,
too--auch worldat™ (259). Her action haa indeed won her new
worlda not open to the girl Anna Summers was. Sophy’a
diaregard of conventional behavior for unmarried women may

prevent her marriage with someone like Darrow, but it also
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freea her to live a more intereating and leaa tradition-bound
exiatence, and aa Lewia quotes Ralph Curtia saying, one can
only hope that she will “marry a peer’as aon in Simle and end
up the intimate friend of the Mayfair ariatocracy" (327).
She is not neceasarily doomed, as Blake Neviua suggeats, to
become her siater Mra. NcTarvie-Birch. The tableau of that
sister, her dog, and her masaeur ia one Sophy has choaen to
flee, and one that Wharton haa purposefully deaigned to upaet
her readera’ complacency. Who can know Sophy and not
queation the astatuas guo, not search for alternativea?
Sophy’a exile ia finally a judgement on a society that
haa no place for “grown-up" women. She ia the aingle
character, who has conaiatently lived by the creed “that not
misaing things matters moat" (104), and once she haa the
opportunity “to compare and eatimate," ahe may think Darrow
leas “brilliant" (S9). Although ahe is again with Mra.
Murrett, her journey to a new continent may provide her with
an environment “at once freer and finer" (92), one that
appreciatea a woman who cannot be categorized, one like
Counteas Ellen Olenska. If anything, Sophy ia receptive and
with luck that quality will help her to make more memoriea
inatead of chooaing cne aa a meana of self-definition. Her
laat name asuggeats that she may find her own reef to cling
to, one on which ahe can plant atrong roota that will aprout
new tendrila. Carol Werahoven haa proposed that ahe ia the
reef againat which Anna and Darrow crash (98), but in a sea

where everycne ia drowning, a reef offera a aure footing, and
194
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already the example of Sophy’a determination and courage have
grounded Anna.3*

Beyond expanding their visiona of the world, Sophy and
Anna’a relationship has aculpted their visiona of themaselvea,
and in this way, the women are artiata.2* The proceas haa
required them tco be akilled readera of nuance and
interpretera of the unsaid and implied; it demands that they
supply, fleah out, and create the charactera of thoae around

them aa well aa their own. The Reef ia in part Wharton‘a

analyaia of that guest. In 1908, ahe wrote Fullerton: “You
woke me from a long lethargy, a dull acquiesence in
conventional reatrictiona, a needleaa aelf-effacement;
literally, all one aide of me was aaleep."22 The author waa
grateful to her lover for rousing her from her long aleep,
but her heroinea complete the atory of that “waking" by

exposing the pain involved in living “in the round."“24

Focusing even more directly on marriage, The Age of
Innocence continues to explore the theme of “awakened"

consciocusneaa. This 1920 novel repeats much of The Reef’s

plot and and enda by both condoning and repudiating the
protagonist’a final vision. It alao utilizea many of the
earlier novel’s symbola: veila, threshclds, atifling
enclosures, and unspoken worde. Wharton believed that what
Charlea Bowen called “the cuastom of the country" ruined both
men and women.?= Aa she later argued in French Waye and
Their Meaning (1919), the practice of “parenthesizing" women,

instead of placing them “in the very middle of the picture"
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(207), keeps women i . The Age of I

articulates the damage it also does to men. Since beauty,
passion, and danger were excluded from life in old New York,
Wharton observed that “men were almost as starved as the

women;*"3< The Age of I £ on the slow

dessication of Newland Acher, a cross between Ralph Marvell
and George Darrow.

Although the story is his, ita congruence and integrity
are made poaaible by the artiatry of hia wife, May, and the
woman he thinks he should have married, her couain Ellen.37
Again, the fair and dark women together make a perfect whole:
May ia aa freah and virginal and definitive aa her name, and
Ellen ia aa dramatic and passionate and mysterious as a “hot-
house exotic."2© When Ellen returna home after leaving her
morally corrupt huaband, Count Olenaka, old New York doea not
know how to reapond to a woman who might or might not have
sexually “rewarded" the secretary who helped her eacape her
husband’s house; however, her family, the Mingotta, decide to
champion her cauae ao long as she doea not demend a divorce.
About to marry into the family, Archer ia elected ita
apokesaperaon, and aa he defenda her point of view, he begina
to reasseaa hia own: “he waa once more conacious of the
curious way in which she reversed hia valuea . . . “ (206).
As the bandagea fall from hia eyea, it frightena him “to
think what muat have gone into the making™ of Ellen’a eyea

(63); nevertheleas, their look leada him to repeat Prufrock’a
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question, "Do I dare disturb the universe?®
Rebelling against the values of his insular society,
Archer distances himself more and more from Mey. He
increasingly sees her as the repository of his discarded
opinions, and his boredom with her is a form of self-disgust.
Betfore Ellen‘s intrusion, Archer liked in May what he now
wants to escape: the predictable and the suitable. Their

marriage was to be based on their compatibility:

The persons of their world lived in an
atmosphere of faint implications and
pale delicacies, and the fact that he
and she understood without a word seemed
to the young man to bring them nearer

than an explanation would have done. (17)

Archer, however, soon sees May as “the mother of all deadly
sins” (208), the asymbol of all that is rigid, oppressive,
and stifling. If only free of her, he reasons, he could
escape “the only death (thatl is monotonry” (208).

Assuming that familiarity excludes coaplexity,
Archer egregiously sins against his wife.3® Although the
novel is told from his point of view, Wharton subtly

illustrates--much as she undermines the narrator of Ethan

Erome--how limited that point of view is. Archer
particularly feels the suffocating, “deadly monotony” (293)

of his marriage when he is clearly in the wrong; for example,
197
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after forgetting to meet May at her grandmother‘s, he
unwillingly returns home. Ellen has just told him that there
is no country where they can “be simply two human beings who
love each other, who are the whole life to each other; and
nothing else on earth will matter” (290). Furthermore she
has insisted that “ . . . we‘re only Newland Archer, the
husband of Ellen Olenska’s cousin, end Ellen Olenska, the
cousin of Newland Archer‘s wife, trying to be happy behind
the backs of people who trust them” (291), and that
definition of both herself and Archer in terms of May makes
the weight of his marriage bond and the image of May even

more oppressive:

She waas so placed that Archer, by merely
raising his eyea, could see her bent abave
her work-frame, her ruffled elbow-aleeves
slipping back from her firm round arms,
that betrothal sapphire shining on her left
hand above her broad gold wedding-ring,

and the right hand slowly and laboriocusaly

atabbing the canvaa. (294)

In this long periodic sentence, each aucceaaive phrase reads
like another ashovelful of dirt thrown on his coffin; however,
it ia May--and not Archer--who ia fixed in place. Hia choice
of hiatorical reading material hae determined that she will

pasas the evening embroidering inatead of listening to him
98
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read and diascuas poetry. In either case, she is reacting to
him, and Wharton’s uae of the pasaive tenae, the verb “bent,"
and the qualifier “mo" phyaically anchor her while conveying
her helplesaneas.

May’a atabs at the embroidery canvas are her silent
proteat at Archer’s auapected infidelity. Marriage, though,
demands that she surrender a part of her identity. She muat
not berate her husband for failing to meet her, and she must
not mention Madame Olenska. Prominent as an actor in Book I,
May recedes into the background after her wedding until the
farewell dinner, and her gradual removal from the plot in
part reflecta her decreased individuality as a wife. Given a
choice, she would rather be riding or rowing, “but aince
other wivea embroidered cushiona for their husbanda she did
not wiah to omit thia laat 1ink in her devotion' (294).

May’s poaition in the drawing-room, which denies her the
active, phyaical life to which ahe is suited, chains her aa
securely as her huesband. She ia the better aport though; and
her good nature and seeming pasaivity are all the more
galling to Archer, who feela guilty for not fulfilling hia
obligationa.

Archer thinks that “by merely raising hia eyea" he can
aee hia wife, but the slight action ia indicative of how
little effort he makea throughout the novel to underatand or
truly perceive her. He has, for example, miased the meaning
of each angry stab that demanda an anaswer. He haa

peraiatently refused to analyze the “inviaible clawa" that



claasped May aa scon aas she accepted hia betrothal aapphire
and which are now beginning to lock him within their graasp.
For him, "[ilt waas leas trouble to conform with tradition and
treat May exectly aa all his friendas treated their wives than
to try and put into practice the theoriea with which his
untrammeled bachelorhood had dallied" (195). Archer prefera
to see her as a type rather than an individual, and the
pPicture of her st her work-frame ia another in a iong
tradition of women immortalized doing aimilar handiwork.
This failure of both effort and creativity within accepted
forme ia what differentiatea him from Ellen, makea hias life
predictable, and leavea him at the novel’a end little changed
from the young dilettante for whom “thinking over a pleasure
to come often gave . . . a subtler asatiafaction than ita
realization" (4).

It alsc explains the inherent egoiam in his deciaion to
retain memories of Ellen of which he is the sole author.
Ellen functions more as a symbol for hia atruggling “selsf"
than aa a flesh-and-blood person, and his interactiona with
her are another form of hia interactions with May,
“hieroglyphic™ dialogue composed of "arbitrary aigna" (4S),
Pausea, and silenceas. Archer’s misreading of those signs,
his “reaolute determination to carry to ita utmoat limit that
ritual of ignoring the ‘unpleaszant‘’" (26), leada him

mistakenly to assume that Ellen is "“guilty" of a liasson with

her husband’s secretary. That assumption determines the

advice he givea her and hia future. When Ellen tells Archer
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that they don‘t apeak the same language, she knowa that the
topics and the openneaa of their speech, which includea worda
auch as “adultery" and “miatreass," do not diaguise the fact
that he never really hearas her need for the valuea that he ia
preparing to cast aaide. He has never truly seen her either,
for he haa always defined her by type, “the foreigner," “the
worldly adventuressa," “the wronged woman," “hia deliverer."
In Archer’s defense, it ia culturally determined that he will
never be able to understand either Ellen or May. When a
society insiata on treating ita women aas children even after
marriage has supposedly plunged them into the real businesa
of living, there can be no adult converaation. Just aa the
alave and the alaveholder are equally debased, the protector
and the protected are equally denied the opportunity of
sharing anything but a “deaf-and-dumb aaylum" (356).

For there to be an “age of innocence," “fire" cannot be
“ice" and vice versa; however, May and Ellen are more aimilar
than Archer asuapecta. After all, both are granddaughtera of
“Catherine the Great" and possess to some extent her
“atrength of will," “hardnesa of heart, and a kind of haughty
effrontery that was somehow juatified by the extreme decency
and dignity of her private life" (14). The couaina’ last
“long, good" talk brings them to a cloaer understanding of
each other and Archer’s dilemma. Underlying their mutual
deaire to protect Archer from himaself ia the asaumption that
he could not eacape becoming the priaoner of a hackneyed

vocabulary; adultery is adultery, and the individual case
201
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does not mitigate that act.
Their relationahip reasemblea Anna and Sophy’s in the
sense that the two collude to keep Archer innocent by
participating in what Wolff callas “a remarkable unvoiced
conapiracy" (325). Wershoven notea that once Archer makea
hias deciasion to marry May, Ellen holds him to hia choice
(85). May in turn knowas from nearly the beginning that the
“other woman" ia not Mra. Thorley Ruahworth, for she senda
Ellen news of the accelerated wedding date before Archer.
Ellen ia alao the firat to know of NMay’a pregnancy. Although
May lies about its technical verification, ahe doea not
necesaarily lie about her intuition of it, and as all her
other divinationa have been correct, there ia no reason to
auspect that thia one ia not. Likewise, Ellen can be
credited with understanding the feelingas that prompt May’a

confidence, aince she haa already switched poaitiona with

Arch as a son for his culture by the time ahe

tella him:

“. . . if it’s not worthwhile to have

given up, to have miased thinga, ao

that others may be saved from disilluasionment
and misery--then everything I came horme for,

everything that made my other life seem

80 bare and so poor because no one there took
account of them--all these thinga are a sham

and a dream--* (242)
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That satatement clearly aligna Ellen with May’as valuea and
explaina why Ellen now seema like her old aelf to Nay
(315) .«

Neither Ellen nor May are “innocent" of the other’s
feelings, and this awarenesa makea each a aymbol for the
other in the sense that May‘’a life makea Ellen’s renunciation
worthwhile, and Ellen’s exile validatea May’a atand for
decency and loyalty and domeaticity. Wharton, however, calla
into question juat how much of a sacrifice that ia. Aa Wolff
and Fryer point out, for example, it ia hard to imagine
Archer and Ellen content with each other, and an earlier
draft of the ending in which they flee, are unhappy, and
separate shows Wharton agreeing. Like Lawrence Selden before
him, all of Archer’a training would go againat their union,
which over time would probably at beat resemble hia with May.
“Souls Belated,™ published in 1899, makea much the same point
when its heroine diascovers that her lover wanta to duplicate
the stiflingly conventional marriage that she haas juat fled.
Ellen’s end, which ia a more poasitive veraion of Sophy
Viner’a, aeems preferable to either Archer’a or May‘’a; she at
leaat haa enjoyed good converaation.

Archer’sa life haa little prepared him to meet a “grown-
up" woman, who haas lived and loved independently, and hia
decision not to see her after hia wife’a death, showa the
parametera of hia fear. When life haas come calling, he haa

always retreated to an inner sanctuary that houaes his moat
03
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intimate self, and thia is no exception. Although the
context of hia decision makes it appear aa a tribute to hia
life with May, it ia primarily motivated by hia desaire to
keep that inner sanctuary hia alone. Inviting a viaitor
would neceaaitate a collaborative viaion of life, and Archer
has never wanted to negotiate that. As a reault, hia
“innermoat" room was nothing more than a tastefuily appointed
and comfortable prison.

Dallas exposes the waate and pathos of hia parents’ when
he confessea: “She [May)] said she knew we were safe with you
and always would be, because once, when she asked you to,
you’d given up the thing you most wanted"™ (356). Dallaa’s
indiscretion removea “an iron band from his [Archer’al
heart": “someone had guesaed and pitied . . . And that it
should have been hia wife moved him indeacribably" (356-357).
Archer rediacovers that hia original viaion of their life

together proved to be corre

reviaion of the paat and showas how miaguided and wrongheaded
waa the collusion of husband and children to keep her
innocent (348). Like John Marcher in Henry Jamea’s “The
Beast in the Jungle," Archer must now contend with all those
wasted, silent years in which May (perhape tragically or
heroically or contentedly) occupied her own aeparate
sanctuary. She emergea as the novel’s true heroine, for as

Ellen told Archer years ago: “The real loneliness ia living
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among all these kind people who only aek one to pretend™
(78). 1In this context, May resemblea the wivea in numeroua
short atories by Wharton, auch aa “Joy in the Houae," “The
Lettera," “The Quicksand," and “"The Lamp of Payche."

The irony of both The Reef and The Age of Innocence ia
thet even those who have been victimized by a ayatem that
institutionalizes “innocence" work to perpetuate it. The
“fall" may be fortunate, but thoae who have experienced it
rather chauviniatically dread it happening to thoae they
love. By doing all they can to protect Owen and Archer, Anna

and Sophy and Ellen and May condemn themselvea to living with

them in "“a deaf-and-dumb aaylum" (356) in which the
inhabitanta--none of whom are artleaa, naive, or guiltlesa--
are “innocent" of completely underatanding each other.

In The Age of Innocence, Wharton drawa attention to the
abaurdity of the situation while paradoxically seeming to
support it, as if only a lifetime of inarticulation (356) can
maintain the type of “innocence" necessary to preserve
concepts, such as “loyalty," and “fidelity." All of
Wharton’a short stories that deal with the marriage queation
have qualified endinga. “The Quickaand," for example, enda
with a mother cautioning the young woman who lovea her aon
not to marry him because he “believea in hia work; he adorea
it--it is a kind of hideous idol to which he would meke human
sacrificeat™+* That work ia the publication of a family
newapaper that apecializea in yellow journaliam, and the

mother confeaasea, “He lovea you atill--I’ve been honeat with
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you--but hia love wouldn’t change him. It ia you who would
have to change--to die gradually, aa I have died, till there
is only one live point left in me" (410). If May’a atory
were told it too would be a chronicle of amall wakea.
Ultimately Archer’a example showa that a aociety that
remaina innocent of the shadow aide deatroya both men and
women and loaea many of life’a layered meaninga. For thisa
reason Wharton askas us to see beyond the appealing image of
Newland Archer reaffirming his paat to that of a “gentleman
who “aimply atayed home and abatained"™ (126). Inatead he
resemblea the protagonist in "“The Long Run," who ahiea from

risk and realizes too late what he haa misaed. The women in

these novels do much more than “abatain;"“ they act either to
aave or to reconatruct their worlds, but their seeing
“beyond™ is not enough. In their creetive power liea the
potential to fashion a world in which “fire" and “ice" can
co-exist, and men and women do not have to occupy separate
eanctuariea. For that to happen, however, the next
generation must refuse to spend “an inarticulate lifetime"
(356). They muat speak, and if apeaking alcud ashattera the
illuaion of knowing more about one another’s thoughta than
cne’s own, then the “broken bita" will have to be pieced

together. All consci all ication, all time is

“just a perpetual piecing together of broken bitsa," and even
a “pieced together' vessel can be atill serviceable.
This is the concluaion to which Wharton drawa her

readera, and Lindberg rightly argues that “[{ilt is difficult
206

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



to fault either the underatanding or the moral seriousneaa
informing Wharton’s portrait of Newland Archer, yet to accept
what she saya makes one feel somehow smaller™ (137),
eapecially when, as Werashoven writea, all the sacrifice zeema
futile (90). On the aurface Archer may accept, as Wolff

a, “the r ibilitiea that neceaaarily precede

maturity and individual integrity" (328) but the coat has
been “the flower of life" (347). As a reault, the ending
ringa falae and doea a0 in part because Archer’s viaion ia so
myopic. He has spent his life hiding. The fiction he
preserves, the renunciation he embracea, and the kind of
deaf-and-dumb theatrical he hae chosen are all self-
protective ways of avoiding the “buaineaa of living" outaide
the private sanctuary for one. Unlike Ellen and unlike hia
author, he haa not uased creatively the freedom hia privacy
permita. Ellen may alao occupy a aingle sanctuary, but aince
she has fearleessly met life--rather than eluded it--it ia
hard to imagine her misasing ita bloasom. Critica such aa
Wolff, who aee the ending aa confirming “the integrity of hia
life™ (325), are championing a day whoae valuea have proved
inadequate for dealing with the “individual case." Aa the
“caae" of Dallaa Archer and Beaufort’s “baatard," Fanny,
showa, the world ia well rid of many of old New York’a
valuea.

