
Narrative techniques and subversion
in the novels of Edith Wharton.

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Mohanram, Radhika Thiruvalam.

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 21:15:37

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/185791

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/185791


INFORMATION TO USERS 

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI 

films the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some 

thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may 

be from any type of computer printer. 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the 
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality 

illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, 

and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete 

manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if 

unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate 

the deletion. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 

sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand corner and 

continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each 

original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in 

reduced form at the back of the book. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6" x 9" black and white 

photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations 

appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly 
to order. 

U·M·I 
University Microfilms International 

A Bell & Howell Information Company 
300 North Zeeb Road. Ann Arbor. M148106-1346 USA 

313/761-4700 800.'521-0600 





Order Number 9223560 

Narrative techniques and subversion in the novels of Edith 
Wharton 

Mohanram, Radhika Thiruvalam, Ph.D. 

The University of Arizona, 1992 

Copyright ©1992 by Mohanram, Radhika Thiruvalam. All rights reserved. 

V·M·I 
300 N. Zeeb Rd. 
Ann Arbor, MI 48106 





NARRA TNE TECHNIQUES AND SUBVERSION IN THE NOVELS 
OF EDITH WHARTON 

by 

Radhika Thiruvalam Mohanram 

Copyright © Radhika Thiruvalam Mohanram 1992 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 
DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

1992 



THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

2 

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have 

read the dissertation prepared by Radhika Thiruvalam Hohanram 

entitled "Narrative Techniques and subversion in the Novels of 

Edith Hharton.rt 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 

requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

~,~, t2f) 
ae :; 

Sept. 20, 1991 
Date 

S~nt. 20£ 1991 
Date 

Sept. 20, 1991 
Date 

Date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon 
the candidate's submission of the final copy of the dissertation to--the 
Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my 
direction and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 
requirement. 

;j~ ~ {k~ 
Dissertation Director G7 



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements 
for an advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the 
University Ubrary to be made available to borrowers under the rules of the 
Ubrary. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special 
permission, provided that accurate knowledge of source is made. Requests for 
permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in 
whole or in part may be granted by the copyright holder. 

3 



4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

I wish to thank Dr. Jerrold Hogle, my dissertation director, for reading this 
work with tremendous care, and for instilling in me the integrity necessary for 
critical inquiry. I am very grateful to Dr. Robert Con Davis, my dissertation co
director, for being my friend and believing in my work, and seeing me through the 
most difficult times while writing this dissertation. I want to thank Dr. Rudy 
Troike, Head of the English Department, for his help in removing various 
academic obstacles from my path. I must offer my gratitude to Dr. Herb 
Schneidau for his faith in my work. I must express my thanks to Dr. Lynda 
Zwinger who introduced me to the theoretical apparatus used in this work. 

I particularly want to thank Dr. Gita Rajan, my close friend and role
model. I am grateful to Dr. Judy Lensink who, by word and deed, introduced me 
to feminism. I also wish to thank Joy Harjo for her faith in my work. 

Finally, and most importantly, I wish to thank my family for supplying me 
endlessly with emotional and moral support during this long and arduous task. 



5 

Page 

Abstract ............................................... 6 

I. Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 7 

ll. Vision/ Re-Vision: Configurations of the Gaze: 
The House of Mirth ............................... 24 

Ill. Interrogating the Economy of Desire: 
The Custom of the Country . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 73 

IV. Hegemonic and Oppositional Desire: 
The Reef ...................................... 124 

V. Miming Motherhood: Narrative Process in 
The Mother's Recompense ......................... 180 

VI. Textualizing/ Fictionalizing Identity: Wharton's 
Biographies, Autobiographies and Letters . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 224 

VII. Coda . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 270 

VIII. A Select Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 276 



6 

ABSTRACT 

There are two branches of scholarship on Edith Wharton. One branch tends 

to focus upon a comparison of her novels with her life, and tends to document her 

work as that of a social historian and custodian of manners of old New York. The 

other branch, represented by feminist critics, uses a Marxist approach to read the 

thematics of Wharton's novels, and argues that her heroines are perched between the 

cusp of the "old" and the "new" woman. This study of Wharton extends and 

intertwines both these lines of scholarship to argue that Wharton's novels must be 

read against her life, and that the critical focus must be kept on her "new" woman, 

who, as the gendered speaking subject, speaks from the margins of cultural edifices. 

This study will focus on the idea of the splintered self, particularly the quandaries of 

the gendered self, an issue that shapes and determines the form of her narratives. 

This analysis shows that in the intersection of her fiction, her letters, and her 

autobiography, Wharton's gendered speaking subject enunciates a radical critique of 

the culture in which she lived. 
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I 

Introduction 

It is now a critical commonplace that literary modernism offers, among 

other things, a radical critique of the "Cartesian subject," that empirical and 

pragmatic notion of the self as a whole, fixed entity, which is divinely or culturally 

determined. Central to this critique has been the thought of Sigmund Freud, with its 

splitting of the subject into conscious and unconscious parts and, more recently, 

Jacques Lacan's rereading of Freud by way of a theory grounded in a revision of 

structural linguistics. He borrows from Saussure the notion of language as a system 

of signs determined by their differences from each other. But whereas Saussure sees 

the sign as a unity of signifier (sound-image) and signified (concept), Lacan sees the 

signifier as invested with desire from the unconscious, which results in a gap between 

the private experience of desire and the outer, public interpretation of it. Neither the 

self nor others "see" the gap, and the result is the problematic of desire, of the 

diversion of the subject from signifier to signifier, that informs any attempt to fix 

meaning. For the reader of novels, this view of the self poses interesting problems. 

It at once makes central such questions as who is speaking and to whom, of what, 

from what place, from within what system, and such an awareness, when raised by a 

narrative construct in words, makes these questions more difficult to answer. The 
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modem text, moreover, complicates and refigures the relationships between author/ 

narrator, narrator/character, character/character, and text/reader in terms of the 

hidden dynamic of desire. The notion of the self is further problematized in modem 

works that increasingly erase strictly dichotomized biological divisions of male and 

female and institute the term "gender" in its place. The term "gendered self' allows 

the premise that one need not speak only like a man, or only like a woman because of 

his/her sex at birth; instead one can decide, or be force, to speak from a position that 

is either male or female. Since gender boundaries are dictated and governed by 

culture and politics, they are more fluid than sexual categories and can allow (or 

forbid) one the freedom to move between positions. 

The novels of Edith Wharton offer particularly interesting examples of 

this modernist concern, although she has not, traditionally, been given a place in the 

canon of "High Modernism." I will offer a reading of her work in this study that 

focusses on the idea of the splintered self, particularly the quandaries of a gendered 

self, an issue, as I see it, that shapes and determines the form of her narratives. 

Wharton makes her interest in gender issues evident in her unpUblished 

memoir "Life and I. " There she depicts a world which is strictly dichotomized 

between the adult and masculine, on the one side, and the ornamental and feminine, 

on the other. To Wharton, the masculine, adult world, which precluded the feminine, 

was characterized by books and writing. In contrast was the feminine world, which 
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kindled her early desire to be the best-dressed woman in New York, like her mother 

before her. The adult Wharton, struggling to emerge from the dichotomized world in 

which she lived as a (woman) writer, comments about her "two lives, divided 

between these equally real yet totally unrelated worlds" in her autobiography, A 

Backward Glance (205). Wharton posits the mutually exclusive worlds and categories 

as basic to the troubled relations between men and women in a number of her 

fictions. Elizabeth Ammons concurs with this view and argues that Wharton 

perceived the typical woman of her era as being oppressed by cultural constructs. 

Ammons shows "no matter how privileged, non-conformist or assertive [women were, 

they] were not free to control their own lives" in the way men were (3). 

In Wharton's development of her aesthetic sensibility, she decided that 

American women writers were too sentimental and attempted to articulate their 

feminine difference with an overuse of the language of description, and an excess of 

poetic adjectives. For Wharton, this kind of writing revealed "the mistaken idea that 

defects in structure or design may be remedied by an overlaying of color and 

ornament" ahe Decoration of Houses 29-30). For herself, Wharton felt that "the two 

sexes complete each other mentally as well as physiologically" (Erench Ways and 

their Meaning 103). Therefore, she desired to conflate these separate worlds that 

were in such binary opposition in her work, as is evident in a letter from her to 

Robert Grant. Wharton writes: 
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I conceive my subjects like a man--that is, rather more architectonically and 

dramatically than most women--& then execute them like a W0man; or rather, 

I sacrifice, to my desire for construction and breadth, the small incidental 

effects that women have always excelled in, the episodical characterization, I 

mean. 

(Letters 124). 

In her letter, Wharton reveals her discomfort at the cultural separation of masculine 

and feminine intellect and aesthetics. 

Wharton's pinpointing of the problematic system of binary oppositions 

anticipates the arguments that Helene Cixous (and Simone de Beauvoir before her) 

puts forth in her theoretical writings. Influenced by Jacques Derrida,1 Cixous argues 

that in Western patriarchal thought, meaning is derived from an endless series of 

hierarchical binary oppositions, such as Father/Mother, active/passive and so on. All 

these terms have their genesis in the initial opposition between male/female, with the 

male as superior and positive. Cixous argues that the each term can acquire its 

meaning only by destroying its binary opposite. She points out that in a patriarchal 

culture, the victory belongs to the male. Her strategy of undermining patriarchal 

thought is to split open the closed system of binary oppositions and to revel in the 

resulting, endless displacement of meaning. 2 

In a similar move, Wharton suggests one possible strategy to overcome 

the binary opposition through which Western metaphysics produces meaning. 
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Throughout her theoretical discourse on fiction, Wharton refers to this problem using 

the metaphor of the "symapathetic" and "creative" imagination. She distinguishes 

between the two by claiming that the former produces a one-sided, linear logic, 

whereas the creative imagination is 

two-sided and combines with the power of penetrating into other minds that of 

standing far enough aloof from them to see beyond, and relate them to the 

whole stuff of life out of which they but partially emerge. Such an all-round 

view can be obtained only by mounting to a height. 

(Emphasis Added; The Writing of Fiction 15-16) 

Here Wharton argues that the merely sympathetic imagination is incomplete in itself, 

since it merely substantiates and functions as the "mirror" (58) of dominant culture; in 

order for the mind to get the all-round view or the full text, it must decenter itself and 

calion the the creative imagination. 

Another way of preceiving this fragmented identity of the creative! 

sympathetic imagination is to posit what I will call the speaking subject as the agency 

in Wharton's texts. A speaking subject is a construct proposed by Julia Kristeva to 

explain and account for the significations and breaks in texts. The speaking subject is 

a position (or a movement across positions) that a complex of verbal utterances 

emanates from; in Wharton's case, it points towards the heroine who serves as the 

initial site of location of this subject's subversive presence and its attempt to transcend 

binary logic and repression. In his introduction to Kristeva's Desire in Language, 



Leon Roudiez attempts to give a clear picture of her speaking subject. Cautioning 

readers not to confuse her speaking subject with Hussed's transcendental ego, 

Roudiez says 
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One should always bear in mind that this is a split divided between 

unconscious and conscious motivations, that is between physiological processes 

and social constraints ... The activities and performance of the speaking 

subject are the result of a dialectical process, something previous linguistic 

theories, as she examines them, tended to ignore by emphasizing either one at 

the expense of the other ... The object of her investigations is no language (as 

in structuralism), or discourse (as phenomenology would have it), or even 

enunciation, rather it is the discourse of the split subject--and this again 

involves her in psychoanalysis. 

(Kristeva 6) 

Within the context of Wharton's own words, the merely sympathetic imagination is 

one-sided, and only such a Kristevan analysis--where the "creative imagination," or 

discourse of the multiple subject, allows the repressed text to surface alongside the 

dominant text--would provide an "all-round view." Indeed, the creative 

imagination/speaking subject, with its all-round view, can substantially change the 

meaning of any text. Meaning itself becomes multiple, variable, ever-changing in this 

particular narrative strategy used by Wharton. 
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Yet this aspect of Wharton's writing remains unexplained. Wharton 

scholarship on this point has been minimal and sharply divided in its approach. One 

branch of scholarship --represented by Diana Trilling, Louis Auchincloss, Gary 

Lindberg, James Tuttleton, R.W.B. Lewis and Blake Nevius--tends to focus upon a 

comparison of her novels with her life, and tends io document her work as that of a 

social historian and custodian of manners in Old New York. This kind of reading has 

led to a perception of Wharton as writing from an elitist point of view. In this sense 

of her, the fiction is seen as reflecting her nostalgia for the old order. 

This approach to Wharton's fiction is not without its relevance, since it 

directly points to the influence of Europe and Henry James in her work. Both Lewis 

and Nevius record the parallel lives of James and Wharton in their origins, 

background, class, and their expatriate sensibility. Henry James chose to live in 

England, and Wharton in France, for the major part of their writing careers. This 

focus on the influence of Europe on her writing foregrounds our need to locate the 

site from which Wharton's speaking subject articulates itself. That problem of 

location, in tum, reveals the crisis of identity that an expatriate aesthetic sensibility 

undergoes. Any sense of a coherent and unified self, or of a unified American 

aesthetics, is eroded by the geographical and cultural dislocation that Wharton must 

have felt. On the one hand, Wharton felt Europe to be far more supportive of the 

arts; however, she was always aware, not only of being an alien in Europe, but as 

also of appearing to the Europeans as a wealthy American from a relatively 
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"uncivilized" country. This perception influenced not only the theme of the American 

in Europe in her various novels; it also affected her language, or rather, her sense of 

the inadequacy of language to describe her profound sense of dislocation and 

alienation. Wharton's fiction is imbued with this sense of ~ which opens between 

the experience of place (France) and the language available to her to describe it within 

her particular aesthetics (an amalgam of both American and European sensibilities). 

Wharton's sense of displacement manifested itself in her feeling outside the aesthetic 

and social values of both Europe and America. Ultimately, though, Wharton's 

speaking subject uses her intense sense of alienation to an advantage, in that it 

interrogates and subverts dominant cultural formations. 

A different branch of Wharton scholarship, meanwhile, represented by 

such feminist critics as Elizabeth Ammons and Cynthia Griffin Wolff, tends to use a 

Marxist approach in reading the thematics of her novels, arguing that her heroines are 

perched on the cusp between the "old" and the "new" woman. An example of this 

form of criticism is Elizabeth Ammons' work, in which she states that Wharton's 

"fiction records her public argument with America on the issue of freedom for women 

over more than three decades of some of the most significant upheavel and change 

and finally stasis in the history of women in the United States" (ix). Ammons and 

Wolff inaugurate the feminist criticism of Wharton's fiction and lay the groundwork 

of subsequent readings of Wharton in their insistence that she speaks from the 

margins of cultural and patriarchal conventions. Ammons, along with most other 
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feminist critics of Wharton, such as Amy Kaplan, Catherine Quoyeser, and Wai-Chee 

Dimock, therefore, tend to bring out the oppression of the women protagonists in 

Wharton's novels and discuss these heroines within the context of their desire to 

overthrow these conventions. In their analyses and their primary focus on the 

struggles of the female protagonist, these feminist critics subvert established critical 

judgements and emphasize the sexual politics implicit in the lives of these 

protagonists. Wolff, for example, tends to read Wharton's first succesful novel, The 

House of Mirth, as a kunstlerroman and suggests that the tragedy of Lily Bart lies in 

"the psychological disfigurement of any woman who chooses to accept society's 

definition of her as a beautiful object and nothing more." Wolff's evaluation is in 

contrast to the established reading where Lily Bart is indicted for desiring to marry a 

wealthy man. In her work on Wharton, A Feast of Words, Wolff makes the first 

argument for exploring the feminine sexuality embedded in Wharton's fictions and 

posits this feminine sexuality as Wharton's counter to the framework of social 

conventions within which she lived. 

My study of Wharton extends and intertwines both these lines of 

scholarship to argue that Edith Wharton's novels must, indeed, be read against her 

life and that the critical focus must be kept on her "new" woman who, as the 

gendered speaking subject, articulates from the margins of cultural edifices. In an 

extension of Wolff's argument, I want to trace the narrative ploy of the maternal 

speaking subject as it exposes the scaffolds upon which dominant culture rests and 
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from which it produces meaning. For me, the maternal speaking subject 

systematically calls into question the various elements which support dominant culture 

or discourse and proceeds to nullify those very elements into a state of dimished 

power. Wharton's choice of the maternal aspect of the speaking subject is 

particularly strategic, in that she offers a p'.)werful, yet subtle counter to the dicourse 

of the patriarchal and dominant text. In several of the novels which will be discussed 

in this study, Wharton posits a maternal space which deconstructs certain conceptual 

boundaries of the self and reveals the split subject. Maternity and motherhood in 

Wharton's novels, particularly The Mother's Recompense and The House of Mirth, 

prove a threat to the signification of the overt text. The overt text which produces 

meaning through binary oppositions--and a signifying system based on the paternal 

law of differentiation--is rendered inadequate by the maternal speaking subject, which 

not only refuses to partake of this logic, but also espouses, in its stead, a non-binary 

multiple identity. Wharton's speaking subject also explores a feminine sexuality 

which is active and excessive rather than passive and repressed. The connection 

between excessive, unregulated feminine sexuality and maternity is clear in that both 

are dangerous aspects of femininity. 

Wharton novels choose the trope of marriage as the framework in 

which to develop her feminist! feminine aesthetics. Her two-pronged attack on 

dominant culture--excessive sexuality and excessive mothering--could be best explored 

subversively only within this trope. It must be remembered that Wharton always saw 



17 

herself as a "popular" novelist, writing about the bourgeios ideals of America. She 

wanted to speak within the paradigm of the intellectual milieu, yet she wished, 

simultaneously, to interrogate the structure of marriage which upheld the bourgeois 

society from which she originated. Moreover, her brief diary entry in 1908 

describing her marriage with Teddy Wharton states her attitude towards marriage 

best: "I heard the key tum in my prison-lock. That is the answer to everything 

worthwhile! Oh, Gods of derisions! And you've given me over twenty years of it. 

Je n'en peux plus ... " (as quoted in Wolff 51). I think that the trope of marriage, 

therefore, seemed to her the best way to explore all the aspects of feminine 

subjectivity within the framework of dominant culture: femininity, female sexuality, 

maternal sexuality, incestuous desires. As a result, Wharton systematically deals with 

the various issues of marriage, such as the economic necessity of marriage for a 

young woman, as well as the cultural institutions that are supportive of marriage and 

necessitate it. She also deals with the sexuality imbricated in marriage--what is 

permissible, how illicit desire is repressed, and why the full range of maternal 

sexuality is considered threatening to dominant culture. 

In my first chapter, I will give a reading of The House of Mirth within 

the basic framework of Wharton's development of her feminine aesthetics and the 

creative imagination. This novel, written soon after her work The Decoration of 

Houses, reveals a high awareness of visual aesthetics and contains ab ovo all the 

aspects of Wharton's feminist, displaced sensibility. Here Wharton begins her 
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experimentation with the maternal speaking subject and interrogates the nature of 

identity in dominant culture and the ramifications of marginalizing oneself in this 

culture. The speaking subject constructs, deconstructs, and reconstructs the 

subjectivity of Lily Bart, the protagonist, throughout the course of the novel. In the 

first half of the novel, culminating in the tableau vivant scene, Lily Bart's subjectivity 

is constructed by the male gaze. Here she is situated by the gaze in the position of 

passive object, a product of male desire. Her main concern in this part of the novel 

is to make herself desireable and to participate in the marriage economy. 

But the speaking subject also subjects Lily to a maternal, female-female 

gaze in the crucial tableau-vivant scene. This alternate gaze has interesting results, in 

that it dismantles the traditional feminine subjectivity which is constructed by the 

economy of binary opposites and language. In this new realm created by the maternal 

speaking subject, language becomes increasingly problematic and ultimately ceases. 

In the end, meaning has to be imputed from "the silence which makes all clear." In 

this novel, Wharton creates the prototype of the dissident protagonist and begins her 

interrogation of marriage and the construction of identity. 

In my second chapter, I will analyze The Custom of the Country, 

which is the anti-text of The House of Mirth. If Lily Bart completely withdraws from 

the marriage economy, the protagonist of this text gets married and divorced several 

times during the course of the novel. In this novel, Undine Spragg, the protagonist, 

functions as a subversive figure whose agenda, in her perversion of the American 



Dream, is to disrupt the structures of the Law-of-the-Father maintained by the social 

gridwork of marriage, law, religion, money/power. 
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Through the figure of Undine, the speaking subject decenters meaning, 

and the language of authority becomes unable to suppress the semiotics of the text. 

The speaking subject, with its expose of the violent erasure of the semiotic language, 

calls into question the dominant culture which prioritizes marriage, law and religion; 

hence the presumption of the unilateral frame Gf the language of authority is revealed 

as a facaoe. 

Once Wharton's speaking subject has revealed how marriage, law, and 

religion are supported by and, in tum, support dominant culture, its next step is to 

explore the permitted and illicit sexuality and desire within marriage. Consequently, 

in the next two chapters, I will analyze The Reef and The Mother's Recompense, 

both of which deal with maternal sexuality. The Reef chronologically precedes The 

Custom of the Country in its date of completion, but not that of conception. I have 

deliberately chosen not to analyze her novels chronologically because I argue that 

Wharton I s speaking subject had to expose the gridwork which supports dominant 

culture in The Custom of the Country before it could subvert it in The Reef. In The 

Reef, Wharton becomes more overtly radical in her interrogation of feminine identity 

and desire which are suppressed by the structure of marriage. Wharton reveals how 

dominant culture expands its hegemony in this novel through her experimentations 

with very limited points of view. In this novel, even sexual desire is proven to be 
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influenced by dominant culture. However, Wharton's speaking subject renders the 

expose of hegemonic culture through the eponymous heroine, Sophy Viner, who is 

constantly replicated in every character in the novel. Sharply delineated identities, 

necessary for an adequate transmission of meaning in Western philosophical thought, 

become blurred in this novel. In this political move of the speaking subject, the 

ideology of marriage is revealed as based upon the violent erasure of maternal desire 

which seeps through the gaps in the text. James once quipped that every novel has to 

end with a marriage or a death. The speaking subject, by aborting closure altogether 

and maintaining triangular structures of desire, reveals the inscription of maternal 

desire, escaping both marriage and death. 

In my succeeding chapter on The Mother's Recompense, the speaking 

subject becomes extremely overt and radical in its articulation of maternal desire and 

sexuality. This 1925 novel apparently obeys the rules of the maternal melodrama of 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and hence it deals with such textual 

configurations as the son's desire for his mother and the daughter's pre-Oedipal 

longing for dyadic bliss with her mother. The manifest text postulates a triangular 

configuration that assigns fixed positions to son-in-law, daughter, and mother-in-law 

as authorized by the primal configuration of Father, Mother and Child. But these 

triangulations are soon subverted and proven to be the ruse of the speaking subject. 

This textual feint is based solely on the notion of mother as genetrix. Underpinning 

this ruse is the maternal speaking subject who manages to encode her homoerotic 
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desire for her daughter. The speaking subject reveals the repression of maternal 

sexuality that occurs in dominant culture in order for the subject to accede to 

heterosexuality as well as a clearly delineated identity. As a result, the transgressive 

mother as speaking subject, far from being subordinated to the paternal discourse, 

threatens to collapse the signifying system of motherhood offered by the institution of 

the nuclear family. 

In the final chapter, I will counter the production of an identity for 

Wharton by her two primary biographers, R.W.B. Lewis and Percy Lubbock. In my 

analysis, I will reveal their colonization of Wharton to feed their own national, sexist, 

indeed, heterosexist, biases and agendas. Wharton herself believed that her 

biographers could only misrepresent her. She, therefore, deliberately prepared a 

packet of papers as early as 1927 addressed to her biographers. Wharton then 

proceeded to write her autobiography entitled A Backward Glance (1935), where she 

deliberately parodied the genre. Her Letters and The Backward Glance reveal her 

deliberate posturing, her way of mocking traditional modes of narrativity. Further, 

the letters and autobiography signal the conscious radicalization of what Julia Kristeva 

would call the speaking subject and what Wharton inserted into the fabric of her texts 

as "heroines." In this chapter, then, I will explore the Wharton's profound sense of 

displacement and alienation evident in her letters, her autobiography, and her travel 

fiction. I will also explore the gap between the epistle and narrative genres to show 

that Wharton was indeed the genetrix of feminist discourse. 
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My work differs from previous studies in several ways. By recasting 

the arguments of feminist critics like Wolff and Ammons within the framework of 

Wharton's development of a feminist aesthetics, I will permit the "other" writing, 

which is against the grain of established patterns in the text, to become visible. In my 

analysis, I wi11locate the "other" writing in the jouissance in the text, when the 

saturation and multiplicity of meaning bursts forth from the text, causing the excess of 

signifiers to jam the binary oppositions which produce this masculine economy of 

discourse, and to go b2yond that discourse. I will prove that Wharton's thematizing 

of the institution of marriage permitted her to be part of the dominant culture and yet 

allowed her to make use of an overtly male voice. However, her interrogation of this 

institution also reveals its impositions and regulations of female desire. My semioticl 

feminist study reveals a dimension of her use of this trope that has not yet been 

discussed. My analysis shows that in the intersection of her fiction, her theory of 

fiction, her letters and autobiography, Wharton's gendered speaking subject 

eniunciates a radical critique of the culture in which she lived. 
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER 1 

1. Jacques Derrida's concept of differance critiques binary logic. He recasts the arguments 
put forth by the early structuralists such as A. J. Greimas, who in his Semantigue 
Structurale, held that meaning is produced through binary opposition. For example, in the 
opposition masculine/feminine, each term only achieves significance through its relationship 
to the other. "Masculine" derives its meaning by being the binary opposite of "feminine." 
For Derrida, meaning was not derived by the closed structure of binary opposities. Rather, 
it is produced by the "free play of the signifier." For example, the phoneme Ibl only 
signifies insofar as it is perceived as different from IkI or Im/. Thus lkat!, Imat! Ibat! are 
perceived as different words with different meanings in English. The structural sit argument 
would be that Ibl defers its meaning to other elements in language. For Derrida, it is the 
other phonemes that enable us to determine the meaning of Ib/. Signification, for him, is 
produced through this open-ended play between the presence of one signifier and the absence 
of the others. See Derrida's Of Grammatalogy Trans. Gayatri Spivak (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins Press, 1976). Also see his Writing and Difference Trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1978). 

2. In La Jeune N~J Helene Cixous lists some binary oppositions such as: 
Activityl Passivity 
Culturel Nature 
Fatherl Mother 
Logosl Pathos 

Cixous argues that these binary opposition correspond to the underluing position of manl 
woman, and are imbricated in a patriarchal value system, where the feminine side is always 
powerless and negative. Cixol!s proffers ecriture feminine, or feminine writing, to 
circumvent these binary oppositions. Using Derrida's concept of differance, Cixous suggests 
that feminine writing are those texts that "work on the difference," and thus undermine 
dominant phallogocentric thought. In "Laugh of the Medusa," Cixous states 

To admit that writing is precisely working (in) the in between, inspecting the process 
of the same and the other without which nothing can live, undoing the work of death-
to admit this is first to want the two, as well as both, the ensemble of one and the 
other, not fixed in sequence of struggle and expUlsion or some other form of death 
but infinitely dynamized by an incessant process of exchange from one subject to 
another. 

