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SUMMER

EDITH WHARTON was born Edith Newbold Jones in New York in 1862. A member of a distinguished New York family, she was educated privately in the United States and abroad. In 1885 she married Edward Robbins Wharton, who was twelve years her senior and from whom she was divorced in 1913. She spent long periods in Europe, where she gained her intimacy with numerous continental languages and settings for her books. From 1910 until her death, she made her home in France. During the war she was an unflinching worker; in France she ran a workroom for unemployed skilled women workers in her quarter; she fed French and Belgian refugees in her restaurants below cost price; and she took entire charge of 600 Belgian children who had to leave their orphanage at the time of the German advance. In 1915 the French government gave her the cross of the Legion of Honour. She died in 1937.

Edith Wharton was a unique American novelist, distinguished by her literary powers and at the same time by great popular appeal. She started writing in 1897, but it was not until 1905 that she had an outstanding success with The  House of Mirth. During her life she published more than forty volumes: novels, stories, verse, essays, travel books and memoirs. While Ethan Frome (1911), the stark New England tragedy, is possibly her best-known work, it is the least typical of her art. This found full expression in her ‘society’ novels, such as The Custom of the Country (1913) and particularly  The Age of Innocence (1920), for which she won the Pulitzer Prize and in which she brilliantly analyzed the changing scene of fashionable American life, and contrasted the manners of the New World with those of Old Europe. The Reef (1912) is also available in Penguin Twentieth-Century Classics.
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INTRODUCTION

Edith Wharton wrote Summer with unusual speed. It was the spring of 1916, and she was so exhausted by the relief work she was doing in France during the First World War that she had left Paris for a few weeks to recuperate. Before the fighting began, she had been struggling with a long novel to be called “Literature,” which she never completed ; and she had already started writing The Glimpses of the Moon, which would appear in 1927. But the novel that rushed out during her respite from the war was neither of those; instead, a book she had been thinking about for several years but written none of, Summer, came to life. As she explained to her longtime editor, Charles Scribner (who, in the end, would not be the book’s publisher), “I am taking a few weeks’ rest at Fountainebleau and am making use of my leisure to write a ‘long short’ story, of the dimensions of Ethan Frome. It deals with the same kind of life in a midsummer landscape, and is a thing I have had in mind for several years. I expect to finish it in a few weeks and I imagine it will reach a length of about 30,000 words.” She finished Summer in six weeks.

Wharton desperately needed the break she took from the war in 1916. Although she never gave up her United States citizenship and always identified herself as an American, she had made France her permanent residence since 1907; so when the First World War broke out, its impact on her  was direct and profound. The Great War was the beginning of twentieth-century warfare: mechanized, vast in scale, impersonal, catastrophic; and the devastation of western Europe was unparalleled. Lasting from 1914 to 1918, it took thirteen million lives and wiped out a generation of young men.

Because of Wharton’s management of relief work, she was the first woman to be made a Chevalier of the Legion of Honor by the French government, the highest decoration that the president of France could bestow and one, particularly toward the end of the war, rarely given to foreigners. It was not an accomplishment easily predicted from Wharton’s life before the war. She had for many years been a successful writer, which included being a skillful businesswoman on her own behalf. But her ability to organize and supervise large, public, war-relief efforts in Paris when she was in her early fifties was not something that her polite, leisure-class upbringing or adult life would have seemed to prepare her for.

Born on January 24, 1862, Edith Newbold Jones was the third child and only daughter of conservative, quietly wealthy Old New Yorkers George Frederic and Lucretia Jones. Because their two sons were twelve and sixteen years Edith’s senior, her experience of childhood was in most respects that of a privileged only child. Her family divided their time between their townhouse in New York City and a summer home in Newport, Rhode Island; they also traveled in Europe frequently and for long periods of time. Edith, as was usual for an upper-class, white, American girl in the nineteenth century, had a governess and made her formal debut into society in her late teens. She did not attend school but was instead privately educated by tutors, part of whose task was to see that she mastered several European languages, especially French, in which she became fluent.