Wharton herself seema to agree, but covertly, for theae
booka ahow the intellectual and emotional limitationa of

marriage without really challenging the assumption that men
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and women muat marry. While Sophy doea not marry, and Ellen
livea apart from her huasband, they are atill ultimately
defined in the context of their society by their marital
atatua. Ellen has more respect aa Madame Olenska than aa the
divorced wife of a Count, and aa a young, pretty, and
dependent single young woman, Sophy ias particularly
vulnerable. Wharton exposea and analyzea the cultural forcea
that reault when women are defined by their mate’a atatua;
however, she offers no replacement; for example, ahe never
suggeatsa, aa did Mary Wilkina, that women remain single, nor
did she conaider women’s emotional and/or sexual
relationahipa with each other aa an alternative.

Instead ahe accepted the statua quo and raged against
it. Although her own life after her divorce from Teddy
Wharton resembled Ellen Olenska‘’s, ashe did not advocate it
for othera or approve cof the “new woman." In this way,-~
Wharton was herself a romantic, who could not abandon the
belief that there was a perfect soulmate for moat people,
even if there was not one for her, even if she did not in her
“heart of hearta" really want cne. Thia assumption makea her
a prisoner of the marriage plot, and while she may revolt
againat it and see beyond it, she atill perpetuates it--at

least on the surface of her texta. The Fruit of the Tree

(1907) is an earlier illustration of thia tenaion. Justine
Brent has the courage to leave her husband when he no longer
believes in her, but does not have the heart to deatroy the

illusion (that easea her return) of hia firat wife’as
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beneficence. In thia way, the dominant text tella the atory
of diminished dreams and expectationa. The aubtext, however,
challengea the notion of female aexual competition and
implies that in a more perfect society women could play a
central role in each other’s livea. Before Beasy Amberat’s
death, for example, Justine never wavers in her allegiance to
her, although ashe is in love with her huasband, and after her
friend’s death, Justine preserves her memory and cherishea
her child.

Marriage, though, necessarily separatea and inhibita
relationahipe between women. Since the meaning with which
marriage or romance ia supposed to imbue life ia aimply
abaent from any Wharton novel, the only logical concluaion ia
that life is at best a compromise lived within a solitary
sanctuary. However, what Wharton either held back or perhapa
did not know about herself was just how satiafying that
arrangement waa for her, how very much--as the anecdote about

her youthful flirtation illuatratea--it was to her taate.
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Endnotes

*Edith Wharton, A Bsckward Glance (NY: D. Appleton-

Century Co., 1934) 115.

“*R. W. B. Lewas, Edath Wharton: 4 Biograpny (NY: Fromm
International Publishing Co., 1975) 48-49, 238, 3I44. All
subsequent references to this text will be noted
parenthetically.

FEdith Wharton, "“Life and I," Wharton Archaves, The
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscrapt Library, Yasle University,
New Haven, Connecticut, Si. All subasequent references ta
this text will be noted parenthetically.

“See Annette Clair Schreiber Zilveramit, “Mothers and
Daughters: The Heroines in the Novela of Edith Wharton," DAI
41 (1981): S104A. She emphaiszes the female rivalry in this
anecdote and sees it underlying moet of Wharton’s work.
Women chose men, who are attached, as & way of fleeing adult
aexuality and independence (23). I asee the choice as
necessary, rather than retrogressive, and identity it as one
Wharton found vital for her own artistic development.

=Elizabeth Ammons, Edith Wharton‘’s Argument with Ameraca
(Athena: The University of Georgia Preas, 1980) 91. All
subsequent references to these texts will be noted
perenthetically.

“Critics who accuse Wharton of unneceasary cruelty
towerd Sophy Viner might be unduly influenced by the

“expected" plot. Ammons notes that it ia as if writing Ethan
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Frome freed Wharton to wrate The Reef but finds it hard to

see how writing the former cleared the way for the latter
78).

7Letter to William Brownell, Aug. 29, 1918, Wharton
Archives, Amherst College as quoted in Cynthia Griffin Wolff,
A Feast of Worde: The Triumph of Edith Wharton (NY: Oxford
University Press, 19277) 218.

@Clare Colquitt, “Unpacking her Treasurea: Edith
Wharton’s “Mysterious Correspondence’ with Morton Fullerton,"
Library Chronicie of the Unaversity of Texas 31 (1985): 100.
The letter ia dated June 10, 1912.

“See Jean Goocder, “Unlocking Edith Wharton: An
Introduction to The Reef," The Cambridge Quarterly 15, no. 1
(1986): 49. She notes that in the midst of writing The Reef
Wharton made “a dash" to visit George Sand’a eatates aa if
“Sand provided some necessary touchstone™ (45). All
subsequent referencea to thia text will be noted
parenthetically.

*“See Lewas for detailed information on the Fullerton-
Wharton relationship, 203-328, and for background on
Fullerton‘’s relationship with his adopted aiater Katherane,
see 200-203, 211-212, 248-250, 285-287 esp. Colquitt quotes
from a June 8, 1908 letter that Wharton wrote Fullerton in
which she asked, “Ia there any poasibility of [Katherinel
coming our way before she goes to Europe?* (96). Alszo see
Wolff 145-151 and 198-202 esp. All subsequent references to

this text will be noted parenthetically.
1
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**Letter of 1909 as quoted in Colquitt 91.

tSLetter of 1911 as quoted in Colquitt 84,

*3 Letter of ([1909) as quoted in Colquitt 90-91.
Colquitt uses the brackets to indicate letters dated in the
Zeitlen and Ver Brugge Booksellers catalogue accompanying the
collection of Wharton’s letters to Fullerton housed in the
Harry Ranson Humanities Research Center at the University of
Texas.

i“Alan Gribben, “‘The Heart ia Insatiable’: Edith
Whaerton’s letters to Morton Fullerton," Library Chronicle of
the Unaversity of Texas 31 (1985): 16.

*=In her critical study of Wharton, Katherine Fullerton
Gerould defends Wharton against chargeas of being James’s
“prize" pupil (6), dealing with the privileged, and of not
dealing with e breoeder Americen theme. "“She is en suthor
paasaionatly preoccupied with her country," Katherine
asserted, who “dizdains egually the popularly sentimental and
the fashionably subversaive . . . * (9-10). She eapecially
praised Wharton’s technical achievement and saw it as a
reason for her work‘’s popularity. The critic agreed with the
novelist that “inhibitions are as neceaasary to real drama as
passiona" (8).

i€Edith Wharton, The Reef (NY: Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1912; reprt. 1965) 8. All subsequent references to this text
will be noted parenthetically. -—

i7See Edith Wharton The Collected Stories of Edith

Wharton, ed. R. W. B. Lewis (NY: Charlea Scribner’s Sons,
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1968) 14, and Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth (NY: Charlea
Scraibner’s Sons, 1905S; 1933: rpt. 1975) 68. Anna‘s “visioned
region™ also functions like Alexandra Bergeon’s underground
river in Willa Cather’s, O Pioncers! (NY: Houghton Mifflin
Co., 1913).

‘@Ammons compares Wharton’s treatment of Anna in The
Reef to “Sleeping Beauty" and her characterization of Sophy
to “Cinderella" (29).

*®This question similarly concerns Newland Archer in The
Age of Innocence (NY: D. Appleton-Century, 1920; NY: Charles
Scribner’s Sona; 1968) 44, 83. He bemoans the fact that a
“nice" woman like May cannot claim the kind of freedom that
would allow her individuality to emerge, but an Ellen
Olenska, no matter how wronged, is somehow always to blame
(97). All subsequent references to thia text will be noted
parenthetically.

*“The image repeats the one that Wharton used in “"The
Fullneas of Life." in which the =oul sits aione “and waits
for the footstep that never comes" (14).

“*Sophy is also associated with that earlier heroine,
since Darrow’s “man-to man" talk with Sophy ia reminiscent of
Rosedale’s with Lily (71).

“Edith Wharton, Summer (NY: Appleton, 1917; Charlesa
Scribner‘s Sona (19721) 135. Also see James Gargano, “"Edith
Wharton‘s The Reef: The Genteel Woman’s Queat for Knowledge,™
Novel 10, no. 1 (Fall 1576): 4i. He notes thai Anna’s iast

name “suggeata the sexual energy and fertility Wharton
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associates with the riot of physical ‘nature’ in her
novellette Summer.

&3Letter of March 31 ([1908«] as quoted in Colquitt &4.
Colquitt uses the asteriek to indicate tentatively assigned
datea.

“+«0ther echoes of Tolstoy‘’s heroine include: “She
wondered what she had to hold or satisfy him. He loved her
now; she had no doubt of that; but how could she hope to keep
him? They were so nearly of an age that already she felt
herself his senior. As yet the difference was not viaible;
outwardly at leaat they were matched; but ill-health or

. unhappinesa would socon do away with this equality" (329);
“She knew how he dialiked theae idle returns on the
irrevocable, and her fear of doing or saying what he disliked
waa tinged by a new inatinct of subserviency against which
her pride revolted. She thought to herself: ‘He will see the
change, and grow indifferent to her as he did to her . . . **
(346-347).

“=See Gary H. Lindberg, Edith Wharton and the Novel of

Manners (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Preas, 1975)
46-60. He deacribes Wharton‘’s use of the “rescue" plot.

“€Lindberg makes this point about Wharton‘’s fiction in
general stating that "“([tlhe moral crisea . . . ao often
emerge from such changes in perception that the easence of a
character’s moral development seema to involve shifts in hie
ways of seeing" (S7). Neviua makes the same point nore

specifically about Archer and Ellen in The Age of Innocence
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€187).

*7Letter of March 31 [1908#) aa gquoted in Colquitt 84.

“@Similarly Archer at firsat believes it is his
priviledge and pleesure to initiate his bride (7).

*®Edith Wharton, French Ways and Their Meaning (NY: D.
Appleton Co., 1919; 1930) 102.

2oCritics sre divided on how to read the ambiguous
ending. Gargano envisions Anna repudiating Darrow and Sophy
and reads the final scene as exposing “the tawdrineas and
banality of the ‘romantic lie’ which promotes the idea of
personal indulgence against the intereata of the human order"
¢47). Gooder also thinks that Anna givea up Darrow, becauae
they have struck the dangerous realitiea of feelings from the
unnapped regiona of experience" (S52). For alternative

readings to the ending, see Blake Neviua, Edith Wharton

(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Preasa,
1953). Nevius imagines Sophy’s future “foreshadowed in the
vulgar outlines of her sister’s career" (135), while Anna and
Derrow retreat to the status quo. See also Geoffrey Walton,
Edith Wharton: A Critical Study (Rutherford: Farleigh
Dickinson University Press, 1970; updated 1982). Walton
interpreta the contrast between Sophy and her sister as
heavily underlining ail the novel’a implied criticiem of
Anna; it diminishea her tragedy. He szeea only qualified
happineas for Anna and Darrow in the open ending. Carol
Wershoven agrees that any marriage between them will be

disappointing for “Anna will bring the eternal surveillance
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of a jealous an disillusioned woman™ (107), but she also seea
the final scene demonstrating Sophy’s strength to transcend

her environment in The Female Intruder in the Novels of Edith

Wharton (Rutherford: Farleigh Dickinaon Preaa, 1982).

*'Alsc see Elizabeth Ammona, Edith Wharton‘’s Heroinea:
Studies in Aspiration and Compliance (Urbana Champaign:

University of Illinois, 1974) SO. She deacibes “the reef" aa

the double standard on which Anna‘a dreama shatter.

2%See Judith Gardiner, “The (Uas)ea of (Iddentity: a
Response to Abel on ’(E)merging Identitiea," Signa: Journal
of Women in Culture and Socaety 6, no. 3 (Spring 1981): 438,
Gardiner suggeats that in the bildungsroman or the novel of
female development the artist ie represented by a pair of
women. That pattern coincides with Wharton‘s perpetual
Pairing of hercinesa.

33Letter of Aug. 26, 1908 (letter 6) as quoted in
Gribben 18.

““Letter of (19101 as quoted in Colquitt 16.

2SEdith Wharton, The Custom of the Country (NY: Charlea
Seribner‘a Sonsa, 1913; rpt. n.d.) 206.

*“Edith Wharton, “A Little Girl‘’s New York," Harper‘a
Monthly Magazine 176 (March 1938): 357.

?7Ammons cees Ellen as an artist at heart “whose
creative medium is her own life" (145), but sees May as
another of Wharton’s child-women (147). She interpeta their
relationship aa hostile and basea on rivilry (151).

3@Wharton’s description is reminiscent of her
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descraiption of herself and Sara Norton ae “wretched exotics
produced in a European glass-house." Letter to Sara Norton
June S, 1903, Yale University, The Beinecke Rare Book and
Manuscraipt Library.

*PWolff notes May’es often overloocked complexity (323) as
doeas Lindberg (135-136).

~oFryer observes that May is what Wharton might have
become if she remained in old New York (127), and Geoffrey
Walton noteas that in the combined characterizations of Anna
Leath, Rose Sellars in The Children, and Ellen Olenska,
Wharton idealizes and partly criticizes her own nature (145-
146).

“1Edith Wharton, “The Quicksand," The Collected Short

Storiee of Edith Wharton ed. R. W. B. Lewis (NY: Charles

Scribner‘s Sons, 1968) 410. All subaequent references to
this text will be noted parenthetically. “The Dilettante" is
related to this story. In it a man’s betrothed decides not

to marry him after vieiting his mistressa.
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CHAPTER VI

Edith Wharton’e Recompense: Her Wink and Link to the Paat

A deep reverence for the family ties, for the
sanctities of tradition, the claims of slowly
acquired convictions and slowly formed precedents,
is revealed in every page of her booka.

“George Eliot"

In a brief explanatory note which also serves as an

introduction to The Mother‘’s R Edith Wharton

apologizes “to the decorous shade of Grace Aguilar, loved of
our grandmothers, for deliberately appropriating and applying
to uses sc different, the title of one of the most admired of
her tales.”* As Wharton humorously but alasc affectionately
notes,” she "has come a long way” from this demure literary
foremother. Her description of Aguilar as “decorous” might
be read only as a critical evaluation of her work, but coming
from somecone who never chose her words lightly, who herself
was so conacious of the value of "decoration,’” who desired
both to appear “decorous” and to act with "decorum,” the
adjective is a tribute to the woman and a compliment to a
profeasional predecessor.

Aa discussed earlier, Wharton went to great lengths to
disassociate herself from the local colorist tradition and

the “roae-coloured" ranks of Sarah Orne Jewett and Mary

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Wilkins. Here, however, fourteen years after the publication

of Ethan Frome, she is drawing attention to a connection with

Aguilar, a “sentimentalist." Although a generation separatea
their authors, Mrs. Hamilton and Mre. Clephane exiat in a
aimilar atmosphere, one that Geoffrey Walton describes as a
“sentimental haze.“* Critica such aa Adeline Tintner, who
tend to see Wharton’s use of the earlier title as an ironic
comment on changes effected not only in decorum but also in
the moral complexity of mother-daughter relationships,
overlook the additional fact that her “appropriation® commits
her to a dialogue with Aguilar.® Thia marks a change from
Wharton’s usual pattern of almost belligerently declaring her
differences from (and implied superiority to) other women
writera. Thinking that the differences apeak for themselves
perhaps, she is unthreatened and willing to risk comparison
between her work and that of another woman writer, whom she
would have characterized as belonging to a literary tradition
antithetical to hers. Seen together, however, the two novels
do not offer as much an index of social change as Wharton
probably aasumed, for in a significant way, they are akin:
both are constrained by the marriage plot and by the social
context in which they were written.

Aguilar’s five hundred-some-page “tale,"™ which could be
subtitled “Mother Knowas Best," was written aa a sequel to
Home Influence and fulfills the promise of ita title: a
mother, who has taught her children piety, duty, and control,

is rewarded when her children achieve her own felicity of
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mind. The most serious threat to the family occurs when one
daughter in her vanity supposea herself in love with a man of
poor character. To prove her independence, she plana to
deceive her parents and elope. Unbeknownst to her, the man
is already merried. Fortunately, at the crucial moment of
moral criais, the image of her mother appearsa to her, and the
daughter instead fleea home. Surrounded at the novel’s end
by her grandchildren, Nra. Hamilton, can truly say, “There
are many sorrowsa and many cares inseparable from maternal

love, but they are forgotten, utterly forgotten, or only

d to h the of the that
ever followa."* The mother in Wharton’a novel, Kate
Clephane, would agree that pain helpa to define and aharpen
“aweetneas"; however, she doea not receive a similar
“recompense" until she herself has paid a requital to the
paast. Unlike Mrs. Hamilton’s reward, Kate’as dcea not have
the added boon of forgetfulness, nor ia it as wholeheartedly
fulfilling. Her characterization showe how difficult it waa
for Wharton to mold the standard plot of two women and one
man satisfactoriliy to her own literary and paychological
uses. The noveliat’a selection of title and subject aupporta
Virginia Woolf’s contention that women think back through
their mothers,= for they are both a wink and a link to
Wharton’as personal and literary past.

As a woman vwriter, Wharton was atypical. Her wealthy,
upperclasas old New York bhackground and own trust income

separated her from thoase primarily "“scribbling" from economic
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neceaaity. Her well balanced, Latinate aentences, compriaing
“unsentimental," bleak stories, auch aa the enormoualy

successful The House of Mirth and Ethan Frome, made her

writing seem to be more “maaculine“ than “feminine," and
though. her subject matter--adultery, incest, suicide, mercy-
killing--was often sensational, she wrote with restraint.
The author’s personal restraint often made people feel
socislly uncomfortable, but her artiatic reatraint received
critical admiration and is probably tied to the notion <(which
ahe herself shared) of her having a “maaculine" mind. The
Mother‘’s Recompense does not fit or reinforce this image, and
for thia reason, critics, such aa Margaret NcDowell and
Marilyn Jones Lyde, see it aa inferior to previous work.s

Its plot would make a good television mini-seriea: Kate
Clephane is called home by the grown dsughter she deserted
eighteen years before when she left her husband and ran off
with “another," long-since forgotten man. During her absence
she has led an aimless, blameleasa, and unrealized life,
except for the time of her affair with & man eleven yeara her
junior, Chria Fenno, who made “her soul’e lunga" seem “full
of air™ (18).7 Kate slowly realizes that her daughter plana
to marry her ex-lover and then tormenta herself about the
advisibility of revealing the pest and preventing it.
Decading not to cause unnecessary “aterile pain" (226) and to
let Anne have her own chance, Kate rejects a marriage
proposal from an old friend, Fred Landers, and returna to her

previoua life. The plot ia conatructed like a standard
221
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“cliff-hanger," having the same risea and declines of tension
that Aguilar used to effect.
Wharton‘’s claim that other women writersa exerted no

influence on her work is as accurate as saying that her

mother had no effect on her life. In A Room of On Qun,
Virginia Woolf argues that Jane Austen, the Bront#s, and
George Eliot could not have written without forerunners, such
as Aphra Behn, and the mame holds true for Wharton (113). In
his biography of Wharton, R. W. B. Lewis discusses the

novelist herself as one of these “forerunners" when he

describes The Mother’s as reflecting “Edith’‘s

clarifying sense of herself as a woman and a writer of a
certain age, testing out her relationship to those younger
than she.”® He observes that when Wharton talked about the
relation between generations in the 1920’s, she moat often
“meant lLiterary generations--more particularly, her own
relation, as a woman in her sixties who had come to literary
fruition twenty years before, with the younger writers who
were appearing on the postwar scene to varying acclaim”
(465). Noting a similarity between Wharton and Kate Clephane
in their expatriation, Lewis speculates that one layer of the
novel expresses the author’s desire to establish contact with
the new generation of American authorsa.