See La Jeune Nee (Paris: UGE, 1975). Betsy Wing, trans. The Newly Born Woman, by 
Helene Cixous and Catherine Clement (Minneapolis: UNiversity of Minnesota Press, 1986). 
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The House of Mirth, Edith Wharton's first successful novel, is 

especially intriguing because it was also her first novel to be dramatized. The 

dramatization of this novel can be traced to one central factor: the pageantry of high 

society life at the tum of the century is knitted together in a series of spectacular 

scenes in this novel. The plot of The House of Mirth advances from one spectacle to 

another, one party to another. Briefly, the plot records the spectacle of Lily Bart's 

"career moves" in the marriage market. Endowed with good looks and expensive 

tastes rather than money, Lily, anxious and unmarried at twenty-nine, refuses to 

consider marriage with Lawrence Selden, the unwealthy man she loves. This impasse 

constitutes the first part of the novel. The second half traces her further economic 

downfall, which becomes directly proportionate to her achievement of a "proper" 

sense of values. With her entry into the labour force, Lily realizes the superficiality 

of her previous life and dies honourably at age thirty. 

The intensely visual nature of the novel has been repeatedly commented 

upon by Wharton critics such as R.W.B. Lewis, Michael J. O'Neal, Cynthia Griffin 

Wolff, and Roslyn Dixon.) Wolfrs reading of this novel is based upon her assertion 
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that Wharton, influenced by the dominant art nouveau movement, explored woman as 

decorative object. Dixon, attempting to connect the visual aspect of The House of 

Mirth to point of view, veers off into a discussion of moral vision in the novel. In 

general, Wharton criticism has been limited to the thematic level--what Lily Bart 

represents for New York! American society in economic and social terms.2 No critic 

appears to have treated the dynamics of visual experience as it develops the play of 

repression implicit in the text. 

That Wharton was very visually oriented is a well established fact: her 

first published book was The Decoration of Houses which she wrote collaboratively 

with the architect Ogden Codman. In this book, Wharton suggests ways of 

harmonizing architectural design and interior design. Again, in 1904, just one year 

before the publication of The House of Mirth, Edith Wharton published Italian Villas 

and their Gardens, where she studied and treated Italian gardens which were 

"prolongation[s] of the house" (as quoted in Lewis 120); Wharton also knew sixteenth 

and seventeenth century Italian art, paintings and sculpture. Reading The House of 

Mirth within this context of Wharton's sophisticated visual awareness, we can see this 

text as more than just Wharton's representation of women at the tum of the century 

and the avenues of escapes and choices that they may have had. Wharton's deliberate 

theatricalization of Lily Bart, I now want to argue, opens the text to a discussion of 

the constructior of feminine subjectivity by the male gaze. 
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Laura Mulvey, in her ground breaking essay "Visual Pleasures and 

Narrative Cinema," shows the construction of subjectivity on the basis of vision.3 

Using Jacques Lacan's notion of the mirror phase, when a child initially recognizes 

his image in the mirror with joy, Mulvey posits that the film satisfies the primordial 

wish of the audience for pleasurable looking. Mulvey collapses the intrinsic 

difference between the actors on the screen and the members of the audience. In an 

extension of her argument, Mulvey conflates the males on the screen with the males 

in the audience, characterizing them as the maker of meanings. In this context, the 

women on the screen become the bearer of meaning whose primary function is to aid 

in the construction of male subjectivity. Visual experience can~ thus, be seen as 

linked to narrativity and meaning in any text focussed on women. 

In the dynamics of visual experience, therefore, men are defined in 

terms of their ability to look (voyeurism) and the women in terms of being the object 

of the male gaze (exhibitionism). The gaze, which takes a sexual pleasure in looking, 

is endowed with qualities of power, privilege, control, authority and potency, and 

operates on the presumption of female lack. A woman's subjectivity, constructed by 

the gaze, is confined to just one register; her body and not her deliberative 

consciousness becomes the site of her represent.ation.4 As a result, the female 

spectator finds herself in a peculiar position. On the one hand, if she finds her mirror 

image in the women on the screen, she has to, perforce, be situated in the object 
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position. If she desires any agency--a subject position--then, she has to identify with 

the male gaze. S 

The House of Mirth, as saturated with visual elements as the cinema, 

lends itself to an analysis of its visual experience. The tableaux vivants scene, a 

frozen image of an image, becomes significant in that it contains cinematic features 

such as actors and audience. It is within this context that Lily's identity is established 

in the text. In this chapter, I will explore the tableaux vivants scene as the site of the 

social construction of subjectivity--both male and female. But I will also show that 

the composition of the audience--male and female--and their varying reactions to this 

scene make the text vulnerable to the possibilty of alternate forms of feminine 

sUbjectivity--one not within the economy of patriarchal identifications. I will next 

proceed to read the women's identity in the cases of Lily (patriarchal) and Gerty 

Farrish (outside patriarchy). Finally, I will attempt to show how the speaking subject 

in this text links feminine subjectivity to forms of narrative different from the 

patriarchal. 

Lawrence Selden and The Gaze of Authority 

Wharton's The House of Mirth was published by the house of 

Scribner's in Oct 1905, and by December 1905 over 140,000 copies had been sold. 

This lead to the stage version of the novel in Oct 1906 for which Edith Wharton and 
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Clyde Fitch, one of the most popular playwrights at the turn of the century, jointly 

wrote the script. The play was a failure in New York, especially after the New York 

Times review of the play on Oct 23 1906 was headlined, "The House of Mirth a 

Doleful Play--Fay Davis Gets Little Chance in This New Piece--Comedy Lines Are 

Few in It--Authors Called Before Curtain, but Applause is Light and There is no 

Speech." The play closed after only fourteen performances. 

The play differed from the text in several other ways: For example, 

motives of characters had to be simplified and the plethora of scenes in the novel had 

to be reduced to a mere six. This resulted in important scenes being combined and 

compressed. Lily not only had to work at the milliner's shop, but she also had to 

commit suicide in the same scene. The novel had been perceived as realistic; the play 

packed in too much too soon. 

However, the play is significant because it underscores the voyeurism 

implicit in the tableaux vivants scene. In this central scene set at a party hosted by 

the Wellington Brys, several guests, including Lily, represent famous paintings by 

Joshua Reynolds, Titian, Van Dyke, Goya etc. Clyde Fitch, who co-wrote the play 

with Wharton, organized this scene so that the theatre audience could gaze at the 

backstage intrigue of the tableaux, and the actors backstage, in their turn, could gaze 

through curtains at the poseurs in the tableaux vivants. This organization of this 

central scene collapses the difference between the theatre audience and the backstage 

audience. Everybody trains their eyes and their gaze at the actors and especially at 
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Lily Bart. The play isolates Lily as object of scopophilia in that she is the only 

participant in the tableaux vivants who is brought forth in front of the audience in an 

encore. 

While the play overtly acknowledges the voyeuristic element of The 

House of Mirth, Wharton writing in such a non theatrical medium as the novel had to 

resort to other means to underscore this element. The text, saturated with visual 

metaphors, becomes a theatre of glances, gazes, voyeurs, spectacles and icons of 

desire. In fact, the tableaux vivants form only one example of the importance of the 

visual in a novel which is obsessive in its use of such metaphors. At the beginning of 

the novel we see Lawrence Selden being "refreshed by the sight of Miss Lily Bart" 

(5) and in subsequent scenes Lily is stared at, read, and interpreted by the characters 

who people this novel. For example, at the conclusion of the opening scene Lily is 

the object of the char-woman's "stare" (16) as she leaves Selden's apartment. And 

her "look" (16) is immediately replaced by the "twinkle of amused curiosity between 

[the] screwed up lids" of Sim Rosedale who scan[s] her with interest" (16). She then 

meets Percy Gryce who "watch[es] her in silent fascination" (21). The tableaux 

vivants scene, in other words, highlights a recurring pattern in the novel. The pattern 

of visual metaphors is broken only at the conclusion of the novel when Selden, "his 

face in his hands" (341), has his "troubled vision cleared" (342). 

The House of Mirth investigates the flip side of the Freudian question, 

changing " what does a woman want?" to "What does a man want?" A further twist 
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is added to this question so the text becomes concerned with "What does a man want 

to see in a woman?" The text selects Lawrence Selden as the principal source of the 

gaze watching Lily Bart. Book I opens with Selden's specularizing Lily, defining 

himself as "spectator" (6), a non-participatory voyeur. Selden looks at her and 

observes her "vivid head"(5) and her "purity of tint" (6). "His eyes [are] 

... refreshed by [her] sight" (5) even as he speculates that at age twenty nine she may 

be losing her "girlish smoothness" (6). He invites her over to his flat for some tea, 

and submits her further to his voyeuristic gaze. He examines slivers of Lily, parts of 

her, her profile, her "slender pink nails" (9), her "little ear," "the crisp upward wave 

of her [artificially tinted] hair" (7) and wonders how many dull and ugly people had 

been sacrificed to make her (7). Selden's visual examination of her body, in fact, 

turns out to be a dismembering one, a cutting up of her body parts in an anxiety to 

unmask and demystify her. 

Not only does Selden's coercive gaze (subject! source of knowledge) 

establish its mastery over Lily, but his gaze becomes the nucleus, the centre from 

which the narrative emerges. This position is evident in two ways. First, Selden's 

knowledgeable gaze informs the gazes of other men in the text. When Selden and 

Lily have a cup of tea in his apartment in the opening chapter of the text, he 

"watche[s] her hand, polished as a bit of old ivory, with its slender pink nails and the 

sapphire bracelet slipping over her wrist" (Wharton 9). This image of her well-kept 

hands is reiterated in the next chapter, where Lily is travelling to the party at 



31 

Bellomont by train with a potential suitor, Percy Gryce. They order tea, and Gryce 

"watche[s] her in silent fascination while her hands flitted above the tray, looking 

miraculously fine and slender in contrast to the coarse china and lumpy bread" 

(Wharton 21). In this textual superimposition of one tea-time ritual over the other, 

the text conflates Gryce and Selden's line of vision. Gryce partakes in the source of 

the gaze and conflates himself with it, underscoring the space of power and the 

dominant view as male. Next, Selden's metaphor of seeing Lily as moulded clay is 

picked up by Ned Van Alstyne when he sees her at the tableaux vivants. Observing 

her dressed as Mrs. Lloyd, Van Alstyne comments that he couldn't perceive "a break 

in [her] lines anywhere" (142) and that he had not known "till tonight what an 

outline" Lily had (145). This objectification of Lily's hands and body is symptomatic 

of their awareness of Lily. The men are always speaking around her, beyond her or 

towards her, representing their image of her. 

Secondly, in addition to establishing itself as the dominant, male view 

of Lily, and situating Lily in the object position, Selden's gaze also informs Lily's 

reading of her own subjectivity. The authority of Selden's gaze is evident in a 

number of scenes. For example, Selden's exclaims, "I don't underrate the decorative 

side of life. It [has to be] produced. The worst of it is that so much of human nature 

is used up in that process" (75), and reveals his contempt of people's deliberate 

pursuit of superficial beauty. His opinion is replicated by Lily who at a party with 

her friends, the Trcnors, wonders why she is drawn to Selden: 
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Miss Bart was a keen reader of her own heart, and she saw that her sudden 

preoccupation with Selden was due to the fact that his presence shed a new 

light on her surroundings. Not that he was notably brilliant or exceptional; in 

his own profession he was surpassed by more than one man who had bored 

Lily through many a weary dinner. It was rather that he had preserved a 

certain social detachment, a happy air of viewing the show objectively, of 

having points of contact outside the great gilt cage in which they were all 

huddled for the mob to gape at. How alluring the world outside the cage 

appeared to Lily, as she heard its door clang on her! ... That was the secret of 

his way of readjusting her vision. Lily turning her eyes from him found herself 

scanning her little world through his retina: it was as though the pink lamps 

had been shut off and the dusty daylight let in. She looked down the long 

table, studying its occupants one by one, from Gus Trenor, with his heavy 

carnivorous head sunk between his shoulders, as he preyed on jellied plover, 

to his wife, at the opposite end of the long bank of orchids, suggestive, with 

her glaring good looks, of a jeweller'S window lit by electricity. (Emphasis 

Added, Wharton The House of Mirth 58-59) 

This passage records Lily's movement from object position in the beginning, to a 

subject position in several stages. First is her realization of her positioning as object, 

along with the Trenors, in the great gilt cage. As long as she pursues the trappings of 

the wealthy like the Trenors, she is an object in Selden's gaze. Second is her 



33 

realization that Selden's positioning permits him "to view ... the show objectively," to 

have points of contact outside the great gilt cage. In the third step, she borrows 

Selden's privileged positioning as well as his retina. It is only then that she can 

readjust her vision and scan her "little world through his retina." Selden's potent and 

powerful vision permits her to see the carnivorous head of Gus Trenor and his 

commodified wife, Judy Trenor, and the fact that she, Lily, belongs to the group. 

This passage testifies to Lily's very temporary occupation of subject position, 

underscoring the tenuous hold she has over her own subjectivity. Only Selden's 

presence can grant her this position--i.e., Lily can see only what Selden wants her to 

see. This establishment of Selden's vision as the locus of the text directly 

underscores its authority, transcendence and discursive power. 

Selden and Sexual Difference 

But what is invested in Selden maintaining his position as the source of 

the gaze? In "Instincts and their Vicissitudes," Sigmund Freud speculates on the 

dynamics of visual experience. Dividing this experience into three phases--l) looking 

and its opposite, 2) being seen, and 3) the moment of dissolution of the two opposing 

phases where seeing and being seen fuse into one--Freud positions the subject in the 

act oflooking. In the first stage, the subject's desire to look becomes an encoded 

gesture for control and visual mastery over the object. However, by controlling the 

object, the subject becomes the object. The subject surrenders her visual mastery to 
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allow herself to be positioned as an object to be mastered by another subject. Seeing 

is now activated from a different position. The middle stage records the transition of 

the subject into the object, where the person is both subject and object, each the exact 

double of the other. The subject who insists on remaining in anyone fixed, single 

position, either as merely looking or merely being looked at, defines the subject as 

voyeur or exhibitionist. 6 It is in this context that a tracing of Selden's visual 

experience becomes interesting. 

The text repeatedly characterizes Selden--source of the gaze--as 

"objective." For example, some of the terms associated with him are "social 

detachment" and "a happy air of viewing the show objectively" (59). Yet Selden's 

attitude towards Lily is one of "admiring spectatorship" (73). Realizing his budding 

relationship with Lily, Selden views it from "ever[y] angle" (73), establishing his 

subject position. In the tableaux vivants scene, Selden chooses a seat at "an angle 

[from] the ballroom, surveying the scene with frank enjoyment" (139). On vacation 

in Europe, Selden "survey[s] the white square set in an exotic coquetry of 

architecture," feeling "the renewed zest of spectatorship" (190). In this description, 

the text reveals Selden's stubborn refusal to give up his masterful gaze and his refusal 

to position himself, along with Lily, as mastered object. 

In order to ground himself in this single position and maintain the 

status quo, Selden constantly sets up a dkhotomy between himself and Lily. For 

example, he perceives himself as a spectator of and not a participant in his 
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environment, but defines it as "the world [Lily] livers] in" (142). Again, he perceives 

himself as merely enjoying the "decorative side of life" (75) but "despise[s]" Lily's 

"ambitions" (75) to marry a wealthy man. When Lily accuses him of spending a 

good deal of time in the very environment he so despises, Selden points out his ability 

to be amphibious, to remain uncorrupted in a way that Lily is unable to. He 

maintains their difference so that he can assert his own authority. The corollary to 

this maintenance of difference is that Lily lacks any judgement and any form of 

authority over her own subjectivity. 

However, Selden realizes that his reinforcement of difference is in 

reality underpinned by similarities. He realizes that "he was as much as Lily the 

victim of his environment" (160). Both he and Lily are poor compared to their peers; 

both enjoy the society of their peers; Selden's refusal to be associated with the social 

scene is mirrored in Lily's refusal to be linked in marriage. The narrative reiterates 

that Lily's presence destabilizes his voyeuristic subject position. Even the mention of 

her name sends "his thoughts back into grooves from which he had resolutely 

detached them" (197). Therefore, Selden's constant condemnation of Lily masks his 

refusal to acknowledge their similarity. His concentration on her hands (Physical 

beauty) is established to deliberately underscore their sexual difference, thus 

unconsciously revealing his anxiety that he, too, is like her. Selden displaces his own 

lack of power and authority, something that properly belongs to both of them, on to 

Lily.1 



Selden maintains his masterful, dominating facade by obsessively 

describing her hands: "polished as a bit of ivory, with its slender pink nails" (9). 
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This obsession is legitimized by the dominant text in that it is mirrored by the text as 

well. For example, as mentioned earlier, Percy Gryce eroticizes her hands "looking 

miraculously fine and slender." So does Sim Rosedale, the jewish entrepreneur: "The 

touch of her hand, the moving softness of her look, thrilled a vulnerable fibre in 

Rosedale" (264). But it is Selden's obsession with her hands that the text 

concentrates on. When Lily visits him in his apartment for the last time, Selden 

notices "how then her hand looked against the rising light of the flames" (321). 

Again, in the last scene of the text, when Selden discovers Lily dead in the boarding 

house, Selden sees her "motionless hands" (338). In all these descriptions, Lily's 

hands become the vibrant, privileged zone, subjected to an erotic overvaluation. The 

text suggests that Lily's hands function as an erotic substitute, a metaphor for her 

physical body. Paradoxically, however, her physical body signifies a deprivation of 

her power and her total lack of authority over her subje.ctivity. 

Hand as Fetish 

At the same time, Lily's body makes Selden anxious. In this 

representation of her body and his resulting anxiety, Lily's hands, as metonyms, 

become a double analogue. Her hands function, in fact, as a fetish in the text. 
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In his essay on "Fetishism," Freud points out that 

the fetish is a substitute for the penis ... I hasten to add that it is not a 

substitute for any chance penis, but for a particular and quite special penis that 

had been extremely important in early childhood but had later been lost. That 

is to say, it should normally have been given up, but the fetish is precisely 

designed to preserve it from extinction. To put it more plainly: the fetish is a 

substitute for the woman's (the mother's) penis that the little boy once believed 

in and--for reasons familiar to us--does not want to give it up. (152-53)8 

Pursuing his investigation as to why the young boy does not want to accept his 

mother's "castration," Freud suggests that it is because "then his own possession of a 

penis was in danger" (153). Therefore, the boy has to appoint a substitute for the 

missing penis, which then carries an overinvestment of sexual meaning.9 

It is in this context that Lily's hands function as a fetish for Selden. I 

would argue that Lily's hands signify an absence or lack not so much in her as in 

Selden. Selden's anxiety at Lily's presence suggests his skillful covering over of his 

own lack and his displacement of that sense on to Lily with his gaze. 

An analysis of the significance of Lily's hands proves useful at this 

point. Lily's lack manifests itself in the text as a lack of power over her own life and 

destiny. The women in the text fulfill their destiny by marrying. Selden askes 

Lily,"Isn't marriage your vocation? Isn't it what you're all brought up for?" (11). 

Lily also realizes that the road to a successful marriage is through emphasizing her 
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physical appearance: "The clothes are the background, the frame, if you like; they 

don't make success, but they are a part of it (14). Again, when Lily's parents lose all 

their money, her mother reassures her with, "you'll get it all back, with your face" 

(32). In these lessons, Lily's eroticized hands, function as metaphors on two different 

levels. As I have shown, her hands stand in the place of her physical beauty. On the 

next level, her physical beauty (her hands) simultaneously underscore her lack of 

cultural privileges (as a woman) for Selden. Both meanings--the restriction of her 

subjectivity to her body and her lack of cultural privileges--combine to constitute the 

sexual difference between Selden and Lily. On the one hand, sexual difference 

bestows the gaze on him. Second, sexual difference and voyeurism, in their tum, 

bestow a more complex and complicated perceptive ability and discerning power on 

Selden, the power of which constitutes subjectivity for him. 

Nevertheless, Selden's recognition of his similarity with Lily always 

results in an elision in the text, a veering away from this knowledge. In one instance, 

his recognition that "he was as much as Lily the victim of his environment" (160) 

creates such an anxiety in him that he conflates the figure of Lily with that of his 

mother. His troubled conclusion that they are alike forces him to switch his thoughts 

to his "charming mother" (160) and to the observation that "his views of womenkind 

in especial were tinged by the remembrance of the one woman who had given him a 

sense of values" (161). This fetishizing of Lily by aligning her with his mother not 

only renders her sexually harmless, but by fusing her with his mother, he makes her 
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less of a threat to his self-identity. Ironically, this fetishizing and evoking of his 

mother's image increasingly serves to underscore his unconscious desire to return to a 

place that predates knowledge of the sense of being other than a self in himself, to 

heal the rupture by going back to the days when his identity was in fusion with 

another stable identity--that of his mother's. 

The manifest text of The House of Mirth, then, follows the paradigm 

described by Freud in his essay "Fetishism" in its depiction of Selden. Selden reveals 

the two ways in which his castration fears are warded off: through fetishistic 

scopophilia or disavowal of castration by the substitution of a fetishized object for the 

feared object. The other way in which he wards off his castration fear is through 

sadistic voyeurism or the insistent investigation of the feared object in order to reenact 

his original trauma, and through this act, to reassert his control. 

Lily Bart and Designed/Designated Femininity 

What I have attempted to establish thus far is that Lily Bart's 

femininity, fetishized, becomes almost entirely a male construct. Lily, situated in the 

object position to be scrutinized by the male voyeurs (especially Lawrence Selden), 

becomes the linchpin upon which their identity is hinged. However, the tableaux 

vivants scene, which is a distilled example of the cultural design of femininity, also 

becomes the site of its own deconstruction. 10 Lily as Mrs. Lloyd encapsulates both 

positions of "flesh-and-blood" and "brush work" (141), "dead beauty" and "living 
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grace" (142). Lily, by exhibitionistically "showing herself to advantage" (143), 

reverses the usual process of representation, maintaining presence while enjoying the 

advantages of representation. She embodies the person represented without ceasing to 

be herself. Although the male gaze constructs her subjectivity, Lily here initiates the 

gaze, displaying what Michel Foucault would define in The History of Sexuality as 

"power asserting itself in the pleasure of showing off, scandalizing or resisting" (108-

09). 

Indeed, in the construction of Lily's SUbjectivity, the text provides a 

series of fragmented images of her which threaten the coherence imposed upon the 

construction of her image by the voyeuristic gaze. In this context, a reiteration of the 

connection between mirror images and identity may prove useful. Jacques Lacan in 

"The Mirror Stage as Formative of the '1''' points out that the child held up to the 

mirror by her mother for the first time joyfully recognizes herself in the mirror. 

However, her recognition is essentially a mis-recognition (meconnaissance) because 

her apprehension of her self is based upon a fiction which is outside of her self on the 

surface of a mirror. Thus, this crisis of recognition that the subject undergoes results 

in a self-alienation. This crisis for Lily is recognizable when the text creates a 

number of scenes where she looks into the mirror and gazes at herself. I want to 

argue that the text grants Lily two types of gazes--one which supports the dominant 

gaze, and one which questions it--and both are used alternatively in her exploration of 
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her identity. The text first establishes the voyeuristic gaze and its ramifications, then 

subverts it. 

In two separate scenes the text centers Lily's sUbjectivity around her 

physical appearance, the passport to her future security. The first scene occurs in the 

opening chapter soon after Lawrence Selden makes an inventory of her physical 

attributes. As Lily leaves the apartment, she looks at her mirror image which reflects 

the long slope of her slender sides, which gave a kind of wild-wood grace to 

her outline, as though she were a captured dryad subdued to the conventions of 

the drawing-room; and Selden reflected it was the same streak of sylvan 

freedom in her nature that lent such savour to her artificiality. (15) 

In this passage, the text positions Selden in the background looking on Lily looking at 

herself in the mirror, establishing the two of them in a dual relationship. Lily's 

perception of her own body and face, her identification of herself, is supplied to her 

from the mirror reflection. This reflection of herself as dryad in a drawing room is 

"Ideal"l1 in that it lacks meaning in itself; meaning has to be mediated through 

Selden's interpretation of her mirror image. Selden, ironically, implies her "natural" 

sylvan beauty as coded within artificiality, and this view tinges the reader's perception 

of Lily. Selden's interpretation/ granting of an image for Lily thereby results in her 

mis-recognition of her notion of her self. 
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In addition, self-alienation and misrecognition become necessary 

components for Lily to accede to marriageability, her proper destiny in life. This fact 

is revealed in yet another mirror scene. Here Lily is at Gus and Judy Trenor's party, 

and her lack of money, her advancing age--29--and unsure future prospects cause her 

tremendous anxiety. As Lily sits before the mirror contemplating all this, "her face 

looked hollow and pale, and she was frightened by two little lines near her mouth, 

faint flaws in the smooth curve of the cheek" (31). The lines so evident on her face 

even in the dimness of the room becomes significant in that Lily's thoughts shift from 

her face to that of her mother who "after they had lost their money used to say to her 

with a fierce vindictiveness: But you'll get it all back--you'll get it all back with your 

face" (32). 

At this moment, the text establishes Mrs. Hudson Bart as granting her 

daughter, Lily, an image which she can assimilate only through marriage and money-

a submission to the symbolic order of the upper-class family. Lily cannot impute 

meaning to her image without the mediation of her mother and this order. Selden's 

dual relationship with Lily described in the first mirror scene in the text is, therefore, 

a repetition of the identification with which Lily perceived her subjectivity through 

her mother. Her identity is always a culturally mediated event. That is the reason 

why Lily can find her individuality only within the unitary register of marriage. 

Lily's individuality is her face, but only in connection with her value in marriage. 
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It is in this context that the text's subversion of the connection between 

mirror images and the symbolic order becomes interesting. The text offers a different 

cluster of dual images connecting Lily and Gerty Farrish which does not fit into the 

paradigm of marriage, money and the symbolic order. In two separate "mirror" 

scenes, Lily uses an alternative paradigm of self-sufficiency and spinsterhood to 

construct her identity. In the first of such scenes, Lily again contemplates her face in 

the mirror as she realizes that Percy Gryce, an eligible, wealthy bachelor is on the 

verge of proposing to her. This possibilty fills Lily with a "smothered sense of 

resistance" (61), and she deliberately proceeds to prevent him from proposing to her. 

As Lily thinks of not submitting to a marriage economy, she discovers "No lines ... 

visible [on her face] this morning, or else the glass was at a happier angle" (62). 

Lily's temporary removal of herself from a marriage economy momentarilly connects 

her with Gerty Farrish, whom she had earlier defined as the antithesis of 

"marriageable" to Selden (9). 

