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Praise for Hermione Lee's

EDITH WHARTON


“A splendid biography, extremely rich in social and historical detail…. Hermione Lee's triumph lies in rendering the dynamism and integrity of this sometimes remote and always willful and stoic woman without leaving out the nuances, the soft exceptions and endearing contradictions.”

—Edmund White, The New York Review of Books




“Hermione Lee has written a fascinating portrait of a brilliant writer.”

—The Economist



“Thorough [and] scholarly…. The extraordinary accomplishment of [Lee's] biography enables readers to feel that they have known [Wharton] all their lives.”

—The Wall Street Journal



“Stunning. … Wonderfully humanizing, keenly reasoned.”

—Vogue



“Splendid. … Lee gives us what appears to be the totality of Wharton's life and works.”

—Louis Auchincloss, The New York Sun



“Definitive. … Just as Wharton's writing endures, so will this compelling portrait.”

—Daily News



“Groundbreaking. … Lee superbly culls from Wharton's novels, stories, poems, journals, and letters to create a sophisticated, persuasive, and powerfully intelligent masterwork that merges Wharton's public and private sides into a dynamic whole.”

—Elle



“Immense and pleasing. … Wharton's life, as Lee smoothly and wittily presents it, reads like one of her novels.”

—San Francisco Chronicle



“Authoritative. … Here is everything you will ever need and want toknow about Edith Wharton.”

—The Boston Globe



“Lucid and acute. … Lee goes into [her life] with a thoroughness no otherWharton biography has yet achieved.”

—Richard Eder, Los Angeles Times



“Richly detailed. … Hermione Lee artfully interweaves the fiction andthe life.”

—Newsweek



“Criticism at its best. … Lee astutely demonstrates how Wharton trans-formed her obsessions into stories of loss, regret, entrapment, and the woman who pays and pays.”

—The Nation



“Meticulous and authoritative. … [Lee's] exhaustive knowledge of Wharton's writing [creates] what deserves to be known as the definitive biography.”

—The Christian Science Monitor



“Magisterial. … Incisive. … [Lee's] biography will surely be the definitive life of Wharton for some time to come.”

—Sandra M. Gilbert, American Scholar



“Eloquent. … Lee is particularly sensitive to the gap between the life aslived and the writer's retrospective creation of herself.”

—London Review of Books



“Excellent. … Deals superbly with the many strands of Wharton's life…. A magnificent and subtle biography of a magnificent and subtle writer.”

—The Sunday Telegraph (London)



“Edith Wharton … could scarcely have failed to be impressed by its artistic sympathy, its sonorous depths, and its soaring conception. This is a glorious biography.”

—The Independent on Sunday



“Monumentally conceived and impressively executed. … Comprehensive and insightful. … Lee is out to understand Wharton, not to vilifyor sanctify her…. Neither Wharton nor the reader should have causefor complaint.”

—Elaine Showalter, The Guardian (London)



“Lee reconstructs Wharton's physical world (notably her houses), her intellectual cultural world, and her social world(s) in ?ne detail. It is done brilliantly. Anyone embarking on a reading of Wharton will deny themselves full appreciation if they do not consult Lee, whose biography is now the necessary accompaniment.”

—John Sutherland, Financial Times



“Lee's subtle and painstaking ability to illuminate the work with the life, and to make the life itself so interesting makes this a superb biography.”

—Colm Tóibín, The Irish Times



“Adding impressive depth and nuance to the received portrait of Wharton, Lee's biography excels in its discussion of her writing.”

—The Sunday Times (London)



“Perceptive. … In Hermione Lee, Edith Wharton has found a sympa-thetic spirit and a tireless investigator.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch
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An American in Paris




I n Paris, in February 1848, a young American couple on their Grand Tour of Europe found themselves, to their surprise, in the middle of a French revolution. Up to then, the travels of George Frederic Jones and his wife of three years, Lucretia Stevens Rhinelander Jones, with their one-year-old son, Frederic, had been undramatic. They had a lengthy European itinerary, the usual thing for Americans of their class, backed by the substantial funds of the Jones family, one of the leading, old-established New York clans. Starting in England and Paris in April 1847, they had “done” Brussels, Amsterdam, Hanover, Berlin and Dresden, Prague, Linz, Salzburg and Munich, Frankfurt, Cologne, Coblenz, Friburg, Geneva, Lake Como and the major Italian cities. George Frederic, at twenty-seven an experienced traveller (his father had taken him on his first European tour when he was seventeen), was able to indulge all his appetites for architecture, scenery, paintings, collectable objects, shopping, theatre, entertainment and seeing life. “Lu,” though more limited by looking after little Frederic and by her frequent illnesses and “her tremendous headaches,” was very definite about what she liked and did not like on her first trip abroad: “Lu rather disgusted with the Catholic ceremonies.”1

George Frederic voiced his own prejudices confidently all over Europe. “More disgusted than ever with London … London prices are fearful … Decidedly disgusted with Milan.” In Amsterdam, “the smell from the canal in most parts of the city fearful … Drove to the Jewish synagoage [sic] … but as soon as the carriage stopped, we were surrounded by such an infernal-looking set of scoundrels that we gave it up in disgust.” (But he enjoyed the Breughels.) In a Berlin restaurant, “the company mostly men, all hard eating, hard drinking, loud talking and very little refinement anywhere.” In the Dresden picture gallery, he was “much pleased” with the card players of Caravaggio, and a head of Christ by Guido. (Just the sort of thing that the “simpler majority” of nineteenth-century American tourists always liked and bought copies of, Edith Wharton would remark.)2 In the Prague Cabinet of Antiquities, “the cameos were particularly beautiful, one, the apotheosis of Augustus, is said to have cost 12,000 ducats.” In Venice he was very pleased with the Palace of the Doges [the Palazzo Ducale]. In Florence he rated the Pitti Palace “a much finer gallery than the other.”