Wharton’s adult memories of her childhood emphasized her loneliness, her passion from a very early age for literature, and her distance from her mother. In her memoir A Backward Glance (1934), she describes how she spent hours in her father’s dark, unused library, “making up” literature. Before she could even read, she would take down large books and, often holding them upside down, pretend to make out their contents. Then when she was a little older, she would lie hour after hour on the library rug with long sheets of paper and write down her own invented narratives. These solitary hours in her father’s library allowed her to experience, as she put it, “a secret ecstasy of communion,” a stolen, private sense of pleasure and excitement that foretold her life’s work as a writer. Her parents, however, were indifferent or even hostile to such intellectual pursuits. As members of Old New York’s conservative, established, white, Protestant upper class, they, according to Edith Wharton, cared little about artistic creation, especially if it was innovative or experimental; and they strongly disapproved of passionate thought and displays of emotion.

Sharply illustrating the gap Edith felt between her mother and herself is the story she told as an adult about her first “public” literary effort as a child. Wharton recalled in A Backward Glance that when she was twelve she wrote the opening lines of a short story, which she then proudly read to her mother: “‘Oh, how do you do, Mrs. Brown?’ said Mrs. Tompkins. ‘If only I had known you were going to call I should have tidied up the drawing room.’ ” Her mother’s chilly response was simply to observe that ladies’ “‘drawing rooms are always tidy.’ ” Feelings of rejection precisely at the moments she most craved support and reassurance characterized many of Wharton’s memories of her relationship with her mother. Lucretia had, from the child’s point of view, little or no  imagination and scant sympathy—or even warmth—for her daughter. Before she married Edward (“Teddy”) Wharton, Edith was totally ignorant on the subject of sex—as she was supposed to be, given her sheltered upbringing and education. She appealed to her mother for information and advice. As Wharton would recreate the scene many years later, her mother’s reaction was to say accusingly: “‘You’ve seen enough pictures and statues in your life. Haven’t you noticed that men are ... made differently from women?’ ” To the daughter’s confused “‘Yes,’ ” Lucretia replied in exasperation: “‘Then for heaven’s sake don’t ask me any more silly questions. You can’t be as stupid as you pretend.’ ”

Whether Lucretia Jones was actually as insensitive as her daughter claimed is an open question. There may be another side to the mother-daughter story that differs from the one told by Wharton, who may have been as difficult and remote from the mother’s point of view as the mother was from the child’s. But whatever the actual case, Wharton’s memories of maternal abandonment and sexual repression bear obviously on Summer’s narrative of adolescent sexual exploration set against a mother’s literal, physical abandonment of her daughter. Likewise, the ambivalent love for a father that Summer dramatizes can be linked to Wharton’s own experience. Although in Summer  the father figure is the heroine’s surrogate rather than biological father, the fictive portrait parallels Edith Wharton’s mixed feelings about her own father. Part of her clung to an unsubstantiated belief that George Frederic Jones could not possibly have been her real father and that she was, instead, the love child of Lucretia and one of her brothers’ tutors. Another side of her, though, adored her father as the hero of her lonely childhood. She remembers fondly in A Backward Glance walking with her father down the street in New York as a very small girl and the two of  them stopping while an acquaintance admired her beautiful clothing.

Edith Jones’s marriage in 1885 to Teddy Wharton fit perfectly with her upbringing. She was a young upper-class debutante; he was a thirty-five-year-old Harvard graduate from an appropriately affluent, prestigious old family. The union, however, was not successful. Edith loved books, the arts, and brilliant conversation. Teddy, sharing none of those interests, had a passion for sports, hunting, and the outdoors. Though they tried to find common ground, they failed, with the result that in the late 1880s and early 1890s Edith Wharton plunged into a depression so severe that she had to seek medical help. On the advice of one of her doctors (not, as is sometimes claimed, the famous nerve specialist S. Weir Mitchell), she began writing to combat her depression; and as she grew stronger, Teddy’s strength declined. By the turn of the century, Edith Wharton had regained her mental health, in large part because writing and publishing fulfilled her intellectually and gave her a vigorous sense of purpose. Meanwhile Teddy, in a virtual reversal of their roles, became so severely depressed that he had to seek relief in various sanitoriums and cures. In the hope of making them both happy by accommodating their divergent interests, Edith Wharton built a large country house in the Berkshire Mountains in 1901. Called The Mount (it is still standing in Lenox, Massachusetts), the house brought Edith Wharton into contact with the region and culture that she would write about in Summer.