This connection between Gerty and Lily is intensified in the text in the 

next mirror scene. Here the text provides Lilyan alternative dual relationship with 

Gerty Farrish upon which she can shape her identity. In this scene, Lily, just 

disinherited by her aunt Penniston, is in Gerty's apartment while taking an inventory 

of her job skills. Gerty and Lily discover that she has none. Lily, then, examines 

her face in the mirror and exclaims, "What a horrid looking glass; its all botched and 

discoloured. Anyone would look ghastly in it" (275). Looking away from the 
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mirror, Lily turns to Gerty and asks her to look her "straight in the face" and tell her 

how she appears. Lily's act of asking Gerty to grant her a new meaning to her 

subjectivity becomes significant in that Gerty--a spinster, disenfranchised, poor, and 

outside the marriage economy--provides a new model and mirror for Lily to counter 

the cultural construct of marriage and money in which she had previously been 

enmeshed. This superimposition of Gerty in the place of Mrs. Bart and Selden allows 

Lily to re-present herself using Gerty as the mediator of her new identity. This 

revision of the previous view is reflected in her actions during the second half of the 

novel. Lily refuses marriage proposals from George Dorset and Sim Rosedale. 

Furthermore, though it will mean absolute penury for her, Lily returns Trenor's gift 

of money for which he expects Lily to pay with her body. Lily rejects marriage and 

money, the items important to the paradigm set by the symbolic order, and thus 

important to the image formulated painstakingly by Mrs. Bart. This act violates the 

conventional integrity of the face, as Lily finds when she sees it reflected in Gerty's 

face/mirror. Gerty, thus, re-presents Lily. 

The text thus problematizes the gaze. Meaning in the text and Lily's 

body, we have seen, is first imputed through the mediation of Selden and through 

Mrs. Bart. However, the text simultaneously undercuts Selden's gaze by proffering a 

feminine gaze--Gerty gazing at Lily and forming her subjectivity--which does not fall 

within the paradigm of the usual symbolic order. This disparity in the male and 

female line of vision is caused not only by sexual difference, but but by the fact that 



Lily as "object" has two different spaces. For the male gaze she is an object of 

desire, but from the female gaze she gains agency and a different construct of 

femininity. 

Lily as Mrs. Lloyd 
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The alternative constructs of femininity, as well as the nucleus of 

meaning in the text, appear at the tableau vivant party where Lily appears as Joshua 

Reynolds' Mrs. Lloyd. In her reading of this scene, Cynthia Griffin Wolff suggests 

that Lily chooses to appear as Mrs. Lloyd in order to satisfy Selden's visionary 

demands of her. Wolff points out that Lily rejects the art nouveau style prominent in 

her era and chooses Reynolds, a classical painter, for Selden's sake. For Wolff, 

"Wharton means the reader to understand this as an illusionary image of Lily; it 

touches, is intended to touch, the vision-building faculty in Selden. II Wolff adds that 

the portrait of Mrs. Lloyd "reveals nothing of Lily's suffering." The purpose of the 

painting is "the instantation of ideal beauty as employed by the artist to elevate the 

life of the beholder" (Wolff 126). Wolff thus perceives agency only in the voyeur 

and bestows only passivity to Lily. Furthermore, Wolff aligns herself with Selden in 

perceiving Lily as elevating "the life of the beholder." 

Yet the text suggests that Lily's chooses the painting because it was a 

"type so like her own that she could embody the person represented without ceasing 

to be herself' (141). Or, to put the matter in other words, Lily not only functions as 
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a representation, but also simultaneously asserts her individuality. Given this context, 

Wolff's comments suggest only a one-dimensional relevance of the Reynolds painting 

to the text. Wolff's comments indicate the privileging of Lily as representation. 

Wolff not only denies individuality to Lily in the tableau vivant, but also denies the 

Reynolds' painting its historical context and its intertextuality--its reference to various 

other texts. 

In Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory, Toril Moi 

explains the Kristevan notion of intertextuality by noting that it "takes the whole 

utterance (the text)" and "stud[ies] its ideological, political and psychoanalytical 

articulations, its relations with society, with the psyche--not least --with other texts" 

(Moi 156).12 This perspective would place Mrs. Lloyd within the context of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Reynolds and Wharton's worlds) together with 

the loci of forces present in these centuries. As Leon Roudiez notes, "Any signifying 

practice is a field (in the sense of space traversed by lines of force) in which varying 

signifying systems undergo ... a transposition. ,,13 The Kristevan notion of 

intertextuality requires a reading of the criss-crossing of cultural, political, 

psychological and personal factors enmeshed in a text. In this light, Lily Bart as 

Mrs. Lloyd in The House of Mirth traverses two media (word/image), two 

positionings of the protagonist as subject and object, two kinds of subjectivity, and 

two historical eras (eighteenth and fin-de-siecle nineteenth centuries). 
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In his discussion of the fin-de-siecle leisure class wife in The Theory of 

the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of Institutions, Thorstein Veblen argues that 

"though wives are dependent economically on men, they do fulfill a significant 

function in the marital economy: that of conspicuous consumer for the male. They 

display his wealth, and therefore power, by spending his money while leading lives of 

leisure" (as referred to in Ammons 28-29),'4 Veblen's positioning of women 

coincides with Wolffs in that, in both cases, Lily functions as sign, displayed for the 

pleasure of the males in the audience, so as to enhance masculine subjectivity. 

However, there is the other aspect of the tableau in which Lily appears. In the age of 

enlightenment with its excessive concern for decorum, Reynolds deliberately took a 

number of the women whose portraits he painted and placed them on a stage. Since 

concern for decorum limited the range of expressions and actions appropriate for 

female sitters, the stage setting expanded the limitations imposed upon the women, 

permitting them to do what they couldn't normally do. 

And what is that extraordinary pose of Lily/ Mrs. Lloyd which gives 

her a wider range of expression? In Reynolds' painting of Mrs. Lloyd (painted 

between 1774 and 1776), he portrays a woman standing cross-legged in the woods. 

In the foreground is a tree. In the background, a stream runs behind her in the gentle 

incline of the slopes. The woman is dressed in white robes, her dress suggesting a 

classical simplicity. 15 On her feet are simple sandals. Around her waist is a gold 

cord. She wears just one ornament: a brooch that draws attention to her neckline 



and has a dab of scarlet on it only slightly brighter than that on her lips. The two 

dabs of red are the only bright colours in a picture which is otherwise layered in 

darks and lights. Mrs. Lloyd's left arm rests against a stone parapet against which 

she also leans slightly. Her right arm is raised, her fingers clutching a knife with 

which she carves the letters "LLO" on the tree which foregrounds the picture. 

48 
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In looking at the apparent "causes" of this painting, we discover that 

Reynolds was commissioned to paint Mrs. Lloyd (nee Joanna Leigh of Northcourt 

House, Isle of Wight) to commemorate her engagement and subsequent marriage with 

Richard Lloyd, her first husband. The motif of a woman carving her true-love's 

name, as Mrs. Lloyd is depicted doing, was popular in Italian Baroque painting, 

wherein Angelica of Ariosto's Orlando Furioso was depicted as carving Medoro's 

name on the barks of trees. Erminia in Tasso's Jerusalem Delivered also carved her 

love's name in Canto VII. This incident was painted by Francesco Imperiali as 

"Erminia carving her true-love's name." Reynolds was obviously familiar with this 

picture, because he paints Mrs. Lloyd crossing her feet and resting her left hand in a 

posture similar to Erminia as rendered by Imperiali. A final source which inspired 

Reynolds to pose Mrs. Lloyd in this manner was the famous drawing by Raphael, 

"Adam and Eve" or "Adam Tempted," where the phallic tree is in the foreground to 

the right of Eve as she offers an apple to Adam. These biographical details are not 

without their significance, for they serve to situate Reynolds' painting within a 

familiar tradition. Within this context, far from being a counter-phallic gesture, Mrs. 

Lloyd's inscription of her husband's initials on the phallic tree merely serves to 

underscore her subordination to her husband's name, just as Eve is subordinated to 

Adam to whom she offers the apple. She is doubly en framed and contained by 

Reynolds and the tradition this painting refers to, on the one hand, and by Richard 

Bennett Lloyd's name, on the other. 
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Considering that this painting is not unusual within the corpus of his 

works, why did Wharton choose this particular painting of Reynolds' to re-present 

Lily? This painting was not particularly famous, since it had always been privately 

owned. It had been exhibited only twice (in the Royal Academy in 1873 and 1887) 

within Wharton's lifetime prior to the publication of The House of Mirth in 1905. 

Wharton's choice of the painting, I think, could have been based on two factors. 

First, this double enframement of Mrs. Lloyd does parallel Lily's situation in that 

she, too, is doubly enframed by the stage and by th~ eyes of the audience at the 

tableaux vivants party. Secondly, several of the tableaux chosen for this party were 

by painters like Kauffmann and Watteau, who characeristically painted pictures of 

people on stage. That Reynolds' painting of Mrs. Lloyd falls within this paradigm 

makes it an apt choice for Wharton. The narrative of the painting thus appears to 

comfortably align itself with the verbal pre-text of staging for the gaze that surrounds 

it. 

This verbal pre-text also influences our reading of the painting, so 

much so we subordinate the image to the words on the page. The textual emphasis of 

Lily's appearance and the voyeuristic reaction of the characters in the text, such as 

Ned van Alstyne, and readers of the text position us in front of the painting. Our 

eyes are immediately drawn to the erotic cross of Mrs. Lloyd/Lily's legs, slightly off

centre in the painting. The lighting in this scene focusses on Mrs. Lloyd's waist and 

apex of her thighs. This kind of positioning of the viewer's gaze renders the 
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background of the woods, the phallic tree, the stream behind the woman as 

connotative (those elements that fill up the surface of the canvas so that the picture 

appears more realistic). Selden's description of Lily as a "dryad [in] the drawing 

room" (15) becomes pertinent to this portrait. If this picture tells a story, it is not as 

much what happens to Lily/Mrs. Lloyd, but what she/they mean to the viewer. The 

viewer/voyeur may be absent, but his physical presence is felt. The picture provides 

him with an identity, space and body in that it exists for the voyeur/viewer's pleasure. 

However, the painting also lights up Mrs. Lloyd's left profile--calm, 

concentrated--as well as her right hand inscribing Lloyd's name on the bark of the 

tree. And it is this act of inscription that is visually intriguing. In a picture 

composed of separate lights and darks, the interaction of light and dark is intensified 

here. The tree is mostly dark except for the whitened bark which acts as a blank 

page to Lily/Mrs. Lloyd's inscription. The whiteness of her hands and her fingers 

contrast with the faint dark lines of the letters "LLO." This vortex of light and dark 

in this segment of the painting seems saturated with a meaning beyond the one 

referential meaning to Joanna Leigh's impending marriage with Richard Bennett 

Lloyd. 

Moreover, the narrative pre-text becomes unsatisfactory when the 

viewer/voyeur reads the twist of Lily/Mrs. Lloyd's body. Mrs. Lloyd's body is 

awkwardly positioned to carve visible letters on the bark of a tree. Her portrait 

would have been more realistic if both her feet were firmly planted on the ground 
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with her body leaning forward and her left arm holding the tree trunk for additional 

balance and support. However, this pose would not have made her visually and 

erotically accessible to the gaze of the viewer. The cross of her legs is positioned to 

reveal the geography of her body. 

The gap in the narrative appears when we attempt to trace the 

trajectory of Lily/Mrs. Lloyd's gaze and find it out of alignment with the lines of her 

body. If the body is aware and is posed for the viewer, the down-lidded gaze of the 

painted figure is not. She does not look out of the comer of her eyes at the viewer, 

nor is her face tilted sideways to see if someone is watching her. A diagonal line 

drawn from Lily/Mrs. Lloyd's down-lidded gaze falls on the piece of bark just above 

the carved initials, not on them. Her gaze is turned inwards; she is lost in private 

thoughts. Lily is not aware of her body or her audience. This lack of alignment 

between her gaze and her body suggests that she is not as completely transparent and 

knowable to the voyeur/viewer. Lily is not just body and beauty. 

Gerty Farrish and Feminine Vision 

That fact is what Gerty Farrish addresses in the tableaux vivants scene. 

Gerty, seated beside Selden at the same "angle of the ballroom" (139), exclaims at the 

sight of Lily as Mrs. Lloyd "Wasn't she too beautiful, Lawrence? Don't you like her 

best in that simple dress? It makes her look like the real Lily--the Lily I know" 

(142). Gerty's reaction is in distinct contrast to Ned Van Alstyne's. He, upon seeing 
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Lily's simply clothed body, remarks that he doesn't perceive "a break in her lines 

anywhere" (142). Similarly, Gus Trenor exclaims at her "outline" (145). However, 

just for a moment, Gerty's vision permeates Selden's gaze as well, and he corrects his 

cousin, "The Lily we know" (Wharton's emphasis 142-43). If the female is 

associated with specularity and the male with vision, Gerty Farrish becomes an 

anamolous figure in the text. Her feminine gaze upon Lily is sufficient to break into 

and out of the narrative set in motion by Selden's look. We now need to examine 

more clearly the disruptive structural positioning of Gerty Farrish and how her visual 

experience re-presents Lily's coerced femininity. 

The text constantly positions Gerty in a triangular configuration with 

Selden and Lily. Either she is physically present at, or her presence is evoked in, the 

conversations between Selden and Lily. Such is the case as early as in the first scene 

when Lily visits Selden in his flat for some tea. Though Gerty is not physically 

present, her name is coupled with Lily's and she becomes part of the topic of their 

conversation. Here Lily sees Gerty as her antithesis in that she is not "marriageable" 

the way she, Lily, is (9). However, in situating Gerty in the role of spinster, the text 

also gives her characteristics which Lily lacks. Gerty is independant, living in her 

own flat, not a "victim of...civilization" (9). 

By placing Gerty, Selden and Lily in a triangular configuration, the text 

seems to suggest a love triangle: Gerty loves Selden but Selden loves Li'ly, who, 

though she loves him back, cannot marry him. However,the text also proffers Gerty 
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as a counter to Selden by incorporating her in all the central scenes. As we have 

seen, Gerty, like Selden, is present in the tableaux vivants scene, where her glance at 

Lily provides a breach in the expected order of the narrative. Similarly, when Selden 

visits Gerty for dinner, Lily is the focus of their conversation. Gerty realizes the 

presence of "a third [person] at the feast she had spread for him" (165). Again, much 

as Selden witnesses Lily's humiliation in Bertha Dorset's yacht in the French Riviera 

and helps her, Gerty witnesses Lily's humiliation at being disinherited and helps her. 

Next, Gerty helps Lily find a job. Finally, it is Gerty who finds Lily's dead body 

and sends for Selden in the final chapter. 

In this positioning, Gerty disrupts the fixity of meaning in the text. 

Gerty's own mobile physicality makes her a wandering, linguistic agent instigating an 

erosion in the fixed meaning of Lily as passive object in the text. As a female 

character, after all, Gerty occupies an ambiguous position. She is a masculine figure 

in that she lives independently on her own with "no maid" (9). She also earns her 

own living and seems to represent a practical career woman in her independence. Yet 

she is also feminine in her love for Selden. When she realizes that Selden wants to 

have dinner with her in order to talk about Lily, she feels "as the drowning may feel, 

that to sink would be nothing beside the pain of struggling to keep up" (165). Thus 

her love for Selden fixes her in a female position, while her independence suggests a 

male affiliation. It appears as though her sexual identity is in a turmoil. Gerty as an 

androgynous figure cancels the subject/object dichotomy upon which the overt text 



55 

seems to found itself. In this collapse of the conventional male/ female difference 

between subject/object, Gerty is similar to the middle stage of the dynamics of visual 

experience which Freud theorizes in "Instincts and their Vicissitudes," where subject 

and object are in an imaginary and ideal equivalence. The text which asserts its 

meaning by apparently maintaining sexual difference loses this center of gravity in the 

figure of Gerty. 

Thus, with this constant reiteration of the triangular configuration of 

Lily, Selden and Gerty, the text posits an alternative form of representation. 

Moreover, the alternative is especially underscored in the setting of the tableaux 

vivants party. Gerty, waiting for the show to begin, turns to Selden and says 

Someone told me that the ceiling was by Veronese--you would know, of 

course, Lawrence. I suppose it's very beautiful but his women are so 

dreadfully fat. Goddesses? Well, I can only say that if they'd been mortals 

and had to wear corsets, it would have been better for them. I think our 

women are much handsomer ... Do look at Mrs. George Dorset's pearls--I 

suppose the smallest of them would pay the rent of our Girl's Club for a year. 

(140) 

Gerty's not finding the Veronese women appealing to her aesthetic sensibilities can be 

perceived as a perception based on changing norms and standards of beauty. But 

what her comments underscore is that women need not see what men do. The erotic 

pleasures derived from the sight of the Veronese women apparently pass Gerty by, 
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suggesting that Lily presented in the register of desire, as icon of desire, will also 

pass her by. Gerty also defuses the male eroticization of not only the Veronese 

women, but also Lily Bart as eroticized object, as well as Bertha Dorset and her 

pearls. She imputes meaning to them on a totally different register of reality. If 

Bertha Dorset's pearls and Lily Bart's face situate them in an erotic register and in 

the realm of marital exchange value, Gerty's perception returns them to a register of 

use value. In this realm, the Veronese women would wear corsets, Lily would be 

perceived as a woman who contributed generously in time and money to the Girl's 

Club, and Bertha Dorset's pearls would pay the rent for the Club. In this scene, 

Gerty's comments disrupt the meaning of women as situated by the male gaze. Her 

comments erode the fixity of meaning of woman as commodified passive objects. 

The House of Mirth also positions her as a maternal figure both to 

Selden and Lily. Selden sees a connection between his mother and Gerty, in that both 

of them are economical in their habits. Selden remembers his mother, who 

maintained a house which though "shabby ... was exquisitely kept; if there were good 

books on the shelves, there were also good dishes on the table" (161). Moreover, it 

is from his mother that he inherits "his detachment from the sumptuary side of life" 

(161). Visiting Gerty for dinner, he discovers the "modest 'effects,' compact of 

enamel and ingenuity" of her sitting room (163) which is reminiscent of the way his 

mother had kept their home. Gerty, too, has good dishes on the table. Selden asks 

Gerty for maternal advice on how to "utilize ... every inch of... small quarters" and 
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how to "improvise dinners in a chaffing-dish" (163). Selden's visit to Gerty's 

apartment reenacts his sojourn at his mother's place; it becomes a partial reenactment 

of the moment prior to his Oedipal separation from his mother. In Lacanian 

psychoanalytic theory, the Oedipal trauma that the boy goes through consists of his 

original feeling of oneness with his mother, still present in the realm of the 

Imaginary, "progressing" to a separation from the Mother and the identification with 

Father, language and culture. By reenacting the moment prior to the Oedipal trauma, 

the text offers Selden a chance to be influenced by Gerty's maternal gaze, which 

collapses the Father-based distinction between subject/object dichotomies. Selden is 

given an opportunity to extricate himself from the economy of castration anxiety and 

sexual difference. 

However, the moment during the tableaux vivants where Selden sees 

what Gerty sees in Lily is tenuous and fleeting. Leaving Gerty's apartment, Selden 

goes in search of Lily. On Fifth Avenue, he sees her emerge from the Trenor house. 

Knowing Gus Trenor is all alone in the house, his wife being in their country home, 

Selden believes the worst of Lily. Once more Selden privileges his sight, and 

reenters the economy which easily assumes her lack, her non-phallus, her difference, 

her guilt. Book II of The House of Mirth reestablishes Selden in full occupation of 

the voyeuristic, subject position, "survey[ing]" the scene before him in a "renewed 

zest of spectatorship," taking an "objective interest in life" (190). This inability to 

dislodge himself from the voyeur position becomes the tragedy of Selden's life. 
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The text offers a more positive reenactment, through Gerty, of the pre-

Oedipal moment for Lily. That Gerty functions as a maternal figure for Lily is 

evident in the mirror scenes itself, where Gerty's image revises the one given to Lily 

by her mother. In addition, the text deliberately fosters the maternal image of Gerty 

in the scene following Lily's humiliation at the hands of Gus Trenor. Here Gus asks 

Lily for compensation for the money that he gives. He suggests that Lily pay with 

her body (153). Lily, humiliated, rushes to Gerty at her apartment for comfort and 

spends the night with her. Lying in the bed next to Lily, Gerty 

silently slip[s] an arm under her, pillowing her head in its hollow as a mother 

makes a nest for her tossing child. In the warm hollow Lily lay still and her 

breathing grew low and regular. Her hand still clung to Gerty's as if to ward 

off evil dreams, but the hold of her fingers relaxed, her head sank deeper into 

its shelter, and Gerty felt that she slept. (175-76) 

In this scene of reenactment of the pre-Oedipal moment (prior to repression), there is 

a virtually complete symbiosis between Lily and Gerty. As the mother of plenitude 

here, Gerty, whose gaze permeates Lily, asserts her power and presence. If woman 

is lack, non-phallus, and difference according to the male gaze, Gerty's plenitude of 

being (masculine/feminine, independant/ dependant) eradicates the strict boundaries 

which would maintain dichotomies, sexual difference, and repression. In the above 

scene, Lily seeks comfort in Gerty's arms and fuses with her in an image of oneness 

rather than deriving differentiated meaning from her. This oneness is underscored in 
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the text in the last scenes when Lily holds in her arms the baby of Nettie Stmther (a 

woman who had been in Gerty's Girl's Club and to whom Lily was once kind): 

At first the burden in her arms seemed as light as a pink cloud or a heap of 

down, but as she continued to hold it, the weight increased, sinking deeper and 

penetrating her with a strange sense of weakness as though the child entered 

into her and became a part of her. (328) 

In this way, the text makes this scene of mother-daughter symbiosis even more 

complete. The phallic term "penetrat[e]" is nullified in that it falls outside the 

polarities of female lack/male phallus. This scene, instead, suggests the mother as the 

figure of identification and plenitude of being, as much for the mother as for the 

child. Only in the haven of maternal safety, it seems, can Lily escape the 

dichotomies of the gaze. 

The Mutualized Gaze of the Speakinc Subject 

One wonders, then, if representation is possible with the collapse of 

dichotomous boundaries. In the reiteration of the pre-difference stage in Gerty's 

apartment, the text invokes a version of the Imaginary, the state prior to subjection 

within the laws of the symbolic order. Characterizing the Imaginary in her study of 

Jacques Lacan, Anika Lemaire suggests that 

the imaginary concerns the intuitive lived experience of the body (the receptive 

hollow, the erectile form, for example) of the affects (dependance, welcome, 
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gift, etc.), of activity, of passivity, of the will to power, etc., lived 

experiences which overlap, accumulate, and overflow into infinite successions 

of sensorial, emotional and conceptual jugglings. (60-61) 

What the text attempts to do in its reiteration of the pre-Oedipal and positing of an 

alternative, feminine gaze is to experiment with bringing this repressed narrativity-

unconscious discourse--to the surface of the text. Gerty becomes a personification of 

this textual experimentation by being so saturated with such meaning that the 

repressed meaning surfaces alongside her referential status of aging spinster. She 

becomes the maternal figure who suggests an ever-open plenitude of being. 

Wharton alludes to bringing this repressed text to the surface in The 

Writing of Fiction, where she theorizes on her art: 

The chief difference between the merely sympathetic and the creative 

imagination is that the latter is two-sided, and combines with the power of 

penetrating into other minds that of standing far enough aloof from them to see 

beyond, and relate them to the whole stuff of life out of which they but 

partially emerge. Such an all-round view can be obtained only by mounting to 

a height. (Emphasis added, 15-16) 

Wharton experiments with the two-sided, all-round view by using two alternative 

forms of representation in The House of Mirth. First, the text posits a reconstituted 

mutual gaze (male/female) where the subject/object dichotomies are not strictly put 

into play. In two separate scenes, Wharton's speaking subject flirts with the question 
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"what if Lily gazes back at Selden?" In the breakdown of strict dichotomous 

boundaries between agent and acted upon--where they become ideal and imaginary 

equivalences of each other--the text attempts to produce meaning differently. The 

first scene occurs soon after Lily deliberately sabotages her chance of marrying Percy 

Gryce, the wealthy bachelor. Lily does this by avoiding Gryce's company and 

seeking Selden's. Selden and Lily go for a walk in the woods and discuss a 

hypothetical marriage between them. Lily declares that she would "look hideous in 

dowdy clothes, but [she could] trim [her] own hats." They stand facing, gazing at 

each other: 

[Selden and Lily] stood silent for a while after this, smiling at each other like 

adventurous children who have climbed to a forbidden height from which they 

discover a new world. (Emphasis added, 78) 

In an echo of Wharton's attempt to gain an all-round view in order to perceive the 

whole stuff of life, Selden and Lily climb to a forbidden height of equally empowered 

gazing back and forth. However, this moment proves temporary. The next scene 

where this new form of representation is attempted is after the tableauz vivants, when 

Lily and Selden meet in the garden and once again gaze into each other's eyes: 

Selden and Lily [stood] still, accepting the unreality of the scene as a part of 

their own dream-like senstations. It would not have surprised them to feel a 

summer breeze on their faces or to see the lights among the boughs 

reduplicated in the arch of a starry sky. The strange solitude about them was 
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no stranger than the sweetness of being alone in it together. ( Emphasis added, 

144) 

Both of these scenes which permit mutual gazing are set in the "boundary world 

between fact and imagination" (140). The space of the mutual gaze is liminal, a 

twilight realm between day and night; it lies in the garden, midway between nature 

and culture, evoking "fact and imagination" and a conflation of subject and object. 

In the first instance, however, the dimness at their feet is soon shattered by the vision 

of a car rushing towards them. In the second instance of the mutual gaze, "the lights 

among the boughs reduplicated in the arch of a starry sky" (144) are replaced by the 

brightly lit "room beyond" (145). The text just seems unable to sustain its narrativity 

in these slippery regions. It is constantly being pulled into the haven of the symbolic 

world characterized by fixed linguistic transactions, sexual diffence, oppositions, and 

voyeuristic gazes. 

Despite its inability to maintain the world of the mutual gaze, the text 

manages to record the danger of locating oneself in the fixed position of voyeur. The 

danger is clearest in the final scene of the novel, where Selden finally decides to "cut 

loose ... all the old tests and measures were [to be] left behind, and his course was to 

be shaped by new stars" (337). However, his change of heart/vision proves to be 

insufficient. Reaching Lily's boarding house, Selden is faced with the drawn blinds 

of her window; he is faced with blankness--meaning grasped visually eludes his grasp. 

Led to her body, he is faced with her "delicate, impalpable mask"; her face is 
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impenetrable, intangible, "unrecognizing" (338). It will not respond to a gaze nor 

permit itself to reveal its mystery visually. The loneliness of the voyeuristic position 

is fully revealed, and Selden tries to gather meaning through non-appropriative 

evidence: the sensations that she had caused in him the previous evening, his note to 

her, "When may I come to you?" which reveals his desire for her, her check stubs to 

Gus Trenor (rather than her explanatory letter). It is then that Selden realizes that his 

love for visual mastery "had conspired ... and made it more difficult to live and love 

uncritically" (342). 