But his heart belonged to Paris. When they first landed at Boulogne at the start of the trip, he wrote: “Glad to be again in France.” Once they settled into their rooms on the Champs-Élysées, everything interested him: the Palais Royal, the Louvre, the riding at Franconi's, the flower market, a new ballet at the Académie Royale (“some pretty grouping but on the whole rather tedious”), the Hôtel des Invalides where they were building a chapel to contain the remains of Napoleon. Meanwhile, Lu, as her daughter would note, was buying clothes, among them “a white satin bonnet trimmed with white marabout and crystal drops … and a ‘capeline’ of gorge de pigeon taffetas with a wreath of flowers in shiny brown kid, which was one of the triumphs of her Paris shopping.”3

After the long tour, back in Paris early in 1848, they were all set to resume their busy schedule of pleasurable activities. But on 22 February 1848, walking down from their hotel, the Windsor in the Rue de Rivoli, to the Place de la Concorde at 11 a.m. to see the results of the Reform Banquet, George Frederic found it had been put a stop to, and that an immense and very excited crowd had gathered. (Opposition parties, prevented from calling large-scale political meetings, had set up “reform banquets” all over France, where speeches were made against the government and toasts to reform were drunk. The one scheduled in Paris was prevented by order of Louis-Philippe and his regime: that was the spark for the upheaval.) By 4 p.m., barricades were being built and troops were out “in immense numbers.” “Matters in a state of great uncertainty,” George Frederic reported. On the 23rd, he heard of “considerable fighting” and of the resignation of François Guizot, the chief minister, and his government. On the 24th, there was heavy fighting, and they could see much of the action from their window: “The whole city in a complete state of insurrection.” The National Guard had joined the uprising. He “took Lu out to see the state of things, but she was so much frightened that we could not go far.” On the way back they heard a great firing in the Place Vendôme and so “had to beat a hasty and most undignified retreat through the side streets.” Louis-Philippe abdicated and fled with his wife across the Tuileries gardens, witnessed from their balcony by the Joneses. (Her mother, Wharton said, was more interested in what the queen was wearing than in the political crisis.) The people pillaged the palace, and a provisional government was declared. “Immense enthusiasm for the Republic. The tricolor cocade [sic] universally worn.” By 28 February, order was restored, but George Frederic Jones “had no confidence in the present state of things. Think the French entirely unsuited to a Republic.”

The next day, he (and Paris) were beginning to get back to normal: an evening show at the Palais Royal, followed by dinner at the Trois Frères; an Italian opera (where the “Marseillaise” was sung between the acts); a masked ball at the Grand Opera, very amusing; letter-writing, an outing to the vaudeville. But there was “not so much refinement as before— everything too democratic and republican.” At the opera, he found “a great change in the appearance of the audience—everyone very little dressed.” And it was more and more difficult to procure money through letters of credit. On 15 May there was a massive street demonstration in support of revolutionary governments in eastern Europe (“Another remarkable day in French history … deep-laid conspiracy to overthrow the government … great alarm … Paris looked like a besieged city”). But the Joneses were leaving for “stupid and uninteresting” London— and then home to New York. “Leave Paris with great regret, which, changed though it is since the Revolution, is more agreeable than any place I ever was in.”4

Nearly seventy years later, a lifetime away, Edith Wharton was in Paris at the outbreak of the European war of 1914, watching the behaviour of the people in the streets, gauging the political and social temperature, and coming to her own firm conclusions about this nation in wartime. As she watched the mobilisation of conscripts and volunteers, the throng of foot-passengers in the streets, the incessant comings and goings of civilians under martial law, the crowd's quiet responses to the first battle news, and, gradually, the influx into the city of “the great army of refugees,” she was struck by the “steadiness of spirit,” the orderliness and “unanimity of self-restraint” of Paris at war. The contrast with 1848—or 1870—was extreme: “It seemed as though it had been unanimously, instinctively decided that the Paris of 1914 should in no respect resemble the Paris of 1870.” As war conditions became the norm, she noted that the Parisians had started to shop again, to go to concerts and theatres and the cinema. But she noted, too, a consistent look on the faces of the French at war—grave, steady and stoic.5

Wharton set to, and did what she could for France in wartime, including writing that account, “The Look of Paris,” mainly for the benefit of an American public as yet unsure about joining the battle. For the next four years she sacrificed much of her life as a writer and a private citizen to her work for war victims and to proselytising for France. She became—it was not surprising to those who knew her—a high-powered administrator and benefactor. And though this was her period of greatest involvement with French public life, for which she was honoured with the Légion d'honneur in 1916, her attention and commitment to “French ways and their meaning” continued. As an old lady, long since disgusted with post-war Paris, hardened in her political opposition to anything that smacked of “Bolshevism,” living in seclusion in her winter house on the Mediterranean, she listened intently in February 1934 to the news on the wireless of the bloody anti-government demonstrations in Paris. She feared for her property and for the future of her adopted country. “I do find it rather depressing to sit alone in the evenings & wonder what's happening in Paris,” she wrote from Hyères to her friend Bernard Berenson.6

Between these nineteenth- and twentieth-century American versions of Paris in crisis is the gap of a generation, of historical change, and of widely differing personal knowledge and experience. Edith Wharton turned her back on the genteel dilettantism of George Frederic and Lucretia Jones. She was a knowledgeable inhabitant and lover of France, not a tourist; a writer, not a leisured traveller keeping a diary. In this, as in many other ways, she broke with her parents' attitudes and customs, and created a different kind of life for herself. No wonder there is a much-repeated rumour that Edith Jones was not George Frederic's daughter at all. (Wharton's own fictions of illegitimacy, adoption and hidden parentage fuel these intriguing stories.) In her accounts of her childhood, she seems a stranger in the house, a changeling child. That is how she described her parents' view of her in the unfinished, unpublished version of her autobiography, “Life and I.” So different was she from what they wanted or expected that they “were beginning to regard me with fear, like some pale predestined child who disappears at night to dance with ‘the little people.’ ” (One of her favourite poetic characters was the young woman who is spirited away to another world, and when she comes back cannot speak of it: “For Kilmeny had been she ken'd not where, And Kilmeny had seen what she could not declare.”)7 But Wharton grew up neither pale nor predestined. With prolonged, hardworking, deliberate ambition, she pushed out and away from her family's mental habits, social rules and ways of life—of which that 1840s Grand Tour is a perfect example—to construct her own personal and professional revolution.

All the same, George Frederic Jones's 1848 diary does provide a strong entry point for the life story of this European American. Wharton detached herself from her family, and defined herself against it, but in some ways she followed in a family pattern. Though she describes them as at bottom all provincial New Yorkers, they were forever Europe-bound. The Jones family lived in Italy and France, for financial reasons, between 1866 and 1872, and so set the course of Wharton's life: after those childhood years she would always think of herself as “an exile in America.”8 They went back to Europe for the sake of her father's health in 1881; father and daughter went sight-seeing together in Italy, with Ruskin in hand.9 Her father died at Cannes in 1882. Her mother lived permanently in Paris from 1893 till her death in 1901. Her two much older brothers lived for many years—and died—in France. All the Joneses, not just Edith, were Americans settled in France; George Frederic's “great regret” at leaving Paris set the tone.