The Mount could not save the Whartons’ marriage. In 1913 Edith, who had no children, divorced Teddy, much against his and his family’s wishes; two years earlier, knowing that the relationship was in ruins, she had sold the house. However, during the many months she had spent in western Massachusetts in the first decade of the  twentieth century, Wharton soaked up characters and stories that would appear in her subsequent work. Her life at The Mount especially shaped her two short novels Ethan  Frome (1911) and Summer (1917). Frome offers a dark tale of secret sexual desire, revenge, and failed dreams set against a wintry Berkshire landscape. Summer, referred to by Wharton as her “hot Ethan,” takes some of the same themes—forbidden sexual passion, crushed dreams of escape and happiness—and plays them out against a lush, sunny, summer Berkshire backdrop.

Wharton’s emphasis on sexual passion and forbidden love in her two Berkshire fictions came out of her own life. In the early years of the twentieth century, well after her relationship with her husband had completely collapsed but before she was divorced, she had a passionate love affair with a fellow American, Morton Fullerton, a man a few years her junior whom she saw mostly in Europe. Kept completely secret until, as her will stipulated, her papers were opened thirty years after her death in 1937, the affair was chronicled by Wharton in a packet marked “For my Biographer.” The papers reveal that she met Fullerton in 1907 and, though they continued on friendly terms, the affair ended around 1910, one year before the publication of Ethan Frome and seven before Summer.  Wharton’s papers also reveal that the passion she experienced with Fullerton introduced her for the first time to her own full potential as a sexual person and that it was in the Berkshires, at The Mount, that the affair began.

For Fullerton, a bachelor, the affair with Edith Wharton was one of many. Before they met, he had had a number of liaisons, including a long relationship with a first cousin which had the characteristics of incest because she had grown up believing herself to be his sister. After Wharton and Fullerton broke up, he continued, although she did not, to form erotic ties. Indeed, one suggestion sometimes  made is that Wharton was attracted to Fullerton precisely because he was experienced and fickle. At some level, this theory speculates, what Wharton wanted was not a long-term bond but an immediate, short-term way of experiencing intense, erotically fulfilling, heterosexual passion while she was still relatively young. Whatever her motives, and they were probably complicated, the affair opened Wharton to a side of herself that she had not known before. Her letters to Fullerton reveal that she found herself alternately euphoric and depressed, confident and abjectly vulnerable. And the experience had a profound effect on her work. The passion Wharton experienced with Fullerton ; the secrecy of their relationship; the thrill as well as the misery she felt because of him; the contradictory sensations of entrapment and exhilaration she went through as a woman in love; the element of incest in the background of their love affair—all are present in her story of Charity Royall in Summer.

Why that story followed rather than preceded Ethan’s and why Wharton was able to write Summer during the war, but not the novel “Literature” or the new book The Glimpses of the Moon, is not entirely clear. Perhaps, before she could write even somewhat positively about love in  Summer, she had to express the bitter pessimism and despair that are found in Ethan Frome. Certainly Frome, which shows doomed illicit love turning into lifelong pain and incarceration, is darker than Summer, which, while hardly cheerful, can be said to celebrate sensuality and passion, even if neither turns out to offer liberation. In addition, as Wharton’s biographer R. W. B. Lewis points out, it is quite possible that Summer supplanted “Literature” and  The Glimpses of the Moon because they, unlike Wharton’s story about Charity Royall, focused on elite subject mater—how to create great art, how to negotiate life in the leisure class—that seemed remote and unimportant in  the terrible, war-torn environment in which Edith Wharton found herself at the height of her career in the 1910s.

That career, which had begun in the 1890s with the appearance of short stories and a co-authored book on interior design, The Decoration of Houses (1897), was truly launched in 1905 with the publication of Wharton’s first best-seller, The House of Mirth. An inverse Cinderella story,  Mirth identified its author as a writer whose perfect subject was the leisure class, and the image was largely accurate. Throughout Wharton’s career, which lasted into the 1930s, she set her stories in the environment she knew most intimately : that of the American upper class. Like her friend Henry James, with whom she was often compared (indeed, so often that the comparison grew tiresome to Wharton), she frequently created international settings, moving characters back and forth between Europe and the United States, to explore and compare Old and New World social values, both of which she had mixed opinions about. Best known among her leisure-class novels, in addition to The House of Mirth, are The Reef (1912), The Custom of the Country (1913), The Age of Innocence (1920), The Mother’s Recompense (1925), and The Children (1928). Given this characteristic focus on upper-class life, Summer and Ethan Frome are usually and rightly cited as anomalies. Both examine life in America for people without money, education, or privilege.