The Silence of the Speaking Subject 

I would now like to discuss how Wharton's speaking subject reveals its 

conflation with Lily Bart in an interesting manner. In a discussion of the site of 

production and the site of representation in her works, Edith Wharton says in her 

autobiography, A Backward Glance, 

Every artist works, like the Gobelins weavers, on the wrong side of the 

tapestry, and if now and then he comes around to the right side, and catches 

what seems a happy glow of colour, or a firm sweep of design, he must 

instantly retreat again. (197) 

This comment becomes intriguing in the face of Wharton's alternative forms of 

representation in The House of Mirth, where she first uses this weaving metaphor. In 

Book II, Lily, now impoverished, gets a job as a social secretary to a Mrs. Hatch 
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who is of the nouveau riche, an uncultured woman who lives in a hotel. Lily's job is 

to machinate Mrs. Hatch's climb up the social ladder. While in this job Lily "had an 

odd sense of being behind the social tapestry, on the side where the threads are 

knotted and the loose ends hung" (285). 

Here lies the second narrative experiment that the speaking subject 

attempts in this text. The speaking subject in The House of Mirth explores the 

silence, or "the wrong side of the tapestry" of words, the unrepresentable. Teresa de 

Lauretis in Alice Doesn't argues 

If narrative is governed by an Oedipal logic, it is because it is situated within 

the system of exchange instituted by the incest prohibition, where woman 

functions as both a sign (representation) and a value (object) for that exchange. 

(140). 

Wharton's speaking subject subverts the Oedipal logic of narrative in The House of 

Mirth by de-anchoring meaning from a linguistic exchange. This description 

becomes evident when Lily acquires a dread of words, when "the words were worse" 

(154), in the scene where she realises that Trenor expects more than mere friendship 

for the money that he gave her. Words either increasingly refuse "to shape 

themselves" (188) or fill her with incomprehension. Lily starts becoming deliberate 

with words, making statements "clearly, deliberately with pauses betweeen the 

sentence, so that each should have time to sink deeply into her hearer's mind" (302). 

Now pauses carry as much weight as words. Lily starts divorcing herself from 
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language. The conversation of the people around her become "current[s] of 

meaningless sound" (295). Language, then, like marriage, becomes an alien system, 

and the void between instances of language and the empty space of death becomes a 

receptacle to hold Lily and maintain her integrity. Selden realizes this possibilty upon 

discovering her dead body. Her "mute lips on the pillow refused [to unravel the 

story] unless indeed they had told him the rest in the kiss they had left upon his 

forehead [the previous evening]." Selden, kneeling by her bed, like the reader, 

realizes that he has to read the text "in the silence [where] passed between them the 

word which made all clear" (342). 

Conclusion. or "The Failure of the Republic"16 

In "The Function of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis," Jacques 

Lacan suggests that the subject attains her subjectivity only within a network of 

signification, a characteristic of the symbolic. The Oedipal crisis, therefore, records 

the subject's movement from "being" in the imaginary to "meaning" in the symbolic. 

Lacan suggests that the Oedipus complex and language are identical to each other 

when he suggests that the paternal signifier, the Name-of-the-Father, is the all 

important one in the history of the subject and the organization of the larger symbolic 

field. Thus Lacan conceptualizes the Oedipus complex as a worthwhile linguistic 

transaction. 
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The House of Mirth represents a reenactment of the male and female 

Oedipal dramas in order to point to a level of narrativity outside the paradigm set by 

the Oedipus complex. 17 The text attempts to restructure and revise the dynamics of 

visual experience by reenacting the last moment of the subject's experience in the 

Imaginary. In his preference for familiar Symbolic visual and linguistic experience, 

Selden reveals the failure of the text to restructure his sUbjectivity. However, The 

House of Mirth is more succesful in its reenactment of the dilemma of feminine 

subjectivity through the figures of Gerty and Lily. By revealing the fetishization of 

women in male fantasy and the suppression of female being, the novel exposes the 

problematic nature of identifying femininity in the gaze of patriarchy. In the 

relationship between Gerty and Lily, the text also explores mother-daughter unity, and 

the power of the pre-Oedipal mother. 

Ultimately, the text cannot permit heterosexual union between Selden 

and Lily. Selden is anchored in fetishistic scopophilia and sadistic voyeurism in the 

symbolic. Lily, meanwhile, retreats to a place where the narrativity does not function 

as it would in Oedipal/linguistic exchange. The "Republic of the Spirit" just cannot 

be sustained. However, though the speaking subject fails in its attempts to encode 

succesful alternative forms of representation, its narrative ploys in The House of 

Mirth becomes a blueprint of how to read Wharton's subsequent texts-- as my 

analysis will prove in my chapters on The Reef, The Custom of the Country, and The 



Mother's Recompense. In The House of Mirth, the reader, like Selden, is slowly 

immersed into a world where the silence, strangely, makes all clear. 
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER 2 

1. See R.W.B. Lewis's Edith Wharton: A Biography. In his evaluation of this novel, 
Lewis's language mimes the visual aspect of this novel. He repeatedly uses phrases such as 
"full-scale survey", "vision," "appear," and "image" (154-56). Cynthia Griffin Wolff in A 
Feast of Words: The Triumph of Edith Wharton correctly emphasizes the aesthetic self
images and visible art forms in the later part of the nineteenth century. Rosalyn Dixon in 
"Reflecting Vision in The House of Mirth deals with the interplay of the different angles of 
vision in the novel (21-222). Michael J. O'Neal in "Point of View and Narrative Technique 
in the Fiction of Edith Wharton" discusses Lawrence Selden as the "reflector" or "center of 
consciousness" in the context of Wharton's narrative techniques. 

2. Wai-Chee Dimock in "Debasing Exchange: Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth 
discusses how cash flow debases human relations in a marxist reading of the novel. Amy 
Kaplan interprets Wharton's works as a metaphor for the commercialization of authorship; 
Catherine Quoyeser, more recently, reads the ideology in The House of Mirth, and concludes 
that literary forms alter social material. 

3. The term "subject" is differentiated from the term "individual." The term individual 
which dates from the Renaissance, belongs to a philosophical system of thought which 
privileges the consciousness of a person, and attributes autonomy and stability to that person. 
On the other hand, the term "subject" gives a more central place to the unconscious and 
cultural overdetermination than it does to consciousness. Human reality can therefore be 
seen as a construction formed to a large extent by the unconscious, challenging the stabilty 
attributed to the individual. For a clear understanding of the term "subject" read Kaja 
Silverman's chapter on the subject in The Subject of Semiotics, pp.126-193. 

4. See Laura Mulvey "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema." Several years after the 
publication of "Visual Pleasure," Mulvey published her "Afterthoughts on 'Visual Pleasure 
and Narrative Cinema' inspired by Duel in the Sun." In this article, Mulvey attempts to 
trace the female spectators's pleasure. While Mulvey's first article is useful for me, my 
analysis of Gerty Farrish's ability to look goes beyond the masculinization of the female 
spectator which is the focus of "Afterthoughts. Also see Mary Ann Doane, "Misrecognition 
and Identity, and "Women's Stake: Filming the Female Body" ; Teresa de Lauretis, 
"Through the Looking Glass," in The Cinematic Apparatus, and Linda Williams, "Film 
Body: An Implanation of Perversions. " 
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5. Though Sigmund Freud posits "In the course of some women's lives there is a repeated 
alternation between periods in which which femininity and masculinity gain the upper hand " 
in his essay on "Femininity" in The Complete Introductory Lectures Teresa de Lauretis 
explains such alternation an impossibility. In Alice Doesn't: Feminism. Semiotics. Cinema 
de Lauretis says 

the problem with the notion of an alternation between image [feminine] and gaze 
[masculine] is that they are not commensurable terms: the gaze is a figure, not an 
image. We see the image; we do not see the gaze. To cite again an often-cited 
phrase, one can "look at her looking," but one cannot look at oneself looking. The 
analogy that links identification-with-the-look to masculinity and identification-with
the-image to femininity breaks down precisely when we think of a spectator 
alternating between the two. Neither can be abandoned for the other, even for a 
moment; no image can be identified, or identified with apart from the look that 
inscribes it as image, and vice versa. If the female subject were indeed related to 
film in this manner, its division will be irreparable, unsuturable; no identification or 
menaing will be possible. This difficulty has led film theorists, following Lacan and 
forgetting Freud, practically to disregard the problem of sexual difference in the 
spectators and to define cinematic identification as masculine, that is to say as 
identification with the gaze, which is bith historically and theoretically the 
representtation of the phallus and the figure of the male desire. 

6. See Robert Con Davis, "Lacan, Poe, and Narrative Repression." Also, 
Georges Poulet translates visual experience as the experience that a reader of a text goes 
through. In "The Phenomenology of Reading" Poulet says 

I feel sure that as soon as I think something, that something becomes in some 
definable way my own. Whatever I think is a part of my mental world. And yet 
here I am thinking a thought which manifestly belongs to another mental world, 
which is being thought in me just as though I did not exist. Already the notion is 
inconceivable and seems even more so if I reflect that, since every thought must have 
a subject to think it, this thought which is alien to me and yet in me, must also have a 
subject which is alien to me. It all happenr, then, as though reading were the act by 
which a thought managed to bestow itself within me with a subject not myself. 
Whenever I read, I mentally pronounce an I, and yet the I which I pronounce is not 
myself' (56). 

See Poulet, "The Phenomenology of Reading. " 

7. In "An Outline of Psychoanalysis" Freud suggests that binary terms such as male and 
female acquire their menaings only in relation to each other. So the lack suggested by 
female is to allow the penis to signify potency and plenitude. In his rereading and extension 
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of Freud, Jacques Lacan implicates both the male and the female subject in lack. Central to 
the Lacanian argument is the idea of an androgynous whole similar to that of Aristophanes. 
Therefore, the human subject constantly desires to recover its missing half. Both male and 
female are defined as lacking because they are a partial fragment of something complete. In 
The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, Lacan says 

Two lacks overlap here. The first emerges from the central defect around which the 
dialectic of the advent of the subject to his own being in relation to the Other turns-
by the fact that the subject depends on the signifier and that the signifier is first of all 
in the field of the Other. This lack takes up the other lack, which is the real, earlier 
lack to be situated at the advent of the living being, that is to say, at sexed 
reproduction. The real lack is what the living being loses, that part of himself qua 
living being, in reproducing himself through the way of sex. This lack is real 
because it relates to something real, namely, that the living being, by being subject to 
sex, has fallen under the blow of individual death. (204-5) 

It is in this contex that Selden attempts to cover over traces of his own lack by displacing it 
on to Lily. But in reality lack is a condition which properly belongs to both of them. 

8. See Sigmund Freud "Fetishism" in Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Simund Freud. 

9. Elaborating on Freud's theorization of the gaze and fetishism, Jacques Lacan links 
castration and voyeurism. In The Four Fundamental Concepts of Pyschoanalysis, he 
suggests, "The interest the subject takes in his own split is bound up with that which 
determines it--namely, a privileged object, which has emerged from some primal separation, 
from some self-mutilation induced by the very approach of the real, whose name, in our 
algebra, is the objet a... In the scopic relation, the object on which depends the fantasy from 
which the subject is suspended in an essential vacillation is the gaze" (83). He adds, "At the 
moment when he has presented himself in the action of looking through the keyhole ... a gaze 
surprises him in the function of the voyeur, disturbs him, overwhelms him and reduces him 
to a feeling of shame" (84). 
See Jacques Lacan, Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis 

to. I would like to acknowledge the influence of Dr. Lynda Zwinger, my dissertation 
advisor, who first drew my attention to and insisted to me to look at the tableau vivant scene 
to locate the seeds of subversion in the text. 

11. Jacques Lacan in "The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the 'I' as revealed 
in Psychoanalytic Experience" says 



This jubilant assumption of his specular image by the child at the infans stage, 
still sunk in his motor incapacity and nursling dependance, would seem to exhibit in 
an exemplary situation the symbolic matrix in which the I is precipitated in a 
primordial form, before it is objectified in the dialectic of identification with the 
other, and before language restores it, in the universal, its function as subject. 
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This form would have to be called the Ideal-I, if we wished to incorporate it into 
our usual register, in the sense that it will also be the source of secondary 
identifications, under which terms I would place the functions of libidinal 
normalization. But the important point is that this form situates the agency of the 
ego, before its social determination, in a fictional direction, which will always remain 
irreducible for the individual alone, or rather, which will only rejoin the coming-into
being (Ie devenir) of the subject asymptotically, whatever the success of the dialectical 
synthesis by which he must resolve as I his discordance with his own reality. (2) 

In this context, Lily's self-recognition is a misrecognition. She appreheds herself only by 
means of a fictional construct whose characteristics are not hers. 

12. See Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory for more on Kristeva's 
interrogation of a phallogocentric understanding of the tern "intertextuality" In traditional 
explanations of this term, Harold Bloom defines this term to mean a text's indebtedness to 
previous texts. Jonathan Culler comes closer to Kristeva's explanation. He explains 
intertextuality as showing how one sign can function in various registers; he also suggests 
that the sign is relatively fixed in an arena of differential/referential meaning rather than 
indicating one clear meaning. 

13. See Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: Semiotic Awroach to Literature and Art, p. 15. 

14. See Elizabeth Ammons, Edith Wharton's Argument with America. 

15. In the seventh Discourse on Art, Reynolds wrote that the portrait painter who wishes to 
dignify a female subject "will not paint her in the modem dress, the familiarity of which 
alone is sufficient to destroy all dignity... [He], therefore, dresses his figure, something of 
the general air of the antique for the sake of dignity, and preserves something of the modem 
for the sake of likeness. " 

16. For this title I am indebted to Dale Bauer whose chapter "The Failure of the Republic" 
in Feminist Dialogics: A Theory of Failed Community deals with The House of Mirth. 

17.1n Image-Music-Text, Roland Barthes indicates the necessity for triadic or Oedipal 
structures for the tracking of meaning in a narrative (76). However, Barthes' paradigm 
would be appropriate only for the tracking of meaning in male desire. Oedipal desire, then, 
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results in sexuality leading to marriage. It is precisely this paradigm that Wharton's central 
narrator attempts to subvert. First of all, the central narrator abandons Selden's perspective 
to revise Lily. Thus, dyadic rather than triadic structures become the paradigm for the 
central narrator. This is reinforced by the maternal images in the text. 
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ill 

Interrogating the Economy of Desire: 

The Custom of the Country 

In speaking of her method in writing The House of Mirth, Wharton had 
said: "A frivolous society can acquire dramatic significance only through what 
its frivolity destroys. Its tragic implications lies in its power of debasing 
people and ideals. The answer, in short, was my heroine Lily Bart." 

She might have made a similar statement about The Custom of the 
Country, a novel that is in many ways a companion-piece to its predecessor. 
"Do you want an image of your corruption? Look at what you have 
produced! Look at Undine Spragg!" 

--Cynthia Griffin Wolff 

Overtly, The Custom of the CQuntry functions as counter-text to The 

House of Mirth. If Lily Bart sabotages her chances of marriage, Undine Spragg, the 

protagonist of The Custom of the Country, marries four times through the course of 

the novel, and is contemplating her fifth marriage at the conclusion of the text. To 

summarize briefly, The Custom of the Country traces over ten years of the life of 

Undine Spragg, a beautiful ingenue, and her pursuit of marriage in Apex City, 

Kansas, New York city, and the European city of Paris. In these ten years, Undine 

consequitively marries Elmer Moffatt, Ralph Marvell, Marquis Raymond de Chelles, 

and Elmer Moffatt again. In addition, she gets engaged to Millard Binch, Col. 

Aronson, and Peter Van Degen. 

When the novel was first published in October 1913, it received very 

favourable press. Critics gleefully considered Undine Spragg as "the most 
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disagreeable girl [sic] in American fiction" and the epitome of the "new American 

female" (as referred to in Lewis 351). In his analysis of the text, R.W.B. Lewis 

repeatedly subordinates the problematic role of Undine Spragg within a discussion of 

the historical dimension of American business practices and their ramifications in the 

text. He points out that this novel is about "the two major forces of the historic 

moment--sexual power and financial aggressiveness" (349). Undine, in her upwardly 

mobile struggle to wealth and power, is characterized by Lewis as "crude, unlettered, 

humorless, artificial, but exceedingly beautiful creature with the most minimal moral 

intuitions and virtually no talent whatever for normal human affection" (Lewis 320). 

Lewis's virulent condemnation of Undine Spragg as having the "most minimal moral 

intuition" is especially surprising within the context of his celebration of this very 

quality in the male figure of the American Adam. Lewis's 1955 book, The American 

Adam: Innocence Tragedy and Tradition in the Nineteenth Century, waxes lyrical 

over the Adamic figure: 

an individual emanicipated from history, happily bereft of ancestry, untouched 

and undefiled by the usual inheritances of family and race; an individual 

standing alone, self-reliant and self-propelling, ready to confront whatever 

awaited him with the aid of his unique and inherent resources... His moral 

position was prior to experience and in his very newness he was fundamentally 

innocent. The world and history lay all before him. (5) 
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Lewis's condemnation of Undine Spragg's pursuit of the American 

Dream can be seen as based on his reading of feminine behaviour in contrast to the 

Adamic sort. Lewis's sexism becomes especially evident in his analysis of Elmer 

Moffatt, the counterpart of Undine, whose Horatio Alger-like rise from poverty to a 

speculator-billion air is described by Lewis as having "immense energy" and 

"decisiveness in action" (Lewis 349). This despite the fact that the text clearly 

indicates a parallel between Undine and Moffatt by likening one of her attempts at 

getting married to "the happiest Wall Street stroke" (Wharton 234). Similarly, Gary 

Lindberg in Edith Wharton and the Novel of Manners braids the trope of the pursuit 

of the American Dream with issues of morality in his analysis of The Custom of the 

Country. Lindberg insists on the emotional and moral similarity between Moffatt and 

Undine; he rightly indicates that Undine's actions cannot be made possible without 

Moffatt's power, purpose and direction backing them. However, for Lindberg, only 

Undine "embodies everything that social institutions, at their most attractive, should 

check" (119). Undine is perceived as a "threat," whereas Moffatt is seen as having 

"power and direction" (121). Here issues of class are muddied with pre-conceived 

negative notions of femininity. G.S. Rahi, in Edith Wharton: Her Ethos and her Art, 

passes judgement on Undine because "she does not have any maternal instinct--her 

pregnancy is only a threat to her figure." Rahi sums up Undine's role with "In short, 

she is a monster and leaves a trail of destruction behind her as she marches from one 

husband to the other, from one culture to the next" (43). Rahi's comments are 
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predicated on old, set notions of femininity as well as on some inviolate concept of 

culture. However, it is Edmund Wilson who applies the most violent language to 

Undine. In The Wound and the Bow: Seven Studies in Literature, Wilson describes 

Undine as "the prototype in fiction of the 'gold-digger,' [and] of the international 

cocktail bitch" (Wilson 202). All these male critics, by hastening to analyse The 

Custom of the Country in terms of the historical underpinnings of the fin-de-sieple, 

the passing of a more gracious era, and the emergence of a new America with its 

frenetic pursuit of a financial dream, consistently preclude women from places in that 

dream. The critical discourse on femininity produced by this novel, and the discourse 

of social history produced by these critics, is predicated on a male discourse about 

femininity and the female body. The vexatious role of Undine Spragg is subordinated 

in such readings to the male practice of political power and cultural authority in this 

novel. 

However, the novel is not just about Undine as maligned "gold-digger" 

or as the spirit of the age. Women critics such as Cynthia Griffin Wolff and 

Elizabeth Ammons rightly bring the problematic role of Undine Spragg to the centre 

of the critical discourse produced by this text. Ammons comments that Undine "does 

seem a modem Circe ... she sees what marriage is rather than what people say it is and 

she acts on what she sees" (Ammons 101-102). Ammons and Wolffs analyses reveal 

the problematics of condemning Undine Spragg based on set notions of gender 

distinctions. 1 
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I want to carry these revelations further. I want to argue that the figure 

of Undine Spragg is used to interrogate, not only national culture, but also the 

totalizing nature of patriarchal discourse which keeps afloat notions of a unified 

culture and cultural authority. After all, as Homi K. Bhabha puts it in Nation and 

Narration, 

The 'locality' of national culture is neither unified nor unitary in relation to 

itself, nor must it be seen simply as 'other' in relation to what is outside or 

beyond it. The boundary is Janus-faced and the problem of outside/inside 

must always be a process of hybridity, incorporating new 'people' in relation 

to the body politic, [and] generating other sites of meaning. (Emphasis Added; 

4) 

The unified nationalistic discourse of Lewis and Lindberg is predicated on an 

insistence upon the unitary nature of femininity itself. However, the implied sexual 

differences in the production of this discourse in The Custom of the Country prove 

inadequate in the face of a character like Undine. Therefore, in this context, I will 

examine Janus-faced cultural notions of femininity which situate Undine in specific 

and limited spaces of wife and mother, and I will then reveal how she disrupts this 

positioning of her. Next, I will prove how Undine's disruptive presence exposes in 

language a hybridity which interrogates notions of cultural authority revealing the 

actual grid-work upon which this cultural authority rests. Finally, I will discuss the 



alternate sites of meaning generated by the parody of cultural authority in the way 

Wharton's narrating subject speaks in this novel. 

The Custom of the Country: The Background 
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Edith Wharton, who normally churned out one or two novels a year, 

took from 1908-1913 to write The Custom of the Country. Her letters to Sara Norton 

and Bernard Berenson among others are peppered with references to the "great 

American Novel" (Letters 146), "the Big Novel" (Letters 252). The writing of The 

Custom of the Country, one of Wharton's longest novels, was constantly interrupted. 

Wharton took breaks from the writing of this novel in order to write other works: The 

Custom of the Country was punctuated with the publication of A Motor Flight 

through France (1908), Artemis to Actaeon (1909), Ethan Frome, (1911) and The 

Reef (1912). Events in her personal life postponed Wharton's sustained work on this 

novel as well. Her estrangement from her husband intensified; she had a year-long 

affair with Morton Fullerton, which subsequently led to her divorce from Teddy 

Wharton in April 1913 (the novel was completed in August 1913). In addition, she 

changed her domicile from America to France, selling "The Mount," her 

Massachusetts home. Moreover, as she wrote the novel, she kept introducing new 

characters, who lead to repeated revisions of segments which were already completed. 

The novel was serialised in 1913 in Scribner's Magazine, eliciting very 

enthusiastic responses from Henry James, who thought that The Custom of the 



Country was "the best story Scribner [had] published for many years--since The 

House of Mirth in fact" (Henry James and Edith Wharton Letters: 1900-1915, 256). 

However, after reading the last installment, James chided Wharton: 
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But of course you know--as how should you with your infernal keeness of 

perception not know?--that in doing your tale you had under your hand a 

magnificent subject, which ought to have been your main theme, and you used 

it as mere incident and then passed it by. (As quoted in A Backward Glance 

182) 

James perceived the potential of Undine Spragg's role as connected with her being the 

wife of Marquis de Chelles, the expatriate American in Europe, a type who haunted 

James's own sensibilities and work. However, the theme of the American in Europe 

was not Wharton's emphasis. Wharton was grappling with an interrogation of 

marriage and the associated notions of femininity, confronting what she had only 

tentatively dealt with in The House of Mirth. Moreover, as I will discuss in the next 

chapter, Wharton had to interrogate marriage, and its connection to strategies of 

narrative in The Reef, and Ethan Frome, before she could complete The Custom of 

the Country with her strongest critique of conventional marriage. With these factors 

in mind, I now want to unravel the politics which underpin and knit together the 

discourse on femininity, passivity, narcissism, and marriage articulated through the 

figure of Undine Spragg. 
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Freudian Femininity and Male Subjectivity 

In his "seminal" work on "Femininity," Freud distinguishes between 

the libidinal developments of male and female children. Freud concedes that, until a 

particular age, both the little boy and the little girl have identical libidinal attachments 

and development. The maternal figure is the recepient of their early devotion and 

desire. However, with the onset of the castration complex and Oedipal complex, 

differences between the two sexes emerge. For the little girl, for obvious anatomical 

reasons, the castration complex precedes the Oedipal. This order is reversed for the 

little boy, who goes through his Oedipus complex first. This central reversal results 

in the association of passivity with "normal femininity," for as Freud states, 

Passivity now has the upper hand, and the girl's turning to her father is 

accomplished principally with the help of passive instinctual impulses. You 

can see that a wave of development like this, which clears the phallic activity 

out of the way, smooths the ground for femininity... The wish which the girl 

turns to her father is no doubt originally the wish for the penis which her 

mother has refused her and which she now expects from her father. 

(Emphasis Added; 113) 

This passage establishes the connection between feminine desire, passivity, and what 

is termed the "fungibility" of that desire, or the desire in which the object is more 

constantly replaced by a substitute of that desire. The desire for the father is always 

already a substitute for the girl's originary desire for the mother. But with the onset 
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of her oedipal stage (desire for father), the little girl accedes not only to 

heterosexuality and normal femininity, but also to a fungibility of female desire. 

Fungible desire is necessary for the make-up of femininity for Freud, because only 

then can the girl transfer her desire for her father to that of her husband. But in the 

dichotomy between active and passive desire, her desire still belongs to the realm of 

the passive. Her desire is strictly in response to masculine desire, either her father 

or her husband's desire. She always lacks agency. 

Wharton's Undine finds herself forced into this position. Her passivity 

manifests itself in a variety of places in the text. Not only is Undine's desire for 

Moffatt initiated by him--he siezes and kisses her (360)--but her reciprocation of any 

desire is possible only with paternal approval. Old Mr. Spragg, upon finding that his 

daughter had eloped with Elmer Moffatt, "haul[s] Undine back to Apex" because he 

finds Moffatt unsuitable (302). Abner Spragg's standard of measurement for 

Undine's various husbands merely underscores Undine's lack of agency. In the 

spectrum of action, she is firmly positioned in a passive space. Masculine and 

paternal power is then extended to all the males in the dominant discourse of the text. 

Ralph Marvell, too, perceives his role as active, seeing Undine as a "lovely rock

bound Andromeda, with the monster society careering up to make a mouthful of her; 

and himself whirling down on his winged horse--just Pegasus turned Rosinante for the 

nonce--to cut her bonds, snatch her up and whirl her back into the blue" (54). Even 

the allusions in the text situate her in passive, helpless positions. She further 
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discovers the curtailment of her freedom upon marrying her third husband, a 

Frenchman, the Marquis de Chelles, for in his eyes "a woman must adopt her 

husband's nationality, whether she wants to or not. It's the law, and it's the custom 

besides" (315). Thus, Undine's lack of subjecthood even extends to her weak hold on 

her American citizenship and her American sense of "independance. " 

Moreover, old Mr. Spragg's right to veto Undine's prospective husband 

reveals that, in the relationship between Mr. Spragg, Undine, and her husband, 

Undine functions merely as a term located between the men. She even lacks an 

identity of her own in this situation. As the wife of these two men, she reflects their 

masculine identity, because she is the site of its absence. Judith Butler, in her 

analysis of Claude Levi-Strauss's theory of kinship, says in Gender Trouble that 

Clan members, invariably male, invoke the prerogative of identity through 

marriage, a repeated act of symbolic differentiation... As wives, women not 

only secure the reproduction of the name (the functional purpose), but effect a 

symbolic intercourse between clans of men. As the site of a patronymic 

exchange, women are and are not the patronymic sign, excluded from the 

signifier, the very patronym they bear. The woman in marriage qualifies not 

as an identity, but only as a relational term that both distinguishes and binds 

the various clans to a common but internally differentiated patrilineal identity. 