There is a faint echo of George Frederic in Wharton's world travels. She remembered his enthusiasms affectionately, though she would be at pains to distinguish her own responses from his. He had, she recalled, “a vague enjoyment in ‘sight-seeing,’ unaccompanied by any artistic or intellectual curiosity, or any sense of the relation of things to each other”; all the same, he was “delighted to take me about.”10 Perhaps she was unfair to him, or unfair to the young man he had been years before her birth, with his avid, choosy pursuit of culture, his interest in the history and politics of the places he visited, his love of art and theatre, his quick prejudices. Wharton's travels were those of a connoisseur: highly informed, well-organised, passionate. But they connect to her father's eager tourism. All her life, she was greedy for cultural adventures and experiences, in France, England, Italy, Spain, Germany, Greece, North Africa and all round the Mediterranean. She acquired a profound knowledge of the places she went to. She prided herself on always getting off the beaten track. From her childhood years in Europe, she wrote and spoke and read three languages—French, German and Italian—fluently. She hardly ever went anywhere without writing a book about it. Above all, she wrote of France, drawing on it for three non-fiction books (A Motor-Flight Through France, French Ways and Their Meaning, Fighting France), and for many of her novels and stories, most notably Madame de Treymes, The Reef, The Custom of the Country, The Marne, A Son at the Front, The Children and The Gods Arrive.

How French did she become? She spoke French immaculately and formally, though with a strong “English” accent. Her letters and her diaries are full of French words and phrases, almost instinctively used. Much of her correspondence—and her conversation—was in French. She was divorced through the French courts, in order to avoid American publicity. She dealt with every aspect of French bureaucracy, law and administration, particularly in wartime, with tremendous competence. She had numerous French friends, French publishers and French readers. She could write fiction in French and closely supervised her French translators. After her Paris years, she bought and redesigned two French houses and gardens, and became involved in her local communities. Whether she dreamed or thought in French we do not know. What we do know is that she remained an American citizen and continued, in spite of her almost thirty years of life in France, to write in English principally about American life and American character. When Wharton was awarded the Légion d'honneur she was described in France as “une des personnalités les plus connues de la colonie américaine.” When she died, and was buried at Versailles, her French obituaries noted that though she was a French settler and a cosmopolitan traveller, this did not prevent her from being “Américaine jusQu'aux moelles.” Yet: “Elle était très attachée à notre pays qu'elle habitait. Elle le comprenait et le faisait comprendre.” Two things at once, not to be separated: a great lover and interpreter of France, and an American to her marrow. And, above all, “C'était une grande Européenne, citoyenne de l'univers.”11

This, then, is the story of an American citizen in France. She was a European on a grand scale who left her old home and made new ones for herself, who was passionately interested in France, England and Italy, but who could never be done with the subject of America and Americans. Over and over again, in a spirit of complex contradiction, she returned to the customs of her country, and to versions of herself as the daughter of her family and her country. Between 1897and 1937Wharton published at least one book almost every year of her life. (She has, altogether, forty-eight titles to her name.) In almost every one of them there is a cultural comparison or conflict, a journey or a displacement, a sharp eye cast across national characteristics. At the end of her life (as is often the case with long-lived writers) she returned with ever more obsessive attention to where she came from. One of her last pieces of writing, published after her death in 1938, took her back home. It was a fragment of autobiography, a postscript to her memoir of 1934, A Backward Glance, called “A Little Girl's New York.” She described this piece of writing as “an old woman laying a handful of rue on the grave of an age which had finished in storm and destruction.” It began with her bringing back to her memory the uniform brownstone houses of the old Fifth Avenue, the double lines of horse-drawn carriages, and the tiny details of the social life that those carriages and houses represented. It is a nostalgic, critical retrospect on her American past, written in old age, in a French house, between two wars, by a woman who has travelled a long way, in place and time, from her first American home: “Everything that used to form the fabric of our daily life has been torn in shreds, trampled on, destroyed; and hundreds of little incidents, habits, traditions, which, when I began to record my past, seemed too insignificant to set down, have acquired the historical importance of fragments of dress and furniture dug up in a Babylonian tomb.”12
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Making Up




A little American girl, born into the middle of the Civil War, is growing up in the 1860s and 1870s in a well-established New York family. She is a late child, with much older brothers, so her childhood feels like an only childhood. She is taken to Europe when she is very young, and has a bad illness while she is there, which makes her more anxious and fearful than she was before it. She enjoys her early exposure to Paris, Rome and Spain, and when the family gets back to New York, she finds it ugly and alien, and always feels like a stranger there. She is red-haired, awkward, shy, eager to please, in love with the sound of words and passionate about dogs. She is happier when she is running about, swimming and boating at the family's seaside home in Newport, or alone in her father's library, than when her mother dresses her up and takes her into society. She is devoted to her Irish nurse, affectionate with her father, less fond of her mother and puts up with being teased by her brothers. She tells herself stories all the time. She is to have no formal education.

Edith Wharton wrote three autobiographical versions of her childhood. Two of them were published (A Backward Glance, and its shorter sequel, “A Little Girl's New York”) and one (“Life and I”) was private, and much more uncensored. This was typical of her. When she was having a passionate secret affair in Paris in 1908, she kept two diaries covering the same period of time. One was a record of social engagements and the weather, with coded phrases in German referring to her meetings with her lover. The other, kept under lock and key, told the intense emotional story of the relationship, selectively, and shaping it like a novel. Wharton's life story often feels like a cover story, with tremendously articulate activity on the surface, and secrets and silences below. This is partly due to the missing bits in the archive, missing because she—or someone else—deliberately made away with them. There is no remaining correspondence with her parents or her brothers, and hardly any of their own documents. There are only a few letters from the most important person in her life, Walter Berry: she destroyed most of his letters to her, and managed, also, to retrieve and make away with hers to him; only four of these slipped through the cull. There are very few of her many letters, some of them extremely personal, to Henry James: he burnt them. (But there are plenty from him to her.) There are only three painful letters from her to her husband, and few traces of him. There are no letters from her lover, Morton Fullerton, though hers to him came to light many years after her death (how she would have hated it). Her published autobiography is selective and evasive. Privacy is of great importance to her, and its violation is one of her subjects.

Reserve and concealment are everywhere in her fiction. Her characters often live double lives, and keep the most important fact about their past a secret not just for a few months or years (like George Darrow in The Reef or Justine Brent in The Fruit of the Tree), but forever. Newland Archer in The Age of Innocence buries his love for Ellen Olenska in the tomb of his role as good citizen, husband and father; Kate Clephane in The Mother's Recompense will never be able to tell her daughter that she has married her mother's ex-lover; the real mother in “The Old Maid,” whose illegitimate daughter has been raised (and taken over) by her cousin, has to live with her secret and her jealousy; the woman in “Atrophy” has to go on concealing her love affair even at the threshold of her lover's death-bed. The heroine of Wharton's posthumously discovered fragment, “Beatrice Palmato”—itself one of the most surprising secrets of her writing life—keeps her incestuous relationship with her father a deadly secret.