The writers, Lewis mentions, with whom she telt the
generational literary gap most bridgeable--F. Scott
Fitzgerald and Sinclair Lewis--were male. ‘' Kate Clephane,

though, comes home to her daughter, and this distinction is
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important because, if we accept Lewis’s aspeculation, it
suggests that Wharton yearned for a literary daughter, rather
than a literary son. Lewis accurately interpretas Wharton as
a person whose "identity as a human being and a writer could
only be forged, and reforged, by effecting ties in both
directions” (46S). Unfortunately, she never forged effective
and lasting ties with a younger woman writer.® Reviewers who
tended to discuss Wharton and Virginia Woolf together, for
example, and who saw Wharton in comparison as hopelessly old-
tashioned must have increased her sense of isolation from the
new generation of women writeras. Lewis’s discussion of the
novel emphasizes Wharton’s ties to the future, but her
borrowing of Aguilar‘s title is one of those powerful tiesa
backward, beyond “the age of innocence” she so atfectingly
wrote about five years earlier in 1920, and shows Wharton’s
recognition of her link toc a women’s literary tradition.

The- -3 further marks a willingness on

the novelist’s part to examine fictionally the relationship
with her own mother, Lucretia Jones Jones, that gave her so
much pain personally. It is perhaps significant that after
its completion, her work broadened in Twi'ight Sleep (1927)
and The Children (1928) to include more obvious examples of
poor fathering. Wharton’s sensitivity to her fictional
mother’s dilemma and her exploration of Kate’s growth suggest
a re-thinking of her own mother-daughter drama. In The

= arton creates a mother, who is in many

ways the opposite of Lucretia. Kate Clephane, for exanmple,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



thinks that “(rleality and durability were the attitudes of
the humdrum, the prosaic, and the dreary” (S). Dimsliking the
prosaic, which Lucretia so represented, Kate recognizes and
approves of her daughter’s need tor an independent artistic
life. In a revision of the disaatrous “drawing rooms are
always tidy" scene between the author and her own mother,
Kate does not make Lucretia’s mistake. Instead she is
rewarded by her daughter’s pleasure when she instinctively
compliments Anne‘s “rough but vivid oil-sketch of a branch of
magnolia” (42).

The Mother’s R has as many layered meanings aa

A Backward Glance. It can be read in part as a wishful

rewriting of Wharton’s history with her mother, in which ahe
createa a mother who is senaitive and appreciative--even a

little beholden to and awed by her daughter’a character and

talents. 1In thia reading, the g ia a imous,
“elevated"™ hercine, and though mother and daughter muat part,
the daughter is the mother’s reward. Underlying this
interpretation is the assumption that the mother doea not
quite “deserve" the daughter: only her altruiasm cllowa her to
reclaim the relationship--and that from a distance of Europe.
It is not hard to imagine the part of Wharton, which would
alwaya remain the rejected and misunderatood child, the child
who needed to see Lucretia aa not quite “deserving," if she
were to preserve her own sense of self-worth. From this
perspective, Kate’s dependence on her deughter’s judgment of

herself as a worthy companion and her intermittent fear of
224
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Anne’s withdrawal of her approval aeem a logical and
empowering rewrite. It ia alao not difficult to imagine
Wharton creating a mother to replace her own and developing a
fantasy in which the daughter re-chapes the mother. The puns
in Kate’s last name (cléf and fain), for example, underscore
the need for another to unlock her. In thia reading, which I
will develop, Kate Clephane becomea a “good" mother, a
morally and emotiocnally richer person, through her
relationship with her daughter, who ias both child, woman, and
mother to her mother. The Clephanea’ example representa the
perfect paychological aolution for the child who had to “make
up" in her mother’s bedroom.

Returning to the scene of her unhappy marriage and to
the atranger who is her daughter, Kate ia the prodigal. She,
and not Anne, ias like the female child, whom Nancy Chodorow
and Carcol Gilligan describe as concurrently needing to aee
herself as “other" and the “same" aa mother.:® Kate’s
dilemma iz that she knows her relationship with Anne dependa
on her respecting Anne’s “otherness," but at the same time,
Kate’s image of herself depends on seeing the “sameneaa.™
Anne, rich, powerful, beloved, and unassailed by self-doubt,
possessea the characteriatics often equated with maturity.

In comparison, Kate has lived in a succesasion of shabby,
cramped rooma in third-rate hotele in the company of people
who “want to forget" (S) and who live in “a chronic atate of
mental inaccuracy, excitement and inertia, which made it

vaguely exhilarating to lie and definitely fatiguing to be
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truthful* (27). In such company, Kate cannot conceive of
unbaring her secret, naming her daughter (34). In truth, she
cannot actually “name" Anne, since the child haa alwaya been
more a concept, a dreem, a part of the romance and tragedy of
her own narrative, then a reality. Even her initial longing
for Anne findas imaginative expression through another’s
story: Anna Karenina‘’s midnight vizit to her child’s nursery
€18). Seeing herself aa a character removeas Kate from her
own experience, even though her anguish may equal that of
Tolstoy’s heroine. This stance becomes habit, and as the
narrator tella ua, “being face to face with her own thoughta
was like facing a stranger" (21).

Anticipating her reunion with Anne, Kate projects a
future drama: “’My daughter . . . my daughter Anne . . . Oh,
you don‘t know my little girl? She has changed, haan’t ahe?
Growing up ia a way children have . . . Yes, it ia ageing for
& poor mother to trot about such a young gianteaa . . . Oh,
I’m going gray already, you know--here, on the temples’"(1S5).
Her self-absorbed fantasy underscorea Kate’s own immaturity,
for Kate ia only “grown up" in a wordly sense (knowing “what
ia what"), and not by the standards of the old New York of
her early marriage where old Mrzs. Clephane would have bean
the firat to censor such vanity and implied sexual
competition between mother and daughter. When Anne becomea
the vehicle for Kate‘’s learning that mothers also muat “grow
up" and change, Kate doeas not again reject the now outdated

standards of her youth. Her exile at the novel’s end ia a
226
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replay of the pasat in its repetition of action, but not in
ite motivation. If, in fact, Kate‘’a firat leavetaking waa
impulsive and zelfish, the second is deliberate and
altruistic. Even if one agrees with Adeline Tintner that the
decision to leave is an assertion of her identity, it doeas
not necessarily follow that the identities of “woman" and
“mother" are mutually exclusive, though they may have been if
Kate had decided to remain in New York and play grandmother
to Anne and Chria‘s children. Kate’s homecoming forces her
to re-evaluate her younger self, and wher the illusion of
herself as the youthful mother of a young Amazon proves
woefully inadequate, she must re-formulate her definition of
“motherhood.™

Living for nearly twenty yeara "with women of her own
kind" has ill-prepared Kate for the role of mother. As Wolff
notes, the telegram leading to her recall reads “Mra.
Clephane dead," simultaneoualy heralding the death of one
Mra. Clephane and the second birth of another (362). The

“new

Kate ia a “babe," innocent of the changea wrought by
her daughter’s generation and the war on the old New York of
her first youth. Anne takea her in &nd protecta her: “‘You
must. never be tired or worried about things any more; I won’t
have it; we won’t any of us have it. Remember, I’m here to
look after you now--and so is Uncle Fred’"™ (57). 1In Book 1I,
it is Kate who lets her hand droop againat her daughter’s
strong young shoulder and sinka “down into a Betheada-pool of

forgetfulneas and peace" (57); Kate, who needa and likea to
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be “mothered in that fond blundering way the young have of
mothering their elders™ (59). Wharton’s deacriptions of Kate
in the first stages of that relationahip emphaaize her
decreasing individuality, her urge for union with, aa oppoaed
to differentiation from, Anne: “Kate felt as if they were two
parts of some delicate instrument which fitted together aa
perfectly as if they had never been disjoined--as if Anne
were that other half of her life, the half she had dreamed of
and never lived" (75-76). The image ia reminiacent of Lily
Bart cradling Nettie Struther’s baby in her arma.

Experiencing “the bleased anonymity of motherhood," Kate
understands “how exposed and defenseless her poor unsupported
personality had been through all thoae lonely yeara" (81).
She is acutely aware of discovering the miracle of mothering,
but leas aware of the joy of being “mothered," aas Anne
performs for her many of the traditional motherly servicea:
providing security, shelter, safety, and mosat importantly,
the respectability necessary to re-launch her into aociety.
Kate herself recognizes that “Anne’s very inaistence on
treating her aas the mistreas of the house only emphasized her
sense of not being so by right: it was the verbal courteay of
the Spaniard who puta ail his posasesaiona at the diaposal of
a casual viaitor"™ (88).

Kate ia more than that. We know that befere her arrival
Anne waa lonely, that she and old Mrs. Clephane often
disagreed, but since we see everything through Kate’z often

limited consciousness, we can only guess to what extent Anne
228
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shares Kate’s wish:

To be with Anne, to play the part of
Anne‘s mother--the one part, she now saw,
that fate had meant for her--that waa what
ehe wanted with all her starved and world-
worn soul. To be the background, the
atmosphere, of her daughter‘a life; to depend
on Anne, to feel that Anne depended on her;
it was the one perfect companionship she had
ever known, and the only close tie unmarred
by disaimuletion and distruat. The mere
reatfulnees of it had made her contracted
aoul expand as if it were ainking into a

warm bath. 87>

The womb imagery of thia passage blura the diatinction
between mother and child and underacorea the innccence end
naivety of Kate’a wish. By agreeing to Anne’s right to take
her own chance with Chria and “to buy her own experience"
¢(234), Kate does provide the background, the atmoaphere, for
Anne’s life. She is also consenting--at much cost to
herself--to be relegated “to the background." Living in
Anne‘’e background and Anne’s atmoaphere haaz worked its own
magic and helped her to recognize her need to re-aaseasz and
readjust her own senae of her identity. Even though Kate haa

done her beat “to organize her life in such & way that it
229
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should fit into Anne’s without awkward overlapping," it ia an
impossibility; “dissimulation and diatruat" become a
neceasary part of life, if she ia to protect her daughter.
Ae readers, we might well quesation if Anne and Chris can have
a aucceaaful marriage; if it were ever poaaible for Kate to
protect Anne; 1f Kate’s silence is another way of not
permitting Anne “to buy her own experience;" and if Kate‘’sa
self-administered doae of “sterile pain" ie a form of self-
flagellation and martyrdom.

Certainly when Anne wants to marry Chris Fenno, Kate isa
forced to struggle with the conflicting feelinga of mother
and woman. She feels that “life without Anne,"™ “like life
before Anne" ia now unthinkable" (10S), and it ia precisely
thie feeling, with all ita anguished love, which makea life
without Anne thinkable. A “mother," the “new being" Kate
feels, haa “her center of gravity in & life not hera" (104).
Motherhood ia no longer a pleaaant daydream, an illusion; it
is a needle in the heart. At the same time, it givea life a
new dimension of dignity.

Kate’s final renunciation allowa her to retain thisa
aense of life’s expanded worth, which she has only diacerned
through her relationship with her daughter. Previoualy
defining herself by her relationshipa with men, Kate thought
that her real self had been born at thirty-nine and that
without Chris, “she would never have had a self" (18), but
she learna that “there was one thing much closer to her now

than any conceivable act of Chria’s could ever be; and that
230
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was her own relation to Anne" (134). “Mcther" and “woman"
are not mutually exclusive, but now as the “mother" of a
young woman, Kate‘’s sense of herself ie integrally determined
by women. This chift in her orientation ia reminiacent of
Lily Bart and in part explainas her refusal to marry Fred; in
this context, it would seem retrogreasive.

The shift means giving up the illusion that Chris left
her for another women, inatead of growing tired of her or
outgrowing her; it meana recagnizing that what ahe dislikea
in her flamboyant niece, Lilla, is what she dislikesa in
herself; it meana living with the knowledge that “ahe would
never, as long as she lived, be able to think evil of Chris
without its hurting her"™ (164); it means confronting her own
jealouay of her daughter and realizing that there must alwaya
be some hurtful truth in Anne’a assertion, “You don‘t know me
either, mothert™ (191); it means acquiring a grudging respect
for the old Hra. Clephane, whom Anne in part resembles;
finally it means facing the fact that she and Fred Landers
are nearly the same age. Inherent in all these examples of
Kate’a growing consciocusnese and maturation ia a recognition
of loat fictiona and a loat definition of self. She haa been
living aa if the paat were irrevocable and now finda it is
not. This realization makes Kate’a last twenty yeara aseem
even nore seedy to herself in retrospect and leads to the
self-abasing and guilt-ridden thought that she was incapable
of raising a daughter like Anne: “She was rewarded for having

given up her daughter; if she had not, could she ever have
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known such a moment as thia?"™ (83). Her wish to see Anne
living the other half of her life, "“to help shape the
perfection she had sought and missed" (76) alaso comes from a
sense of her own inadequacy and a deaire to re-do her own
life through Anne‘s.

The novel’s incestucus undercurrent reinforcea this
sense of Kate and Anne’s merger, and it is no mistake that
the maid at the Fenno’s houge thinka that Anne ia Kate, the
woman who came before and made a acene (198). Kate herself
ia more repulsed by the idee of her daughter marrying her ex-
lover than are any of her confidanta, and thia discrepancy
partly reflects the self-deatructiveness inherent in Kate‘a
nearly total identification with Anne. While the inceat
motif to some degree finds a parallel in Wharton’s own
struggle with her mother for posseasion of her father,** the

primary focua in The Mother’s aa it was in Ethan

Frome--ia on the same sex bond. The women’a identification
goes far beyond physical and emotional similaritiea. At one
time, Kate feels that “her own sobs were shaking her
daughter’s body" and that “{alhe no longer knew what she

heraelf waa feeling. All her conaci had into

Anne"™ (236). Kate‘’s definition of mothera and daughters

explaina this senasation: “Mothers and daughtera are part of

each other’s consci » in different gr and in a
different way, but etill with the mutual sense of aomething
which has alwayas been there" (194). In other words, mothera

and daughters are so much of each other that they are
232
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“unconacioua" of each other. Kate wanted thia kind of
relationship with Anne without realizing that it alao impliea
an underlying sense of loass, a decrease in conacious
intimacy, a decreaac in the intensity of living in and
breathing each other’a atmosphere. This is the hardeast of
all illusions for her to surrender. Giving it up meane that
she must re-define her concept of “mother" aa being identical
to “daughter" and see mothers and daughters more in terma of
the model of being “same" and “other." Kate’as acceptance of
her difference and separation from Anne brings a feeling of
loss, but it also allowa her to choose her own identity at
the end of the novel, for if her intereata were identical to
Anne‘a, then marriage with Fred Landersa would almoat
inevitably be the sureat way of =ecuring Anne’s peace of
mind.

The pain Kate aasumes in her decision not to tell Anne
the real nature of her relationship with Chris is inherent in
Wharton‘s concept of motherhood, which two other Wharton
stories, “Autrea Temps . . ." end The 0ld Maid, help
illuatrate.*® In the former, a mother, Charlotte Lovell,
protecta her daughter from the atain of illegitimacy by
having her cousin raise her as her own. “Aunt" Charlotte
lives in the same house aa her daughter Tina and muat suffer
as she sees her daughter confide in and love another firat.
She muat endure the fact that Tina will never truly know her
and that what Tina doea know about her (ahe ia an “old maid™)

diminishea her in her daughter’s eyea. In this atory,
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Charlatte’s recompense ia that Tina is safely married and
doea not make her own mistake. Her cousin, Delia, publicly
and effortleasly reeps all the commonly accepted joya and
tributea of motherhood, but Charlotte too has her joy.
Hiding the fact of her actual relationship to Tina adda a
Poignant and enriching resonance to her life. Every
interaction haa a nuance known only to herself and to aome
degree to Delia. Charlotte’a aecret makes her heroic. It
also secretly empowers her by allowing her a hidden and
superior pleasure over those who persist in summing her up as
“the old maid." In thia way, ahe resemblea Nra. Analey in
“Roman Fever," whose knowledge about her daughter‘a birth and
Parentage helpa her to maintain a sense of amuaed tolerance
with her beat friend and rival, Mra. Slade.

In “Autres Temps . . ." a mother, oatracized by acciety
upon her divorce, returna home to protect her daughter in a
similar situation and finds, ironically, that timea have
indeed changed for the younger generation but not for hersa.
She can take some comfort in the fact that the seme ia not
true for her daughter, even if she will alwaya be the woman
whom the ambasaador’s wife cuta. The mothers in The 01d Maid
and “Autres Tempa . . ." refuse to be protected, reacued, or
pitied. Even if life is a painful, compromised affair, at
leaat it is one of their own choosing. Kate ia not unlike
thema. The idea that suffering is a component of love and

lonelineas a component of intimacy echoes The 01d Maid, juat

as Kate’s return to her former life echoee the ending of
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“Autres Tempa . . . ." Only after Anne, suaspicioua of her
mother’a history with Chria, gravely wounda her with the
words, “a relation . . . can’t be improvised in a day," “you
must leave me to manage my life in my own way,“ doea Kate
claim her daughter by whispering, “Goodnight--my child™
(202> .