(39) 
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Within this context, Abner Spragg's objections to Moffatt become clearer. Mr 

Spragg's objections are that Moffatt spent too much time "loafing around the bar of 

the Mealey House" back in Apex (84), and that he married his daughter secretly. 

More importantly, Moffatt had no history, for "no one in Apex knew where young 

Moffatt had come from, and he offered no information on the subject (356). 

Moffatt's lack of a geneology is suspect not only to Abner Spragg, but also to the 

dominant discourse of the text. Lacking a history gets equated with lacking culture, 

and Clare Van Degen, who herself has an impressive ancestry asks of Moffatt, 

"Who's the funny man with the red face talking to Miss Spragg?" (67). Undine's 

marriage to Moffatt, whose origin is unknown, cannot extend the identity of her 

father. Mr. Spragg's own male cultural identity requires that his daughter marry a 

man who is patrilineal and patriarchal. Moffatt does not fulfill these requirements, 

while Ralph Marvell can. By this standard of measurement, Ralph Marvell is a 

choice candidate for Undine because of his impressive background: "his mother [is] a 

Dagonet, [and] they live with old Urban Dagonet in Washington Square" (5). By 

marrying him, Undine would be marrying into American "aristocracy" (55). 

Yet in The Custom of the Country this patronymic exchange is shown 

functioning during the scene of its breakdown. When Ralph and Undine get engaged, 

Mr. Spragg discovers that his future son-in-law, despite his impressive geneology and 

his law degree, is quite unable to earn a living. Ralph's grandfather visits Abner 

Spragg and urges him to support the young couple. Spragg suggests "that the 
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engagement had better be broken off." He urges his daughter to "wait awhile and 

look round again" (80). On the literal level, the level of the obvious, Abner Spragg's 

objections to Ralph make sense. He simply cannot afford to support his son-in-law 

and daughter. Moreover, on a more abstract level, Ralph's financial dependance on 

Spragg would abort the system of patronymic exchange. Ralph has everything to 

gain--a wife, a monthly income. However, for Mr. Spragg, there would be no 

equality to the exchange. Ralph would be an endless liability. Abner's support of his 

son-in-law would not add the geneological status, lineage, name and ancestors of the 

Marvells and the Dagonets to that of the Spraggs. Abner would pay to keep their 

name afloat, while not enjoying any access to the social amenities that these names 

provided. This prospect appears in the fact that the Spraggs are never invited to the 

Dagonets either before or after Undine's marriage with Ralph Marvell. 

Besides emphasizing a male cultural identity predicated on woman a 

relational term, the text associates another term with the law and custom of marriage. 

For example, religion also becomes a necessary component of marriage. Undine's 

desire to marry Raymond de Chelles is thwarted because "between people in society a 

religious marriage is necessary; and since the church doen't recognize divorce, that's 

obviously out of the question" (259). Because of this social code, she can marry 

Raymond de Chelles only after her previous husband, Ralph, commits suicide. As a 

widow she has access to certain cultural rights and restrictions that she cannot access 

as a divorcee. As a divorced woman, Undine would be betwixt and between the 
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patronym, neither Mr. Spragg's daughter, nor Ralph Marvell's wife.2 This is 

because the woman in divorce neither distinguishes nor binds two different clans to a 

common patrilineal identity. Instead, she starts assuming the presence of a 

(non)identity. Ultimately, Undine even adopts Catholicism in order to align herself 

with a husband's identity. 

Femininity and Narcissism 

In addition to establishing a lack of agency as central to Undine's 

femininity, the text characterizes her as narcissistic as well. The text repeatedly 

emphasizes her physical appearance. Undine "might have been some fabled creature 

whose home was in a beam of light" with "her black brows, her reddish-tawny hair 

and the pure red and white of her complexion" (15). Undine is fully aware of her 

beauty, often sitting in front of the mirror "twisting this way and that, fanning, 

fidgeting, twitching at her draperies, as she did in real life when people were noticing 

her" (16). Undine does all this to practise appearing animated in society. 

Not only is Undine aware of her beauty, but Ralph Marvell is aware of 

her awareness as well. As early as their honeymoon, Ralph becomes aware of her 

"Narcissus-element," finding that that "Undine really enjoyed ... the image of her 

own charm mirrored in the general admiration" (102). Ralph's perception of Undine 

as an obvious, predictible woman is extended to his characterization of her as "a 

creature of skin-deep reactions" (145). The text further describes her as "modelling 
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herself on the last person she met" (13). The text even associates Undine's 

fascination with her physical form with her fear and hatred of pregnancy. Upon 

finding herself pregnant with her son Paul Marvell, she exclaims to Ralph, "Look at 

me--see how I look--how I'm going to look! You won't hate yourself more and more 

every morning when you get up and see yourself in the glass" (120). In these various 

descriptions of her, the manifest text, bespeaking cultural authority, suggests that 

Undine is suspended in that transitional state between autoeroticism and object love 

which is a characteristic of narcissism. Ovid's description of Narcissus-

"Unwittingly he desires himself; he praises, and is himself what he praises ... " (as 

quoted in Berman 3-4)3--could easily hold true for Undine as well. 

In his essay "On Narcissism: An Introduction," Sigmund Freud 

distinguishes between the two types of object choices: the anaclitic or attachment 

type, which is initiated during the child's dependant relationship to the mother (the 

earliest sexual object), and the narcissistic type, where the child chooses itself as the 

primary love object. Freud adds that the anaclitic object type is a characteristic of 

men, whereas the narcissistic object type is a characteristic of women, perverts, and 

homosexuals. Freud goes on to say 

Women, especially if they grow up with good looks, develop a certain self

contentment which compensates them for the strict social restrictions that are 

imposed upon them in their choice of object. Strictly speaking, it is only 



themselves that such women love with an intensity comparable to that of a 

man's love for them. (Freud Standard Edition XIV: 88-89) 
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As if anticipating Freud's theory, Undine (along with homosexuals and perverts) is 

apparently suspended in a state of primary narcissism, the stage prior to her accession 

to heterosexuality, castration, and eventually, the Oedipus complex. 

Jacques Lacan, whose writings on sexual difference are greatly 

influenced by Freud's, finds the process of narcissism in the very formation of 

subjectivity. Associating narcissism with the mirror stage in the maturation process 

of a child, Lacan posits that the child's recognition of its mirror image, while being 

salutory, also sets the stage for the alienating process of narcissistic identification: the 

subject is his own double more than he is himself. Within this context, Undine's 

habit of practising self-animation in front of the mirror becomes particularly relevant. 

She needs the salutory image which the mirror produces in order to align her 

behaviour according to it and to gain her own perception of her self. However, by 

situating Undine's concept of her self and her femininity in the mirror stage, the text 

also puts her in a stage prior to the Oedipal crisis. For Lacan, the Oedipus complex 

is not so much an event or a series of verifiable events, but more a set of linguistic 

laws basic to individuation and gender identification. The Oedipal crisis, or the 

prohibition of incest with the mother, becomes the foundation of language in that it 

inaugurates the elementary structures of reference and difference central to language 

and kinship relations. 
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In this line of argument, this suspension of Undine in the mirror stage 

(the transitional stage between the Imaginary and the Symbolic) would characterize 

her as having a problematic relationship with language. The text makes a connection 

between Undine's lack of agency as a woman and her self-constitution in language. 

In fact, the text repeatedly underscores this very difficulty. Not only is Undine 

granted a salutory image from the mirror (society), but her language, too, is a 

repetiton of the dominant culture around her. Ralph realizes that Undine copied '''the 

others' in speech and gesture as closely as she reflected them in dress" (104). 

Consequently, Ralph feels that "the task of opening new windows in her mind was 

inspiring enough to give him infinite patience." Here Ralph aligns himself with 

paternalistic dominant culture. His cultural position not only grants him agency, but 

language and the authority to teach it as well. Moreover, he wonders at her never 

being at a loss for words. Ralph wonders how she had acquired them, for "she had 

certainly not picked these up in books, since she never opened one: they seemed 

rather like some odd transmission of her preaching grandfather's oratory" (198). 

Also, Undine's writing is described as "a straggling blotted superscription" (199). 

Undine's inability to generate her own language--and hence the permeation of 

someone else's use of language throughout her being--underscores her suspension in 

the mirror stage. In these various descriptions of Undine, the texts suggests a hint of 

retardation in her, an inability to progress to the Symbolic and the Law-of-the-Father. 



Being locked into this position, she is not yet a discrete "I" for her husband or the 

society that surrounds her. 4 
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Undine's suspension in the mirror stage also causes the text of 

dominant culture, as well as her husband, to infantalize her. Ralph feels that "it was 

his task of opening new windows in her mind" (96), for "her mind was as destitute of 

beauty and mystery as the prairie schoolhouse in which she had been educated" (96). 

In another instance, when Undine wants to socialize with people whom Ralph 

considers unsavoury, he chides her: 

You foolish child. You know nothing of this society you're in; of its 

antecedents, its rules, its conventions; and its my affair to look after you, and 

warn you when you're on the wrong track. (Emphasis added; 105) 

In yet another instance, Ralph refers to her as being "still in her toy age" (199), 

despite the fact that she has been married twice already and has borne a child. 

Ultimately, what the text seems to underscore is Undine's structural elimination from 

all adult language in a phallogocentric system of meaning.s This becomes especially 

evident when her French husband, Raymond de Chelles, explains family and business 

matters to her. For Undine, "he seemed to be speaking a strange language in which 

familiar sounding syllables meant something totally unknown" (326). 

Femininity and Masquerade 
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What is femininity then? Thus far the text seems to have developed the 

notion of feminine subjectivity as one lacking agency; as associated with narcissism; 

and as precluding women from having the same relationship with language that men 

do. If one exists as a subject, why does one have to exist as a gendered being, 

"subject~ to," sanctioned, and dictated by the law of the father and the rules of 

gender? I now want to explore this problem through the notion of female sexuality as 

masquerade, particularly in the figure of Undine in other parts of The Custom of the 

Country. 

The text establishes Undine's predilection to role-playing as early as 

when she was a young child. Instead of playing with dolls or skipping rope, 

"Undine's chief delight was to 'dress-up' in her mother's Sunday skirt and 'play lady' 

before the wardrobe mirror" (15). As an adult woman, Undine still plays lady, as is 

evident in the scene where she sits in front of the mirror practising the art of 

appearing animated, grooming herself to marry the right man. Undine, in fact, 

approaches any situation unfamiliar to Apex with the eagerness of an actor. For 

example, upon her engagement with Ralph, she realizes that the behaviour expected 

of her by the Dagonets was "to seem very much in love, and a little confused and 

subdued by the newness and intensity of the sentiment." For her, "the part was not 

hard to play" (Emphasis added; 59). Again, in her first marriage with Elmer Moffatt, 

she is repeatedly referred to as "the child bride" (72). She acts accordingly, more the 

child than the bride, to the extent that when her father forces her to return with him 
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to Apex, she agrees to go. Then, too, when Ralph Marvell, her second husband, 

urges her not to socialize with an upstart like Roviano because he is a bad influence 

on her, she "tosse[s] her head back with the movement she had learned in 'speaking' 

school-pieces about freedom and the British tyrant" (105). The textual commentary 

on Undine's behaviour here is "she was really exquisitely simple" (Emphasis added; 

105). In these examples, the dominant discourse, having positioned Undine as infant 

in her access to speech and language, presumes a transparency to her role-playing: 

she can be easily known and interpreted. Her tendency to act characterizes her as 

shallow, as the text constantly reinforces. 

However, in all the examples given above, Undine merely enacts the 

role that she is allotted. The Apex Eagle, which defines her as "child-bride," creates 

the limitations of the role in which she is cast. This infantalizing of Undine gives her 

father the authority to force her to divorce Moffatt and return to Apex. When she 

tosses her head back like at a British tyrant, the manifest text advances this 

interpretation of her without acknowledging the fact that Ralph is being a bit 

tyrannical, not even granting her the right to choose her own friends. Again, prior to 

her marriage with Raymond de Chelles, she has to fulfill certain other cultural 

requirements: she has to convert to catholicism, regain custody of her son Paul 

Marvell, and become a respectable rich widow before she can marry de Chelles. 

Undine's various acts are something which she is culturally compelled to do. Her 

feminine agency must be negated in order to buoy up cultural authority. 
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Undine, allotted the space of passivity, functions as the signifier of a 

masculinized desire (that of her father, Ralph, New Yorkers, Raymond, Frenchmen) 

and so becomes the site of their masculine self-elaboration. That is to say, she 

reflects and signifies their power; she embodies the Phallus, essentially underscoring 

an absence and lack of her own identity. As Judith Butler says in Gender Trouble 

The Symbolic order creates creates cultural intelligibility through the mutually 

exclusive positions of "having" the Phallus (the position of men) and "being" 

the Phallus (the paradoxical position of women). The interdependancy of these 

two positions recalls the Hegelian structure of failed reciprocity between 

master and slave, in particular, the unexpected dependency of the master on 

the slave in order to establish his own identity through reflection. (44) 

In this context, the "autonomy" of Undine's various men--Abner Spragg, Ralph, and 

Raymond--requires that Undine be charged with two disparate tasks: she has to reflect 

and reassure their masculine autononmous power by bowing down to their will, while 

simultaneously repressing her own desire.6 This repression of her desire results in 

her being compelled to act out a variety of roles, essentially underscoring her own 

lack. This concept of femininity as continual performance calls into question the 

ontology of her femininity as supposedly prior to cultural repression and negation. 

Different questions then arise: can Undine have a femininity which has not been 

subordinated? If it manifested itself, would it disrupt the dialectic of masculine desire 

and subvert the Law-of-the-Father? At this point, I want to turn to these possibilities. 
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Resistance through ORp9sition 

Despite the eXRose of the cultural politics that situate Undine within the 

parameters of femininity, and that of the cultural Other, it remains impossible for the 

usual reader to like Undine Spragg. This is partially due to the totalizing discourse of 

the dominant text, which favours the gaze of Undine's various husbands. But 

Undine, too, seems devoid of any scruples, or sense of integrity, or even compassion 

towards any other individual in the text: she is not only unfaithful to Ralph Marvell, 

but also, ultimately, causes him to commit suicide; she marries Marquis de Chelles 

for his money; she is grasping and unfilial to her parents; she is unmatemal with her 

son; she manipulates Elmer Moffatt into marrying her again, but at the end of the 

text, she is contemplating her next marriage, though Moffatt has been good to her. 

Undine seems perverse, self-serving, unlikeable, contrary. 

But terms like "scruples" and "integrity" are dictated and defined by a 

certain cultural authority and are indicative of the dominant perpective, within which 

she is a bad wife, a bad daughter, and a bad mother according to the cultural 

paradigms for terms like "mother," "wife," etc. In "Word, Dialogue and Novel," 

Julia Kristeva argues that politically and socially disturbing words are often harnessed 

by historical constraints. Referring to the Bakhtinian notion of dialogism in narrative, 

Kristeva argues for the necessity of freeing speech from "presupposed 'values' ... 

without distinguishing between virtue and vice" (Desire in Language 82). Seen in 

this light, the reader's perception of Undine's unscruplous behaviour occurs primarily 



because she strives to remove herself from an economy which distinguishes between 

virtue and vice. Undine's presence, one could say, provides various sites of 

resistance to cultural authority. 
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The figure of Undine produces resistance in two different ways: in 

simple oppositional acts, and as a kind of hybrid, mimicking and parodying the 

dominant power structures. In the first instance, Undine's resistance is merely an 

oppositional act with a political intention. Recognizing the various facets--marriage, 

motherhood and even religion--by which paternal law functions, Undine acts to 

subvert such Law. Under paternal law, Undine functions as a relational term between 

her father and her husband, as I have established earlier. Reflecting masculine 

identity, she lacks agency and an individual identity of her own. However, an 

oppositional discourse to this paternal law emerges in Undine's repetitive marriages. 

Through her easy disposal of succeeding husbands, Undine deprives them of the 

masculine identity derived through her. In addition to effecting social intercourse 

between men under paternal law, Undine, as a woman, also has to secure the 

reproduction of the paternal name. However, when Raymond de Chelles suggests 

that they have a child, she responds "Oh my dear, you'd better leave it to your 

brother to perpetuate the race" (327). Again, after she gains custody of her son Paul 

Marvell, he forgets his father within a very short time. Mrs. Heeny, the masseuse, 

exclaims, "Why Paul Marvell, don't you remember your father, you that bear his 

name?" (377). If, as Jane Gallop points out in The Daughter's Seduction, female 
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identity is impossible because identity passes through the Name-of-the-Father (54), 

Undine subverts this law by raising her son to forget the name of his father. Paul's 

response to Mrs. Heeny underscores this subversion. He says, "That one died a long 

time ago, didn't he? I was thinking of my French father" (377). Paul's response 

indicates that he derives his clearest lineage through his mother, his paternal figure 

being at best a constant variable. 

The subversive speaking subject also reverses the notion that masculine 

cultural identity is established through differentiation by reiterating the similarity 

between all her husbands. Undine herself realizes how "Raymond reminds her of 

Ralph" (313) when, on long winter afternoons, he 

seemed to expect to read aloud to her from the reviews and the papers he was 

always receiving; and when he had discovered her inability to fix her attention 

he fell into the way of absorbing himself in one of the old brown books with 

which the room was lined. (329) 

Again, when Moffatt and Ralph meet for the first time, they take an instant liking for 

each other. Ralph finds Moffatt "an amazing fellow" with "something epic about 

him" (164). When he finally learns that Moffatt had preceded him as Undine's 

husband, he realizes that he had merely and temporarily functioned as Undine's 

husband. Later, when Moffatt sees Raymond de Chelles for the first time, he 

recognizes him because he "liked his looks" (267). In these various examples, where 

Undine's numerous husbands recognize each other, the speaking subject subverts the 
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notion of woman functioning as patronymic sign. If Undine functions to consolidate 

the internal bonds of men, she does not do so by distinguishing and differentiating 

between them, but by homogenizing their identity so that they reflect their lack of a 

distinct identity quite apart from her presence on the scene. In her parodic repetition 

of marriages, Undine renders the Name-of-the-Father vulnerable within itself and 

transferable by her. 

Undine not only subverts the meaning of marriage, but also the legal 

structures which prop the Law-of-the-Father. It is not coincidental that Ralph 

Marvell, trained in the legal profession, is incapable of an effective transmission of 

that law. At Undine's suggestion that he "should renounce the law for some more 

paying business" (97), Ralph turns to real estate instead. But Undine does more than 

remove Ralph from the legal machinary which traditionally favours one gender over 

another. She uses the law over and over to suit herself. Undine always acts within 

the boundaries of legality, emphasizing the law to extricate herself from her 

difficulties. Since Moffatt is not rich enough for her, she "unloop(s) the loop" (302) 

a fortnight after they are married in Opake, Nebraska. After deserting him by 

running away to Europe, and later to the Dakotahs, she then sues Ralph for divorce 

on the grounds of "desertion" (214). Her marriage with Raymond is a series of faux

pas, with Undine never attempting to comprehend the traditions of his culture. She is 

consistently insensitive and brutal in her approach to her husband's customs. 
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Ironically, therefore, she sues Raymond de Chelles on grounds of "brutality" in Reno, 

Nevada (379). 

She uses not only divorce laws but child custody laws to her advantage. 

She obtains custody of her son Paul from Ralph. But she does not enforce this law 

immediately, since she wishes to marry again, and Paul's presence would be a 

hindrance rather than a help to her plans for herself. Instead, she sees her custodial 

rights as the bargaining chip to extract more money from Ralph and the Dagonets. 

However, when she finds out that her appearance of devotion to her child can land 

her de Chelles as her husband, she calls Paul back to her. If, under Paternal law, a 

woman accedes to power only by perpetuating the Name-of-the-Father, Paul spells 

that accession of power to Undine--and at the cost of Paternal power. 

Undine also subverts religion, another bastion of Paternal power. She 

converts to Catholicism to make herself more desireable to de Chelles (317). When 

she wants to divorce Raymond in order to marry Moffatt, she uses the logic that she 

was "born a Baptist" (372). 

Undine's various acts reveal that dominant culture maintains its stability 

and hegemony by being favoured and enforced by the legal system, marriage, and the 

Church. These institutions, which form a network and support each other, set up a 

hierarchy within culture which is based on binary oppositions such as legal! illegal, 

christian! pagan etc. As Helene Cixous has suggetsed in La Jeune Nee, these 

polarities have their basis in the fundamental opposition of male! female (Cixous 115-
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116). In this first level of resistance to cultural authority in the text, Undine plays 

with the polarities of active/ passive, male/ female, privileged/ unprivileged which are 

maintained by law, marriage and religion. Her various subversive acts destabilize the 

power structure (masculine, active, privileged) which maintains cultural authority; 

then the figure proceeds to aggrandize to itself the power implicit in these various 

positions. 

Authority and its Mutation 

Sites of resistance to cultural authority in this text can also be seen 

from the angle of colonial discourse. Indeed, approaching the text from such an angle 

further illuminates the questions of the ontology of femininity that the text raises, 

exposing a feminine language which will resituate and even nullify the standard 

readings of this novel that I have referred to in my introduction. Therefore, in this 

segment, I will analyse the dominant culture and the discourse of aristocratic New 

York, especially their shaping of and attitude towards the nouveau riche (especially 

from Apex). The nouveau riche group, in its aspiration to become part of the 

dominant group, imitates that group. The politics of the imitation are interesting, in 

that the structure which supports authority is exposed while it is simultaneously 

mimicked and mocked. The problematic relationship that the colonized group have 

with the language of the colonizing group is not unlike women's difficult relationship 

with phallogocentric language. 



The Custom of the Country contains two similar scenes where the 

aspiring group socially encounters the dominant group. In the first scene, Undine, 

fresh out of Apex City, Kansas, meets Ralph Marvell's family for the first time. 

Invited by Laura Fairford, Ralph's sister, to dinner, Undine is uncomfortable in this 

unfamiliar milieu. Undine 

meant to watch and listen without letting herself go, and she sat very straight 

and pink, answering promptly but briefly, without the nervous laugh that 

punctuated all her phrases--saying "I don't care if I do" when her host asked 

her to try some grapes, and "I wouldn't wonder" when she thought anyone 

trying to astonish her. (24) 

This scene is repeated when Elmer Moffatt is invited to Undine Marvell's house for 

dinner. Undine has been married for several years to Ralph at this time, and has 

acquired, to a certain extent, the sensibilities of the Marvells. At dinner 

Undine felt only [Moffatt's] crudeness, and the tacit criticism passed on it by 

the mere presence of such men as her husband and Bowen... [Moffatt] 
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seemed to have nothing to hold back: all the details of his prodigious exploit 

[of his last business deal] poured from him with Homeric volume. Then he 

broke off abruptly, thrusting his hands into his trouser-pockets and shaping his 

red lips to a whistle which he checked as his glance met Undine's. To conceal 

his embarassment he leaned back in his chair, looked about the table with 
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complacency, and said "I don't mind if I do" to the servant who approached to 

re-fill his champagne glass. (163) 

Quite overtly, the two scenes trace the trajectory of Undine's changing sensibilities. 

At the first party, when Laura Fairford asks Undine about books she has read, Undine 

confesses, "she had read no new books since 'When the Kissing had to stop.' When 

Mrs. Fairford asks Undine about theatre, whether she had seen Sarah Bernhardt and a 

play she pronounces "Fade" [Phaedre], Undine replies that she had only seen 

"Oolaloo" fourteen times (25-26). The entire dinner party underscores to Undine the 

seemingly ineradicable boundary lines between the authoritative self and the cultural 

wasteland which is the Other. Undine therefore internalizes even more than she had, 

her cultural otherness to this socially dominant group. 

But the replication of this scene in the one with Moffatt adds a few 

interesting wrinkles: this second party apparently situates Moffatt in the same 

(cultural) Other or object position that Undine had occupied in the first party: he is 

expansive and excessive in his gestures; his language is hyperbolic; he is uncouth and 

inarticulate when it comes to social niceties. Within the parameters of this reading, 

Undine functions as a substitute for the dominant culture, while simultaneously 

marking her own exclusion from the inner circles of that group. Her dual function is 

revealed in the very fact that she recognizes Moffatt's lack of breeding. On one 

level, this repetition of the two scenes in the text merely serves to emphasize the 

impregnability of the dominant, cultured, and authoritative self for the nouveau riche 
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Other. Never can the two groups permeate and mingle. Otherness is in an 

oppositional relationship to the cultured group which deliberately leaves the Other 

outside of it. Thus, the dominant culture maintains its imperialistic authority and its 

stability; its discourse becomes non-dialogic, unmarked by any trace of difference 

accomodated within it. 

However, on another level, the repetition of dinner parties, the 

repetition of the structures of power, and the repetition of behaviour becomes 

significant in that they all expose the way in which meaning is produced by this text. 

Mrs. Fairford and the aristocratic New Yorkers do not have a plenitude of being or a 

full presence in themselves which establishes them as signifiers of authority. In fact, 

the first party where Undine meets Laura Fairford and the Dagonets is necessary to 

establish this dominant group with its authoritative presence. Authority is belated in 

that it can be established only in the face of its lack. Thus Mrs. Fairford's knowledge 

of Phaedre and her knowledge of Shakespeare emerges as "true" only after the text 

establishes and regulates true and false in a certain cultural context. Undine emerges 

as false and as a social climber in this dinner party. 

Moreover, the later replication of the dinner party becomes an 

Entstellung,7 whereby the repetition exposes displacement, and distortion, and 

dislocation. The repetition of the party scene actually creates a moment of open 

textuality begging interpretation. Undine's presence in the second party causes 

problems in that she participates in both groups, marking both groups with the trace 
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of difference from each other and her difference from herself. The unitary voice of 

cultural authority is decentered. In addition, the boundary wall between Self/Other, 

inside/outside is breached by the presence of Undine who signifies cultural authority 

as well as marks its absence. That is to say, the structural space that Undine occupies 

is a mutation of the already mutated one that the Dagonets occupy in their position of 

cultural authority. Undine is established as a hybrid.8 Homi K. Bhabha, in his 

discussion of hybridity and colonial authority in "Signs taken for Wonders," posits the 

hybrid as a "partial and double force that is more than the mimetic but less than the 

symbolic, disturb[ing] the visibility of the colonial presence and mak[ing] the 

recognition of its authority problematic." Undine reflects both sides of this anamoly. 

Her presence in the second party is a mimics the Dagonet role in the first, yet it is 

also a questioning of the equation of Knowledge-equals-Dagonets-equals-Power that 

the text overtly presents. The repetition of the dinner parties and the mutation of 

power structures as one displaces the other becomes a subversive strategy in which 

the gaze of the aspiring group (Moffatt, Undine) inadvertently reveals the shaky 

criteria by which the Dagonets assume culturally authoritative presence. Undine as 

hybrid thus disturbs the representation of authority presented by the text. 