Many of these cover-ups have to do with children. The story Wharton tells of childhood is usually one of alienation or secrecy. There are foundling children, like Charity in Summer, whose guardian ominously becomes her husband, or (in a comic version of the theme) Jane in “The Mission of Jane” who sabotages her adoptive parents' lives so that they can't wait to get rid of her. There are children passed from parent to parent through a series of divorces, like poor lonely Paul Marvell in The Custom of the Country, or the young Wheaters in The Children. There are children given up by their mothers, as in The Mother's Recompense, or whose true parentage has always been concealed for the sake of appearances, as in “The Old Maid,” or the great story that sustains its secret of parentage until the last sentence, “Roman Fever.” In one of her most peculiar stories, “The Young Gentlemen,” a widowed father who has concealed all his life the secret of his two “dwarf ” twin sons kills himself when they are about to be exposed to public eyes. And there are children who have the sense that they might as well be deformed, since they feel like strangers in the family they are growing up in. Her first full-length novel, The Valley of Decision, set in eighteenth-century Italy, begins with the pathetic scene of the “neglected and solitary” nine-year-old Odo Valsecca, the foster child of peasant farmers (but in reality an aristocrat and future ruler) finding consolation for his “ardent and sensitive” nature in the medieval frescoes of the chapel, away from the rough house of the farm.

The foundling who is really a prince, or the child who does not belong to its family, is an old and powerful story. But it does seem to have particular force for Wharton. In two of her novels, The Glimpses of the Moon and The Children, she imagined a rowdy group of children protecting themselves against adult whims by banding together in a rough-and-tumble solidarity. But this pleasurable fantasy of childhood companionship was an unusual one for her. Most of her children are solitaries like Odo. Sometimes these single children will be unhealthily close to their mother, as in her early novel Sanctuary, where the over-vigilant mother uses her son to work out her own guilt, or in “The Pelican,” a story in which the mother goes on giving public lectures for the sake of her little boy long after he has grown up and she has become an embarrassment to him. More often, though, the mothers are neglectful or unsympathetic—and the fathers are nowhere. The sensitive, talented child who is constrained by the mother's narrower standards of correctness repeats all through Wharton's work. And the inadequate education of American girls is a recurring subject—as here in The Fruit of the Tree: “Isn't she one of the most harrowing victims of the plan of bringing up our girls in the double bondage of expediency and unreality, corrupting their bodies with luxury and their brains with sentiment, and leaving them to reconcile the two as best they can, or lose their souls in the attempt?”1

The word “unreality” is insistent in Wharton. “She's lived too long among unrealities,” says the true mother in “The Old Maid,” considering her daughter's false upbringing. A sense of unreality at some point comes over all those characters, like Lily Bart, who have been educated into social ambitions that go against their more natural desires. The subject of education—especially for girls—suffuses Wharton's work. Material advantage versus sentimental romance: Are there no other choices for women? What place does that leave for intellect, independence, natural passion or professional ambitions? Wharton often uses a conflict between a mother and a daughter to argue that how we educate our children makes our society what it is. Typically, this subject is both of large-scale historical importance and, also, intensely personal.

In an unfinished, undated draft of a novel called “Logic,” Candida Lake is growing up with her widowed mother Mrs. Lake in “Sailport” (alias Newport). Mrs. Lake comes across as a close version of Lucretia Jones and Candida of Edith Jones. Mrs. Lake is unhappy with Candida, who seems to her unfeminine and much too intellectual. In one scene, the mother makes her daughter wear a pink frock to a party: “ ‘I don't want to go,’ she said suddenly … Her mother looked at her despairingly. The girl's moods were as incomprehensible to her as the movements of some strange animal. Mrs. Lake had always enjoyed what she was expected to enjoy; especially occasions demanding a pink frock.” For Candida, “the pink frock assumed the sacredness of a sacrificial garment,” and she makes a slow journey to the party as if going to the stake. She thinks the pink frock is “peculiarly calculated to emphasise her lean height, the abruptness of her movements and the sallow tints of her long Italian looking face.” But she puts it on and, martyr-like, wears it as part of the price of “being misunderstood.” Later, she will make a terrible marriage to an unfaithful husband: the link between the mother's standards and the daughter's fate is evident.

One of the childhood scenes in “Logic” describes the daughter's secret reading. Candida is in the library reading “the Portuguese sonnets. She was fifteen and Mrs. Browning was her poet.” In “her corner in the window seat” she overhears her mother telling a visitor that Candida is “cold. So different from my other children … but she is perhaps the most intelligent.” But Candida knows that when she reads Mrs. Browning “she was a volcano.” The hidden daughter, reading for her life against her mother's ambitions and desires for her, is clearly a version of Edith Jones. “Logic” was never finished or published, but it was one of many fictions and memoirs in which Wharton “made up” versions of herself as a child and of the world she grew up in.2

The phrase “making up” is hers, and she uses it to describe the most essential activity of her childhood. She does this in her memoirs, and in the draft of another unfinished novel, “Literature,” the story of a boy who becomes a writer. “Making up” began for her when “Pussy,” as she was called, was four or five, and the family had just moved to Europe. She had begun inventing stories before then—from the moment she could remember, in fact—but now she “found the necessary formula.” The “formula” is described very precisely: it was ritualistic, solitary and very physical. She had to have a book in her hands, preferably with lots of thick black type, and she would walk rapidly up and down in an “ecstasy” of invention, turning the pages as if reading, regardless of whether the book was upside down or not, and improvising out loud, and very fast, an imaginary story. “Making up” overlapped with learning to read: she would use the books partly to improvise with and partly to read from.

In her published memoir, A Backward Glance, Wharton describes this activity as ecstatic and compulsive, and sets it comically against her mother's demands for her to socialise with other children. “Mother” (she would say, urgently), “you must go and entertain that little girl for me. I've got to make up.” Her mother disapproved: she thought this habit “deplorable.” Wharton describes her parents spying on their child's peculiar activity through half-closed doors, “distressed” and “alarmed” by her need for solitude in which to pursue her obsession, and trying to distract her with toys and playmates. (Though she notes, too, that her mother made some attempt to take down the stories she was “reading aloud,” but could not keep up, the words were coming so fast.) She links this ritualised, solitary procedure with a later phase, after the family's return from Europe (when she was ten or eleven), when she would “steal away” to read for hours, lying on the rug in her father's library. The same words are used in the memoirs for this addiction to reading as for her earlier “making up”: “secret ecstasy,” “enraptured sessions.”