Deprivation, it is now easy to see, was the main feature of the environment that surrounded Wharton in the years in which Summer took shape in her imagination. Living in Paris in 1914, it was hard for her, as it was for most other people, to believe that the war that broke out that year would last very long. Yet it continued for four grueling years, with soldiers living in trenches for months and then years, engaged in battles that cost thousands of lives only to gain a few feet of soil when the guns quieted. Meanwhile Paris emptied of young men and filled with refugees. In her collection of essays written to urge American entry into the war, Fighting France (1915), Wharton pictures these fugitives:Wherever one goes, in every quarter and at every hour, among the busy confident strongly-stepping Parisians, one sees these other people, dazed and slowly moving—men and women with sordid bundles on their backs, shuffling along hesitatingly in their tattered shoes, children dragging at their hands and tired-out babies pressed against their shoulders: the great army of the Refugees. Their faces are unmistakable and unforgettable. No one who has ever caught that stare of dumb bewilderment—or that other look of concentrated horror, full of the reflection of flames and ruins—can shake off the obsession of the Refugees.





Surrounded by such misery, Edith Wharton devoted herself unquestioningly to the French cause, writing propaganda, raising money for relief work, and establishing shelters for refugees and workrooms for the unemployed. Her accomplishment was staggering, as her biographer R. W. B. Lewis records:When, near the end of 1915, the American Hostels [organized and run by Wharton] celebrated their first birthday, Edith could announce the following results: 9,330 refugees had been assisted during the year, 3,000 of them on a permanent basis; 235,000 meals had been served, and 48,000 garments handed out; 7,700 persons had received medical care; jobs had been found for 3,400. The whole undertaking had cost $82,000 in the first year, and monthly expenses ran to $6,000.  To [her friend] Sara Norton, Edith reported with exhausted pride that she had collected more than $100,000 in the preceding twelve months.





Although she publicly insisted on taking herself lightly in her role as relief worker, minimizing her good works and the toll they took, Wharton’s labor was debilitating. The war’s grinding, relentless destruction depressed her almost beyond words. She wrote to a friend early in the war, “My sense is completely of living again in the year 1000, with the last trump imminent.” Later, she told another friend that she had the sense of waking “in the middle of the night with a black abyss where one’s heart ought to be.”

It was while working desperately to help the war’s victims, fighting off despair, and feeling great anger at her native land’s refusal to enter the war in defense of France and England (the United States did not come into the war until 1917), that Edith Wharton wrote Summer. In the trips she made into the French countryside, she passed abandoned fields and deserted houses, with their vacant windows and hollow doorways. Pouring into Paris were devastated refugees, many of them old and with their spirits crushed. And there were streams of orphans, some terrified and dejected but others, miraculously, full of life and hope. One group of ninety boys from Flanders, trudging into a shelter behind their broken elders, looked around at the flowers and at the inviting house and spontaneously broke into the Belgian national anthem. To help some of the orphaned girls, Wharton established a lacemaking school through the Children of Flanders Rescue League, which aided close to 800 children in 1915 alone. All of these experiences—and no doubt many more—rind their way into Summer. Deserted houses and farms dot the countryside. A broken-down old man fights depression and tries  desperately to hang on to his dignity. Most telling, at the center of Wharton’s plot is an orphan, a “refugee” young heroine, literally named Charity, who is full of mingled rage and hope. The book even opens with this young woman making lace, a project that New England’s charity case (perhaps like many of her Flemish sisters in Paris) approaches with no joy but only grim determination. In short, even as she tried to forget the atrocities of war, Wharton took some of wartime France with her as she fled imaginatively to her homeland in the writing of Summer  in 1916.

That homeland as imagined by Wharton is a quiet, rural, peaceful place still relatively untouched by the modern period. We find no automobiles in her fictitious Berkshire village of North Dormer, Massachusetts; no telephones, no electric lamps, no moving-picture houses. There is not even a card catalog in the tiny one-room library, which, we are told, has not added any new books to its collection in the last twenty years.