Kate’s recognition of the waate in causing “sterile
pain" ias reminiscent of Ellen Olenaka’a feeling that it wasa
worthwhile to have miased things, “so that othera may be
saved from disillusionment and misery.":2 This reaaoning
alaso further helpas to explain Kate’as later refuaal to marry
Uncle Fred: ““it seems to me . . . my refusing . . . the one
thing that keepa me from being too hopeleas, too
unhappy . . . It’s what I live by’"™ (341). In thia reading,
Fred’s acceptance of Kate and her paat ia aymbolic of the bheat
of old New York, and aa such, Kate can bleas him “for giving her
the strength to hold out againat hia pleadinga™ (342).

Kate’s new identity, then, ias defined by being able to say to
herself “that once at least she had atood faat, shutting away
in a little apace of peace and light the beat thing that had
ever happened to her" (342). “The beat thing" in thia case
is not Fred’s love, but hia recognition of and reapect for
her ea an individual. Her receirved recompenae ia Anne’s life
and her sense of herself as a woman who has atood for
something. The recompense she makea ia to the paat, by
seeing the beneficial, as well aas the deatructive, aide of

old New York. Kate’s enlarged viaion allowa her to make
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peace with “her husband’s point of view" and “her mother-in-
law’s standards," even to see them a little nostalgically,
since they have proved such inadequate barricadeas “againat
the alarming busineas of living" (73). Marrying Fred would
protect Kate from the life to which she returns, but it would
alaso mean giving up & large degree of her own autonomy to
live in a society in which she does not feel comfortable. In
thia vein, Tintner argueas that Kate’s recompense “is the
reatitution of her own personality which confirma an
exiatence beyond her relation to a husband or a child" (152).
What isa diaturbing, though, about Kate‘a return to her
previoua lifeatyle is its reasemblance--at leaat on the
aurface--to Heater Pryne’s return to her New England village
and her re-donning of the acarlet letter. Like Heater, Kate
proudly and defiantly choosea to define herself as an
“outsider."™ It highlights how very much ashe has changed,
especially aince her growth ia a result of her relationaship
with another woman, her daughter. Even the man who made her
feel first born could not affect her to thia degree.

In either reading, the ending seems unsatiafactory, as
if Kete muat indeed sell her aoul, her memories, and her
future for her daughter (276). It alao ahowa Wharton
rebelling against the marriage plot’s neat and tidy ending
and having no satiafactory alternative for diaspoaing of Kate.
For thia reason Elizabeth Ammona seea the novel aa a “harsh
book" and one that exposea Wharton’s belief that “mothers

cughtn’t ever to leave their daughters™ (MR 235); however,
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inatead of sacrificing Kate “as a person to her theoretical
precccupation with Kate the mother," aa Ammons arguea,
Wharton is trying to give Kate her own plot.:* Her solution
is ironically an endorsement of Aguilar‘s viaion. Like Sophy
Viner before her, Kate deservea another chapter several yeara
hence.

If in creating the character of Kate, Wharton ia
creating a& subatitute for her own mother, the aubastitute haa
its problems also. No matter how appealing the idea of
unconditional love, it can tacitly exact an oppreasive
remittance: a mother who feels each pulase of her daughter
risks her own identity and threatena to subasume her child’s.
For mother and daughter to be individuala, they muat
aeparate, pursue their own intereats, "buy their own

experience,"

no matter how othera judge it. Each must think
of the other aas Wharton thought of Morton Fullerton: “I
Jjudged you long ago, & 1 accepted you as you are."*= This
definition of “love" is embedded in the novel’s conclusion.
Acceptance does not guarantee approvel, and aa a working out
of this paychological conundrum, perhaps The Mother’a
Recompense must come to an unaatiafactory conclusion.

Anne becomes Anne Clephane Fenno, a person whom we and
she cannot yet define and for whom we cannot predict the
future; Kate becomes a mother, her definition of that role
having changed from one of near total identification with her
child to one of controlled and reapectful diatance. Kate

will probably never feel that Chria is the right husband for
237
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Anne, but she gives Anne the chance “to buy her own

experience.” Kate cannot refuse her d ht the same

that she herself more than once haa asserted her right to
choose; and her acceptance of Anne’s right to fashion her own
life ia ttself an affirmation of that life, warte and all.

It is alsoc a variation from Wharton’s usual pattern, aince
Kate does not protect Anne in the same way that Anna and
Sophy protect Owen in The Reef. It again suggests that women
must help each other to be “grown-up” and if Anne, for
example, were to ask Kate (as Wharton asked her mother) to
explain what happens atter marriage, Kate would tell her in
sufficient detail. We can only hope that the daughter will
not deny her mother the same chance to make her own mistakes
and that Anne will respond to her opportunity by becoming more
open to her mother’s past and present life, following the

example of Aunt Enid in to her d hter, Lilla,

instead of the example of her grandmother, old Mra. Clephane.

Although Kate has changed and grown as our perception
and understanding of her has grown, her return brings her
novel full circle. The process of writing a mother-daughter
story brings Wharton herself full circle; the writer-daughter
is also the mother-creator. The ending to The Mother’s
Recompense shows a mother and daughter who have made a
qualified peace, and if Kate in some ways functions as
Lucretia Jones, it suggests that Wharton was able to do the
same. Lucretia, for her daughter, may always remain

“prosaic” and blindly insensitive, but she was also the least
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pretty daughter who had to make do with hand-me-down slippers
and who therefore grew up to have an inordinate love of
clothes instead of literature. At the same time, a part of
Wharton herself may be embedded in Kate’s characterization,
the part that longed for a child. In this context, Kate’s
abdication of her motherly role, her expatriation, her
unmarried state, and her independence are all signs of the
author’s satisfaction with the choices that she bought with
her own experience.

Such inaight can bring its own recompense, a sense of
greater freedom from the constraint and reatraint of the paat
and its internalized voicea that manacle the heart. Loosing
those cheaina would give one more latitude to forge ties to
the future without losing the often restrictive but alao
comforting tether to the past. It would make Wharton‘s hope
poesible: "to keep intact aa many linka aa poaaible between
yeaterday and tomorrow, to lose, in the ardour of new
experiment, the least that may be of the long rich heritage

of human experience

€ For Wharton, the atakea in a
literary and in a peracnal paat marked an artiatic well. The
ending to The Mother’s Recczpense sugggeata that aa she grew
older, the waters taated leas bitter.

Wharton‘s plea to let one live hia or her own life ia

reiterated three years later in The Children, a atory of a

foster father’s love of & fifteen-year old girl. Originally
ite ending would have echoed the ending of Summer. Neartin

Boyne, the surrogate father, conaidera himself “a critical
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cautious man of forty-aix, whom nobody could posaibly
associate with the romantic or the unexpected," but he ia
captivated by both in the person of the eldeat Wheater child,
Judith.*? She hae assured responaibility for all the
children and step-children of her parenta’ multiple marriages
and has sworn to keep them together. Boyne admirea her
efforts, and she scon replaces hia fiancée aa “the fixecd
point on which his need for permanence could build" (82).

In Wharton’s first veraion, Boyne marries Judy, who is
now seventeen years old and heartbroken after the death of
her brother, Terry. The outline she sent to Appleton read:
“He sees the folly of the marriage, and yet is so frightened
by her loneliness . . . that, having obtained the consent of
her parents, Boyne marries her--but as if he were taking a
little sister home . . . . The story ends on this note of
quiet emotion, sad yet hopeful.”*@® This conclusion imprisons
Judy in perpetual childhood; as Boyne’s “little sister” she
can never fully be his wife. The protection his home offers
her and her siblings is at the cost of “the waking conscicusness
of her beauty and the power it exercised . . . " (347).

Such a marriage would be rvetrogresaive; it can never be
one in which “the power of each sex is balanced by the
other;” it canm never be--what Wharton termed in Erench Wavs
and Their Meaning--"grown-up.":*®

The ending on which Wharton decided, however, not only
gives Judy her chance to grow up, but it also empowers her.

When Boyne delicately proposes to Judy, she responds: "‘do
240

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



you really mean you‘re going to adopt us all, and we’re all
going to stay with you torever?’" (309). Her question marks
the end of Boyne’s second boyhood and the beginning of his
“long apprenticeship” to “this perpetual obsession, this
clinging nearness, this breaking on the rack of every bone,
and tearing apart of every tibre” (323). His illusion is as
painful to surrender as Kate Clephane’s fantaay of her Amazon
daughter. More importantly, Judy’s question marks her chance
“to buy her own experience.”

Like the ending to The Mother's the ending

to The Children could alao be called “harsh." Boyne’a
fiancée, Roae Sellara ia & mature, aenaitive, and ethical
woman, but she is found wanting and returned home.=¢ By
Boyne’s standards, her failure to inapire hia pasaion or to
embrace a ready-made family makes her “unwomanly." Hia
definition of femininity ia obvioualy inadequate, for Roae
cannot epeak her mind without being metaphorically stripped
of the twin graces of sexuality and maternity. Wharton,
however, does not offer any better model. Judy’s mother, for
example, is an overaged flapper, and Judy herself is largely
unformed, untutored, and uncultured.* Wharton hes scme
difficulty in imagining a society in which Kate Clephane
would flourish, but it ie aimply imposaible for her to
envigion her own giving birth to a “new woman," who retaina
the graceas and subtletiea of the old. In a Wharton novel,
for example, a female equivalent of the American Adam would

be doomed, eapecially asince Lewia definea him aa
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an individual emancipated from history,
happily bereft of anceatry, untouched and
undefiled by the uaual inheritances of

family and race; an individual standing alone,
self-reliant and self-propelling, ready to
confront whatever awaited him with the aid

of his own unique and inherent reaources.<«&

This Adam’s Eve is inconceivable to an author who above all
valued ‘“taate, reverence, continuity, and intellectual
honeaty."&>

A woman enters the world, aa Wharton knowa it, already
defiled “by the uaual inheritancea of family and race."
Society dictates that ahe never atand alone or unprotected
and does everything poaaible to prohibit her becoming “self-
reliant and aelf-propelling." Women exiat only in community,
only in a social context, and they can neither create utopian
communities in the wilderneaas nor revolutionize the etatua
quo. The outcome of Justine Brent’a aocial evangeliam, for
example, ia at the coat of personal integrity. In this way,;

Wharton’s and Auguilar‘a purposes are not opposed. In Erench

Ways and Their Meaning Wharton explaina that

[tlhe woman whoae mind ia attuned to men‘sa
minds has a much larger view of the world,

and attaches much less importance to triflea,
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becesuse men, being uaually brought by
circumatances into cloaer contact with
reality, insensibly communicate their breadth

of view to women. {1192

She attributed thia “breadth of view" to French women and aaw
it denied to her own compatriota.

Even her heraoinea, such as Sophy Viner, who most defy
categorization, have no really viable alternative to
marriage. Wharton could not summarily diamiaa the importance
of an inatitution that she believed neceaaary for the
continuation of the family--and by extention--culture (French
Ways 128). Belonging to a European tradition, Ellen Olenaka
perhaps best utilizee her “own unique and inherent
reaourcesa," but she doea ao at the cost of expatriation.&+
Although Ellen and Juatine moat resemble the self-reliant,
independent women of Mery Wilkina, they are seen through a
sociel filter thet reduces the:r imagea. Wharton agresd that
uh;t William Dean Howells aaid of the American theatre was
true for “the whole American attitude toward life“: “what the
American public wanta is a tragedy with a happy ending™
(Erench Ways 65S). Believing that “every serious picture of
life containa a theeie" and that only method separatea “the
literary artiat from the profeased moraliat,"*= ahe was not
willing to give the public “the happy ending": “’The
sheltered life,’ whether of the individual or of a nation,

muat either have a violent or tragic awakening--or never wake
243
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up at all (French Ways 6€6). By tipping her hat to the atatua
quo and by qualifying the potential happineaa of her single
heroines, Wharton hoped to wake her readers to rebellion but
not to anarchy.

Only if we compare Ellen Olenska’a poaition with May
Archer’s do we see ita advantages. Thia ias aas far as Wharton
overtly revolts, and it leavea her with only a few more
options than Aguilar; the valuea by which Kate haa choaen to
structure her life are not so very diaaimilar from those of
her literary sister, Mra. Hamilton. Both have received their
recompenase or their reward through the livea of their
children, and if Mra. Clephane and Mra. Hamilton ever shared
tea together, Mra. Clephane would agree--perhapa for
different reasons--that the many sorrowa and many carea which
are inaseparable from maternal love are “only remembered to
enhance the sweetness of the recompense that ever followa"
€498) .

It is true thet in a Wharton novel Mrsz. Hamilton’s
wayward daughter might have run off with a diareputable man
and then be sent to Europe to live the reat of her life in
seclusion; or, as an old woman, she might unauccesafully
attempt to atop a younger veraion of herself from making the
same miatake. In either caae, however, the underlying and
assumed values are the same, and that is why in A Room of

One’s Own, Virginia Woolf observed the revolutionary nature

of Mary Carmichael’s line, “Chloe liked Olivia" (86), for

until a woman could pen that line and accept ita myriad
244
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social, political, and sexual ramifications, there waa little

alternative to the marriage plot.
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Endnotea

1Edith Wharton, The Mother’s (NY: D. Appleton

& Co., 1925). All subsequent references to thia text are
noted parenthetically.

“Geoffrey Walton, Edith Wharton: A Criticai Study
(Rutherford: Farleigh Dickinaon Preas, 1970; reviased 1980)
147.
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of The Mother’s » see Adeline R. Tintner, “Mothera,

Daughtersa, and Inceat in the Late Novela of Edith Wharton,"
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Cathy N. Davidaon and E. M. Broner (NY: Frederick Ungar Pub.
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deacendant of Grace Aguilar™ (155). All aubaequent
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Appleton, 1859) 498.
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Lyde, Edith Wharton: Convention and Morality in the Work of a

Novelist (Norman: University of Oklahoma Presa, 1959) 160-
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161. For a slight note of dissenaion, see Blake Nevius,
Edith Wharton: A Critical Study (Berkeley and Loa Angelea:
University of California Preas, 1953) 202. He commends
Wharton’s fiction for a “willingneas to teat the clichéa of
her fellow novelists in the double light of her obdurate
rationalism and what we suppose to be her bitter private
experience."

TSee Cynthia Griffin Wolff, A Feast of Worda (NY:

Oxford University Press, 1977) 360-362. She discuszes the
difficulty of determining ages and the paasage of time in the
novel and its importance to an understanding of Kate’s
character, which she describes as a delicate composite of
illusion, self-deception, and reality. All subsequent
referenceas to thia text will be noted parenthetically.

“R. W. B. Lewia, Edith Wharton: A Biography (NY: Fromm
International Pub. Co., 1975) 465. All subsequent references
to thia text will be noted parenthetically.

“Wharton’s influence can be seen in the work of Jean
Stafford, another ironically comedic cbaerver of mannersa.

See Louia Achinclosa, “Edith Wherton end Her Letters,"

Hofatra Review I1I, no. 3 (Winter 1967): 1-7. He recounts

that Stafford waa interested in writing & biography of
Wherton, but when ahe heard the (discredited) rumor that the
novelist’s real father might have been her brothers’ Engliah
tutor, she exclaimed, “I‘1l do the tutor inatead™ (2).
Another writer, who admired Wharton, waa her slightly younger

contemporary Zona Gale (1874-1938), the author of Mias Lulu
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Bett (1920). She wrote Appleton‘s, praising The Glimpses of
the Moon, and Wharton’s editor eent the letter to her.

Wharton replied by praising Mise Lulu Bett and Main Street aa

“the two significant booka in recent American fiction.“ A
copy of letter ia in The Beinecke Library. The women
intermittently corresponded. 2Zona Gale began her career
writing sentimental verse and romance novels but gradually
moved toward the local color tradition and realiam. Wharton
was very fond ofPhiloméne de Lévia-Mirepoix, who was a
jounaliat and wrote under the pen name of Claude Sylve. She

alao wrote a work of autobiographical fiction, Cité des

Lampes (1912).
- (Lewis 438-9).
*“Nancy Chodorow, “Family Structure and Feminine
Personality," Women, Culture, and Society, ed. Michelle
Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (Stanford: Stanford Univeraity

Press, 1980); and Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice:

Paychological Theory and Women’s Development (Cambridge:
Harvard Univeraity Presa, 1982).

**Wolff states that “‘incest’ was absorbed into
Wharton’s fictional vocabulary aa a significant mode of
repreaentation™ (380). She suggeata that Wharton’a
unresolved feelinga for her father might have affected all
subsequent sexual, as well as cross-generational,
relationships (379). See also Tintner who sees the struggle
between mothera and daughters in Wharton’s late novela aas the

struggle for the father (155).
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““Walton observea that in Roae Sellara Edith Wharton
created a character rather like herself, and he aees an
element of self-criticiam in her portrayal (165).

“:See Ann Abigail Hamblem, “The Jamesian Note in Edith
Wherton’s The Children," University Review 31 (1966): 209-
211. She notes the similaritiea between Judith and Jamea’a
Maisie and Nenda Brookenham (210).

“&R. W. B. Lewis, The American Adam: I Tragedv
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and Tradition in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: Univeraity

of Chicago Preas, 1955) S.
“2Edith Wharton, French Ways and Their Meaning, 22.
@“See Elizabeth Ammons, “Cool Diana and the Blood-Red

Muase: Edith Wharton on Innocence and Art," in American

Noveliats Revisited: Essays in Feminiat Criticism, ed. Fritz
Fleiachman (Boston: Hall, 1982) 209-224. She makea the
compariaon between Ellen Olenaska and her author and arguesa
that ea a woman writer Wharton had to be an expatriot.
“SEdith Wharton, “Fiction end Criticiam," Wharton
Archives, The Beinecke Rare Book and Manuacript Library, Yale

Univeraity, New Haven, Connecticut, 4.
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CHAPTER VII

The Self-Made Man, the Female Artiat, and A Grown-Up Woman

The years had not been exactly what she had
dreamed; but if they had taken away certain
illuasiona they had left richer realitiea in
Lheir atead.

“The Lettera"

The two novels in which Edith Wharton most directly
attempted to examine the development of an artist, Hudson

River Bracketed (1929) and The Gods Arrive (1932) are

considered among her worst. After reading the latter, a
reviewer for The Saturday Review of Literature declared that
“despite the title, the gods have not yet arrived at the end
of the book."”* Wharton’s last book, The Buccanneers, which
shows her heroine, Nan St. George, atruggling to define
herself not through marriage but in her own terms, suggests
that perhapa they were not needed. In discussing Hudson

River Bracketed and The Gods Arrive, later critics, such as

Blake Nevius and Cynthia Griffin Wolff, additionally fault
the novels for their locse, uncontrolled structure.=
Although most readers concur that the protagonist, Vance
Weston, never makes a satisfactory artistic or personal
atatement, few credit his problem to his gender.