In the unpublished version of her memoir, “Life and I,” she gives an even more physical account of her passion for story-telling, and her relief when released into it from social obligations, “the rapture of finding myself again in my own rich world of dreams.” Her account of “the ecstasy which transported my little body” is extremely erotic: there is evidently something masturbatory and orgasmic about these “enraptured sessions,” and the anxious spying parents treated them as dangerous and unhealthy. In “Literature,” Dicky Thaxter is described as being so “excited” by “the act” that he has to pace up and down, almost running, and becomes hot and feverish with the “thrill and stimulus” of “making up.” Like an emission or a discharge, the story he is inventing seems to “curl up from the page like a silver mist.” This involuntary, compulsive initiation into the gratification of authorship was linked to her childhood passion for the sound of words, which she often talked about. In “Literature,” Dicky's enthralment to the music and power of words, which he tries to transcribe phonetically before he understands their meaning, is what first inspires his interest in books.

“Making up” took place in private, but it also connected to the outside world. As a child, she despised—even feared—fairy stories. In Paris, the stories she was “making up” were based—as they would be in future years—on the lives she imagined for “the ladies and gentlemen who came to dine, whom I saw riding and driving in the Bois de Boulogne,” even though they became somewhat mixed up with the stories of Greek gods and goddesses she was being told by a family friend. (Sitting on this old man's knee to hear about the Olympians is one of her most pleasurable childhood memories, tinged with a faintly creepy eroticism.) When her real reading began, and she started to write (a flurry of teenage novels, poems, verse dramas and epics) it was, similarly, the young “gods and goddesses” of 1870s Newport who inspired her first novels. “Making up” might be a solitary ecstasy, but it was firmly linked to the realities of the physical world, to her relationship with her parents, and to the social life which she escaped from in order to “make up,” but also used for her material.

Wharton tells the story of her childhood as a tremendously well-furnished, well-dressed and socially entangled narrative, solid with structures, objects, habits, money, food and clothes. But it is also a solitary story of a fragile secret self whose most passionate relations are with nature, animals and the sound of words, and who suffers from inexplicable fears and anxieties. In A Backward Glance, published in 1934, when she was seventy-two, the private self is more withheld, and the narrative wanders around inside the mesh of history, family stories and cultural environment. So we jump from her first memory of a walk with her father up “the Fifth Avenue,” to a visit at fifteen to the naval academy at Annapolis, where she sees pictures of her great-grandfather, a Civil War hero, then to her maternal grandmother's prejudices, her parents' courtship, her memory of a “black sheep” cousin, and so on. The pendant to A Backward Glance, “A Little Girl's New York,” is a vivid and more satirical description of the vanished world of her childhood, was published posthumously, and gives more away. But only in “Life and I” (started some time before A Backward Glance in the 1920s, but left unfinished, and not published until 1990) does Wharton expose the private feelings of what she calls in A Backward Glance “the little girl who eventually became me.”3 Yet the public and private memoirs, read together, make a novelist's version of the childhood of Edith Newbold Jones which insists on certain key ingredients: the thick enclosing texture of wealthy late Victorian genteel America; the conservative manners and habits of her provincial tribe; the aesthetic shock of moving early between Europe and America; her sense of the incompatibility between her parents; and her acute feelings that her passions and needs were at odds with her upbringing.

What she does not do is to start with the birth of a girl on 24 January 1862 at 14 West 23rd Street, New York City, to George Frederic Jones and Lucretia Stevens Rhinelander Jones. These were rather old parents—aged forty-one and thirty-eight—for a presumably unexpected third child, whose much older brothers, Frederic Rhinelander Jones and Henry Edward Jones—Freddy and Harry—were then sixteen and twelve. Nor does she give the details of the baptism of “Edith Newbold Jones” on 20 April 1862—Easter Sunday—at Grace Church on Broadway and 11th Street (where all the best New Yorkers had their children baptised) with, in attendance, Lucretia's brother Frederick Rhinelander, her sister Mary and Mary's husband, Thomas Newbold (from whom Edith got her middle name), and a maternal cousin we never hear of again, Caroline King. (The King cousins were neighbours of the Joneses in Newport, and Edith's cousins Freddy and Le Roy King would be her executors.) Nor, surprisingly, does she say anything about the war she was born into. Apart from her description of her parents' social life in the 1850s as typical of “the young people who ruled New York society before the Civil War,” or her explanation for their departure to Europe in 1866 as a result of “the depreciation of American currency at the close of the Civil War,”4 she tells the story of her childhood as if there was no national crisis going on. Her family was not involved in it, though touched by its financial effects.

Wharton puts the emphasis, in her childhood landscape, on her tall handsome father, her beautifully dressed and usually disapproving mother, and her kind “easy-going” nurse, Hannah Doyle, or “Doyley.” This Irishwoman in her forties who had been Harry's nurse and Lucre-tia's sewing-woman (a standard part of a middle-class household) is remembered, always, as reassuring and protective. She was the first of a number of women in Wharton's life who—unlike her mother, it seems— took care of her and looked after her affairs. And the gift of her first small dog at the age of three was evidently as life-changing an event as her first publication, or her first car, would be.

The childhood story turns, most of all, on the family's move to Europe when she was four. She makes this into the crucial first moment: nothing is the same afterwards. It leads into a set of vivid, colourful childhood memories of Rome, of travels in Spain, of the beginnings of storytelling in Paris. But Europe is also the stage for a more disturbing event, which Wharton marks as a moment of profound change in her character. While the family was at a spa in the Black Forest, she had a severe attack of typhoid fever, which nearly killed her at the age of nine. She tells it as a dramatic story: if a passing doctor at the spa—“the physician of the Czar of Russia,” she notes grandly—had not recommended plunging her in cold water, she would have died.5 The return from Europe a year later is also told as a life-changing trauma. New York seemed to the ten-year-old, after six years in Europe, startlingly ugly and drab, and in spite of the pleasure of rural Newport of the 1870s, from this moment on she felt like an exile in America. She describes herself, in relation to her parents' lavishly described social life, as an attentively watching outsider. She is being shaped by very mixed educational processes—dancing lessons, governesses, her mother's literary censorship and social rules, her father's teaching her to read, the rapid acquisition of languages abroad, the beginning of a career as auto-didact in her father's library. She creates a retrospective picture of herself as an alienated, solitary figure, a writer-in-the-making.