In fact, and as Edith Wharton well knew, the United States was undergoing tremendous changes at the end of the nineteenth century and during the first two decades of the twentieth, some of which echo dimly in Summer, often by way of pointing up the hamlet’s isolation. As Adele Heller and Lois Rudnick point out in 1915: The Cultural Moment, between 1880 and 1920 half of the rural population, which in 1880 comprised 50 percent of the work-force, abandoned farming as a way of life. During the same period, the gross national product and the per capita income in the United States doubled, yet half to one third of the population lived in poverty. Between 1890 and 1915 fifteen million new immigrants came to the country, arriving primarily from Ireland, Italy, and eastern Europe, from which large numbers of Jews emigrated. Greeting the arrival of these immigrants were increasingly intense waves  of racism and xenophobia. Beginning in 1882, a series of exclusion acts were legislated to keep Asians out of the country, while imperialist policies on the part of the United States government continued to justify the theft of Indian lands as well as the violent suppression of Native people’s resistance, as occurred in the Massacre at Wounded Knee in 1890. Strikes by organized labor often met company-hired armed opposition, such as Pinkerton forces. Homicidal racism against African Americans manifested itself in lynch mobs, with recorded lynchings (and many were not recorded) rising at the turn of the century. During the period, no women and very few men of color could vote in national elections. African-American men, though entitled to the ballot by constitutional amendment since 1870, were disenfranchised by blatantly discriminatory measures such as poll taxes. Women, whose agitation for suffrage increased dramatically at the turn of the century, did not gain the vote nationally until the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920.

For women such as Charity Royall in Wharton’s novel, the situation at the turn of the century was mixed. Many women privileged by race or class, or by a combination of the two, found the three to four decades leading up to the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment exciting, filled with new opportunities. A number of traditionally male occupations were for the first time opened to them. According to United States census figures, employment as a carpenter, stonecutter, mail carrier, teamster, detective, banker, or undertaker became possible for women in the early twentieth century; and women’s representation in the professions—primarily the clergy, law, architecture, medicine, photography, teaching, nursing, dentistry, and journalism—rose from 6.4 percent in 1870 to 13.3 percent in 1920. New occupations or ones newly defined as suitable for women—such as stenographer, typist, trained nurse,  department-store clerk—opened up. Women’s enrollment in colleges and universities between 1900 and 1920 increased by 1,000 percent in public institutions and 482 percent in private ones. For native-born, middle-class white women, sexual mores began to change, with birth control emerging as a discussable issue in some circles and pleasure in sexual relations starting to be recognized as a female, not just a male, possibility. Hemlines were rising, corsets were being discarded, hair was being worn shorter. So widespread and sweeping were the changes that even by the early 1890s the term New Woman—evoking the image of a confident, self-reliant, young adult capable of playing a public as well as a private role in society—had become commonplace. Not everyone was pleased about the advent of the New Woman, and not all women had access to the ideal. Furthermore, the ideal itself often varied depending on race, class, ethnicity, religion, region, or politics. Despite such differences, however, for many women it seemed that change for the better economically, socially, and politically was finally occurring.

Summer is about the absence of such change in small-town and rural America. Charity Royall yearns for change: freedom, adventure, self-determination. But living in North Dormer, Massachusetts, she has no more access to the glorious possibilities held out by the popular ideal of the New Woman than her counterpart might have had a century earlier. She is trapped in a small town that is almost (though not quite) totally cut off from the changes taking place in much of the United States. To emphasize the point, Wharton names her tiny provincial village North Dormer. A dormer is the high, small window one sets into the roof of a building; in domestic dwellings, this window is situated either in the attic or in a small cramped room up under the eaves, usually a bedroom. As is suggested by the shared derivation of “dormer” and “dormant” from the Latin verb dormire (“to sleep”), the name itself proclaims the village’s sleepiness. Indeed, precisely what’s wrong with North Dormer from the point of view of seventeen-year-old Charity Royall is that nothing ever happens in the out-of-the-way village in which she lives as the adopted daughter of the crossroad’s most eminent citizen, the broken-down lawyer Royall. So when a young architect, Lucius Harney, comes for the summer to make sketches of the decaying houses scattered around North Dormer—elegant, classically inspired structures now fallen into disrepair because the area is impoverished and no one values the old buildings anyway—Charity, for the first time in her life, sees a chance for adventure and excitement.