In fact, the placement of Undine in the place of the Dagonets in the 

second dinner party destabilizes the power structure further. The Dagonets slip in 

value in that they are displaced from symbol (of power) to sign. In the Course in 

General Linguistics, Ferdinand de Saussure points out that 
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one characteristic of the symbol is that it is never wholly arbitrary; it is not 

empty, for there is the rudiment of a natural bond between the signifier and 

the signified. The symbol of justice, a pair of scales, could not be replaced by 

just any other symbol, such as the chariot. (68) 

In the equation Knowledge-equals-Dagonets-equals-Power, the signified is Power, and 

the signifier, the Dagonets. However, the displacement of the Dagonets from Symbol 

to sign with its intrinsic quality of arbitrariness--a sign which Undine can simple take 

over--renders cultural authority unpredictable. 9 As sign of power, the unstable 

position of the Dagonets is revealed. Undine can occupy the position of power as 

easily as the Dagonets. With the expulsion of the Dagonets from the site of power, 

authority is no more hinged on a certain locus of authenticity, knowledge, etc. 

Cultural as well as sexual authority and their hegemonic discourse, 

predicated on the notion of binary oppositions (Same/Other, Male/Female), are also 

destabilized in the creation of Undine as hybrid and mutant. As hybrid, Undine 

emerges as a third gender or term which transcends the binary restriction placed upon 

sex and culture and traverses the categories of central and marginal, thus disrupting 

gender and cultural hegemony. Any notion of univocality in the text is totally 

smashed in the "mutant" presence of an Undine who functions as mimic, parodying 

authority while simultaneously maintaining a presence as Other and female. 
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Resistance through Hybridity 

Undine's hybrid behaviour in Wharton's novel is paralleled in the 

narrative ploy of the subversive speaking subject: the language of the dominant text 

itself appears ambivalent and hybridized--more than the mimetic, but less than the 

symbolic. In a letter to Morton Fullerton dated May 15, 1911, Wharton refers to The 

Custom of the Country in a way that indicates her own ambivalences as she writes the 

book: 

I am working steadily at 'The Custom,' but am still only revising; & I 

can't tell any longer whether I'm really improving it, or only undergoing an 

attack of scrupulosis. However, the scene bet. Undine and Van Degen in 

Paris doesn't satisfy me, & I must rewrite it entirely before I can go on. I' ve 

introduced a new character--Indiana Frusk--who interests me very much! But 

when, at this rate, will the poor book be done? 

(Letters 241; note 1) 

In the final text, a childhood friend of Undine's from Apex, Indiana Frusk, helps to 

make Undine's peculiar and crass behaviour seem normal. Indiana's attitudes and 

values parallel Undine's. Both divorce husbands easily in order to marry the next, 

more socially important and wealthy husband. Indiana along with the Spraggs and 

Elmer Moffatt, all from Apex, function as counters to the well-bred Dagonets. Peter 

Van Degen as a member of the crass nouveau riche group also fits within this 

paradigm set up by the text. In the scene between Undine and Van Degen in Paris, 



which Wharton refers to in her letter to Fullerton, Undine attempts to manipulate 

Peter into divorcing his wife, Clare (nee Clare Dagonet), and marrying her. 
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However, why should Wharton create a character like Indiana Frusk at 

that late juncture? Why reiterate the all too obvious unscrupulous behaviour of 

Undine by having Indiana behave the same way? The lack of breeding in the Apex 

crowd has surely been established by this point in the text. Perhaps Wharton provides 

a clue to Undine's hybridity in her relationship with Indiana Frusk. Indiana, along 

with Mabel Lipscomb (nee Mabel Blitch) and Nettie Wincher of Potash Springs, 

Washington, form a group of women who are in a peculiar relationship of rivalry 

with Undine. Both Undine and Indiana, while at Apex, fight over Millard Binch. 

Undine gets engaged to him, and abandons him later for Moffatt. Indiana then marries 

Millard, instead. Next, Indiana divorces Millard to marry James Rolliver, a wealthy 

businessman. When Undine hears of this, she wonders "if a girl like Indiana Frusk 

could gain her end so easily, what might not [she] ... accomplish" (174). Thus, 

Indiana's divorce implants the idea of her own divorce from Ralph in Undine's mind. 

Undine, however, plays her cards wrong and proceeds to have an affair with Van 

Degen before he obtains a divorce. Van Degen discards Undine eventually. Indiana 

reproaches Undine for this: "If you'd only had the sense to come straight to me, 

Undine Spragg! There isn't a tip I couldn't have given you--not one" (222). 

Undine is in a similar mirroring relationship with Mabel Lipscomb and 

Nettie Winchel. When Mabel gets married to Harry Lipscomb and lives in New 
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York, Undine forces her parents to move from Apex to New York. Mabel's divorce 

of her husband because of his financial failure on Wall Street (207) is imitated by 

Undine because Ralph is a financial disappointment to her. In Mabel's act we foresee 

Ralph's fate at Undine's hands. Undine also meets Nettie Wincher at a Virginia resort 

when both of them are unmarried. When Nettie is disdainful of the young men at the 

resort, so is Undine. Undine later meets Nettie in Paris. When she discovers that 

Nettie has married into the French aristocracy, and that her title is Marquise de 

Trezac, Undine starts pursuing Marquis Raymond de Chelles. As the text concludes, 

Undine is getting ready for a party hosted by her and her fourth husband, Moffatt; 

she finds out that "Jim Driscoll's been appointed Ambassador to England." Undine 

now desires to be an Ambassador's wife, "the one part she was really made for" 

(384). Undine, thus, adds one more woman--Jim Driscoll's wife--to her list of rivals. 

Overtly, the text seems to suggest that Undine's actions are propelled 

by a fierce sense of mimetic rivalry between all these various women with their 

nouveau riche aspirations and their pursuit of the American Dream. Certainly, 

Undine's actions seem motivated by a spirit of competition. However, what becomes 

less explicable in this schema is that Undine's bonds with Mabel and Indiana include 

peculiar ramifications. The speaking subject establishes the fight over Millard Binch 

as a replication of Indiana and Undine's fight over Mabel Blitch, for whose "favour" 

the two compete in a mid-western boarding school (17). Undine prevails in this battle 

(18) as she does in the battle over Millard Binch. The clue to Undine's behaviour is 
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revealed in this adolescent event in the text. The pattern of Undine's behaviour can 

perhaps be explained her reversal of the theory of Claude Levi-Strauss, who, as 

mentioned earlier, in The Elementary Structures of Kinship, notes that masculine 

cultural identity is established through the act of exchanging women. Levi-Strauss 

adds that it is only through this exchange that masculine identities are distinguished 

apart from each other while simultaneously being bound together. 

In a critique of Levi-Strauss's theory of kinship, Luce Irigaray points 

out that the Hegelian unity wrought between men during the heterosexual exchange of 

women is merely to promote male bonds. According to Irigaray, this heterosexual 

exchange implies what she punningly calls, "hommo-sexuality," i.e., a repressed 

homosocial desire, underscoring the unacknowledged desire between men. lrigaray 

adds that within this context, literal male homosexuality is forbidden and subversive 

because it exposes the true functioning of society and also shortcuts the commerce of 

women that assumes the abstraction of desire. 10 

The speaking subject in The Custom of the Country subverts this 

cultural paradigm of male "hommo-sexuality" by supplanting social bonds solely 

between men with those formed solely between women--and making the latter occur 

earlier. Undine's actions are based not so much on the pursuit of the American 

Dream as on a mimetic desire for other women. Within the parameters of this desire, 

Undine and the other women parody the heterosexual exchange and distribution of 

women enacted by patrilineal desire. The figure of Millard Binch, whose name is a 
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homonym for that of his predecessor, Mabel Blitch, contains the kernel of this 

strategy used by the text: the doubling of these episodes, Undine and Indiana fighting 

over Blitch and Binch successively, reveals repressed feminine desire. The repressed 

desire for Mabel Blitch can only be played out on the body of Millard Binch. 

However, the emphasis of the text is not homosexual or heterosexual desire, but 

rather, feminine desire, which, within the confines of marriage can only reveal itself 

in controlled, contained, male-centered forms. In the repetition of marriages shown 

tio have originated in the Binch and Blitch affair, disavowed knowledge--feminine 

desire--appears, nullifying the secure presence of authority. When feminine desire is 

revealed, the repetition of "marriages" reveals how power structures mimic each 

other, while simultaneously parodying themselves. Undine's repetitions of marriage, 

since they all look back to a purely female desire and rivalry, become a feminine 

mode of appropriating of cultural authority, as well as a method of resistance to that 

authority. 

The Speaking Subject and the Hybridity of Language 

This tactic of mimicking while parodying is duplicated by the speaking 

subject within the Janus-faced discourse of the text. This tendency becomes obvious 

when we again track the metaphors of colonization used in the text. The manifest 

text discloses the rules by which authority is established in the text: 
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Ralph sometimes called his mother and grandfather the Aborgines, and likened 

them to those vanishing denizens of the American continent doomed to rapid 

extinction with the advance of the invading race. He was fond of describing 

Washington Square as the "Reservation," and of prophesying that before 

long its inhabitants would be exhibited at ethnological shows, pathetically 

engaged in the exercise of their primitive industries. 

Small, cautious, middle-class, had been the ideals of aborginal New 

York; but it suddenly struck the young man that they were singularly coherent 

and respectable as contrasted with the chaos of indiscriminate appetites which 

make up its modem tendencies. (48) 

This passage is central in that it regulates various readings of the text. Gary Lindberg 

suggests that the text here records the end of the era of "integrity, continuity, [and] 

restfulness." He adds that society establishes, instead, "size, brightness, noise, 

motion" in its place. James Tuttleton's suggestion that Wharton was the custodian of 

manners of old New York is derived from this passage, which establishes genteel 

New York as populated with "aborgines." But the implications of primitivity, of 

being strictly indegenous, and of the word "native" permits Ralph to refer to 

Washington Square as the "Reservation." A group is clearly threatened with 

extinction, and a special tract of land--Washington Square--is set apart for their 

exclusive use to ward off hordes of invaders such as Moffatt and Undine. 

Discrimination is thus effected through exclusionary locales. Within this same 
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context, Raymond de Chelles, too, realizes the danger of letting invaders into French 

"Reservations": "You come in among us speaking our language and not knowing 

what we mean; wanting the things we want, and not knowing why we want them" 

(354). The crassness of the nouveau riche group is further underscored when 

Moffatt, upon seeing the ancestral tapestries in Raymond de Chelles' home, remarks, 

"There are a good many Paris seasons hanging right there on this wall" (348). This 

kind of differentiation between the two groups--the established versus the upstarts--is 

predicated on the notion that if boundary lines are drawn, the elite can exercise power 

by recognizing and knowing the other group in a gaze that establishes power over that 

other. 

However, the elite group in Washington Square is representative of the 

whole society in that they are the arbiters and establishers of good manners, customs, 

taste and behaviour. The totalizing discourse of high culture in the manifest text 

requires the notion of the fulness of their presence and their right to represent New 

Y ork/ America as unmarked by the trace of difference. The elite few thus 

simultaneously represent the whole of society. In fact, as Homi K. Bhabha says, "the 

right of representation is based on [the society's] radical difference" between the elite 

and the rest of the society ("Signs" 172). Due to this very paradox (having to 

maintain differences while representing the whole), the totalizing discourse of 

Washington Square starts falling apart. 



111 

The authority of the Dagonet circle, the "aborigines" in Washington 

Square, supposedly permits them the vantage point of domination and surveillance. 

Ralph sees himself as "not blind to [Undine's] crudity and her limitations, but [that] 

they were a part of her grace and her persuasion" (54). The enclosure of Washington 

Square allows Ralph the subject position, as well as the discourse of anthropology. 

The subversive speaking subject reiterates this dominant-subject position in the 

language of all socially hegemonic characters in the text. For example, a "nobleman" 

attempts to tame the invaders by offering "cautious conversational openings, like an 

explorer trying beads on savages" (125). Then, too, when Undine tries to break into 

the de Chelles social circles in France, she is pervaded with "the sense of having been 

... rendered invisible" (262). In an exquisite amalgam of the hegemonic language of 

the archivist and the anthropologist, Ralph records not only the rapid shrinking of the 

"Reservation" and its values, but also the rapid spreading of "Van Degenism." In 

order to save Undine from "Van Degen and Van Degenism" (53), Ralph decides to 

isolate her. Undine's reasoning behind her desire to marry Ralph--"she had fancied 

Ralph's wooing would at once admit her to all his social privileges" (60)--is 

established by the speaking subject as opposed to that of Ralph's logical, rational, 

"true," reasoning. 

The authority of the Dagonet circle is rendered impossible, however, in 

the presence of Undine who "spoke the same language as [Ralph], though on [her] 

lips, it had so different a meaning" (51). The speaking subject makes Undine's 
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presence and language intrude to question the circuit of power, to replicate dominant 

discourse while simultaneously "terrorizing" its authority. Though Ralph's basic 

decision--not to introduce her to the Van Degen set--appears justifiable, the speaking 

subject constantly undercuts it. Ralph's refusal to admit Undine to the circle of his 

social privileges covers over the fact that "he came and went with ... familiarity with 

the Van Degen set." He prefers to introduce Undine, instead, to "a few frumpy 

'clever women' of his sister's age, and one or two brisk old ladies in shabby houses" 

(60). Ralph's control of Undine's movements and participation in his social set 

further allows him to know her: "You know nothing of this society you are in; of its 

antecedents, its rules, its conventions; and it's my affair to look after you, and warn 

you when you are in the wrong track" (105). In true imperialist fashion, he controls 

her by withholding information from her, and that concealment is bound up with the 

sense of "look[ing] after" her, which he considers to be his affair. The speaking 

subject undercuts what appears as ratonal behaviour in Ralph by having Undine "toss 

her head back with the movement she had learned in 'speaking' school-pieces about 

freedom and the British tyrant" (105). In this reference, the speaking subject draws 

attention to the intricate spiral of colonialist discourse and the colonizing rationale 

implicit in Ralph's attitudes towards his wife. Notwithstanding Undine's 

provincialism and infantilism implicit in the term "school-pieces," Ralph is indeed a 

petty colonizing tyrant in his desire to regulate her behaviour. 
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This ruse of the speaking subject--to mimic Ralph's point of view, 

while simultaneously undercutting it by a parody of it--is the only way that the 

manipulation of Undine's female subject-formation can be revealed. This ploy of 

mimicking and parodying is the only way in which the speaking subject can construct 

a counter-narrative of female desire in the text. In her ground-breaking essay, "Can 

the Subaltern Speak?" Gayatri Chakrovorty Spivak maps out the framework upon 

which the language of colonization is based: Firstly, the colonized subject, or 

subaltern, is formed in contradiction. That is to say, the members of a colonized 

group do not have a uniform, monolithic identity, interests or agendas. They have a 

unitary identity only in their oppression. Secondly, the subject in contradiction has no 

speech to express her colonization, for discourse belongs to the socially dominant 

group. Finally any discourse produced by the colonized subject is always an act of 

ventiloquism. The master-discourse supplies the voice and the language to the 

sUbaltern. 11 Undine's subject-formation, as well as the narrative ploy of the 

speaking subject, has to be perceived within this context. The only possible way in 

which Undine as well as the speaking subject can achieve subversive subjectivity is by 

sliding a feminine discourse beneath and between the features the dominant discourse 

by mimicking and parodying it. The counter-narrative bespeaking feminine desire can 

be produced only by being enmeshed and imbricated within the master narrative of 

the text. The counter-narrative is the excess, the spilling over of itself within the 
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master-narrative. It is the space which refuses to become invisible or go away even 

after the authoritative narrative has apparently fulfilled its purpose. 

The Custom of the Country: The Counter Narrative 

The royal road to the counter-narrative, thus, becomes faintly visible 

within the narration of the text. All the tracks lead back to Apex City, Kansas, the 

land of the infiltrators, for examples that complete my reading of the text. The 

counter-narrative places, after all, Apex City in an oppositional relationship with New 

York. The hegemony that New York and New Yorkers enjoy in the text is 

interrogated in this oppositional discourse about Apex produced by the speaking 

subject. 

The speaking subject offers Apex (the land of the Invaders) as a 

counterpoint to New York, which maintains its dominance in many ways: seat of 

marriage, language, and cultural authority. Anything not quite de rigueur becomes 

Apex: Undine's bad breeding; her pathetic, studied, tossing of her head; her lack of 

conversations; the logic of switching spouses; Indiana, who inspires Undine's 

stratagems; Undine's initial uncouth habit of saying "I don't care if I do" and 

exclaiming, I wouldn't wonder"; and "the i-dea" reechoed in Moffatt's "I don't mind 

if I do" (163) when he is first invited to the Marvell's. 

These examples which situate Apex and its denizens as inferior, 

simultaneously function to expose the bedrock of patrilineality maintained through the 
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act of marriage by New York and New Yorkers. First, conjugal bliss, New York 

style, is revealed as a facade by a juxtaposition of it with Apex city. Clare and Peter 

Van Degen, after all, do not marry for love. Clare trades the Dagonet background 

for the the Van Degen diamonds and motors (50). There is such lack of feeling 

between the two of them that Peter's social life excludes his wife, while Clare's social 

set is exclusively with the Dagonet circle. Only legalities and traditions keep them 

together. This is in contrast to the Apex logic, which Indiana Rolliver voices when 

she finds out that Undine wants Van Degen, and Clare wants Ralph: "In love with 

your husband? What's the matter, then? Why on earth didn't the four of you fix it 

up together?" (224). Apex logic permits this simple exchange of husbands and wives, 

which would better suit their purpose. Indiana's comment implies that legalities are 

unnatural, changeable, artificial constructs. 

Again, the contrast between Apex and New York is made when Ralph 

deplores the fact that Undine, like her parents who "seldom spoke to each other when 

they met," also lacks "words of greeting" when she encounters her husband (98). 

Ralph's equation of domestic vocabulary with emotional intimacy is contradicted in 

the marriage of his sister Laura Fairford, whose easy intimacy with the middle-aged 

Charles Bowen hardly seems to include her husband. 

Placements of Apex against New York continue to pepper the text. 

These include Moffatt's incomprehension at Undine's plea that her previous marriage 

to him must be kept hidden from the Marvells: "How'd they expect her fair young 
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life to pass? Playing 'Holy City' on the melodeon, and knitting tidies for church 

fairs?" (74); Undine's incredulity that her Apex-born mother would sit up and wait 

for her daughter to return at night from an evening out, "so foreign to Apex customs" 

(67); Undine and Moffatt's amusement that a daughter is "looked after [in New York] 

... Their mothers go around with them" (74); and Apex's famous dictum "Out in 

Apex, if a girl marries a man who don't come up to what she expected, people 

consider it's to her credit to want to change" (64). 

The oppositional relationship between Apex and New York becomes a clear 

pattern when we note one of the most significant differences between the two cities. 

Matrilineage becomes a central feature in any tracing of the relationships in Apex. 

Undine's lineage is traced through her mother, who, like her, is a true daughter of 

Apex, her husband Abner Spragg having "come to Apex [from outside it] as a poor 

boy" (52). Undine's first husband, Elmer Moffatt, too, is a stranger for "No one in 

Apex knew where young Moffatt had come from" (356). Undine's matrilineage is 

further emphasized in her relationship to language, for she carries the traits of her 

maternal grandfather, having had an "odd transmission of her preaching grandfather's 

oratory" (198). In short, Apex becomes the place where an exchange economy 

cannot function, where a young girl is given agency and subjectivity, where 

matrilineality is the norm, where the interrogation of the Law-of-the-Father 

originates. 12 

", , 
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Wharton's speaking subject seeks to interrogate the structure of 

marriage in this deliberate situation of counter-narrative within the authoritative text. 

The Van Degens, Ralph Marvell and the Dagonets, Raymond de Chelles, the 

Fairfords are all members of a group which believes in the "sanctity" of marriage. 

However, Undine's action divests marriage of any notion of religious sanctity, and 

reveals it, instead, as a social status. Undine, with her constant change, "doubling 

and twisting on herself," her unpredictability, her need to be elusive, represents the 

"the undefinable" who problematizes while exposing the ramifications of marriage. 

At the same time, on another level, in the interrogation of the discourse of marriage 

and the parodic use of language, the speaking subject subverts the "structure which 

upholds Structure" (Tanner Adultery in the Novel 14). 

Conclusion 

This theme--what is culturally invested in marriage-- obssesed Wharton 

so much that she would return to it in a number of novels: The Reef, Ethan Frome, 

Summer, and The Age of Innocence, to name only a few. Undine Spragg's earliest 

incarnation had been Mrs. Way thorn, who like her had been much married, in the 

short story "The Other Two" in Wharton's collection entitled Descent of Man and 

Other Stories (1904), published a year before The House of Mirth. The Custom of 

the Country fits within this group of novels where Wharton interrogated the nature of 

marriage. But, in this novel, Wharton's speaking subject extends the argument set 
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forth in The House of Mirth by offering different strategies to produce a counter

narrative. The House of Mirth was only partially succesful in that the text of 

feminine desire is situated only in the realm of silence, as I have discussed in my 

previous chapter. A new strategy is attempted in The Custom of the Country so as to 

destabilize marriage by subtly revealing the scaffolding upon which it rests. Marriage 

constructed on the bedrock of feminine desire, which has, of necessity, to be 

repressed, underlies heterosexuality, patrilineage, and language itself. 

that 

In a discussion of the strategies of domination, Judith Butler tells us 

The binary relation between culture and nature promotes a relationship of 

hierarchy in which culture freely "imposes" meaning on nature, and, hence, 

renders it into an "Other" to be appropriated to its own limitless uses, 

safeguarding the ideality of the signifier and the structure of signification on 

the model of domination. (Butler Gender Trouble 37) 

Within this context, the speaking subject may devise a strategy to counter the 

hegemony of cultural domination. By positing the character of Undine, the speaking 

subject in The Custom of the Country draws attention to cultural tendencies that arise 

prior to authority. By assuming the language of the colonizer, to be sure, the 

speaking subject appears to emphasize and prioritize what we may call the left hand 

side of the column--marriage, law, religion, which are all predicated on femininity. 

The language of authority also systematically suppresses the other side of it, the right 
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hand side of the column. As a result of this suppression, the dominant culture 

presumes the unilaterality of marriage, law, religion, as if divorce and illegality are 

not always already enmeshed within their very structure. But the speaking subject 

also questions the violent erasure of the right hand side of the column. In the expose 

of the markings of feminine desire in the text, we see these radical foundations of the 

speaking subject. Such is the political and feminist statement of the subversive 

narrative voice in The Custom of the Country. 
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER 3 

1. See R.W.B. Lewis's The American Adam: Innocence Tragedy and Tradition in the 
Nineteenth Century, and Gary Lindberg whose book is titled, Edith Wharton and the Novel 
of Manners. Also see G.S. Rahi, Edith Wharton: A Study of her Ethos and Art, 
Elizabeth Ammons' Edith Wharton's Argument with America and Cynthia Griffin Wolff's A 
Feast of Words for the distinct contrast in tone during their examination of Undine Spragg. 

2. This law obviously pertains to men as well, for a divorced man aborts the system of 
kinship by muddying up the differentiation within kinship and patrilinea1ity. 

3. Jeffrey Berman summarizes the Narcissus-Echo story in Narcissism and the Novel. 
Ovid's version is as follows: 

Ovid begins by telling us that Cephisus raped a water-lady, named Liriope, in a 
winding brook and nearly drowned her. In due time she gives birth to a boy. Even 
as a baby, Narcissus inspires inspires girls with the thought of love. Anxious about 
her son's life, Liriope asks the prophet Tiresias whether Narcissus will live to old 
age. "If he ne'er know himself" the seer enigmatically answers, contradicting the 
Delphic oracle's injunction to "know thyself." Reaching his sixteenth birthday, 
Narcissus retains his boy-like qualities and proves irresistible to both sexes. But he 
remains proud and aloof, indifferent to the feelings of his admirers. One day he 
meets Echo, a maiden condemned to repeat the sound of others. She has been 
deprived of normal speech becaus of punishment inflicted upon her by the goddess 
Juno for having deceived her about Jove's infidelities. Infatuated with Narcissus, 
Echo cannot express her feelings towards him. She pursues the elusive youth until he 
calls out, "Is anyone here?" "Here! she cries, but when they finally meet, Narcissus 
coldly rejects her attempted embrace. "Hands off! embrace me not! May I die before 
I give you power o'er me!" Echo repeats his last six words and vanishes into the 
woods, metamorphosing into a disembodied voice. Narcissus continues to spurn a 
host of lovers until one lovesick boy cries out in despair: So may he himself love, and 
not gain the thing he loves!" Nemesis hears the brokenhearted boy's curse and 
executes a fitting revenge. When Narcissus bends down to drink from a bright pool 
of water, he is suddenly enraptured by his mage. The curse comes true: Narcissus 
cannot take his eyes off himself. "Unwittingly he desires himself; he praises, and is 
himself what he praises; and while he seeks, is sought; equally he kindles love and 
bums with love." (Berman 3-4) 
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4. Obviously my argument about Undine and language is not limited to her alone. 
Language is governed by the phallus and the fear of the patemallaw. As Judith Butler says 
in Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Twentieth Century France "the phallus is not 
one Symbolic order among others, but designates the Symbolic order that conditions all 
signification and, hence, all meaning" (202). The matrix of gender rules function within the 
use of language. A subject's access to language is also governed by whether slhe is or has 
the pahllus. In this context, I will argue that Undine represents women's problematic 
relationship with language. 

5. Phallogocentric can be split into phallus + logos + centred, a term that has been 
spawned by post-structural and early feminist theories of the 1970's. It derives largely from 
Derrida's postulations about language and its grasp of reality, more importantly, a reality that 
reflects some hidden cultural programming. Toril Moi has a succinct overview of this 
elaborate formula. She writes that the emphasis on the integrity in writing is a "patriarchal-
or more accurately--a phallic construct. ... patriarchal thought models its criteria for what 
counts as 'positive' values on the central assumption of the phallus and the Logos as 
transcendental signifiers in western culture. The implications of this are often astonishingly 
simplistic: anything conceived of as analogous to the so-called 'positive' values of the Phallus 
counts as good, true or beautiful; anything not shaped on the pattern of the phallus is 
defined as chaotic, fragmented, negative. the Phallus ... is whole unitary." See Toril Moi, 
Sexual ITextual Pol tics: Feminist Literary Theory pp. 65-66. 

In other words, Undine is excluded from language because she is a female in an 
application of this theory. 

6. Judith Butler posits in Gender Trouble that the dependence of masculine subject on the 
woman although denied 

is also pursued by the masculine subject, for the womanas reassuring sign is the 
displaced maternal body, the vain but persistent promise of the recovery of pre
individuated jouissance. The conflict of masculinity appears, then, to be precisely the 
demand for a full recognition of autonomy that will also and nevertheless promise a 
return to those full pleasures prior to repression and individuation ... 