Wnarton’s adoption of a male persona complicates her
251
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examination of the issues that she explored in Ethan From

the nature of artistic vision and its relationship to the
“self.” A male mask served two purposes: it legitimized a
narrative that she asaw as traditionally belonging to the
other sex, and it allowed her to maintain the distance she
felt sc necessary between subject and author. Deploring what
she conaidered the current trend in fiction writing, the
barely disguised autobiographical novel, she never wanted to
be heard "shrilling” her tale. For that reason, an early
story, “The Fullness of Life,"” was not included among her
collected stories, for as Lewis suggests, her description of
a mismated pair was embarrassingly true to life.3

- In her early stories, such as “Mrs. Manstey’s View"” or

“The Pelic

she did use female artists, but covertliy;< for
example, Wharton writes that “(plerhaps at heart Mra. Manstey
was an artist; at all events she was sensible of many changes
of color unnoticed by the average eye” (S). The women
artists she did create are often treated less sympathetically
than Mrs. Manstey and reilect her need to see herseif as more
akin to either male writers or to extraocrdinary women

writers such as Emily Bront# or George Eliot.=® In “The
Pelican,” for inatance, the silly and rather pathetic Mrs.
Amyot draws lecture audiences more for their charitable
contribution to her son’s education than for the content of
her talks.< Continuing to speak long after her son has
reached a prosperous maturity, Mrs. Amyot’s ceaseless

vacuities are a projection of her author’s anxiety about
2
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writing after ahe has nothing more to say.
The sexual unattractiveness of her women writers in

atories, such as "The Temperate Zone" or The Touchstone

(1900), expose again Wharton’s ambivalence about the wedding
of her gender and her profession.”? Margaret Aubyn, the cne
woman of genuis she creates, misses being loved “by juat such
a hair-breadth deflection from the line of beauty as had
determined the curve” of her lips (11), and the novella in
which she figures focuses on Glennard, the more-than-ordinary
man who could not imagine her mouth’s individual charm. The
paychological, social, and historical reasona for Wharton’s
ambivalence toward herself as a woman writer have already
been discussed, but this story in particular shows what ahe
called “the feminine me” opposed to (what I would call) “the
writing me.” Only through the legacy of her letters does
Glennard come close to loving the dead author. How he would
cope with the reality of her is not even open to debate--he
could not.

Deapite her gifta, Margaret Aubyn‘a role fita the
pattern establiahed in “Frienda" (alaoc written in 1900) and

later developed in The Reef, for zhe becomes the meana of

ing Mra. Gl d’a eyea. After reading the writer’a
love lettera to her husband, Glennard’as wife seea him aa
wanting. Their estrangement leada to hia moral development
and to a more realiatic and honeat renewal of their marriage.
As Glennard’a wife explaina to him: "‘Don‘t you see that

you‘’ve never been what ahe thought you, and that now, ao
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wonderfully, ahe‘’a made you into the man ahe loved?’" (82).
Although Margaret Aubyn’a own life and work become the meana
of rehabilitation, the touchatone, for the Glennarda’
marriage, her greateat work of art ironically ia a weak man.

Unlike The Touchstone, Hudaon River Bracketed and The

Goda Arrive do not directly concern relationa between women,
but they do illuatrate how Wharton was defining and
attempting to reconcile “woman" and “author™ at the end of
her career. They alao provide a useful context for analyzing
a new type of Wharton heroine, Nan St. George of The
Buccaneers, a ncon-aself-sacrificing grown-up woman. In Hudson

River Bracketed and The Gods Arrive, Wharton did not chose to

write Margaret Aubyn‘’a atory. Inatead she decided to tell
Vance Weaton‘’s, a writer born in America‘’s heartland and
named for hia birthplace, Advance, Miasouri. In hia caae,
name ia destiny, for hia narrative ia a seriea of geographic,

literary, and personal “advances," and as in Ethan Frome,

within hia tale liea “a buried fable" of the “aelf’a"
relationship to “self.™

Vance’a quest for a unique voice and its appropriate
literary form begina when he diacovers that he and hia
grandfather share the same lover, Floaa Delaney. Leaving his
hometown of Euphoria, Illinois, he goea East to recuperate
with relatives in Paul’as Landing, New York. There for the
firat time he seea a house almoat a century old, which
tranaforme his perspsctive of the world “from a movie ‘cloae-

up’ to a many-vistaed universe" and awakens his need for
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atability, traditiona, and commitment.® *“The Willowa’"
library further expanda hia viataas, and in it he reada hia
first Coleridge and meeta his firat mentor, Héloise (Halo)
Spear.®

When Vance’sa venture into the New York literary world
ends in failure, he returna home. Three yeara later, hia
exile from New York ia ended by Halo’a husband, Lewia
Tarrant, a rich dilettante and the new editor of a literary

journal, The Hour. On thia trip Eaat, Vance finda artiatic

recognition and love; hia little cousin Laura Lou Tracy haa
been tranaformed from a “aulky flapper" (HRB 204) into a
“Greek prieatesa" (HRB 205). The two marry but are
miasmatched emotionally and intellectually: “She waa as much
of a luxury as an exotic bird or flower" (HRB 250). Their
romantic adventure enda when poverty forcea them to live with
Laura Lou’s mother in Paul’s Landing.

There for & second time, Vance diacovera Halo and the
Willowa. The house, “so impregnated with memoriea, ao thick
with tokena of the paat™ (HRB 200) becomea the asetting of hia
f£irat novel, and ita original owner, who loockas like George
Eliot, becomes hia subject: who waa the woman who dreamed of
dancing and “ended in the library" (HRB 132)? Collaborating
with Haleo, Vance calla Emily Lorburn back to life and writea
a beat-aelling historical novel. After his wife diea and her
huaband aska for a divorce, the two aail for Europe. Their
ensuing relationship haa all the atresaes of marriage without

its bond, and by the time Vance meets Floasas Delaney again, he
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is ready for a change. He and Halo aeparate, and the time

apart preparea them for their reunicn at the end of The Gode

Arrive.

In auperficial and obvious waya, Weaton ia Wharton’a
alter-ego and hia atory is hera; for example, he aeesa his
firat novel much as Wharton grew to see The Valley of
Decision (1902)--"an emanation“--and like her never writea
another historical novel.*© He aharea her love of the pure
aound of worda, and they aing to him as they do to her “like
birda in an enchanted foreat;":* he valuea the aame apeech
ahe learned in her parenta’ houae, “good English words, rich
and expreaasive, with hardly a conceaasicn to the local
vernacular, or the paasing epidemica of alang“ (HRB 15); and
for both author and character, writing ia a meana of self-
diacovery and self-healing, a way of diapelling “the awful
aenae of lonelinesa" (HRB 30).:&

His aimilaritiee with Wharton, though, are only
ideological; as Vance becomes an increasingly asucceaasful
noveliast, for example, hia tours of the literary aalona of
New York, Parias, and London allow her to parody pet peevea,
such as the Bloomsbury group, the ‘slice-of-life’ writers
(HRB 194), the “me" noveliat, Jamea Joyce, and the Pulitzer
(Pulaifer) Prize.*? Aa a reault, we never see him “in the
round," and Geoffrey Walton aptly notea that Vance “‘doea not
atrike one as a peracnality or an artiat of great
distinction.™*+ Vance’s theoretical function obacurea the

more interesting story of hia artiatic development, and too
251
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often he aeema a part of the acene hia author ia parodying.
Wolff obaervea that Vance aounda aa if he ia expreasing his
author’a anger at being conaidered “old-fashioned" ¢393), and
in a similar vein, Lewia writea that there is no miaaing a
certain defenaiveneaa of tone and hurt at being critically
underrated or diaregarded (492).

As these observationa asuggeat, the main problem with the
novela ia tone. Sarah Orne Jewett pinpointed the aame
weaknesa in Willa Cather’s short atory “On the Guli‘’a Road"
(1908); it needed a female narrator.:= If “Vance" were
“Vanessa," the link between the artiat’a work and life would
be more convincing.!© Wharton, though, saw the atory of a
great artiat ae only poaaible for “a man of geniua,™ and in
fact ashe originally toyed with that aubtitle. The
aimilaritiea between Vance znd hia author barely maak her
awareneass of his failinga and only cbacure the narrative. It
is not without at least unconacioua intent that Vance seema
to be a parody of a male writer who--to quote Walton--haa
little “diatinction.™

Further complicating the noveliat’s relation to her
material is the part of her that saw and liked heraelf aa the
“self-made man" or as & woman with a masculine mind.

Wharton, for example, wrote to Robert Grant: "1 conceive my
subjects like a man--that ia, rather more architectonically &
dramatically than moat women--& then execute them like a
woman; or rather, I aacrifice, to my deaire for conatruction

& breadth, the amall incidental effecta that women have
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alwaya excelled in, the epiacdal characteriaation, I mean.“:7
The quotation showa her ambivalence, even though she writea
in French Ways and Their Meaning of men’a “larger view of the
world" and their “closer contact with reality," all
attributes that ahe conaidered important for the creation of
laating literature.*® Defining her own intelligence aa a
maaculine trait inclinea Wharton to identify with her
character, Vance Weston; however, ahe also finda him
incomplete without Halo Spear, whoae name eapecially
incoporatea both male and female sexual imagea. The faulta

of Hudaon River Bracketed and The Goda Arrive illuatrate that

the voice of authorahip is not universal or genderleas.
Wharton heraself wanta to femininize him. Hia
realization that “the fellowe that write those [asuperficiall
booka are all Notherleaat" (HRB 336) doea not at firat extend
to himaelf, but the narrative reveala hia awakening to thia
fact and remedying it with his reunion with Halo, who is
pregnant with their child. The navela’ dominant apiritual

image comeas from Faust, “the mysaterioua Mothersa, moving in

aubterranean depihe &meng the primsi Sorms of iife™ {HRB
336), and ia meant to be read as a rejection of God, our
father, and his aon. The Mothers are alao the acurce of
creative power, and Vance needa to feel “the arma of Life,
the ancient mother, reaching out to hinm, winding about hinm,
crushing him faat again to her great careleas boaom™ (HRB
31), if he ia to feel “the artisan’a full command of hia

implementa.":?
258
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The image ia repeated at the novel’a end when he and
Halo embrace. Their elemental connection ia like an
inviaible umbilical cord that links mother and child but also
leaves what he calla “the god in him" free to walk around
(HRB 6-7). Thia reaclution cloaely parallela Nancy

Chodoraow’a and Carol Gilligan’a modela for femsle

development: a “soul" must be both i and ed,
isolated and in community.*® A marriage of “aelves," muat
Preserve the "“irreducible core of selfness," “the hidden
cave" in which one hoarde hia or her aecreta" (HRB 272), for
that inviolate private apace ia vital for the development of
a self that can function in a relationahip without being
subsumed. Vance valuea “the true artiat’s faculty of aelf-
isolation,™®* and thia showa a change in Wharton’s thinking
from her first short atory, “The Fullnesa of Life," in which
the aocul aitting in the aelf’s innermost room mournfully
awaita a footatep that never comes.==

Halo goes through a asimilar tranaformation. Her
“altruiam" in the aservice of “geniua" maaka an abdication of
reaponaibility to heraelf, and it tranforma her from a aelf-
confident, independent woman into a self-doubting recluae.
The deaire to be like the air her lover breathea (GA 31) asa
well aa the lathe upon which he ahapes hia fictionsa ia
deatructive for them both; for example, Halo no longer carea
“to makea her life comely for ita own sake; ahe thought of it
only in relation to Vance" (GA 104), and nothing mattera to

her “except that she should go on serving and inapiring this
259
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child of geniua whom a whim of the gods had entrusted to her
» - « " (GA 105). Carol Wershoven rightly notes that ahe hasa
to regain her own aelfhood.%2 (nly by aeparating from Vance
can Halo recover a zenae of her loat identity and find the

woman who waa heraself. At firat ahe apenda the daya tending

her garden at Oubli. and later she createa a home
and her expected baby at the Willowa. While the garden
metaphor tiea her to nature’a cyclea by foreahdowing her
Pregnancy and participstion in the “endleas function" (GA
311), it also underliea her own need to “tend" her “aelf,"
“to be Halo Spear again--that’a all™ (GA 368). In actuality,
Halo’a altruiam hae been a form of selfiahneaa, proapted by
her desire to be Vance’a guide, hia sounding board, hia muae,
and it resembles the ruinoua altruiam that Mary Wilkin‘’a
Amelia Lamkin practiced in the aservice of hearth and home.3+
If Wharton had told her own atory there would have been
no mele equivalent of Halo. Although she diacuaaed her work
with Walter Berry, she envied the Britiah author Mra.
Humphrey Ward for being surrounded by a supportive and
appreciative family. Wharton’s unrelenting treatment of Halo
in part reaultas from her lifelong diaslike of aseeing wasted
aelf-sacrifice, but it alao results from her contespt for
women who feed and perpetuate the myth of “the man of
genuis,™ a man not bound by conventiona or morality. A
similar path was denied to any but the moat socially radical
woman writer, since her life was defined by conventiocnal

definitiona of femininity. Vance’a return to Halo and hearth
260
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show that Wharton =2aw the necessity of theese ties for the
requlation, Rmaintenance, and continuance of life.

As aymbole of malenese and temaleness, Vance and Halo
are what Emerson called “haif-gode."<«= Hy hie thira return
to the Willowe, Vance has learned the truth of hasa
granamother’e last worde, “’Maybe we haven’t made enough of
pain--been too afraid of it" (GA 409). He is now prepered to
accept the feminine in himeelf. His willingness also
reflects his suthor’s wish to make herself wheole, to wed the
male and female in hercelf, for abatractly Vance and Halo
represent the two parte of their creator’s nature: the
intellectual “male" half, who wrote fictions, and the
nurturing female half, who tended gardena. Lewia givea
examplea of those two halvee when he recounte that Wharton
wae much amused by the masculine form of the salutation “Cher
ami" “and willing to admit its propriety."=¢ At the same
time, he observes that Wharton was a “great woman" and her
atrength as an artiet was her “distinctively feminane
sensibality™ (23)>. In 1929, the “self" that wrote novele and
the “self" that created gardens dramatically merged. During
the winter the gardens at St. Claire were devastated by cold
weather and winde. The destruction equally devaatated the
author, for as her close friend Margaret Chanler writes in
Autumn in_the Valley, they were “a aymbol of the real
Edith."®7 5he immediately initiated their rebuilding and
replanting while working on Hudason River Bracketed at a deek

set up in the Pavillon Colombe Garden in St. Brice-soua-fFéret

26



(Lewis 430). This merger of writer and gardener finda its
fictional equivalent in the union of Vance, who as a writer
tends and culls “the secret garden” of his imagination, and
Halo, who nurses her seedlings at Oubli.

The last image 1n The Gods Arrive 18 of Halo, pregnant
and standing before the light with her arma lifted “in the
ancient attitude of prayer” (GA 439). Vance’s arms encircle
her and promise that their reunion will be truitful both
personally and artistically. Their embrace is a recognition
and acceptance of the equal importance and interdependence of
masculinity and temininity. The self-embrace it marks ia
also necessary for the creation of “Literature.”

Originally these books were to be called just thet,
“Literature,” and the Vance and Halo characters were named
Dick and Rose--again gender rich names. Both were writers,
although Dick was “the man of genuis” in the novel’s
subtitle. As Nancy R. Leach writes, Wharton “planned to
consider the perscnal problems in the life of a creative
artist."=e Her characters, however, alsc illustrate her own
dilemma as a woman writer forced to choose between a
critically legitimized male tradition and a more emotive,
“sentimental” female one. Wharton’s notationa clearly align
Rose’s writing with the latter: she “has the hyper-
sensitivity, the over-exquisitiveness of perception, the too-
prompt ‘emoting’ which are apt to be tfound with a certain
kind of distinguished talent” (Leach 347). In contrast, Dick

has "the cool command of all his aesthetic reactions which
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belongs to his genuis. She spends in feeling (aesthetically

and emotionally) what he finda full ocutlet for in

P ion"
(Leach 347).

Roze resembies Margaret Aubyn in the sense that she
ultimately createe Dick, for when he dies unexpectedly, she
collaborates with a friend to write his biography. The form
of her art creetes a wider audience for his, and ironically
she has the finai word on hie “genius." In this way, the two
are interdependent. Although Wharton clearly aligned herself
with Dick’s tradition, the ending reveals a move toward

approximation, and perhapa--since Dick diea in several

outlines of the story--more. His death could be read
psychologically as an expression of anger at the tradition
which he represents and symbolically as the triumph and
endurance of Rose’s.

The way Wharton attempte to reconcile thease two

traditions ia reminiscent of another short atory by Mary

Wilkine Freeman, “"The Poetees."%? In Freeman’s story, the
poeteas, HBeteey, writee obituary verae and with it
“ministers' to her community until the miniater, himeeif a
publiahed poet, deprecates her work. Wwhen Betsey heara that
her work is inferior, she burna it all and wasatea away, a
martyr to art. On her deathbed, Betzey aska the minaster to
write her awn abituary poem, and by doing =0, to continue
her--a woman‘a--literary tradition. In this manner, the
minister‘s genre (the kind magazinea print) ia subverted.

Wharton ie not as radical as Freeman, but her projected
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ending to “Literature" suggests that she was contemplating
similar issues.

One 2ymbol may be as good e another, to paraphrase
Vence (HRB 449}, but the imege of the Mothera hasa particular
importance. Elizabeth Ammons sees it as a retrogesaive and
conservative reaction to the changing world after World wWar
I, but it is alsoc a powerful statement asbout the source of
all life and creativity.3® It shows Wharton acknowledging
all those women who made an art of “hem-stitching" and
“pumpkin pie making" and mothering, and Marie Theresa Logue
argues that it locatea the source of creativity in “the
domestic ideal.“*! Wharton decribee Vance’s wraiting aa she
would her own in A Backward Glance:2= “hie book waas a secret
garden into which he shut himself away from her [Halol as he
might have done into a clandestine love-affair" (GA 339). It
is his effort to bring a human soul to life, to give birth
(GA 172). By coupling Vance’s and Halo’s activitiea Wharton
1s recalling Grandma Scrimser’s belief that “man is always
creating God; that wherever a great thought is born, or a
noble act performed, Goc is created. That is the real
Eucharist, the real remaking of Divinity. If you knew God,
you knew that: you knew you had in your soul the power to
make Him . . . “ (HRB 455). In the past, Wharton did not so
nearly equate thoze activities with the making of lLiterature,
and the change reflects her impulse to reconcile and more
cleely align herself with her own gender.*2 It also showa

her elevating--rather than suppresing or denying--what she
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deascribed in A Backward Glance aa “the feminine me in the
little girl’s vague soul™ (2).
An origainal reviewer o: Hudson River Bracketed, Nary

Ross of the Heraid-Trabune, called it Edith Wharton’s most
“generous" book, but her adjective seems more appropriate in
this context to the sequet tLewis 490). The “seed of a new
vitality™ (GA 429) that Halo carriea 12 a wish for a future
in which there can be a true and equal marriage among the
many “selves" that form an individual’s composite identity;
it is a wish that disparate “selvesa" can “bhecome a nucleus,
their contradictory cravings" meeting “in a common purpose,"
so that “their being together and belonging to each other™

. can acquire “a natural meaning" (GA 323). At the end of the
novel, Vance’s repetition of S5t. Auguatine‘’s words, "I am the
Food of the full-grown. Become a man and thou shait feed on
Me" (GA 418), emphasizes that the vieion is for the mature,
the “full-grown," the grown-up.3* The novel’s last image,
written by a womsn wha wee for 2o long motherless and mother-
smothered, who was the mother of booke and not children, 18 a
measure of the distance that ite “full-grown" author had
achieved from her own past.