Focusing on the narrowness and isolation of small-town life, Summer attacks provincial America’s lack of interest in art and culture, past and present. The reason Lucius Harney lingers in North Dormer for the summer is to preserve through his sketches the splendid, beautifully proportioned and appointed old houses that are abandoned and tumbling down in the fields and lanes, to no one’s regret but his. This emphasis on ordinary Americans’ lack of appreciation for classical beauty underscores Wharton’s own snobbishness and elite taste. She makes the most requested book in the village library Uncle Tom’s Cabin  (1852) to reflect history—Stowe’s novel remained an enormously popular book for decades—but also to illustrate the contemptibly low-brow, conservative (by late nineteenth-century standards), totally American art preferred by North Dormerites. Well informed in the history of high art and privileged herself, Edith Wharton had no hesitation about the superiority of traditional European, classically inspired art, whether in books, as her own writing shows, or in houses, as the stately mansion she built for herself in the Berkshires illustrates.

Yet Wharton’s criticism is not simply upper-class and Europhiliac. In her attention to abandoned beautiful buildings, she is also saying something important about cultural blindness in the United States. America’s contempt for the old—what is today recognized as the country’s shameful throw-away culture—Edith Wharton viewed with disgust and sadness. For her, allowing a beautiful building to fall into ruins suggested a poverty of imagination and a contempt for history and the life of the mind that betrayed the shallowness of America. The New World had many virtues and strengths: vigor, optimism, youthful joie de vivre. But America’s rude disrespect for the past was, in Wharton’s eyes, one of its glaring flaws. Art is how human beings express their souls, one way that the species reaches beyond physical survival to articulate its shared hopes and desires. The preservation of the art and architecture created by our predecessors is one way in which we keep with us a sense of continuity with the people who came before.

Just as important as its disregard for traditional high art, North Dormer’s isolation from the present reflects a negative judgment on American culture, or at least the culture of small-town and rural America as conceived by Edith Wharton. The North Dormer library has no recent books because no one uses the library. The rare person who does come in is only after Uncle Tom’s Cabin or Opening a Chestnut Burr (1874) or a poem by Longfellow. New literature, like new ideas, is not sought. The mindset of the village is paranoid and moribund. Small wonder that Royall, educated as a lawyer, is starved for intellectual company and that the atmosphere of North Dormer is so backwardly moral that even to hint at the existence of heterosexual passion brings a blush to the cheek of Charity’s only adult female guide and mentor, Miss Hatchard. Two years before Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio (1919) and  three before Sinclair Lewis’s best-selling Main Street (1920), Summer attacks the intellectual aridity and moral stagnation of small-town America. True, North Dormer is poor, which causes many of its problems. There is no vital commerce and no industry, so there are no jobs, and consequently there are few people and very little to do. We have reason to believe that the town’s more prosperous neighbor, Nettleton, which is more lively and bustling, has entertainment and some culture. However, Nettleton’s true progressiveness is hard to determine; and its effect on North Dormer, except as a place to which to escape, is almost nonexistent.

What does exist, looming over North Dormer, is the Mountain—where Charity lived until Royall rescued her and took her to live in his house in town. The Mountain is menacing. Dark and difficult for an outsider to penetrate, it is a wild, lawless place where ordinary, “normal,” Western social structure has totally broken down. The Mountain is characterized, in every view of it we have, by drunkenness, violence, sloth, and despair. It offers a frightening vision of human life outside of civilization, a place where order and law as the civilized West construct them do not exist.

Given the circumstances under which Wharton wrote  Summer, one inescapable way to think about the Mountain and Wharton’s story of dark-haired, swarthy Charity’s rescue by a fatherly white man named Royall is as a fable about imperialism. The Great War, a contest for dominance of the European continent, was also about global empire, about the European nations’ colonies in other parts of the world, realms routinely conceptualized by the colonizers as dark, wild, uncivilized places in need of Western law and order. One such place was North Africa, which Wharton visited twice in the years surrounding the composition of Summer, once before writing the novel and again soon thereafter. Carrying with her the kind of stock Western stereotypes of the “exotic,” “strange,” dark and mysterious Middle East that Edward Said has recently critiqued in Orientalism, she was, predictably, both attracted and repelled by what she saw. She recorded in her collection of essays In Morocco (1920), for example, her impression of a harem, writing that the place is like a “prison,” with “languid” women unnaturally trapped together: “beings imprisoned in a conception of sexual and domestic life based on slave-service and incessant espionage.” The “trivial dissimulations, the childish cunning, the idle cruelties of the harem” appall Wharton. In its unhealthy environment, “both sexes live till old age in an atmosphere of sensuality without seduction,” and children, according to the author of Summer, are badly raised by women deliberately kept indolent and ignorant by the exaggeratedly patriarchal system their presence is designed to display and flatter.