These formative stories are not told in her memoirs as consecutive factual narrative. Instead, she plunges us into the texture of the now-vanished world of her 1860s childhood. The first thing we see is the little girl's knee-high survey of a Fifth Avenue which is made to seem monotonous and confining, and at the same time an exotic lost civilisation, like Atlantis, or Troy. The Joneses' house was a standard brownstone residence just off Fifth Avenue and Madison Square Park, and opposite the grand new Fifth Avenue Hotel (thought ostentatious by old New Yorkers). It was an item in the homogenous New York building plan of the 1840s and 1850s, of three-, four- or five-storey houses, all with their Dutch “stoop” of three or four steps going up to the front door, all with a parlour and dining room on the ground floor, all with their similar façades, and built in such “desperate uniformity of style” that if you were not careful you might find yourself going to dinner at the wrong house. The overall effect of what Wharton in The Age of Innocence called “the uniform hue [which] coated New York like a cold chocolate sauce” would come to be criticised as “dingy” and “funereal.” Its social boundaries were Washington Square to the south and Gramercy Park to the east, where the Joneses had their first marital home when it was “just within the built-on limits of New York.” When Edith Jones was born at West 23rd Street in 1862, fashionable New York was just starting to spread uptown. George Augustus Sala, an English writer who visited New York first in 1863 and then in 1879, noted: “When I came here first, Twenty-fifth Street was accounted as being sufficiently far ‘up town,’ and Fortieth Street was Ultima Thule. Beyond that the course of town lots planned out and projected, but structurally yet to come, was only marked by boulders of the living rock.” Newland Archer's father-in-law, Mr. Welland, has his eye, in the early 1870s, on “a newly built house in East ThirtyNinth Street” for the couple, in a “neighbourhood that was thought remote.” The staggering, competitive display of grandiose, post-war Gilded Age mansions further uptown was still to come.6 But in the mid-1860s, New York society still felt stable, provincial, and regulated. For the little girl, it was a semi-rural, quiet, slow-paced small town, with fields and chickens and grazing animals on the edges of these rows of safely recognisable buildings. The Fifth Avenue brownstones gave way to a pasture for cows and to the huge Croton water reservoir between 40th and 42nd streets (which looked like an Egyptian temple and gave a good view of the surrounding countryside, and which would make way for the New York Public Library in 1899). Up and down this thoroughfare would go the “genteel landaus, broughams and victorias … at decent intervals and a decorous pace,”7 or the Sunday strollers in their best hats and bonnets, their pedigrees, family trees, marital alliances, dinner tables and madeiras all intimately known to one another. The other New York of the 1860s—the tenement slums of the lower East Side, the shantytowns of squatters on the far reaches of the West Side, land that was going to be developed (in one police precinct alone, the Times reported in 1865, “10,000 people were living in not fewer than 800 shanties or cabins, each one containing from one to six prolific families, along with their cows, goats, pigs, geese and chickens”)—was as remote from West 23rd Street as the moon.

Wharton presents her childhood's urban landscape as a timid and conformist architectural environment. The tone was set, she notes, by the “blind dread of innovation” in the city planners of the 1820s, who chose not to model the street-plan of New York on the French designs for Washington, “because it was thought ‘undemocratic’ for citizens of the new republic to own building-plots which were not all of exactly the same shape, size—and value!” In “The Old Maid” (1924), set in the 1850s, she derides these town-planners for their fear of being thought undemocratic by “people they secretly looked down upon.” She identifies the architectural landscape of old New York with a state of mind. The streets are made to represent a society of emotional immaturity, unimaginativeness, conservatism and narrow educational or cultural opportunities: “The little brownstone houses … marched Parkward in an orderly procession, like a young ladies' boarding school taking its daily exercise.”8 The uniform façades are the embodiments of the psyche of the average New Yorker.

This was a way of life defined by its architecture, interior design, clothes, fixtures and fittings. Wharton always characterises families and societies through the decoration of houses. So she tells her family story in her memoirs not through a chronological account of family trees, not through quoting letters or reporting conversations, but through the symbolic objects that struck her as a child. Her way of introducing us to the only notable figure among her colonial forebears (mostly prosperous “merchants, bankers and lawyers” of mixed Dutch and English pedigrees) is to remember being shown, in Washington (with no explanation from her parents), John Trumbull's paintings of the War of Independence, with her maternal great-grandfather Ebenezer Stevens featuring in The Surrender of Burgoyne and The Surrender of Cornwallis. At the time she was a bored and uncomprehending young girl, but she came to like the sound of this Revolutionary War hero for his energy and gallantry, for his “love of luxury” and “tireless commercial activities”—and for his passion for France.9 Fort Stevens, one of the defences built in New York harbour in 1812, was named after him. After his military career, he made a fortune as an East India merchant, and built a country house on Long Island with the profits, which he named Mount Buonaparte after his hero. But when Napoleon became emperor, the republican Stevens, in disgust, renamed his house “The Mount,” a name his great-granddaughter would borrow. Wharton imagined that this vanished house must have been full of “Empire furniture from Paris,” since the one relic that came down to her was “a pair of fine gilt andirons crowned with Napoleonic eagles.”10

The patriotic Trumbull paintings and the imported French andirons sum up that ancestor and what he meant to her. Similarly, the relics she most cherished from the other branch of her mother's family, the Rhinelanders, were two stories, one of a sable cloak and the other of a “yellow coach with a fringed hammer-cloth.” General Stevens had two wives, the second, a “Lucretia” whom Wharton refers to, intriguingly, as “dusky” (could this be a hint of mixed race in the Stevens pedigree?), once lost a sable cloak when driving out with General Washington. By this dusky Lucretia and by his first wife, the general, energetic in everything, had fourteen children. In the early years of the nineteenth century this brood married into some of the leading prosperous New York family tribes: Schermerhorns, Gallatins, Rhinelanders. One of them, Mary, Edith's grandmother, married a member of the wealthy Rhinelander family (who could trace their entrepreneurial Huguenot forebears back to the seventeenth century and to a history of lucrative and probably ruthless New York dealings in sugar, ships and tenement rentals). Mary Stevens Rhinelander acquired, with her marriage, a “spirited” mother-in-law of French-Huguenot descent. Whenever Mary Rhinelander was driving along the road to the city from Long Island by the East River, her mother-in-law's yellow carriage with its fringe had to take precedence, throwing the dust back at her daughter-in-law. Mary Rhinelander's daughter would inherit that tyranny of precedence rule: roughly fifty years after the days of the yellow carriage, Lucretia Jones did not forgive her newly married daughter for letting an inexperienced coachman overtake her carriage on Ocean Drive in Newport. That “canary-coloured coach”—one of the symbolic objects from her family past—gets into Delia Ralston's tribal family history in “The Old Maid.”