Hudson River Bracketed and The Gods Arraive show Wharton

intellectually offering a solution to her lifelong concerns:
Can there be an alliance between the “male" and “femaie"
parta of our identity? Can marriage be “the acaffolding,™
“the armour™ (GA 270), that supporte and protecta ua? Her

next novel, The Buccaneers, though unfinished, promisea, as

265

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Gaillard Lapsley notes, to have been among her beat, and it
gives a qualified answer: hope lies in the creation of a
“grown-up" woman.== Nan 5t. George, whe possessee @ respect
for the paat combined with an ingenuocus honesty, becomea that
woman, but she could not have done =o alone. The support and
mentorship of other women begin the process of her becoming
“‘grown-up," and the experience of marriage completes it.

Nan is only cne of a charming group of Americans, whose
backgrounds have been found wanting by the Mrs. Parmorea of
old New York. Under the tutelage of an undauntable and
androgynously named English governess, Niss Testvalley, they
leave the new world to take the old by storm, and not a cne
dieas of the British equivalent of Roman fever. MNiaa
Testvalley’s unanglicized name is Testavaglia; she ias a
cousin of the Rosettis and heraself an invader. Her charges’
naturaineas and spontaneaty win her intereat, but above all
the girls’s loyalty and generosity to each other win her
affection and allegiance. Wharton’a finali vision, aa Carol
Wershoven notes, 1s one of female alliance and cooperation.3&

In the suthor’s working synopsie of the novel, she
deacribea Laura Testvalley aa an “adventuresa, but a great-
souled one." At first glance, Laura hardly fits the picture
of an “adventurees": she is thirty-nine, small and brown, and
economically responsible for elderly relativea. Her one
“worldly" adventure was a brief and easily eradicated
attachment to Lord Richard, the brother of the Brightlingsea

girls whom ashe was employed to “finish." MNiaas Teatvalley’s
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real adventurea are intrinsic and take place within the walls
of her “great-soul." S5he 1a reminiscent of the governess in

unfinished Wharton story, “The Finieshing Governess,™

whoege exterior helies her interior richnese.3? Laura’s
sympathy for and support of her American girles, Virginia and
Nan 5t. George and Lizzy and Mabel Elmaworth, es they hesiege
England, cshow Wharton’s own valuation of the merits of her
native land and belie the criticisms that resulted from her
expatriation,®*® for as Walton observea, she endorses the
“American values of sincerity, honesty, and free-speaking,
despite any incidental brashneaa or predatorineas, over
aristocratic corruption and eophistication™ (198). Lauras
Teatvalley possesses all the traits of a “grown-up" woman and
as such is a fit mentor for her American charges. Her
character is also another illustration of Wharton’s
increasing interest in the concept of “motherhood" in her
later novels, such as The Glimpses of the Moon (1922), The
Mother’s Recompense (1925), Twalaght Sleep (1927), and The
Children (1928).

The gairls themselves are reminiscent of that great
Wharton invader, Undine Spragg, whose advance from Apex City
to New York to the St. Foubourg leaves, like Attila the
Hun’s, a wake of wounded civilizations. But unlike Undine,
these garls want the approval and embrace of their adopted
country. “Divinely dull" Virginia St George is the
mosat similar to Undine in the sense that she is a lovely but

blank screen onto which others can project their fantasies.
267

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Too often she haas to trust “the length of her eyeiashes and
the lustre of her lipa" to plead for her (146). Her siater,
Nan, 1a different and the true daughter of Laura Testvalley.

Although Nen 18, as everyone telle her, still a child,
unformed and untinished, she and her governess share a mature
love of poetry, especially the censual verse of Dante
Rosetti, as well as an equal disregerd for frivolity and
convention. History speaks to them, scunding “like the long
murmur of the past breaking on the shores of a sleeping
world™ (134). Nan wants to understand England’s soul and see
“housea that are so ancient &and so lovely that the people who
live there have them in their bones" (163). As her girlhood
friend Conchita Cloaaon, now Lady Dick, aays, she ia
“unfashionable among the unfashionable" (244), who apend
their time playing practical jokes and flirting. Even when
Nan. “beset with vague dreame and ambitiona, in which a
desire to better the world alternated with a longing for
solitude and poetry" (245), has been transformed into the
Duchess of Tintagel, her young heart seeka a returning echo
from and a haven with her old governeesas. Valuing taate,
reverence, continuity, and intellectual honeaty, Nan is
Wharton’a answer to the “new woman."

In contrast, her sister and the Elmaworth girla have
come to England in search of romance. They are aided by Misa
March, who many years ago won and aubasequently lost the heart
of Lord Brightlingsea (after the wedding gown had been

ordered). She haa since made a career of diacreetly
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introducing rich Americane to British society, but her
history makes her feel “an affinity with thie new band of
marauders, social sliene though they were . . . come out to
look over the ground, and do their own capturing" (103).
Launching them givea her an opportunity te validate and
assert her own identity. She 18 weary of amiling and nodding
when her usurper and friend, Lady Brightlingaea (pronounced
“Brattlesey"), insiste that the Virginia reel is a dance the
wild Indiena taught to the Americans (279) and “of hearing
her compatriots discussed and having to explain them" (281).
She has so modestly melted into the background that people
forget her nationality and, by extension, forget her
identity. By champicning and adopting the cause of thesze
transatlantic daughters, she regains a sense of her own worth
and shows that the benefits of female solidarity are croasa-
generational.*? Wharton permits Misa March a triumphant, but
ladylike laugh, at the English aristocracy, whose financial
and emotional compromises make their naive American fraends
appear “noble," while perhaps permitting herself another at
her updated version of Louisa May Alcott’s littlie women, the
Marchea.

Miss March’s deciesion to back the girls ies a repetition
of the girla’ decision to stick together. That decision is
vatal, for their loyalty to each other and lack of jealousy
net succeas. It allowa them to make the marriages that will
complete their educetions. Their behavior, clearly condoned

by all, is alao spplauded by Wharton. She, like Miss
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Testvalley and Jacky March, obviously likes thia spontaneocusa
band and approves their philosophy of female partisanship.
Even Conchite, unhappy in her marriage, feela “not an ounce

of jealousy," for their opportunities ee she explaina:

“We’ve each got our own line . . . and

1f we only back each other up we’ll beat
all the other women hands down . . . It‘e
too scon yet to know what Nan St. George
and Mab will contribute; but they’ll
probably develop @ line of their

own . . . If we stick to the rulea of the
game, and don‘t play any low-down tricka

on each other . . . we’ll have all London in

our pocket next year." (158)

Conchita’s line of reasoning sounds opportunistic and
reminiscent of Undine Spragg and Indiana Frusk’s alliance,

but the girls themselvea are not; for example, when

Conchita’s eng t to the younger =on of British nobility
secures her the sole invitation to an excluaive aasembly,
Virginia generously rearrangea Conchita’s rose-garland in a
more becoming way. Miss Testvalley observes, “had there been
any malice in Virginia she might have spoilt her friend’s
dress instead of improving it™ (74). Rather, the friends
“eirele gaily™ around her, “applauding, criticizing,

twitching es critically at her ruffles and ribbons as though
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these were to form a part of their own adornment" (72), and
when the older girls do attend the assembly under the pretext
of bheing Lord Richara’s sistere, the narrator notes that
“each of the three girle wae set off by the charma of the
others. They were =0 complimentary in their araces, each
seemed to have been so especially created by Providence, and
adorned by coiffeur and dressreker, to make part of that
matchlese trio, that their entrance wes a =ight long
remembered"™ (84). Wharton’s meaning seems atraightforward:
women should not, in Lily Bart’a worda, “go back"™ on each
other.

In the novel’s most dramatic acene, Lizzy Elmsworth
shows the power of this maxim. Her dark beauty and “active
wit™ and Virginia St. George’s “profile" have almost equally
captivated Lord Seadown, and as Hector Robinacn observea,
“{hle needed the combined stimulua of both to rouse nia slow
imagination™ (193). At any moment the balance could tip in
favor ot one friend or the other. MNabel Elmsworth sees that
“those two inseparable friends were gradually becoming
estranged" and enlists Robinson’s help. As she explains to
him, “what I say is it’s time he choae between them, if he’s
ever going to. It‘’s very hard on Lizzy, aend it’s not fair
that he should make two friends quarrel. After all, we’re
slone in a strange country, and I daresay our ways are not
like yours, and may lead you to make mistakea about ua"
(195). The already =trained atmosphere ia intenaified when

Seadown’s recent lover, Lady Churt, arrivea intending to
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asgert her hold over him. In the acene that enaues Lady
Churt ingults Virginia, prompting her friend (and aupposed

rival) to f£1ling herseif into the fray:

“Virginia! What are you waiting for?
Don’t you see that Lord Seadown has

no right to speak till you do? Why
don‘t you tell him at once that he hae
your permission to announce your

engagement?"  (207)

Her impassioned words catalyze Seadown, who acknowledges
the engagement and takees poseession of Virginia‘s hand, while
“with her other hand" his betrothed drawa her ally close
(208). Lizzy’e spirit wins Hector Robinson‘a admiration
(“Gad, she looks like an avenging goddesa--1 can almoat hear
the arrow whizzing past! What a party-leader she’d make™)
and eaves her from being thrown away on Lord Seadown, a “poor
nonentity™ (208). Instead she marries Hector, making the
most happy and egalitarian of all the girle’ merriages.

After the glorious victories of courtship, marriage

seems anticlimatic, and the girls, who together “arm-in-

arm" were “like a branch hung with blossoma™ separately
wither (34). Wharton’s vision of female support and
friendship 1e superceded by the seeming neceaaity of

marriage, which conatricts horizons, limits endleas

poseibilitiea, and locks husband and wife in separate cells.
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The friends now communicate like prisoners, tapping out coded
messagea, as when Conchita’s requeat to Nan for S00 pounds
reveals her love of a man other than Lord Richard.

Unlike Lord and Lady Dick‘’sa marriage, Lizzy’a promiaea
to be the moat succeasful, becauvse i1t is a partnership;
Hector relies on her judgment, and they share the same
politicelly and socially ambitious goelas. Lizzy resembles
“{tlhe Frenchwoman [who) rulea French life, and cshe rules 1t
under a triple crown, sa a buainess woman, as a mother, and
above all as an artist™ (French Waye 111). Nan‘s fate after
her marriage to England’s greateat catch, the Duke of
Tintagel, is more like the American women Wharton deacribes
in French Ways and Their Meaning; they had more freedom of
movement and expression when asingle. Nan‘s marriage is a
failure for precisely the opposite reasona that Lizzy‘s is a
succesa. Tintagel chooses her for “her childiah innocance,
her indifference to money and honours™ (227). He denies her
any active part in the management of his eatate and wante “to
shield her from every contact with life" (227). Continuing
to mature after her marriage, however, Nan turns out to be
precisely what Miss Testvalley suapected, “s woman who didn‘t
want to be shieided" (227). Ushant would be happier
tinkering with clocks, but his birthright demands that he
marry. Not responding to the voices of tradition, which are
embodied in his first name, he doea indeed marry hia
American, only to find that his mother was right, “women are

not quite as simple as clocka™ (245).
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The Dowager’s insight does not mean that she feels any
particular aympathy for the new Duchess. The women are
natural adversaries, since the Dowager wants her daughter-in-
law to conform like @ “soldier" and produce heirs, and Nan
feela that she is being asked to cut the cloak of her
identity to fit a different-sized model. Finding it
difficult to order her life by traditions in which she aees

no meaning, she feels alienated from herself:

To begin with, what had caused
Annabel St. George to turn into
Annabel Tintagel? That was the
central problemt Yet how coulad

she solve :t, when she could no
longer question that elusive

Annsbel St. George, who waa atill

20 near to her, yet so remote and
unapproachable as a plaintive ghoat?
Yea--a ghost. That waa it. Annabel
5t. George was dead, and Annabel
Tintagel did not know how to queation
the dead, and would therefore never
be able to find out why and how

that mysterious change had come

about . . . . (241-242)

The Dowager Duchess must have had to make a similar
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transformation, but she had the examplie of centuries of
“inherited obligationa™ (266) “precedents, institutions and
traditione to sustain her"™ (246) and now feels little fellow
sympathy for Annabel--except in one crucial and related
area--and that sympathy shows Wharton’s indictment of marriage
as an institution that denies women the right to seif-
determination and devolpment. Wedlock makes all women
sisters; it is the great leveler: no matter how different
women are in background or temperment marriage makes them
master the came agonizing and humiliating leasonsa.

After suffering a miscarriage, for example, Nan refusea
to have gex with Ushant; she has already told him, “I‘d
rather be dead than see a child of mine taught to grow up
aa--as you have!™ (255). Intimidated he reapecta her wishesa;
however, after leaving an envelope containing S00 pounds on
her dreasing-table for a “private charity," he expects her as
a-matter-of-course to accept his attentiona. Seeing the
exchange of roney for sex within marriage as commonplace,
Ushant is thrown off balance when he goes to seek Annabel’s
“gratitude," and is informed, that she hadn’t understood he
was driving a bargain with her (328). The Dowager hears her
son’s atory with conflicted emotion. One part of her listena
a8 a mother, overwhelmed by her son’s generosity and
horrified at hia treatment from a mere “chit" of a girli. The
other part of her responds as a woman: “The Ducheasa’s hard
little eyes filled with sudden teara. Her mind was torn

between wrath at her deughter-in-law’s incredible exactiona,
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and the thought of what 2uch generosity on her own husband’sa
part might have meant to her, with those eight girls to
provide for™ (327). The women in her, simultaneously
resentful and envious, thinka that thie was “one of the
strangeat hours of her life, and not the least strange part
of it was the light it reflected back on her own past, and on
the weary nights when she had not dared to lock her door . .
. " (329). Time and time again “the memory of her own past
thrustfs]l itself between her and her wrath against her
daughter-in-law" (329, and on this ground, mother and
daughter-in-law meet.

On this ground all the women in the novel meet,
including Nan and her own mother, Mra. St. George. Nan’a
husband and Mre. 3t. George’s husband, whether aeparated by
the Atlantic Ocean, history, background, or aensibility, are
similar in their notiona about the relation between money and
sex: "Mrs. St. George did not own many jewels, but it
suddenly occurred to her that each one marked the date of a
similar episode. Either a woman, or a busineas deal--
something she had to be indulgent about" (32). Nra. St.
George, though, is atill ettracted to her husband. She szees
him reflected in other women’s eyea and ia proud of the
figure he makes, but che knowas that “he was a coatly

possesaion, but (unlike the di de. she ed) he had

been paid for--oh how dearlyt--and she hed a right to wear
him with her head high" (33). If Mr. St. George was making

this atatement about Mra. St. George, it would be more
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typical of Wharton, for all too often women in her fiction
are like Lily Bart, "a moment’e ornament," or like Nan, “a
rare piece" for a2 husband’s collection (227).%¢ It ia
aignificant that Wharton haa a woman voice thoughts which she
commonly attributes to the male perapective, for it shows her

more atrongly and blatantly making the poaint that she made in

scence! both sexes are subject to exploitation,
victimization, and prostitution when a marriage is not
cemented with truth.=~*

The St. George and Elmaworth girls owe their success to
a recognition of their importance to each other, but
the marriages they make, with the exception of Lizzy’s, seem
amall recompense. In this respect, the Marablea, the
Seadowna, and the Tintagels are indeed true heirs of their
parents. Sadly the girls’ great adventure is confined to the
marriage market and enda just when they achieve their goal.
As matrons, thear adventures are too likely to resemble
Conchita Marable’s and this aspect of The Buccsneers makes it

seem as bleak as The House of Mirth. Virginia and Conchita

have made Undine Spragg’s miatake of defining themselvea in
relationship to their hushend’e status, and Nan, by falling
in love with the romantic ruina of Tintagel and its ancient
association with King Arthur, follows Newland Archer’s

example of falling in love with Countesa Olenska, as Gary

Li g s, b he that she is as
different and exotic as her unconventional room.“=

Both patterns, repeated time and time again in Wharton’s
27
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fiction, have disastrous consequences for women and acmetimes
for the men they marry, such aa Ralph Marvell in The Cusatom

of the Country or John Amherst in The Fruit of the Tree, and

illuatrate Wharton’s decidedly peasimiatic view of marriage.
She showe us no way out of thia dilemma: women muat marry or
they make do with dinginess like Gerty Farrish in The House
of Mirth or live on lonely and often poor like Miaa
Testvalley, heving stood for something. The Fruit of the

Tree (1907) is aintereating in the context of The Buccaneers,

since it it articulates Wharton’s belief that a good
relationship is built on like thinking and on a true and
equai meeting of the minda. In it she explores the
difficulty of sustaining that kind of union even when two
people are of united minds and purpose. Unfortunately there
is always the chance of miareading either one’s self or
another, aa the case of Juatine HBrent and John Amherst
illuatrates.