In order to "be" the Phallus, the reflector and guarantor of an apparent masculine 
subject position, woemn must become, must "be" (in the sense of "posture as if they 
were") precisely what men are not and in their very lack, establish the essential 
function of men. Hence, "being" the Phallus is always a "being for" a masculine 
subject who seeks to reconfirm and augment his identity through the recognition of 
thet "being for." (45) 
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7. Entstellung is a process of displacement and distortion and repetition. See J. Laplanche 
ans J.B. Pontalis, The Language of Psychoanalysis. Laplanche and Pontalis define this term 
as follows: 

Overall effect of the dream-work: the latent thoughts are transformed into a manifest 
formation in which they are not easily recognizable. They are not only transposed as it 
were, into another key, but they are also distorted in such a fashion that only an effort of 
interpretation can reconstitute them. (124) 

8. In "Signs Taken for Wonders," Homi Bhabha defines hybridity as 
the name of this displacement of value from symbol to sign that causes the dominant 
discourse to split along the axis of its power to be representative, authoritative . 
Hybridity represents that ambivalent "turn" of the discriminated subject into the 
terrifying, exorbitant object of paranoid classification--a disturbing question of the 
images and presences of authority. To grasp the ambivalence of hybriditry, it must 
be distinguished from an inversion that would suggest that the originary is, really, 
only the "effect" of an Entstellung. Hybridity has no such perspective of depth or 
truth to provide: it is not a third term that resolves the tension between two cultures, 
or the two scenes of the book, in a dialectical play of "recognition" .. .it is always the 
split screen of the self and its doubling, the hybrid. (174-75) 

See Homi K. Bhabha's "Signs Taken for Wonders: Questions of Ambivalence and Authority 
under a Tree Outside Delhi, May 1817." 

9. In Course in General Linguistics, Saussure stresses the arbitrary nature of the linguistic 
sign: 

The bond between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary. Since I mean by sign 
the whole that results from the associating of the signifier with the signified, I can 
simply say that the: the linguistic sign is arbitrary. 
The idea of "sister" is not linked by any inner relationship to the succession of sounds 
s-o-r which serves as its signifier in French; that it could be represented equally by 
just any other sequence is proved by differences among languages and by the very 
existence of different languages: the signified "ox" has as its signifier b-o-f on one 
side of the border and o-k-s (Ochs) on the other. (67-68) 

10. See Luce lrigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman, pp. 101-103. Also see Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick's Between Men: English Literature and Homosocial Desire. Sedgwick 
uses the term "homosocial" to describe social bonds between persons of the same sex. 
Sedgwick "hypothesize[s] the potential unbrokenness of a continuum between homosocial and 
homosexual--a continuum whose visibility, for men, in our society is radically disrupted" (1-
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2). Sedgwick attempts to reveal the structural continuum. For example she argues that the 
attention paid to women in romantic poetry is both an deflection and an elaboration of male 
homosocial desire. Women in these poems mediate the relationship of the unacknowledged 
desire among men. Rene Girard's Deceit Desire and the Novel also suggests the argument 
elaborated by Sedgwick. 

11. See Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Can the Subaltern Speak?" in Marxism and the 
Interpretation of Culture. This is a developed version of "Can the Subaltern Speak: 
Speculations on Widow burnings." 

12. Within this context, an examination of Jane Gallop's definition of jouissance in The 
Daughter's Seduction will be useful. She explains jouissance as having originated from the 
verb jouir--to play, to enjoy exceeding the boundaries, and putting out of business its 
opposite word possession). Stephen Heath in an article titled "Difference" links the term 
jouissance by apposition to female pleasure ( as referred to by Gallop 50). Jane Gallop 
defines this term thus: 

If jouissance is a use value which subverts exchange value, then it is a female 
pleasure, not restricted to biological females, but placing itself on the side of the pas
tout, the side of resistance to phallic universalization, the side of surprise (50). 
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IV 

HEGEMONIC AND OPPOSITIONAL DESIRE: THE REEF 

As in The House of Mirth and The Custom of the Country, marriage is 

the central preoccupation of The Reef, but with a difference: whereas The Custom of 

the Country is abundant in marriages, The Reef is parsimonious with them. Love 

relationships abound in the text, but fail to culminate in a marriage. The novel traces 

the story of George Darrow, who has courted Anna Leath (nee Anna Summers) when 

they were both young. However, Darrow, on the verge of proposing marriage, has 

flirted with Kitty Mayne, and later had an affair with her, thus changing Anna's 

perception of him. Moreover, when the novel opens, Darrow is on his way to France 

to propose marriage to Anna Leath, now a widow with a grown step-son, Owen 

Leath, and a daughter, Effie Leath. Anna postpones his visit on a flimsy pretext, and 

Darrow has a brief affair with Sophy Viner, a penniless young American woman in 

Paris. To complicate matters, when Darrow eventually joins Anna, he finds out that 

Sophy is not only little Effie's governess, but is engaged to be married to Owen Leath 

as well. The rest of this novel attempts to untangle this continual diversion and 

interdiction of marriage. 

When the novel first appeared, it impressed Henry James, the Master, 

so much, that he lavished praise upon it. James declared The Reef as "quite the 
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finest thing [that Wharton had] done," an echo of his characterization of his own 

novel, The Golden Bowl, which he described as "the best book I have ever done" (as 

quoted in Leon Edel Henry James: A Life 585). As it happens, James's The Golden 

Bowl, published in 1904, deals with some of the same issues which Wharton 

elaborates in The Reef: male-female relationships, clandestine love affairs, the 

interrogation of marital structures, and the limitations of identities which are socially 

and culturally constructed through sexual differentiation. When The Reef appeared, 

James insisted on "the triumph of [Wharton's] method" (James Letters Vol. IV, 644-

645). James was particularly impressed with Wharton's intense use of limited points 

of view. Nevertheless, while Cynthia Griffin Wolff acknowledges The 

Reef as the most "Jamesian" of Wharton's novels, she insists that "Wharton failed to 

match his mastery" (208). Wolff pinpoints the central problem of The Reef to be 

Wharton's limited use of point of view, the very quality that James found admirable. 

Wolff points out that Wharton's brilliant technique in Ethan Frome, where she offered 

"a situation from the categories of a single observer ... fail[s] utterly" in The Reef 

because "the world of the novel never fully comes to life, and the characters seem 

altogether too much 'points of view'" (Wolff 208). R.W.B. Lewis, in his tum, 

comments that "in the latter portions [of this text] ... the work loses a certain 

coherence" (Lewis 325). Both Lewis and Wolffs dissatisfactions with the text hinge 

upon the same factor: neither of them know what to make of the conclusion. As 

Wolff puts it, "We are left without even the means for assessing the dark suspicions 
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raised by Anna's last visit [to Sophy]: the essence of Sophy Viner eludes us entirely." 

Wolff, therefore, assesses the text as "a nervous, insufficient, but immensely 

important experiment" (Wolff 218). 

Critics have also seen The Reef as having the closest correspondence of 

all her novels to Wharton's life. Lewis insists that The Reef is the "most 

autobiographical work of fiction [Wharton] ever wrote" (Lewis 326). He notes the 

fact that Anna Leath's mother-in-law, Lucretia de Chantelle, shares her name with 

Edith Wharton's own mother, Lucretia Jones. Furthermore, he sees parallels between 

Anna Leath and Wharton herself. Elizabeth Ammons also extends this reading by 

pointing out the similarity between Anna Leath's early life and Wharton's upbringing 

in New York (Ammons 80). This contextualization of The Reef within the criticism 

generated by it seems important, because most of these critics base their knowledge of 

the text on the autobiographical facts in which it is embedded. While I am in 

absolute agreement that Wharton initiated The Reef precisely because of the events 

which surrounded her life at that time, I I want to divert this interplay of text and fact 

to an exploration of Wharton's further critique of marriage in this novel. 

In the traditional marriage novel, the erotic dynamics of narrative and 

sexuality are inseparably intertwined in order to give a "center" to the novel. 

Meaning and coherence organize themselves around this central notion of marriage. 

In Tradition Counter Tradition, Joseph Allen Boone indicates the cultural 

programmatics implicit in this intertwining of marriage and narrative. It is for him an 
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ascription of boundaries and "self-sustaining truths about the sexes and their proper 

relations" (67). As mentioned in a previous chapter, Tony Tanner also succinctly 

describes marriage or the center as "the structure which maintains the Structure" 

(15).2 Within this context, The Reef overtly appears to pattern itself on the 

traditional courtship/ marriage novel, which has a three- step formula: courtship, 

deferral of desire, and the resolution which consists of either a culmination in 

marriage or a final separation. 3 However, a close examination of The Reef will 

reveal its subversion of the marriage plot in that the traditional plot pattern is 

constantly evoked, constantly reiterated, and constantly aborted, as is evident in the 

repeated but thwarted attempts at matrimony of the protagonists, George Darrow and 

Anna Leath. Consequently, The Reef, flanked as it is by The House of Mirth and 

The Custom of the Country, insistently forces us to approach it from the light of 

Wharton's ongoing interrogation of marriage and identity. Narrative in The Reef is 

enmeshed within the discourse of sexual desire, its formation within the familial 

structures, its effect on individual identity, and its inclusion within the institution of 

marriage. 

In my reading of The Reef, I will argue that, contrary to Lewis and 

Wolffs relegation of this text to lower significance among Wharton's works, this 

novel overtly and radically extends not only the critique of marriage begun in The 

House of Mirth and The Custom of the Country, but also interrogates the familial 

structure which governs and controls sexuality, a concept on which Wharton had 
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begun to work in Ethan Frome. In this novel, even more to the point, Wharton 

makes an overt connection between narrative and marital structures for the first time. 

Hence I will, first, explore the limited points of view in the text noted by James and 

how those establishe the views on marriage and sexuality held by hegemonic culture. 

By hegemonic culture or dominant cultural practice, I mean the customs and morality 

of the most ideologically powerful group (in this case, the patriarchy) whose view is 

reflected in the overt text by George Darrow and Anna Leath and who has become 

powerful because of the group's arrogation of economic and legal power. The 

customs and morality reflected in The Reef are those of what Antonio Gramsci calls 

the "fundamental group, ,,4 in that the social mores are of the upper and upper 

middle-class Americans. It is necessary to use the terms fundamental and subordinate 

because, in the second segment, I will discuss the narrative significance of the figure 

of Sophy Viner, who does not belong to the fundamental social group. The presence 

of Sophy undermines precisely those elements of hegemonic culture which maintain 

the hegemony. She not only subverts narrative and marital structures, but also 

exposes the sexuality which hegemonic heterosexual culture denies and renders as 

inchoate and unrecognizable. 

Marriage and its Contents--Part I: George Darrow 

Exchange Identity 
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Wolff thinks that Wharton's strategy of limiting the text to the 

consciousness of two individuals--Darrow and Anna--was done to contain the myriad 

implications of sexuality which Wharton was exploring (208-209). I would posit, 

instead, that Wharton was creating a version of the hegemonic text by focussing only 

on Darrow and Anna's point of view. Sophy Viner, who forms such a necessary and 

integral part of the narrative, is always seen through the eyes of both Anna and 

Darrow. Sophy thus becomes an object not only of their consciousness, but of their 

gaze as well. We have the sense that power, privilege, authority and control have 

been bestowed on Anna and Darrow. In their gaze, Sophy's body becomes the site of 

her representation. This focus on Sophy within the dynamics of visual experience is 

contained within a discourse of social power and priVilege. The points of view of 

Darrow and Anna fabricate not only the social and sexual mores of upper and upper 

middle class American society in France, but advance these mores as culturally 

predominant. An alternative identity and sexuality for Sophy are denied by the 

hegemonic text and points of view. This is not to say that Anna Leath herself escapes 

the implications of being female within the patriarchal ideology that this culture 

advances. What I am arguing for, instead, is that by virtue of belonging to the 

fundamental group, culturally and economically, Anna and Darrow are permitted to 

advance their particular social order and their points of view. Darrow and Anna's 

points of view become synonymous with the socio-veridical discourse of the 
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fundamental group. They speak the "truth" and represent the only social class in the 

text able to assert what things signify. 

Having stated that there is a complicity between point of view and the 

hegemonic social order, I would like to explore the implications of marriage for this 

fundamental group. I want to examine two aspects of marriage: what is invested in 

the cultural practice of marriage for Darrow and what an interrogation of this 

construction of marriage will reveal. Within this context, I will discuss questions 

raised by Darrow's constitution of his subjectivity: What does his attitude towards 

Anna Leath and Sophy Viner reveal about his consolidation of masculinity? What 

underpinnings do his libidinal disposition, which is in alignment with culturally 

sanctioned desire, reveal about the culture itself] I will also examine the exclusionary 

means by which the circumscription of Anna and Sophy's identity is effected. 

First, what is invested in the cultural practice of marriage? The 

structuralist discourse of Levi-Strauss advances two notions of marriage which are at 

the basis of kinship systems. First, in The Elementary Structures of Kinship, Levi

Strauss points out that the bride as the object of exchange among groups of men 

constitutes both "a sign and a value" (496). That is to say, she not only facilitates 

trade, but also consolidates the identity of each clan in that the act of her exchange 

reiterates their differentiated identity. Now both clans--the one to which she is born 

and the one into which she marries--have differentiated themselves from each other, 

yet they have also simultaneously and paradoxically extended their identity into each 
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other's in their act of exchange. However, the bride's extension of patronymic 

identity is predicated upon the second notion of kinship systems: that the bride can 

bind only specific kinds of men together. Exogamy, therefore, has an inbuilt system 

of class to protect the delineated identities of groups of men from being confused. 

This class-based notion of extending identity is evident in the way 

George Darrow and Sophy Viner, respectively, are treated by the Leaths. In one 

telling incident, Mme. de Chantelle, Anna Leath's mother-in-law, turns to Darrow 

and asks him to intervene and help break up Owen Leath's engagement with Sophy 

Viner, the governess. She says 

Anna tells me that you used to see [Sophy] when she was a companion, or 

secretary or something, to a dreadfully vulgar Mrs. Murrett. And I ask you 

. .. to tell me if you think a girl who has had to knock about the world in that 

kind of position, and at the orders of all kinds of people, is fitted to be Owen's 

wife. (190) 

That Mme. de Chantelle's objections to Sophy are rooted in class differences is 

evident in her contrasting approval of Darrow when she meets him (as her widowed 

daughter-in-Iaw's prospective husband) for the first time. First, she enquires into his 

lineage. When she discovers that he is related to the "Everards of Albany" (136), he 

becomes her social equal, his lineage offering him "firm footing" (137). During the 

course of "explaining and justifying himself as the successor of Fraser Leath" (137), 

he finally meets with her approval when he talks about his "diplomatic profession." 
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For her it provides him with an "entree everywhere" and has certain "social 

advantages." This sense leads her eventually to agree to his early marriage with 

Anna (137). In its exposition of the relationship between class and patronymic 

extension, the text underscores the fact that patrilinea1ity derives its strength from the 

ritualistic expUlsion of daughters, and by extension, the ritualistic alliance with a 

desireable son-in-law. The bridegroom's side of the family benefits from the 

ritualistic importation of wives. Indeed, both parties, aside from the bride, benefit in 

this exchange. In Mme. de Chantelle's thinking, George Darrow as Anna's future 

husband is desireable because the Leath family would tie alliances with the Everards 

of Albany. However, Sophy, as a poor orphan, is without any social significance. 

Therefore, the Leaths would not benefit from this exchange; the advantage would be 

purely Sophy's. 

Marriage and Identity 

In the passage from The Reef quoted and analyzed above, I have shown 

the connections between patronymic exchange and social augmentation for the family 

of the bride, Anna. The same principle is also at work for George Darrow. For 

example, when he thinks about his selection of a wife, Darrow 

reflect[s] with satisfaction that she was the kind of woman with whom one 

would like to be seen in public. It would be distinctly agreeable to follow her 

into drawing-rooms, to walk after her down the aisle of a theatre, to get in and 
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out of trains with her, to say "my wife" to all sorts of people. He draped 

these details in the handsome phrase "She's a woman to be proud of," and felt 

that this fact somehow justified and ennobled his instinctive boyish satisfaction 

in loving her. (130) 

In this passage, Anna constitutes both "sign and value"; as a wife, she lacks an 

identity of her own and will signify the Darrow and the Everard name; as a woman 

with reproductive abilities, she can also reproduce these names; as a widow and 

daughter, she will add the value and the prestige of the Leaths and the Summers (her 

maiden name) to that of the Darrows. Anna Leath's body is coded with these cultural 

and social significations. Marriage, therefore, accrues more meanings than those in a 

mere romantic and sexual relationship between Anna Leath and George Darrow. 

Darrow's reflections on the advantage of marrying Anna draw the 

connection between the construction of identity and the cultural practice of marriage. 

The dynamics of this connection can be described as follows: since in marriage the 

bride is given in an act of exchange between two groups of men, she functions merely 

as a relational term with no identity specific to her. Second, she signifies and 

consolidates the identities of the men, in that they can invoke their right to identity 

only through marriage, and through her. In short, she is at the site of the absence of 

masculine identity. Therefore, she enhances their identities, masculinities, and 

patronymies. In the passage quoted above, Darrow's reflection that it would be 

pleasant to follow her into drawing rooms, and at the theatre, and in trains, is based 
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out of trains and at the theatre and drawing rooms would reflect him. His 

relationship with Anna would not only consolidate, but also extend his masculinity. 

Identity and Binary Oppositions 
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But there is also the predication of female subjectivity on the 

construction of it by its male counterpart. The construction of hegemonic male 

subjectivity is indicated in a key passage focussed on a compartment in a train from 

Calais to Paris when Darrow opines on women, having just met Sophy for the first 

time: 

George Darrow had had a fairly varied experience of feminine types, but the 

women he had frequented had either been pronouncedly "ladies" or they had 

not. Grateful to both for ministering to the more complex masculine nature, 

and disposed to assume that they had been evolved, if not designed, to that 

end, he had instinctively kept the two groups apart in his mind, avoiding that 

intermediate society which attempts to conciliate both theories of life. 

"Bohemianism" seemed to him a cheaper convention than the other two, and 

he liked, above all, people who went as far as they could in their own line-

liked his "ladies" and their rivals to be equally unashamed of showing for 

exactly what they were. (26) 
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The meaning of this passage emerges in two distinct steps. The first is based on a 

culturally sanctioned premise of a binary relationship between the "more complex" 

nature of men and the less complex one of women. This binarity, in tum, promotes a 

relationship of hierarchy within culture. In the ontology of the subject, according to 

this structure of domination, women can never "be" (the subject) because they are the 

object of the male subject's agency; lacking their own agency, they await signification 

from the male for whom they then signify the Other, reflecting his desire, and 

functioning, the way Judith Butler terms it, as "the site of masculine self-elaboration" 

(Butler Gender Trouble 44). It is this premise of hierarchy which permits Darrow to 

freely impose meaning on women. His imposition of meaning turns women into an 

Other to be appropriated to his limitless use. The text underscores Darrow's ability 

and right to originate meaning while the women await his signification. For example, 

when Darrow looks at Anna, she "suggest[s] a fine portrait kept down to a few 

tomes, or a Greek vase on which the play of light is the only pattern" (127). In 

another instance, Darrow likens Anna to a "kind of warrior [whose] strong chin and 

close-bound hair [was] like that of an Amazon in a frieze" (193). In yet a third 

instance, Darrow describes Anna thus: "She was like a picture so hung that it can be 

seen only at a certain angle: an angle known to no one but its possessor" (130). In 

all these instances, Anna is reduced to a representation, frozen on a surface, awaiting 

Darrow's interpretive abilities and his capacity to impose meaning over her. In 

positing a hierarchy between men and women, the principle of binary oppositions 
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creates a structure of dominance in which the fundamental group, i.e. men, are 

bestowed with authority, meaning, and agency. This is not to say that the women are 

completely subsumed by the fundamental group of men. In fact, the subordinate, 

feminine identity is necessary to function as a counter to and a foil for the 

fundamental group. 5 

The principle of binary oppositions is also at play on a different level in 

Darrow's classification of women. Darrow uses a principle of binarity in his 

distinction between those who are ladies and those who are not. This underlying 

distinction between the two groups explains his fear of the third group, which consists 

of those who are both. While all women reinforce, reflect, and reassure his sense of 

masculinity, Darrow's particular approval of "ladies"--in this case Anna--is easily 

explained. Darrow applies the condition of social augmentation as characteristic of 

"ladies." For example, as I suggested earlier, the text ascribes Anna's desireability 

as wife to her social status. In addition, Darrow also feels that he and Anna have a 

lot in common intellectually (131). If Anna is his social and intellectual equal, 

culturally she would reflect his masculine subject position and augment his identity. 

Her social position and intellectual refinement would, by default, become his upon 

their marriage. By marrying the widow of a refined man, Darrow would not only 

maintain his own social presence, but be both socially and culturally enhanced. 

In addition, the text posits a third condition--a lack of sexual behaviour

-for the term lady. This is especially evident in the description of Anna Leath, and in 



137 

George Darrow's interaction with Anna. For example, Darrow realizes that Anna's 

"reticences and evasions" were the result of the "process of forming a 'lady'" (29). 

In another instance, when Anna, as a young girl, was being courted for the first time 

by Darrow, she is described as follows: when Darrow "wanted to kiss her ... she 

wanted to talk to him about books and pictures" (88). This form of interaction leads 

Darrow to consider her image as a young woman as "sacred" (27). The text 

underscores asexuality when Darrow courts Anna, now a widow, for the second time. 

In one of the most passionates scenes between Anna and Darrow when "he stoop[s] 

and kissers] her .. , she sat as if folded in wings" (Emphasis added; 116). The image 

of Anna clearly becomes that of a sacred object. 

I would now like to analyze what qualities constitute those who are not 

ladies. Darrow's criteria for those who are not ladies can be traced as follows. Since 

social acceptability is a necessary condition for one to be defined a lady, those who 

are not ladies lack social or cultural worth. Sophy Viner falls under this category for 

Darrow. On the one hand, like Anna, Sophy functions to buoy up his more complex 

masculinity. For instance, in the opening scene of the novel, Darrow is buffeted by 

the wind and jostled by people like an "anonymous rag of humanity ... in the crowd of 

the pier" (17). Sophy's presence restores him to a plenitude of being, the "candid 

approval in her eyes" turning him into a "personable young man with all the 

privileges pertaining to the state" (17). However, she is socially unacceptable: she is 

poor, having gone to school with socially unacceptable, unrefined people with names 
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such as Mamie Hoke, and is uncultured. Most importantly, though she is very 

young, she is "sexually available" for Darrow since she has worked with women with 

dubious morals such as Mrs. Murrett and has had the acquaintance of Lady Ulrica (a 

woman who falls into Darrow's third category) and she is sexually promiscuous, as is 

evident in her affair with him. In all her traits, Sophy is the opposite of and the 

counter to Anna. 

Darrow dramatizes the disparity between Anna and Sophy by constantly 

contrasting them. For example, Darrow sets Anna's skill with words against Sophy's 

inability to even write a simple letter (44), opposes Anna's sophisticated response to 

theatre with Sophy's unsophisticated and open-mouthed reaction (33), and contrasts 

Sophy's lack of vanity, her mussed hair, and her tired face with Anna's need to have 

access to a mirror and to appear well-groomed and self-possessed at all times (29). 

In addition, Mme de Chantelle's objections to Owen Leath's proposal of marriage to 

Sophy emerges from this cultural hegemony of ladies over non-ladies. Sophy is not 

one of them. In this use of the cultural application of binary opposites, we can see 

that the non-privileged--those who are not ladies--are completely disregarded by the 

hegemonic structures of culture. In the first instance we have examined, women are 

necessary as "foils" and as "lack" to elaborate masculinity; in this second instance, 

those who are not ladies are not necessary to give meaning to men. Binary 

oppositions, in this case, create a privileged term, "ladies," and almost completely 

efface the negative term, not-ladies. 
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Given Darrow's predilection to see women as binary opposites, it is 

easy to see why he disapproves of the third group--the "Bohemians." The 

"Bohemians" subvert the culturally constructed binary opposition among women 

(sexuality vs. asexuality; lack of social standing vs. good social position) by becoming 

the dissident body. Darrow explains why he dislikes the "Bohemians": they "use the 

privileges of one class to shelter the custom of another" (27). Women like Lady 

Ulrica, who belong to the group described as the "Bohemians," disrupt the carefully 

constructed economy of binary oppositions in that they are of good social standing (a 

lady), but simultaneously possess an errant and excessive sexuality (not-lady). 

Though sexuality is a repressed term as far as the ladies are concerned, the 

Bohemians expose, bring to the surface, and draw attention to the repression imposed 

on the ladies by the hegemonic order. Women like Lady Ulrica call into question the 

neatly constructed economy of the hegemonic order. This dissident group of 

"Bohemians" becomes resistance fighters who subvert the binary economy, "provide 

the ground for a negative critique of the hegemonic order and, at the same time, 

provide ideas and practices at odds with it" (Cocks 77).6 

In its etching of Darrow and Anna, the text pursues the sexual interest 

and the desire to marry between two fundamentally opposite beings. This form of 

mutually exclusive definitions of masculinity and femininity is derived from the 

fiction generated by courtly love traditions and thus deals with such topics as licit and 

illicit desire, sexuality, and marriage, all of which Wharton constantly interrogated in 
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her own fiction. As Joseph Boone has indicated, the courtly love traditions reinforce 

by concealing "under the trope of oppositional 'balance[,], the sexual assymetries 

inherent in a hierarchical order based on male dominance and female suppression" 

(33). 

Desire vs. Sexuality 

Early on, the hegemonic text establishes that Darrow's desire for Anna 

follows the paradigm set by courtly love traditions in his reference to her image as 

sacred. The enmeshing of the sacred and the sexual is a central characteristic of 

courtly love, and it is this connection between the courtly love tradition and The Reef 

that I will examine in this segment. Some of the questions dealt with in this section 

are: If Anna is in cultural contiguity with Darrow, and if he has wished to marry her 

for over twelve years, why is there such a gap between desire and sexual gratification 

in this text? Why does Darrow always postpone his desire for Anna by having affairs 

with Kitty Mayne and Sophy Viner instead? Why is sex with Anna prohibitive in the 

text? In this segment, I will examine how the concept of desire functions in the 

hegemonic text of this novel. 

In his mapping out of the stages of the constitution of subjectivity, 

Jacques Lacan distinguishes between "desire" and "demand" in an infant. Originally, 

the infant wishes to be the object of his mother's desire, and to be in unity with his 
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mother once more. Charged with erotic feelings for his mother, the child quickly 

realizes that his father renders his fusion with his mother impossible, thus marking 

him with a fundamental lack in being. The child is now faced with two conditions. 

First, he has to assume his lack and accept the law which dictates his limitations; and 

second, he has to give up the omnipotence of his desire and relegate it to his 

unconscious. The child thus accedes to language, which is the compensation that he 

receives for aligning himself with the Law. However, the child is left in a quest, a 

demand for objects which will in some way reawaken and rearticulate his originary 

desire. In this way, demand is posterior to desire, always destined to be supplanted 

because it is a weak approximation of the originary demand which is absolute and 

irreducible.? In Lacan's words, desire is the "effect in the subject of that condition 

which is imposed upon him by the existence of the discourse to cause his need to pass 

through the defiles of the signifiers" ( Emphasis added; as quoted in Wilden 185). 