Mary Rhinelander, the grandmother who had had to give way to her mother-in-law, died in 1877at nearly eighty (the Stevenses were a long-lived lot), when Edith Jones was fifteen; Edith had known and liked the old lady. She came to live with the Jones family in Paris one winter, and was remembered for a whole cluster of things that summed up “the abstract type of an ancestress”: lace cap and lappets, black silk dress, gold charms dangling from a “massive watch chain” and, above all, “a black japanned ear trumpet.” The ear trumpet was what her granddaughter remembered best because, at the age of six or seven, she would shout poetry into it for hours on end—mainly Tennyson, which she liked for the rhythms. So does Dicky Thaxter in “Literature,” where Grandma Boole's ear trumpet is more fancifully described as “a big black horn such as a Bad Angel might have put to his lips to sound a blast against the walls of heaven”—and down it Dicky bellows the Lays of Ancient Rome, Morte d'Arthur, fragments of Tamerlane, Percy's Reliques and Longfellow's “Evangeline.”11

Grandmother Rhinelander had not benefited from the considerable wealth either of her father the general, or of the Rhinelander family. Her husband (known for his love of reading) left the business management of his own and her finances, when he died, to his older brother, who grew rich at the expense of his widowed sister-in-law and her four children. Wharton notes this with some sharpness in her memoir. It explained some of the attitudes of her mother, the eldest of those four impoverished children; and it anticipated her own brothers' preferential financial treatment. The object which for her summed up her mother's resentment at this shabby-genteel childhood, “up the River” in the family home at “Hell Gate,” opposite Long Island Sound, was a pair of slippers. When Lucretia “came out,” “she wore a home-made gown of white tarlatan, looped up with red and white camellias from the greenhouse, 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.” In “The Old Maid,” those slippers have even more of a history. “Charlotte … had not been used to pretty things … and [she] entered society in her mother's turned garments, and shod with satin sandals handed down from a defunct aunt who had ‘opened a ball’ with General Washington.” No wonder that Lucretia, once married into the prosperous Jones family, was passionately fond of clothes, and infected her daughter with the excitement of the yearly arrival of the “trunk from Paris” and a desire to grow up to be “the best-dressed woman in New York.”12

In A Backward Glance, and before that in “False Dawn,” a story set in the 1840s, Wharton turns her parents' courtship into a romance of youthful idealism against parental opposition. She tells the tale, which she must often have heard in her childhood, of how her father, aged twenty—that would have been in 1841—forbidden by his parents to visit the impoverished Miss Rhinelander of Hell Gate, rigged his bed-quilt up as a sail for his rowing-boat and stole across the waters of Long Island Sound to court his beloved. In fact, George Frederic's father Edward Renshaw Jones had died in 1839, leaving his son a substantial fortune. And the family opposition, such as it was, gave way quite soon. The couple were married, at twenty-two and nineteen, from the bride's house, a marriage imagined in “The Old Maid,” in the old house “with its thin colonnaded verandah,” its drawing rooms furnished “with their frail slender settees, their Sheraton consoles and cabinets,” and the bride “in her high-waisted ‘India mull’ embroidered with daisies, her flat satin sandals, her Brussels veil” standing under “the bell of white roses in the hall.” (That “India mull,” a gauzy dress imported from India for great-grandmother Lucretia Stevens's wedding, was another item in the family trunk that appealed to Wharton's imagination.)13 The couple honeymooned in Cuba (a fashionable destination then), moved into their Gramercy Park brownstone and became one of the prototypical families of that generation of Joneses. The fact that Lucretia Rhinelander was once thought a dubious choice by her husband's family presumably contributed to her own insistence on protocol and social exclusivity.

The Joneses were one of the largest, wealthiest and most socially prominent families of the inter-married network of mid-nineteenth-century New York. They were “a patrician clan” who had made their money through real estate, and who “for generations, in a most distinguished way, had done nothing whatever remarkable.”14 They were distinguished for their money and their commitment to leisure and consumption, not for professional ambitions, military prowess or social responsibilities. When Wharton re-created her grandfather Jones's world as that of the Raycies in “False Dawn,” she draws it as parochial, self approving, solid and absurdly conventional, and with the heartiest of appetites:


Oh, that supper-table! … In the centre stood the Raycie épergne of pierced silver, holding aloft a bunch of June roses surrounded by dangling baskets of sugared almonds and striped peppermints; and grouped about this decorative “motif ” were Lowestoft platters heavy with piles of raspberries, strawberries and the first Delaware peaches. An outer flanking of heaped-up cookies, crullers, strawberry shortcake, piping hot corn-bread and deep golden butter in moist blocks still bedewed from the muslin swathings of the dairy, led the eye to the Virginia ham in front of Mr. Raycie, and the twin dishes of scrambled eggs on toast and broiled blue-fish over which his wife presided.15



In this family of hide-bound, leisured guzzlers, there were few individuals who caught Wharton's imagination: there were no General Stevenses in the paternal family web of Joneses, Gallatins, Colfords and Schermerhorns, with their ugly flat Dutch voices. She passes over a potentially interesting uncle, George Frederic's older brother Edward, who died when she was seven, a doctor with a lifelong involvement in the administration and development of Columbia University. And she has rather little to say about the eccentric millionaire cousin, Joshua Jones, who changed her life, by leaving to her, among a number of bequests to relations he never met, $120,000 in 1888. (He features in histories of New York as a property developer who offered to sell a parcel of land in 1882 between 74th and 75th streets for the building of the long-planned Episcopal cathedral of St. John the Divine, but whose price was too exor-bitant.)16 The one member of her father's family who does appeal to her is her father's aunt by marriage, Mary Mason Jones, a huge ugly old lady, long widowed, who in the distant past was known to have broken her husband's will and got all his money. She and her sister Rebecca shocked all the other Joneses by building, on land they had inherited from their father, John Mason, a founder of the Chemical Bank, two huge blocks, way uptown, above 57th Street—almost in the countryside—in 1871. The phrase “keeping up with the Joneses” is supposed to have been coined in reference to these great-aunts of Edith Wharton. Mrs. Mason Jones's block was a daring cream-coloured Parisian mansion, with unheard-of French windows, ground-floor bedrooms, ballroom, and sensual French decorations. Here she set her own social rules and continued to dominate the society she had outraged.17 She is dramatised as Mrs. Manson Mingott in “The Old Maid” and in The Age of Innocence, where she is described as “dauntless” and “audacious,” ruling and challenging her world with a “kind of haughty effrontery.”