The two meet over the hospital bed of one of John’s
employeea, who has been badly maimed in a mill accident.
Nurse and supervisor agree that in certain casea euthanasia
ia indeed a mercy. When they next meet, John haz married
Bessy Weatmore, Justine’s achoolgirl friend and the mill
owner’s widow. After ceveral years, the Amherstsa,
incompatible intellectually and morally, decide to sepsrate.
Justine prolongs a viait to Beassy in an attempt to help the
couple resolve their fundamental differences. She is aa

compasaionate a listener as Sara Norton, and her role 3s a
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variation on the pattern established in “Friends." When John
ia absent, Bessy suffere a crippling injury from a riding
accident and diee. With Justine‘’s help he plans to humanize
the working and living conditiona of the employeea. They
eventually merry and their dual partnership seema perfect
until Justine confesses to having given Besay an overdose of
morphine. Wharton makes it very clear that the mercy-killing
was not self-serving, but the revelation appails John, who
then begins to glorify the image of his dead wife. John and
Justine part, and though they &re reunited like Vance and
Halo at the novel’s conclusion, their new relationship is
cemented with silence 2bout Besay’e true nature and actual

behavior. The i t and self pporting woman of the

book’s beginning has been transformed into “an angel in the
house," and the only person who benefits is Beaay’s daughter,
Cicely. In a reversal of Gilbert and Gubar’s reading of
“Snow White," in which the guod mother dies and ia
resurrected as the bad step-mother,“> Cicely haa both her
less-than-perfect mother’s memory and her much-loved step-
mother’s presence.

Wharton does not believe in fairy tale endingas and
that belief heaa won her a place in American lettera; however,
it also makes her seem too narrowly bound by her own
experience. Marriage to Teddy Wharton had taught her the

truth of the joke she recorded in a 1913 notebook:

“Did you know that John and Susan
2
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committed suicide on Tuesday?”
“What? No?--How?"

“They got married.®~=~

That message is more subtly repeated over her decades-long
career; marriage 18 at best a compromise that severely
suppresses or limits the self. Because it can never fulfill
one’s expectations, life has meaning, as it does for the
Dowager Duchess of Tintagel, through personal denial and
duty. People are cogs of varying sizes and importance in a
machine that braids strands of civilization. As Blake Nevius
insightfully observes, Wharton was a classicist “whose whole
program, in her life as well as in her art, was the
subjection of thought and feeling to some kind of formal
control® (246). She believed that the *“ascul sits alone,” and
tfrom its isolation it derives its power. The only control of
which one can be confident is self-control, and as Hudson

River Bracketed and The Gods Arrive detail, at best one can

hope to accept one’s “self.*

The Buccaneers partially breaks this pattern, aince ita
projected ending grants Nan a chance at happineasa, where zhe
can perhaps once again talk face to face with herself and
tear down “the walls which had built themaselvea up about the
new Ducheas™ (262); but that chance can only at firat exist
outaide of marriage, and unfortunately, her lover‘’sa name, Guy
Thwarte, doea not sound altogether promising. In addition,

aa outlined in the synopsis, the happy ending ia purchased at
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the expense of her heloved Miae Teatvalley, whose help to the
lovers prevents her from finding a haven with Guy‘a father,
Sir Helmaley Thwarte, at Honourslove. As Wolff notes, the
projected ending seeme “hardly credible" (n441) because Nan
would not be likely to harm the cne person with whom she felt
moat herself. It doee, however, repeat the pattern of the
stronger, more independent, and leaa conventional woman
making a sacrifice for friend, child, mother, or sister. By
conjuring imagea of pathfinders and trailblazers, Laura
Teatvalley’s name also suggests that like her governeas Nan
might learn to live the iife of an idependent woman, and if

The Buccaneers had ever been completed, we might now have a

better idea of how Ellen Olenska spent thoae twenty yeara.
If we accept--as most critics do--that Nan and Guy are
meant to achieve the one happy marriage in all of Wharton’s
fiction, then they owe their auccesa to Nan‘a refusal to be
self-sacrificing. That deciaion leads to her becoming
“grown-up." In French Wayas and Their Meaning, Wharton
defined "“grown-up" as being invalved with “the buasinessa of
living.™ Nan is initiated into “the businesa of living"
through her bad marriage, and in this way ashe reaemblea the
nineteenth-century heroine, whose first unsatiasfactory
husband diee, leaving her free to marry to marry a more
suitable mate. Nan’s flight from her marriage could have
provided an alternative ending; for example, Conchita‘s South
American relatives moght have offered her shelter and

occupation, but the final solution--whether resulting from
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death or divorce--is another marriage. In thia way, the

wnding of The Buccaneers parallels “Soula Belated." Wharton

knew how an American woman could be “grown-up," leaving a
marriage could achieve that, but then she did not
“realistically"™ know what to do with her. Although Wharton
herself was able to approximate her roles as woman and artist
and to maintain strong same-cex friendships, she saw herself
@8 an exception, and as a result, her artist-heroines are
women, such aa Lily Bart, Anna Leath, Sophy Viner, Ellen
Olenska, and Nan St. George, who fashion their own identitiea
by slaying the dragons of convention.

Very seldom do men and women in Wharton’s fiction find
“the right word" to cay to each other or aee the “beyondneaa"
of things from the same angle of vision (137), and for this
reason, women’s relationships with other women take on added
meaning. Wharton’s work can be aeen aa voicing thia belief

with increasing volume and r and cr ng with

The Buccaneers. Looking at The House of Mirth (1905), The

Fruit of the Tree (1907), The Reef (1912), The Custom of the

Country (¢1913), The Age of I €1920), and The Mother‘’s

Recompenae (1925) in chronological order, there is in general
a more fully and overtly articulated examination of the
benefita and the limitstions of relatiocnships tatween women.

In The House of Mirth, women’s relationships are often

fragile and cannot eaaily survive environmental pressures.

In contrast, The Fruait of the Tree showa that two very

different women can trust the strength of a bond forged in
282
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childhood. In The Reef, Anna and Sophy help each other
achieve expanded perceptions about themselves and their
experience, and their new definitiona of “self" challenge
society’s norms for women. Unfortunately, their relationahip
seems to henefit Anna more, and though we may hope that Sophy
achieves a better, independent life, the novel’s ambiguous
ending leaves room for doubt. The Custom of the Country
exposes the dangers a corrupt system has for both sexes.
While there is something poaitive sbout Undine’s refusing to
be victimized, the means she uses to gain power are
deploreble. The end results of her relationashipa with other
women are unaatiefactory and lacking beceuse she herself ia
lacking, and her blindnesa and banality make her a threat to
the civilization that produced her. Ellen Olenska and May
Welland, however, are touchatones for each other’s lives, and

in The Mother’s R two women, bound by the moat

difficult of all female ties, grant each other the freedom to

be themseives. Hudson River Bracketed and The Gods Arrive

are Wharton’s vision of a whole “self" born of that freedom,
one that embraces the meny and seemingly disparate layers of

perzonaslity. As in The Buccaneers, women’s friendships can

give an added richnesa and sense of safety to life, but the
“soul“--if it is to experience “the fullneas of life"--muat
learn self-sufficiency. Women’e partnerashipe are not an
alternative to male-female relationships, but Wharton’s
vision of the world makes ue ask why not.

In all these novels, the importance of women’s
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relationshipa with each other ia aubtly woven into the
textured fabric of the novele’ themea. It geema particularly
poignant that Wharton would overtly state thie theme in her
final novel, The Buccaneers, for those laat years also
brought the deaths of cloae women friends, and in particular,
her housekeeper, Gross. The Bucceneers deoes not summarize or
restate Wharton‘e previous work, but it doea grow from its
fertile soil. Wharton was the opposite of her bewildered
hercine, Nan Tintagel, “isclated in her new world, no longer
able to reach hack to her past, and not having yet learned
how to communicate with the present™ (262). In her later
years, she was drawn more and more to the young and made
friendahips with them, the moat significant one being her
relationship with Royall and Eliaina Tyler‘s son, William.
Her reaching out to youth reflected her hope “to keep intact
as many linka aa possible between yeaterday and tomorrow, to
lose, in the ardour of new experiment, the leaat that may be
of the long rich heritage of human experience" (Lewis 169).

The Buccaneers promised to fulfill thia wish.
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Review of taterature, IN, no. 11 (1 Oct. 1932): 145,

“*Blake Neviue, Sdath Wharton: 8 Stugdy ot Her Fictaion
(Berkeley snd Loe Angeles: University of Cslifornia Prese,
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other women wraitere, Wharton often sounds like her beloved
George Eliot in “S1lly Novele by Lady Noveliste.™

“Another womsn artist 1e the wrater in “Copy," Who wants
to effect a hargain with a former and now famouse lover to
prevent their lettere to each other from being posthumously

published. As an The Touchstone, the emphasis 18 on “woman™

and not “wrater." The quality and aintegraity of an artist’s
WworKk was the subpject of many of Wharton’s enhort stories, such

as “The Verdict," “The Potmoiier,™ “That Good May Come “The

Recovery,™ “The Portrait," “The Muse’s Tragedy," “Full
Circle," and “The Daunt Disna," but in these stories the
artist figures are male. 3See Edath Wharton, The Collected

Short Stories of Edith Wharton ed. R. W. B. Lewis (NY:

Charles Scrabner‘s Sons, 1968).
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a (NY: D. appleton
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“See Nevius 223. He notes that the Willow’s library is
modeled after the library of Wharton’s father, George
frederick Jones. Wharton descraibes her father’s library in

A Backward Glance 65-72.

*“See Lewis 4993 and Neviue 224. Wharton givee her

opinion of her first novel in A Backward Glanc
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of Decision’ was not, 1n my sense of the term, & novel at
alil, pbut oniy a romentic chronicle . . . and I doubted
whether I should ever have encugh constructive power to
achieve anything heyond isolated character studies or the
2tringing together of picturesque episodes' (20S).

**Edath Wharton, “Life anda I," Wharton Archivee, The
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale Unaveraaty,
New Haven, Connecticut, 4.

*“For a fuller analyesis of the relationship between
Wharton’s writing and emotional and physical health, see

Wolff 75-91 esp. in 4 S8sckward Glance Wharton descrihes

herself as she does Vance. Zee pages 4&-51, 70 esp. The two

aleo get the same type of questions sbout the “true™

identities of their characters (211). Also see Lewis 76.
**For an excellent discussion of the similarities

between Weston and Wharton, see Margaret. B. McDowell, “Hudson

Raver HBracketed and The Gods srrave," Edith Wharton ed.

Harold Bloom (NY: Chelsea House Publicners, 1986) S3-56 esp.
Mchowell notes that Wharton would have aisliked the stream-
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Naturalist movement and i1te underlying determinism reducese
free will. Also see Wolff who speculates that a novel such
2e Ulysses threatened Wharton because 1te technique, which
breake down the parriers netween life and fiction, leaas
“back to the practices that distorted her own first work"
(395). Wharton’s need for personal and professional control

would have made the technique unsuitable.
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states that in The Gods Srrave it 18 impossible to define
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the theme of "“individual responsibility" emphasized to give a

retrospective semblance of unity to the work as a whole
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1z4.
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Preese, 1980) ana Carol Galligan, In a Diff

Psychotogacal Theory mnd Women’e Development <Cambridge:

Harvard University Press, 1982).

ent. Voice
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rraive (NY: D. appieton & Co.,
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“<“Edith Wherton, “The Fullnese of Life," The Coliected
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Charles Scraibner’e Sons, 1968) 12-20. Wharton makes the

analogy between a house and a woman’s nature:
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waite for a footatep that never comes.
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Country. Archer learnes to cherash the privacy of his haven,
@nd in this way his thinking 18 closer to Vance’s than
Raiph’s.
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Edath Wharton tRutherford: Farleigh Dickinson Press, 1982)
143.
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Lamkan," Short Fiction of Sarah Orne Jewett and Mary Wiikins
Ereeman ed. Barbara Sclomon (New York and Scarborough,
Ontario: New Ameracan Library, 1979) 466-484.

“=The title of The Gods Arrave 1s taken from Emerson’se
poem “Give All to Love" (1846). The last two lines read:

“When hailf-gods go, / The gods arrive.

“®R. W. B. Lewis, "A Wrater of Short sStories," Edith
Wharton ed. Harold Bloom (NY: Chelszea House Publashiang, 1986)

23. It was origainally published as the “Introduction" to

The Collected Short Storaies of Edath Wharton edited by Lewie

(NY¥: Charles Scripner’s Sone, 1968) xxi.

““Margaret thanler, Autumn an the Vaitey (Boston:
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the gardens as a projection of herselif (487).

“@Nancy R. Leach, "“Edith Wharton’e Unfinsihed Novel,"

Ameracen Literary Reataem 25 1ii (1953) 347. The manuscraipt
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of “Literature" is in the Wharton srchives, The Beinecke Rare
Baok @nd Manuscript Library, Yale Univereity, New Haven,
Connecticut.

““Mary Wilkins Freeman, "The Poetes. * The sShort Faictaon

of Saran Urne Jewett ana Mary Wilkine freeman, 374-387.
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“*In a letter to Sara Norton, Wharton Arcnives, The
Beinecxe Rare Book and Mauscript Library, Yale University,
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& fiction brougnt to me, which might
20 much better have been hem-stitching
or pumpkin-pie or double-entry-book-
keeping, that [ suppoee I have grown

rather callous. sSat., 1901

In A Backward Glance, however, Wharton could equate domestic

and literary arts when speaking ot her family’s cooks: “Ah,
what artists they weret" (54-59). See Marie Thereea Logue,
“Edath Wharton and the Domestic Ideal,™ DAL 44 (1984): 36858-
36868. In the faceamilie, printea by lniversity Microtiinme
International, see pages ol-65 and H8I-ISE esp.

»=The chapter specifically on her wrating in 4 Sackward

Glance 1= titled, "The Secret Garden" (197-212). In it
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Wharton eays, "I shall try to depict tha growth and unfelasng
©of the plante in my secret garden, :trom ceed to the shrub-
top--for [ have no intention Of magnitying my vegetation into

treest!" (19%).

“3For aiternative readings, see Geoffrey walton, £dath

Wharton: 3 Cratacas study (1972; Ruthertord: Farleigh
Dickinson WUnivereaity Prees, reviced 1982). He finde 1t
noteworthy that "“Hsic has the last word and that Vance is a
supplicant as well as a child" (182), but he also finde 1t
confueing, since one 1s left with “considerable uncertainty
as to how geriously to taue.xt all and how clear Edath
Wharton herseif was about the 1ssues raised" (182). Also see
Ammons who argues that Halo ie eympolic of Wharton’a belief
in “inherent female superiority™ (195).

*“Edith Wharton, Erench Waye and Their Meanang,
110. The worde also echo the minister‘s at Charaty Royall’s
mother’s funeral: '‘yet in my flesh shall I see God" (186).

=®Gaillard Lapeley, “A Note on The Buccaneers," The

Buccaneers (NY: D. Appleton-Century Co., 1938) 360. All
subsequent retferences to this text will be nated
parenthetically.
““Carol Wershoven, “Edith wharton’s Finali Vision: The
Buccaneerc, smeracan Laterary Reateam 15 (1982): 209-220.
=7The manuscript 1s in the Wharton Archives, The
Beinecke Rare Boox and Manuscraipt Library, Yale Universaty.

The governese in thie etory had @n 1lliegitimate chaild.

#4See Lewrs 165-167, 174-176, 446. Wharton wae

292

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



particularly fsultea for losing touch with American idiom.

““See Margaret B. Mecpowell, Edath Wharten INY: Twayne

Pub. Co., 1976) 138.

e calis Laura the link petween the
older conservative generstion 1n America and England and the
younger, more liheral girls.

““M4 Moment’e Urnament' was the working title of The

House of Marth, and in The Gode Arrave a would-he craitic

Chrie Churiey usee the phrase to describe himeeirf (248).
Another tatle for [he House of Marth was "The Year of the
Rose™ (Lewie 155).

~*In a less satiefying way, the scene suggeste that
Wharton might have been having a self-mocking laugh at
hercelf, felt a need for retaliation or =ome reaidual
bitterness, in remembering some of the lese savory detasils of
her relationship with Morton Fullerton. See Lewis 263-264 esp.
and Wolff 195-198 esp. about her invoivement in the purcnase
ot blackmail letters for Fullerton.

~=izary H. Lindaperq, Edath Wharton and the Novel of

Hanners (Charlottesvilie: Unmiversity of Virginia Press, 19795)
103.

“*See Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Madwoman in the

Attac: The Woman Wrater and the Nineteentn-Century Literary

imaganation (London and New Haven: Yale Univereity Press,

““Notehook of 1913 in the Wharton Arcnivee, The Beinecke
Rare Book and Manuscrapt Library, Yale Univereity, New Haven,

Connecticut.
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2onciusion

Wharton and Her Contemporariee, Cather, Austin, ana Glaegow

“Do you wonder that we noveliste find sueh an

inexhaustible field in Womant™

“Writing a War

Bunner Sisters (1901) 1= Edith Wharton‘e version of the
story 2o often used by women writers and =o central to

feminist cratacal theory: the Demeter-Persephone myth. Her

telling 12 bleak! the fall into a post-Freudian worid brings
death. The sisters are Ann Eliza and Evelina, and they live
a life of comfortable 1f circumecribed domesticity until
their world is invaded by the ominous presence of & potentaal
suiteor, Mr. Ramy. Mr. Ramy first proposes to the elder
sister, Ann Eliza, but her refusal persuades him to honor the
younger. Aann Elaiza’s altruaem 1s Evelina’s curse, tor Mr.
Ramy 1s a drug addict, who steals their money, beats nis
wite, and deserts her when ene 18 giving bartn. After the
death of her child, Evelina returns to her sister to die;
however, her conversion to Catholicism assures that the
sistere’ estrangement, which began with Evelina’s marriage,
wlll continue beyond thie lite. ann Eliza wetches her
esieter’s esiow death from tuberculosie and feels that “(olnce
more ehe found herself shut out ot Evelana’= heart, an exile

from her closest affections."* fir. Ramy’s intrusion has
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destroyed the Bunner Sistera’ world just as effectively ae
Pluto’e destroyea the “femaie world of love and ritual"™ that
Demeter and her daughter inhamted, for Ann Eliza dies “a
stranger in her leister’sl arme" (308).

Eleven years later Wharton revised this story by
transforming 1t :nto a verse play cailled “Pomegranate Seed.™

It restates the point she made i1n Bunner Ziesters while

iliuminating the social and literary context in which she and
her female contemporaries worked. Writing after the genaer
crigis at the turn-of-the-century, Wharton saw no alternative
but to return & willing Persephone to Hades. Hefore
Persephone can make that cnoice, however, she muat again
vizit her mother, and their reunion 1= crucial for her
development: not until ehe both battlies and accepte Demeter
can ehe don a unique (but related) mentle of identaty.