The Mountain in Summer—dark, uncontrollable, decadently sexual, lazy, dangerous-raises many questions. Does it embody the racist fantasies about “mysterious,” dark-skinned, not-so-successfully conquered people living outside the borders of Western authority but supposedly controlled by it that Wharton, like many privileged white people, held at the beginning of the modern period? Even more specifically, is the Mountain Wharton’s way of insisting in the midst of the First World War that imperialism is justified? That dark-skinned people beyond the borders of Europe are wild and “savage” and need saving (conquering)? Yet if these things are so, we must also ask: But what does North Dormer say about “civilization”? The dull, lifeless village with depressed, hard-drinking Mr. Royall at its center hardly provides an inspiring alternative  to the Mountain. Law and order as personified in the village of North Dormer and its main citizen, lawyer Royall, are not only oppressive but also degenerate.

The subtlest but most important sign of this is the incest that hovers in Wharton’s novel. Among the papers she left at her death, in addition to those disclosing her affair with Morton Fullerton, Wharton included fragments for a possible story now referred to as the “Beatrice Palmato” fragment and printed in both the Lewis and Wolff biographies of her. It was to be a fiction about father-daughter incest; and accompanying the story outline is a remarkable, highly erotic piece of writing that graphically describes the love-making. At the same time, however, the story outline clearly depicts incest as a horrible, destructive human possibility, which in this case leads to the deaths of three women. Mr. Palmato’s older daughter kills herself. When his wife learns of their incest, she goes mad and commits suicide. Then the younger daughter, Beatrice, kills herself after her father’s death because of the sexual union he created with her. In Wharton’s projected story (which could have changed, of course, had she written it), incest was to be hinted at throughout and then confirmed at the end; and the tale, beyond question, was to be a horror story. In the outline, incest, which traps a daughter unnaturally and forever in her father’s power, kills three women.

The hint of incest in Summer, particularly once one knows that the subject interested Wharton, as the “Beatrice Palmato” fragment makes undeniable, bears crucially on any reading of the novel. It forces us to ask what Wharton is saying about patriarchal marriage in Summer, about the American family, about being a daughter. Indeed, it requires us to reflect on the whole subject of heterosexual desire as it is most traditionally and conservatively constituted in the United States—that is, as it is lived and acted  upon in the ordinary, all-American, often highly idealized small towns and villages of the nation. The buried but perceptible theme of incest in Summer pushes Wharton’s critique of marriage, women’s liberation, small-town torpor, and American sexual repression into dark, seldom explored cultural territory.

As a woman writer publishing in the United States at the turn of the century and into the 1920s, Edith Wharton was one of a group of distinguished, ambitious, women artists. Publishing during the early years of Wharton’s career were Frances Ellen Harper, Sarah Orne Jewett, Kate Chopin, Alice Dunbar-Nelson, Pauline Hopkins, and Zitkala Sa. Contemporary with Wharton in publishing fiction during the first three decades of the twentieth century, or during a significant portion of those years, were Mary Austin, Willa Cather, Ellen Glasgow, Gertrude Stein, Jessie Fauset, Sui Sin Far, and Anzia Yezierska. New, younger women writers whose careers overlapped with Wharton’s in the 1920s included Nella Larsen, Zora Neale Hurston, and Edith Summers Kelley. The turn of the century was a period of rich, brilliant accomplishment among serious, artistically ambitious women fiction writers in the United States.

Like her fellow women writers—indeed, often singled out as preeminent among them—Edith Wharton cared most about telling women’s stories, of which Summer is one of her most important. Early in Summer Wharton’s heroine sits in the Hatchard Memorial Library brooding over her clumsy lacemaking. She has thrown her hat over a bust of Minerva, goddess of wisdom in classical Western patriarchal mythology; and as the base for her handiwork, she uses a worn copy of Maria Susanna Cummins’s The Lamplighter, an 1854 American best-seller about how to channel female rage and rebellion into decorous, Victorian, feminine sweetness and light. Wharton begins her book,  in other words, with Charity Royall discarding both models of female perfection from the past: the ancient erudite male one and the modern sentimental female one. Where this rebellion leads is the subject of Summer.
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