Mrs. Mason Jones's audacity is symbolised by her French windows, and it was by their houses that Wharton characterised her Jones relations. As well as the pioneering Mason Jones Parisian mansion, she remembered her grandfather's house on the Sound, which, in a print she owned, still had the old slaves' cabin next to it. Another Jones residence made a vivid, and unpleasant, impression. It belonged to a solitary, wealthy aunt, Elizabeth Schermerhorn Jones, who lived in lonely state in a huge house on the Hudson River, named after the nearby village of Rhinecliff. The very young Edith disliked visiting it and found it frightening and intolerably ugly. (The house, later named “Wyndecliffe,” still stands, deserted, its roof fallen in and its many doors and windows gaping empty, a spooky ruin hidden away in a wilderness of straggling trees, fences, and No Trespassing signs.) Wharton describes it in A Backward Glance as a hideous example of “Hudson River Gothic,” a red-brick Romanesque structure with tunnels and arched windows. It struck her as an embodiment of her aunt's “granitic” temperament.18

Wharton takes pleasure in the forceful individualism of some of her ancestors—qualities she might well have recognised in herself. But what interests her most in her family's story is its typical quality, its tribal nature. Powerfully underlying her light-toned, anecdotal memoir is a lifetime's reading in science, philosophy and anthropology—and a lifetime of translating social history into fiction. One of her first and most determined exit strategies from her parents' society was her self-education as a cultural analyst, from the late 1870s onwards. She read herself out of “old New York” via Herbert Spencer, Darwin, Nietzsche, Ernst Von Haeckel on evolution, T. H. Huxley, George Romanes, Max Weber, the anthropologists Paul Topinard and Edvard Westermarck, James Frazer's The Golden Bough and Thorstein Veblen. (Much later, in the 1920s, she read and came to know the ethnologist Bronislaw Malinowski.) Such early readings gave her a way of analysing the world she grew up in. She has been described as a “novelist-ethnographer,” trying to “understand modern society through the lens of ethnographic estrangement,” analysing it through reading the signs of “tribal member-ship.”19 In The Age of Innocence (1920) Newland Archer, who reads too many books on anthropology for his own good, takes part in the rituals of his tribe with a sense of alienation. The social structures he lives by seem unreal to him. In her memoirs, Wharton reconstructs herself as a child in a cultural system which, because it is defunct, can be summed up as an anthropologist might a Melanesian kinship system.20 This makes in part for an aloof, satirical tone on those vanished, now unreal-seeming absur-dities—but not entirely. There is nostalgia, respect and regret, too, in her backward glance.

Part of the complexity of Wharton's approach to her parents' society is that her analysis, in some ways, reiterates their prejudices. She is describing a “tribe” which sustains itself, and eventually weakens itself, by its insistence on exclusivity. It defines itself by what it is not. She understood very well, and wrote a great deal about, the anxiety produced by this commitment to exclusivity, and the fact that New York society, even while it tried to preserve itself, had what has been called “uncertain and constantly changing boundaries.”21 Her treatment of this “old New York” society also defines through exclusion. What were they not, she asks. They were not, she insists, “aristocracy.” To make this point, she cites her mother's distinction (given to Mrs. Archer, who has all Lucre-tia's opinions, in The Age of Innocence) between the old New York fami-lies—Dutch or British in origin, with aristocratic forebears, like the Rutherfurds or the Van Rensselaers (families very well known to the Joneses)—and the merchant /professional class to which she belonged. In her fiction she refers to “New York gentility” or to “the rich and respected citizens” of “a ruling class.” But in her memoir she distinguishes her own “middle class” from the grander families, and, equally, from the incomers with more money and no pedigree who were coming to swamp them.

What did they call themselves? Mrs. John King Van Rensselaer, lamenting the demise of the old New York society in The Social Ladder (1925), a book of breathtakingly unexamined snobbery, looks back longingly on a “dignified, exclusive set of blood and breeding,” on “the Society of Birth” as opposed to “the Society of Wealth.” Philip Hone, a prosperous businessman, the diarist of New York social life from the 1820s to the 1850s, talks complacently about taking part in social events with “the most genteel people in town” or “the better sort” or “the élite.” Ward McAllister, writing on the need for the exclusive society of the Four Hundred which would keep out the new millionaires, said that “we have to draw social boundaries [on the basis of] old connections, gentle breeding, perfection in all the requisite accomplishments of a gentleman, elegant leisure and an unstained private reputation.” Writers on Wharton speak of a “clan,” a “little world,” “aristocracy,” “a patrician group,” “New York society,” “high society” or “polite society,” “old money.”

Some writers on the leisure class define them as the “Knickerbocker” society, after the exclusive club which came to stand for the whole social group; some simply talk about “the American upper class.” Louis Auchincloss, a descendant of and an expert on the social groupings that are Wharton's subject matter, uses the term “haute bourgeoisie.”22

So they were not aristocrats. They were not religious fanatics or ideologues, like the dim and distant Stevenses who settled in New England. New Yorkers were more “easy-going.” (A historian of the Hudson Valley houses, H. D. Eberlein, writing in 1924, remarks—perhaps she read him—on the “comfortable, easy-going mode of life” of the New York Dutch, as opposed to the “austere, gloomy religionists of New England.”) They were not involved in politics or matters of state. They did not take on public responsibilities. They were not energetic and ruthless like the generation before them—“What has become of the spirit of the pioneers and the revolutionaries?” she asked—or the entrepreneurs who came after them. Living mainly on inherited incomes, they were not falling over themselves to make more money. None of her father's friends was in business, and anyone in the retail trade was rigorously excluded. Writers, too, were out, as either they were not gentlemen, or they were Bohemian or common. Jews, foreigners, crooks and women with dubious reputations, were, one or two exceptions aside, completely beyond the pale.23

Instead of having Puritan convictions about the Elect and the damned, her parents' generation were on a perpetual red alert for “illbreeding” and practised an elaborate policy of “social ostracism.” This could have its good side, too, Wharton argued. It did involve standards of “probity,” truthfulness and incorruptibility. She is kinder about this in A Backward Glance than she is with her earlier fictional family, the Ralstons, in “The Old Maid.” Since the eighteenth century, the Ralstons had flourished by being prudent, solid, institutional and conservative. By the fourth generation they “had nothing left in the way of convictions save an acute sense of honour in private and business matters.” They “had done little to shape the destiny of their country … no Ralston had so far committed himself as to be great … it was safer to be satisfied with three per cent: they regarded heroism as a form of gambling. Yet by merely being so numerous and so similar they had come to have a weight in the community.” By the 1850s their character has become so “congenital” that a wife of the tribe wonders whether “were she to turn her own little boy loose in a wilderness, he would not create a small New York there, and be on all its boards of directors.”24

Her father was, indeed, a director—like Philip































































OEBPS/images/Lee_9780307555854_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Lee_9780307555854_epub_003_r1.jpg
DA LT





OEBPS/images/Lee_9780307555854_epub_002_r1.jpg
i/ eness of the perso (o

| wbiom this passport isissued






OEBPS/images/Lee_9780307555854_epub_tp_r1.jpg
EDITH WHARTON

Hermione Lee






OEBPS/images/Lee_9780307555854_epub_001_r1.jpg









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Lee_9780307555854_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
EDITH WHARTON

HERMIONE LEE