Wharton’s Demeter defines herself only in relation to
her daughter. When Hecate, for exsmple, arrives with the

news that Persephone tives, “yet never sees the sun,” Demeter

responds, “Blind am 1 an her blindness. Seeing ner
immortal grief as greater than “the cry that mortal mothers
make'" when they lose a child, for “happier they, that make an
end at last™ (286), she transforms the entire earth into a
grave for Persephone, “[tlill nothing maried the place where
she had stood ¢ But her dropped flowers--a garland on her
grave' (285). Persephone’s abandoned garland couid also

grace the grave of her mother‘s ald “szelf," since Demeter’e

new identity 1s determined by her “undaugntered“ condition:
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the world weeps as enhe destroye her artlstry and ite canvas.
Her ruthiessly Ulympian gesture causes ail creation to chare
ana suffer the magnificent magnitude of her own mourning.

As the protectreee of the cocial order and marriage,
Demeter should want to promote--and not prevent--her
daugnter’s particapation in “the busaness of livang," but
inetead she resemnles Wharton’e own mother in her attempts to
deny Persephone that xnowledge. Persephone is not her
mother’s daughter in the cense that she feels and triee to
2age the sufferaing soule, now dead, who still know “the lust
of some old anguien™ (249). Her experience of the other
eide, her consciousness of life’s complete cycle, has
resulted in her “gaving suck to a grief" (286) that her
mother is incapable of knowing. The two are separcted as
surely as the Victorians were from thear post-war young. The
Persephone who i1s momentarily restored to her mother can

never be the same young woman who walked among the almonas

Her rent veil 1= the price of initiation, and this time 1t

both separates her trom and makes her superior to her parent;

as i1n The Mother’s daughter and mother change

positions. It aleo aligne her wath all of Wharton’s
heroinesa.

The verse play ends with mother and daughter forever
divided, forever attuned to different voices. Demeter heare

“the secret whizsper of the whest" and the voices

ot her dead (291). The possessive pronoun shows that

Persephone has claimea the dead and theair eternally living
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corrowe for her own, and in this egocentric way she 12
pernape most her mother’s daughter. Demeter may appear less
sympathetic because the sounde which whisper in her ears are
inanimate. However, as 1n all Wharton novels, the two women
are haives of one whole, forming all of nature; and as a
reader of Pater, the author would have neen aware that they
were considered a ‘dual goddese™ and worehipped as one.-
They resembie the crose-generational pairing of Sophy Viner
and Anna Leath an The Reef or of Mise March and the American

girie in The Buccaneere.

Pluto does not figure as a character in “The Pomegranate
Seed," but 1t 1s to him also that Persephone returne. Hiz
physical absence is even more glaring than Frederick Jaones’s
from his daughter’s autobiography, but his sexual presence
cannot be ignored, for Persephone’s sojourn with him has made
her “grown-up." In her case, rape has been the equivalent of
Nan 5t. George’s had marraage.

The myth’s reecivtion iilustrates the dilemma ot women

writing on the cusp that divided a pre- and poet-Freudian
warid. Saran Orne Jewett wouid have had no difficulty
reuniting sisters or mother and daughter who would have then
etarted home, gathering herbs along the way in anticipation
©f a shared pot of tea. Mary Wilkina might have had them set
up housekeeping again, only to find that they were now
incompstible and would be much happier tending separate
gardens. Wharton, however, did not see herself as having

these choices. If Persephone returned home, she was a
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fairlure like Evelana or tacking in the way that Charlotte
Loveil 1s in The Uid Maag, and 2t ene chose to iive with
another woman, she wae “degenerate." Whartcn knew that
Persephone must return to her huepand, and considering her
own view of marriage, his place ot residence 18 not
surprising. Without a husband, she could be an object of
pity and condescension or a Riviera drifter, but through hie
agency a woman had her hest chance of leaving the Montessora
infant school snd graduating into “the business of living."
Wharton accepted this social reality and i1t determined her
plots.

Ae Ellen Ulenska telle Newlana Arcner, there 12 ne
country that is not bounded by =ociasl restrictions, and that
belief perhape moet differentistes Wharton from her
contemporaries, Cather (1873-1947), Austan (1868-1932), and
Glaagow (1873-1941). In different ways, each learned--to
quote Wharton--that “the creative mind thraves on a reduced
diet."* All had compiex relationships with their mothers ana
felt ambivalent about marriage. Glasgow could never bring
herself to marry; Austin left hers. But even though these
women experienced profeesional and personal difficulties
eimilar to Wharton‘s, they were able to create characters who
saw alternatives, who did find or create the other country
tnat Newland Archer couida oniy 1magine.

Willa Cather voiced a tear of ail these writers when che
begged Elizabeth sargeant to tell her whether “she might have

committed the unforgavaple female literary sin of
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averwrating™ or heing tco emotionei in O, Picnaersi.” As a
ifespian writer, Willa Cather in psrticular feit 1t neceassary
to zdopt a male pereona elther to mask her own identity or to
‘universalize" her experience. Like Wharton che made a point
of sceparating herself from other women writers. The two
would have sympathized with Paula Becker’s question to Clara
Westhoff in the Adrienne Rich poem: “Which of us, Clara,
hasn’t had to take that leap / out beyond our heing women /
to save our work? or is it to save ourselvest?“®

Cather’s version of the Demeter-Persephone myth in Q,
Paoneers! ends even more violently than Wharton’s. Alexandra
Bergeon and Marie Shabata may resemble that mother and
daughter as they work cozily together side by side in the
story’s winter section, but Marie‘s sexual fall insuree her
death and the death of her lover. Sharon 0‘Brien ceee
Cather’e work sna life necoming leass marked by issues of
gender once she resoived the culturally imposed
contradictions petween femininity and creativity (S) and
argues that in U, Pioneere! (1913) and The Song of the Largk
€191%5) she wae anle to make an “alliance between womanhcod
and creativity that Cather’s infatuation with male valuee had
obecured for so many years" (448). Although 0‘Brien’s
reading mey convince the critic, it does not satisfy the
reader who feels a curious tension between author and subject
when reading My Antonia ¢1918), 4 Loat lady (1923), or even
4, Pioneerst. What exactly is Cather’e relation to her

narrator, Jim Burden, or to female characters, such as
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Antonia, toothless and agea before her time: Marie,
passionate and muraered, or Marion Forrester, sexuaily

exploited and

x»ploitive and ultimately triumphant?
Catner’s aifticultles with tone are comparable to

Wharton“=z 1in River 8racreted and The Gode Arrive, but

unlike Wharton. she was able to tell the story ot a ifémale
artist trom her point of view. Nevertheless, that point ot
view 1s similar to Vance weston’s, tor in The Song of the

Lark Thea Kronberg discovers what he calls “The Mothers,” the

tion and creativity. For Thea the
connection 1s even more direct, since the art of operatic
2inging is dependent upon her body. Although Wharton ana
Cather agree about the power of femininity, they differ about
its inherited restrictions and obligationa. As the
characterization of Lena in My Antonia illustrates, Cather 1s
lees accepting of the inescapable measure of the double
atanaard. The relaticnship between Cari and Alexandra in O,
ioneers! shows that she is alsc less bound by traditionat
vliews on courtsnip, marriage, and temale roles. Underlying
her tiction i1s a belietf in the individual’s ability to
transcend the grasp of time and place; for example, in A Loat

Lady, Marion Forrester refuses to comply with the narrator‘s

conventional detfinitions of “woman:' Godtrey St. Peter in The

Erotessor’s House sets himselt adrift trom the moorings ot

home, tamily, and culture; and in Death Comes to the
Archbishop, Bishop Latour’s spiritual flights are not soiely

grounded 1in the dogma of his church. Cather associates the
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desert with something “sott and wild ana free, something that
- « . softly picked the Lock, slid the bolts, ana released

the prisoned spirit of man into the wind, into the blue and

gold, into the morning, into the morning! Wharton
envisions no similar space; at best the asoul accepts itsa
single cell and--to quote Emily Dickinson-- “selects her own
society” (1862).

Like Catner, Mary Asuetin created what Laston Bachelard
called more “felicitous epaces."® Her relstion to the lana
and her openness to non-European cultural traditions in part
explain the greater range of alternatives she envisioned for
her heroinee: for example, in the story, “The Man Who wae
Loved by Women," she succesefully--and humorously--weaves all
the colored strands that Wharton saw as clashing, egalitarian
marriage, female community, and individual empowerment.
These alternatives, however, are often incompatible with
“eastern™ values and the dominant culture. Stories such ae
“Frustrate" and “The Portrait" show Austin encountering the
@ame hurdles as Wharton, for the female srtiet figurea in
them are eas=ily recognizable as Margaret Aubyn’s sisters.

Melody Graulich descraibee Austin as a “wrater,
ecologist, feminist, philosopher, poet, and folklorist™ and
observes that by rejecting repressive religions, anta-
intellectualien, and rigad gender rolee, she sought new
patterns for organizing her life.® Austin’e overt feminiam
and politaiciem, which distanguieshee her from Wharton and

Cather, contributed to her conscious efforte to develop a
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tradition that incorporated folk traditions, Native Ameraican
culture, and something that Mary Hallock Foote described as
“pure women" (Graulich 26).

Austan shared wath Wharton and Cather an admiration for

Henry James, and in 1920, =he wrote a novei, 26 Jayne Street,

that 18 set in his original terratory, the upperclass worid
of old New York. Its heroine, Neith Schuyler, has epent the
best part of her life traveling around Europe with her
invalid father. After his death, che returns to an America
etill tottering on the nrink of i1ts entry into “the great
war" and becomes &ngaged to a leading political radical, Adam
Freer. Neath assumes that he has “the ability to act on the
intransic merits of a eituation, independently of its
emotions,™*“ but she 1s mistaken. In his relationships with
women, Adam 1s autocratic, chauviniatic, and conventional,
and Neith soon learns thst her happiness is at the expense of
another woman’s. Rose Matlock, Adam’s companion, lover,
political collaborator, his wife in all but name, objects
when he discards her, ana Neith agrees--the breaking of a
contract chould be negotiated. Neith has only respect and
admiration for Rose, and the novel ends with her diesolving

her t. In The Reef and The Age of [ e Wharton

approaches this conciusion, and in two key waye her thinking
resembles Austin’e! between men and women there 12 no

democracy; and women must begin to take responsibility for

saying “no." The consequences of acting on the latter,

however, are more severe in a Wharton novel as the fate of
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Lily Bart or sny of her exiled heroines illustratee. Wwharton
cees society as essentially fixed, whereas, Auetin envisions
i1te evolution. Although the change 1S not without pain tor
Auetin, i1ts advantages are more clearcut. In A Woman of
Genaus (1912), for example, Austin’s 0lavia Lattimore learns
the same leeson that Lily Bart (190S) and later Susan Lenox
€1917) learned: “respectability" inhibite female development.
The knowledge coste her the love of her life, but it doee not
deny her the friendship and comfort of a companionate
marrisge. It 1s questionable whether either Anna Leath or
May archer even experience thie quiet joy.
Ellen Glasgow shared Austin’s feminiem and Wharton’s

. vision. Her ironic analysis of southern morals and manners
and her scathang studies of the destructive double stanadard
inherent in the the cult of s=outhern womenhood align her with
Wharton, her northern sister. Margaret Fleming of “The
Difference™ 1s a character very familiar to Wharton readers.
The serenity of her twenty year marriage ie destroyed when
ehe learns of her husbhand’s affair with & young artist.
Margaret teste the depth of her love and finds the strength
to step aside only to discover that her sacrifice 1s neither
needed nor desired. Reesembling Austin’s Neith Schuyler, ehe
1e--ae her husband telle her--disappointed and angry that he
is not in love with hie mietress. The tear in her veal
reveale a commonplace and vulgar worid.

Like wharton, Glasgow wae accused of creating weak men

and treating them harahly, but unlike her, she wae able to
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create a strong, self-willed, and “iron-veined" woman in
Sarren Ground ¢1925). After being seduced and abandoned,
Dorinaa Uskiey dedicates her life to reclaiming the =oil ana
finde, as did Alexandra Bergeson and livia Lattimore, zome
ealace in a companionate marriage. She finally traumphe and
i1s revenged, but--iike Newland Archer--misses “the flower of
life." Glessgow could have been describing her fiction as a
whole when she wrote to Van Wyck Brooke that the two
overlapping themee of The Sheiltered Life were “we cannot put
up @ shelter against life and we kill what we love too
much."** Wharton would certainly sgree. These two woman had
similar ideas about thear art, for as Glasgow wrote to Allen
- Tate: "I am not writing of Southern nature, but of human
nature. By the Sheltered Life, I meant the whole civilzation
man has built to protect himself from reality . . . I was not
concerned with the code of Virgainia, but with the conventions
of the world we call civilized . . . I was dealing with the
tate of a civiliTed mand in a world where even the
civilzations we make are uncavilized" (124). In Glasgow’e
fiction--as in Wharton’s--the individual does not escape,
redefine, or recreate the existing world; rather he or she
struggles wathin the confines and the context of
“eavilazation."™ what most distinguishee these “authore of
manners' 18 Glasgow’s =mphasie on psychological truth and
Wharton’s emphasis on sccial realism, a point illustrated by

the titles of their respective autobiographies, The Woman

Wathan and A _Backward Glance.
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In The Woman Withan Glazgow wrote: “fal sensitive maind
would slwaye remain an exile on eerth, and regarding life
iteelf I had perserved no i1llusicne."'< Her contemporaries
could aleo nake that claim, for in their own waya, Wharton,
Cather, Austin, and Glasgow had to remove “the veil of
literature™ that Wharton deescribes as hanging between George
Eliot’e eyes and Life.*+ Each had to confront and mold to
their own purposes, as did Eliot, “the familar marionettes of
fiction" (249). Once that veil was removed, 1t revealed an
era of overwhelming historicsl, economic, and sociological
changes:; for examplie, during theair lifetimes these women
witnessed their country’e shift from an agrarian to an
industrial based economy; they saw their nation’s population
migrate from country to city; they saw the face of America
develop Irish, slavic, semitic, and multi-racial features;
they saw the intercontinental railroad and the firet
airplane; they saw their homes acquire refrigeration,
electricaty, and a telephone; they saw the rise of
millionairee and labor unions; they saw the continued
etruggle for suffrage, racial equality, and economic paraty.
All born before a decade had marked the end of the Civil War,
they lived through the Spanish-American and First World Wara.

Austin’s 4 Womsn of Genuie, Glasgow’s The Descendant,

and Cather’s The Professor’s House are responses to these

upheavals as 1s the work of Hamlin Garland, Stephen Crane,
Theodore Dreiser, Henry Adame, Sherwood Anderson, and

Sinclair Lewis. As a social historian and a novelist of
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manners, Wharton’s work in particuilar chronicles cultural
transitions as they claen with, thwart, and re-direct
individual aspiratione. She was equally aware of the poverty
of the past and its grandeur worth preserving. In this
regard, her work resembles that of her female contemporaries.

Wharton perhape most differs from the women writers
mentioned in her unresolved conflict about marriage’s
necessity and its impossibility. Her heroines are denied the
solace of a helpmate’s support and sympathy. Although
clearly able to see the sourcea of the problems she analyzed,
she hed greater difficulty in envisioning a viable
alternative, such as Cather and Auatin’e companionate
marriage or Glasgow’s “strength that enables one to atand
alone."*“ Rather, her skill lies in the quelity of her
analysis, the questions 1t poses, and the reasoning 1t
undermines. Wharton in pasrticular was personally and
artistically tied to the two-women-one-man piot, which in her
mind could only be recolved by an either-or choice.

In her fiction, male and female worlds seldom intersect,
but women strain to bridge the guif. When they succeed, they
experience a double loss: they are still left awaiting the
footstep that never comes, and they lose the person with whom
they are in truth most intimate, another woman. Although
Wharton looks at the two-women-one-man plot from the
perspectives of competition and cooperation, the result ie
the zame. In “Roman Fever," for example, Mrs. Slade and Mre.

Ansley asre vital to each other’s definitions of “self." Both
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nave defined their lives through their girlhood rivairy tor
Mre. Analey’s huepand, and thougn Mre. Ansiey obviously won
the man, Mre. Slade had hie child. Mre. Ansiey enviee her
frienda that brilliant and beautiful daughter without Knowing
her parentage. The best friends secretly feel sorry tor each
other, but that sympathy ie only a disguiced form of
competitiveness. In thie way, their identities are
collanorative and interdependent. When Mre. Slade reveals
the truth, both women lose the relationship that has been the
foundation of their separste worlds. Although Wharton treate
her characters ironically, Mre. Slade and Mrs. Ansley have
been more important to each other’s sense of well-being than
any of her married couples.

From the other perspective, The Reef and The Age of

innocence enow paire of women who are more intimate with each
other than they were or will ever be with their mates.

Unlike her contemporaries, Wharton does not allow ner
heroines to have a husband and a best triend. fhe Buccaneers
comes closest to achieving thie goal, but that too appears to
be at the friend’s expense, for Wharton never lost sight of
the conflicting and often antithetical demands of love and
friendshap. She beilieved that all human ties were subject to
the society in which they were formed, and any new tie
reaiigned an old. Nevertheless, her work showse a persistent
effort to make all relatione between men and women and women
and women more honest and more inclusive: 1t shows a valiant

questioning end a fearless appraisal of the forces that
30
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inhaibit this happening; and 1t shows her efforte to more
closely approximate the poles in her own life that were
characterized by her relationenip with her mother and her
fraendship with Sara Norton. Ite etrength comes from what
Herbert Marcuse definese as "the nidden categorical imperative
of art," the impetus to make the ficticioue or the ideal
real.:™

By exposing the false samplicity of female stereotypes,
by portraying the complexity and individuality ot her
heroinee in an equally compiicated worid, by presenting a
model of female cooperstion, which rune like an underground
railroad throughout her work, Wharton was akin to (ather,
Austin, and Glasgow. They might have sympathized with the
friend who after her obiturary appeared in The Times wrote:

"The excellent obituary notices in The Times of August 14

[1937) rightly mentioned the many distinguished men who were
proud to he called Edith Wharton’e fraends. But at least one
undietinguished women, Si1gntly younger than Editn, would
like to bear testimony to her genercous, sympathetic, and
understanding kindnese to herself and to many others of the
eame sex and calibre."

In "A Little Giri‘s New York," the author wrote: "It is
such bats of vanished life that I should like to gather up
now, & maxe into a tfittle memorial like the hoxes adorned
with exotic shells that eailore used to fabraicate in the long
lersure between voyages. That the shelle will be very emall,

& the hox when made s mere joke of a thing, (unless one pute
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one’s ear to the shelle--& how many will?) is what { shoula
like to foreatail my critice by mentioning that I have
aiready foreseen--" (356). Wharton wae wrong. The shellse
she gathered more than whisper 1n an eager ear; they still
house an ocean’s roar; they still invite ug to savor thear

sweet content.
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