Within the context of desire and demand, I believe that Anna's body can be read as 

the theatre which articulates the distance between desire and sexual gratification, i.e., 

demand in The Reef. Darrow's relationship with Anna becomes a psychodrama of 

the gap between desire and sexual gratification. Just as the child pursues objects 

which will in some wayevoke his originary desire, Darrow is in a quest for women 

who will articulate his (originary) desire for Anna. 

In a passage clearly indicative of the unbridgeable gap between desire 

and demand, Darrow likens his relationship with Anna to that of the "ghostly lovers 
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of the Grecian Urn, forever pursuing without clasping each other" (31). These lines 

occur soon after Anna postpones Darrow's visit to her house in France for the second 

or third time even though he is already on his way to visit her and propose to her. 

His evocation of the Keatsian metaphor is significant. In "Ode on a Grecian Urn" 

John Keats writes: 

Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 

Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bear; 

Bold Lover, never, never, canst thou kiss, 

Though winning near the goal--yet, do not grieve; 

She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 

Forever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 

--(Lines 15-20) 

At first glance, these lines appear to establish the paradox of the temporal register in 

which the permanence of representation is enmeshed, in that the Bold Lover can exist 

eternally only in the present continuous tense. However, these lines can also be read 

as articulating the nature of desire itself. Darrow superimposes the image of the bold 

lover with himself and conflates the fair maiden with Anna. Just as the bold youth 

will be in a permanent pursuit, as well as a permanent attempt, to satisfy his 

(originary) desire, so will Darrow. Yet, similar to the bold youth, he is doomed to a 

failure to capture this desire because it is phantasmatic. If he achieves his goal, it can 

only be with a signifier of that desire. But like the youth's desire imprinted on the 
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grecian urn, Darrow's desire can never fade--it will always propell him forward in a 

pursuit of various incomplete and defiled signifiers which the subject's consciousness 

will give rise to in metaphors and associative metonymic links. 

In particular, I will argue that Sophy Viner and her predecessor, Kitty 

Mayne, function as defiled signifiers who will sustain George Darrow's desire for 

Anna Leath. The resemblance between and threat posed by Kitty and Sophy become 

evident even to Anna in the text, for at one point when she looks at Sophy, she 

recognizes that "Sophy Viner had the ... look--almost the obscurely menacing look of 

Kitty Mayne" (234). In its establishment of the deflection of Darrow's desire for 

Anna into affairs with Kitty Mayne and Sophy Viner, the text raises the issue of the 

chronology of events leading to these affairs: Does Darrow initiate liaisons with Kitty 

and Sophy after Anna thwarts him, or does he deliberately postpone his desire for her 

by indulging in affairs with them? Darrow suggests that Anna is the cause for his 

dalliances. For example, when he courts her as a young girl, Anna Summers 

"wanted to talk to him about books and pictures" when he wished to kiss her; or "her 

head straightened itself on her slim neck" coldly, at his appearance (89). Her 

coldness sends him into the arms of Kitty Mayne, who is "rather good fun" (90). 

Again, when they renew their courtship, now that Anna Leath is a widow, she places 

other forms of obstacles to cool his ardor for her. For example, Anna postpones 

Darrow's various trips because her late husband's uncle's widow is visiting her, or 

because she has to interview governesses for her daughter, Effie, or because she has 
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to go shopping for Effie's clothes. The triviality of these reasons makes Darrow feel 

justified in blaming Anna for repeatedly cooling his ardor. Taken within this textual 

context, Darrow's analogy of the Grecian Urn is actually his commentary on his 

twelve-year courtship of Anna which cannot culminate in marriage because of her 

constant presentation of obstacles to their relationship. The text appears to underscore 

"the deadening process of forming a 'lady.''' Since "ladies" repress their sexuality, 

Anna, in her insistence on her "reticences and evasions," becomes completely devoid 

of sexual desire. In this light, Darrow's affairs with Anna's defiled re-signifiers-

Kitty and Sophy--appears perfectly logical: her lack of sexual interest in him frustrates 

him and then forces him into sexual liaisons with women he does not care for as 

much. 

The Deferral Of Desire: Courtly Love 

However, Darrow's very invocation of the Grecian Urn calls this 

chronology of events into question. In his references to the Grecian Urn, Darrow 

elaborates the prolongation of desire which the Bold Lover, in his inability to get the 

fair woman, undergoes in the Keats' poem: 

More happy love! more happy happy, happy love! 

For ever warm and still to be enjoy'd 

For ever panting and for ever young; 

All breathing human passion far above, 



That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy'd 

A burning forehead, and a parching tongue. 
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(Lines 25-30) 

The sentiment urging the bold lover to defer sexuality because it sullies desire 

indicates the heavy influence of courtly love tradition. As Denis de Rougement has 

shown in Love in the Western World, the act of desiring becomes an end in itself in 

the Western literary traditions. 8 Owing its origin to the proliferating cults in the 

Christian church of the Virgin Mother as beloved, courtly love traditions maintain a 

strict dichotomy between idealized desire and sexual activity with the object of that 

idealized desire. While the emphasis appeared to be on the lady in this tradition, she 

was objectified, reduced to passivity, with a lack of agency not unlike the fair maid 

on the Grecian Urn, who merely exists to enable the bold youth to initiate the action 

in the narrative of the Urn. 

In a number of instances, Darrow reveals the influence of that courtly 

love tradition on him, especially its idealization of the lady by the deferral of desire to 

the extent that she becomes an object of idealized desire and loses all agency. For 

example, when he meets Anna at dinner, Darrow is "struck by the quality of reticence 

in her beauty [for] she suggested a fine portrait kept down to a few tones, or a greek 

vase on which the play of light is the only pattern" (127). In this image, Anna comes 

closest to the fair maiden, in that the play of light on her reveals Darrow training his 

gaze on her. The prespective is always Darrow's. In yet another instance, Darrow 
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likens Anna's physical appearance to "that of an Amazon in a frieze" (193). The 

reference to Anna as Amazon is deceptive, for, in both these scenes, she becomes 

more a representation than anything else. The text underscores Darrow's interpretive 

right to originate and channel the meaning of Anna when she is pictured on the frieze. 

Anna, thus, becomes completely devoid of any agency of her own. Other instances 

of the courtly defferal of desire abound in the text. For example, one incident occurs 

when Anna postpones Darrow's visit to France; this postponement results in his 

anger. Anna, in fact, sends him a letter explaining she needs some time to think the 

proposal over (113) and that she "intended eventually to accept" his offer (89). But 

Darrow bums the letter (78) without reading its contents and embarks on an affair 

with Sophy Viner. That shift delays Darrow and Anna's eventual engagement by a 

further few months. This incident becomes a refracted repetition of one in their 

youth; when Anna is ready to "assert her right over him," (89) Darrow embarks on 

an affair with Kitty Mayne, who had just married the previous year. In another 

instance, in keeping with the courtly love traditions of the male lover's desire to 

absorb pain for the sake of his mistress, Darrow tells himself "he could have borne a 

[tremendous] amount of pain, if only it had left Mrs. Leath's image untouched" (55). 

The underside of Darrow's readiness to absorb pain is his determination to situate her 

in a particular space that he has carved out for her in his mind. 

The idealization of passion manifests itself in love triangles. In the 

examples stated above, it is evident that Darrow deliberately sabotages his dyadic 



147 

relationship with Anna by triangulating it first with Kitty, then with Sophy.9 Darrow 

aborts his impending marriage with Anna because he needs obstructions to stimulate 

romantic desire. Darrow's schizophrenic separation of marriage from, but sexual 

gratification with, her substitutes can be visible only in love triangles, because they 

can permit a separation between desire and seXUality. While on the one hand it might 

appear that Darrow's constant postponement of marriage subverts "the structure which 

supports the Structure," what the text also makes obvious and underscores is that 

Darrow's postponement of marriage maintains, reinstates, and validates the social 

order in that it hierarchizes sexual difference. First, Darrow has the agency, Anna 

being reduced to an idealized object of his desire. Darrow's deferral of desire and his 

determination to keep her image untouched is made possible only through his love 

triangles. Second, the hierarchy of superior men and passive women is reinforced in 

the cultural sanction that Darrow receives to have affairs with Sophy and Kitty, 

whereas, they, especially Sophy, are punished for doing the same. By this sanction, 

culture validates and supports male sexuality on all counts, and represses female 

sexuality, which if expressed at all, as Sophy expresses it, is not left unpunished. 

Marriage and its Contents--Part II: Anna Leath 

Wifely Identity 

In this segment, I will discuss the following questions: why does the 

text articulate Anna's point of view and interdict Sophy's? How does Anna's point of 
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view, which is in alignment with hegmonic culture, contribute to the legitimization of 

that culture? If only Darrow enjoys all the advantages of marriage and sexuality, why 

does Anna wish to marry, especially for the second time? What is invested, 

ultimately, in perpetuating the cultural practice of marriage for Anna? 

First, let us look at how marriage affects Anna's identity. While the 

assumption of her husband Leath's name, as tradition dictates, gives both Anna and 

him the same name and a quasi-unity of identity, Anna quickly realizes that her share 

in the unitary identity is less equal than that of her husband's; Anna discovers that, 

though both of them partake of the patronym, she is firmly excluded from the very 

patronym she bears. Fraser Leath's will prevails in their marriage and he even 

dictates a modification of her behaviour. When he first starts courting her, he 

displays his sophisticated European sensibility towards provincial New Yorkers. He 

says "Shall you mind, I wonder, if I tell you that you live in a dreadfully conventional 

atmostphere?" (91). Under his influence, Anna changes her way of thinking, and 

feels she is in a "society at once freer and finer" (92). However, once in France, he 

lauds the very conventions in his mother that he found objectionable in the New 

Yorkers (95). Anna quickly realizes that she has to "live his life" and live by his 

convictions (Emphasis added; 95). 

Anna, in the end, is revealed as a signifier of that which can reproduce 

the patronym, rather than the signifier of the name itself. This move appears in the 

text in the way the first Mrs. Leath and the second Mrs. Leath (Anna) are depicted. 
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Anna encounters the portrait of her predecessor in the Billiard-room of the Leath 

family home, Givre. In the portrait "the poor lady [was] elegantly dressed, and 

seated in the middle of a large lonely canvas, in the blank contemplation of a gilt 

console" (98). The text conflates the image of the first Mrs. Leath, who becomes a 

mere representation, with that of Anna. This image of the lonely first Mrs. Leath is 

reiterated in the hegemonic text when Darrow thinks about Anna: "She was like a 

picture so hung that it can be seen only at a certain angle: an angle known to no one 

but its possessor" (130). In both these instances the text, first, establishes the 

hegemonic right of husbands to see their women in miniature, as representations, in 

order to impose their authority over them. Secondly, this reduction of women 

permits the men to impose their meanings on them at will. Both Mrs Leaths, with 

their blank expressions, are depicted as lacking meaning in themselves. They only 

acquire that which is bestowed upon them by the men. Following the gradual decline 

in fame of the artist who painted the first Mrs. Leath's portrait, the portrait itself is 

moved to less important rooms in the family house (98). The lesson Anna learns 

from her predecessor is that the value of the popularity of the artist not only 

supersedes, but also dictates, the fates and memories of wives. Even if women are 

idealized objects in hegemonic culture, they lose their value and their worth if the 

artist who paints their portrait loses his. 
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The text also implies that Anna's (lack of) position and authority will 

not alter if she transforms herself from Mrs. Leath into Mrs. Darrow. In a scene, 

when Anna watches Darrow approach her, 

his figure [is] suddenly displaced by that of her husband, whom from the same 

point, she had so often seen advancing down the same perspective ... 

Stopping now and then to straighten a chair or alter the position of a vase, 

Fraser Leath used to march towards her through the double file of furniture 

like a general reviewing a regiment drawn up for his inspection. (108) 

In this conflation of Leath and Darrow, the text says that, like the vase and the chair 

in the hallway, Anna will still reflect her husband's social position. She will be the 

Other from whom Leath and Darrow will draw upon their selves. In this way, the 

text establishes a lack of privileges and of subjectivity to the condition of being a 

wife. 

So why does Anna marry? What is invested in marriage for her? The 

text provides a clue to why she would want to marry in its development of the theme 

of motherhood. Motherhood becomes associated with asexuality. First, the text 

extends the paradigm of man as sexually active and women as being asexual through 

Anna as well as others. As I have noted, maintaining this paradigm is directly 

correlated to the maintenance of social order with its implicit hierarchization of 

gender. Anna's point of view validates this aspect of hegemonic culture. When Anna 

Summers is reserved as a young girl, "envious mothers cite her as a model of lady 
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like repression" (87). Later, she discourages Darrow's passionate advances, feeling 

offended at the thought of him looking at her sexually (90). When she is eventually 

courted by Fraser Leath, he gives her presents such as a "prettily bound anthology of 

old French poets [and] ... a half-effaced eighteenth century pastel" (91). These gifts 

meet with her approval because she feels that the Leath "scale of values was the same 

as hers" (91). Eventually she diverts the sexual activity sanctioned by marriage by 

retreating into and prescribing to the discourse of motherhood, which requires a total 

repression of sexuality. Mothering her step-son, Owen, and daughter, Effie, becomes 

her "passion" (99). Anna Leath's transfer of her affections from her husband to her 

children is in alignment with dominant cultural prescriptions of motherhood. 

Motherly Identity 

As Sigmund Freud states in his essay on "Femininity," 

Under the influence of a woman's becoming a mother herself, an identification 

with her own mother may be revived, against which she may have striven up 

till the time of her marriage, and this may attract all the available libido to 

itself, so that the complusion to repeat reproduces an unhappy marriage 

between her parents. The difference in a mother'S reaction to the birth of a 

son or daughter shows that the old factor of lack of a penis has even now not 

lost its strength. A mother is only brought unlimited satisfaction by her 

relation to a son; this is altogether the most perfect, the most free from 
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ambivalence of all human relationships. A mother can transfer to her son the 

ambition which she has been obliged to suppress in herself, and she can expect 

from him the satisfaction of all that has been left over in her of her 

masculinity complex. 

(Freud New Introductory Lectures 118) 

In this essay, Freud traces what constitutes femininity, and how a woman accedes to 

it from her infancy to her adulthood (which is equated with marriage and 

motherhood). Since the phallus (or the penis, as he calls it) is at the center of 

Freud's psychoanalytic discourse and maturation models, he concludes that the birth 

of a child, especially a son, is central to a woman's femininity. Only a son can 

release her libido in an unlimited way. Freud concludes "How often it happens, 

however, that it is only [the father's] son who obtains [from the mother] what he 

himself aspired to! One gets an impression that a man's love and a woman's are a 

phase apart psychologically" (Freud 118). 

The text constantly reinforces this cultural paradigm of mother-son 

relationships in its delineation of Anna and Owen Leath. The text introduces the 

notion of motherhood to Anna with Effie's birth, which triggers feelings of disquiet in 

her over her marriage and her life. Her daughter's birth sweeps away her "delusion 

[and] at last she [feels] herself in contact with her actual business of living" (95). In 

addition, though only Effie is her biological child, "from the first days of her 

marriage, [Anna] had felt drawn to [Owen Leath]" (97). Indeed, "sometimes she 
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fancied that Owen Leath's response was warmer than that of her own child" (99). 

She also feels that their mutual sense of "understanding was the deepest element in 

their feeling for each other" (99-100). Again, in an echo of Freud's description of a 

woman being fiercely ambitious for her child, Anna felt that, "As [Owen] had the 

courage she had lacked, so she meant him to have the chances she had missed; and 

every effort she had made for him helped to keep her hopes alive" (98). Finally, 

Anna's state of motherhood gains more significance to her than her status as wife: 

"They were three, now, to keep each other warm, and she embraced both children in 

the same passion of mother-hood, as though one were not enough to shield her ... " 

(99). In Anna's reationship with her children, the hegemonic text underscores her 

involvement with her children at the expense of her sexual and emotional relationship 

with her husband, Fraser Leath, and subsequently, Darrow. The children, in fact, 

become her protection, shielding her from being sexual. 

But why is motherhood Anna's safety net? Why does she prefer to 

subsume the cultural position of wife to that of motherhood? We must now examine 

the foundation upon which the notions of motherhood rest. As Julia Kristeva points 

out in "Stabat Mater," motherhood is the "sole function of women"lO. In the 

developmental process of women, feminine sexuality has to be harnessed and 

channelled into reproduction for culture to function. It is necessary for hegemonic 

culture to deemphasize woman as wife, except insofar as she extends her husband's 

identity and kinship ties, and to focus, instead on woman as mother. First, as a 
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mother, woman further extends the patronym. Second, a mother is necessary to 

function as the object of the child's process of subject-formation, and as one who will 

thus help her child accede to his subjectivity, and so as one who will be the ground 

upon which the Oedipal struggle between the embattled father and son is fought out. 

Finally, the tenuous position of woman as wife simultaneously codes her with danger

-she contains the potential of adulterous behaviour which would threaten to collapse 

the kinship system upon which the edifice of society rests. When a woman becomes a 

mother, her sexuality is controlled and harnessed in ways beyond those available to 

the social position of a husband. As I have explained in another chapter, motherhood 

and sexuality become antonyms, and such a phenomenon as maternal sexuality is 

repressed by hegemonic culture. Motherhood, paradoxically and simultaneously, also 

contains a certain degree of subjectivity within it, in that the "paternal" signifier 

attains its value and meaning only with reference to the "maternal" signifier. Within 

this context, Anna's use of her children as a shield from sexuality falls well within the 

boundaries of permissible behavior for women. Only as an asexual woman can Anna 

be a good and semi-powerful mother/ wife. Moreover, in this textual veering away 

from Anna's potential and dangerous sexuality and in its emphasis on non-threatening 

and acceptable role of mother, the focus is shifted on to Owen, Anna's (step-)son, his 

maturation process, and his acquistion of a wife, and his accession to the place of 

paternal privilege. The second half of the text, focusses intensely on Owen's 

relationship with his (step-) mother, Anna, and Sophy Viner, the woman he intends to 
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marry. Especially in turning attention towards the father's son, Anna's avoidance of 

sexuality fits within the paradigmatic role of woman as wife and mother. 

To sum up, the text in The Reef advances the crucial hegemonic 

significance of marriage. Marriage is necessary because it encapsulates and intersects 

the act of procreation with that of categorization. That is to say, marriage gives rise 

to and maintains patriarchal kinship systems as well as the individuation of male 

identity. A man with a wife attains identity in three different ways: first, he has 

access to her kin and extends his identity; second, he can define himself as a man in 

opposition to his wife; and third, his wife reflects him and so further extends his 

identity. The hegemonic text also traces the gap between desire and sexuality and 

how it is played out in the text. For a woman, identity within this culture rests in her 

repression of her own sexuality, and if she is to be granted any subjectivity, she can 

only attain it by taking refuge in motherhood. For this, she has to pay a price. The 

status of motherhood can be acquired only in exchange of her sexuality; she has to 

expunge sexuality completely from her body and from her identity. This is how 

marriage functions in the text; this is how the system of marriage is seen as the basis 

of society itself, especially when a married woman articulates the hegemonic view by 

speaking as a major narrative voice in The Reef. 

Marriage and its Contents--Part III: The Speaking Subject 
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It is this subjectivity granted to motherhood, however, that contains the 

narrative which conflicts with the structures of the hegemonic text. To be more 

precise, it is this conflicting narrative advanced subversively by the speaking subject 

which interrogates the dominant cultural codes and its assumptions. I must now, 

therefore, attempt to trace and vocalize this "anti-text" and its exposure of the 

skeleton of the dominant codes. I want especially to discuss the significance of Sophy 

because everybody's narrative is dependent upon her. As Owen's fiancee, she is 

implicated in his trajectory of action. Since she has had an affair with Darrow, she is 

enmeshed in his narrative as well. Finally, in all her roles--as Effie Leath's 

governess, Darrow's sexual liaison, and Owen's fiancee--she affects every aspect of 

Anna's life. The questions I will now discuss are as follows: What is the nature of 

Sophy's identity? What is the nature of her threatening sexuality? What is repressed 

by culture in its discourse on normative sexuality, and how does Sophy expose 

threatening sexuality? What is the significance of the conclusion of the text, and how 

does The Reef fit into the corpus of Wharton's works which explore sexuality and 

identity? 

The fissures in the text becomes visible in a seemingly needless scene, 

in a moment of stasis where all the characters of the novel, Darrow, Anna, Owen, 

Effie, Mme de Chantelle, Miss Adele Painter from Boston, and Sophy sit around the 

fireplace at Givre after dinner and listen to Owen playing the piano: 



Darrow, sunk in a sofa comer in the lee of Miss Painter's bulk, 

smoked and listened in silence, his eyes moving from one figure to 

another. Madame de Chantelle, in her arm-chair near the fire, clasped 

her little granddaughter to her with the gesture of a drawing-room 

Niobe, and Anna, seated near them, had fallen into one of the attitudes 

of vivid calm which seemed to Darrow to express her inmost qUality. 

Sophy Viner, after moving uncertainly about the room, had placed 

herself beyond Mrs. Leath, in a chair near the piano, where she sat 

with head thrown back and eyes attached to the musician, in the same 

rapt fixity of attention with which she followed the players at the 

Francais. The accident of her falling into the same attitude, and of her 

wearing the same dress, gave Darrow as he watched her, a sense of 

double consciousness. To escape from it, his glance turned back to 

Anna; but from the point at which he was placed his eyes could not 

take in the one face without the other, and that renewed the disturbing 

duality of the impression. (Wharton 226-27) 
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Nothing significant happens in this scene to motor the plot forward. There is no new 

tension that is not already present in the various characters. Owen has been aware of 

the awkward interaction between Sophy and Darrow for some time. Darrow, in his 

tum, has already admitted to himself his fear that Sophy will reveal their previous 

liaison to Anna. Sophy has already had an encounter with Darrow where she is urged 
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to leave Givre. Only Anna seems to be oblivious to all the undercurrents of tension 

enveloping the room. But this scene is not primarily a record of Anna's last tranquil 

moment before she discovers Darrow's infidelity to her. She has, after all, 

experienced Darrow's infidelity once before with Kitty. 

Rather, this scene can be seen as a mise en abyme, a blue print for the 

subversion of hegemony in the novel. Everyone appears to be watching everybody 

else in this scene. Sophy huddled beyond Anna can see both her as well as Owen. 

Owen's positioning of himself permits him to see Sophy as well as Darrow watching 

Sophy. Darrow strategically places himself so he can survey the whole room. Anna, 

meanwhile, reposes in an oxymoronic state of "vivid calm" contemplating her son, 

Owen. This scene narrated from Darrow's point of view becomes coded with the 

seeds of subversion: Anna cannot see Darrow for Owen. Sophy cannot see Owen 

without including Anna in the trajectory of her gaze. Yet it is Darrow's line of vision 

that proves most interesting. He cannot look exclusively at Anna. When he sees her, 

he has to see Sophy as well. Anna's face is superimposed over Sophy's and vice

versa. If the hegemonic text can produce meaning only through the careful 

delineation of binary oppositions and strict categorizations, the categories start 

crumbling to pieces in the wake of Sophy Viner as she is constructed by Wharton's 

speaking subject. 
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Similarity and Contiguity 

Wharton's speaking subject suggests the disruptive presence of Sophy 

in the latter's resemblance to practically all the important characters in the novel. 

Anna's, Effie's, Owen's, and even Darrow's physical distinctions, which mark their 

individual identities, dissolve through a peculiar process of osmosis and start 

resembling Sophy's qualities in a number of instances. For example, the speaking 

subject repeatedly emphasizes the similarity between Anna and Sophy despite 

Darrow's characterization of them as binary opposites. In an early description of 

Sophy, Darrow notices the fluidity of her features: "He had never seen a face that 

changed so quickly" (23). As Sophy and Darrow travel to Paris, Darrow notices her 

untidy hair and appearance (29). This image of Sophy prefigures the description of 

Anna when she appears before Darrow "with her flattened hair [and] her tired pallor" 

(124). Soon Darrow's description of Sophy uncannily starts resembling his sense of 

Anna's. For example, during their affair in Paris, Darrow notices Sophy's lack of 

sophistication and describes her as "a young girl" (27). This permits him to 

characterize her as the sophisticated Anna's binary opposite. However, at another 

point in the text, he describes Anna as "a petted little girl who cannot be left alone in 

the dark" (30). In yet another instance, Darrow reveals that his response to Anna and 

Sophy are the same. In an echo of the passage quoted earlier, where he feels he 

would be proud to have Anna on his arm at the theatre and on the train, Darrow 

feels proud to have Sophy on his arm at the theatre in Paris. He feels the "primitive 
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complacency of the man at whose companion other men stare" (50). Darrow, 

furthermore, is startled by his reflections on the words used by Anna to bid him 

goodbye, because "it occur[s] to him that her parting phrase had been the same as 

Sophy Viner's" (55). Ultimately, when thinking about the two women, Darrow 

repeatedly superimposes one's face over the other: "Sophy's face came back to him 

insistently. It was as vivid now as Mrs. Leath's had been a moment earlier" (56). 

The speaking subject, we find, seeks to collapse the distinctions and oppositions 

which Darrow uses to situate the two women, and seeks to reveal some identification 

between them. What Darrow attempts to censor in his discourse is strategically 

exhumed by the speaking subject in its subversion of the deliberate and arbitrary 

distinctions which Darrow imposes. If Darrow's distinctions of women and class 

comes out through an endless play of differences, the speaking subject repeatedly 

draws attention to the profound affinities between the various characters. 

The speaking subject resorts again and again to this signifying strategy 

of drawing upon similarities, some between Sophy and Owen, and others between 

Owen and Anna. When Sophy looks at him, Darrow feels that "her gaze was as clear 

as a boy's" (70). Darrow, then proceeds to speak to her "as man to man" (71). In 

yet another instance, Darrow notices the similarity between Owen and Sophy's face: 

"Owen like Sophy Viner had the kind of face which seems less the stage on which 

emotions move than the very stuff they work in" (75). He also perceives Sophy's 

hair as "boyish elf-locks" (16) and notices her "boyish movements" (28). Darrow 
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draws upon this boyish image in his description of Owen in a conversation with 

Anna: "He always seems like a faun in flannels!" (119). Both Owen and Sophy are 

depicted as androgynous and other-worldly by Darrow. Gender seems constituted 

merely by socialized sexual difference. However, in the conflation of Owen and 

Sophy the speaking subject reveals this signifying strategy as one where terms such as 

"male" and "female" are arbitrary positions within a model of signification. As 

Teresa de Lauretis suggests in The Technology of Gender, gender is revealed as an 

effect and as an excess of signification (3). In the similarity between Sophy and 

Owen, the speaking subject posits that gender is not just a property of bodies based 

merely on sexual difference, but is exposed, as Michel Foucault states, to "the sets of 

effects produced in bodies, behaviours and social relations" by deployment of 

discourse (History of Sexuality. Part I 127). 

This conflation between male and female is reiterated further in the 

increasing connection between Anna and Owen. There come to be numerous 

resemblances between the two. For example, both Anna and Owen "walk ... with the 

same light gait, so nearly of a height" (101). Anna also feels that Owen's humours 

"were the voice of her secret rebellions" (98). In yet another instance Anna and 

Owen's individual identities start permeating each other. Anna desires for Owen to 

"feel as [she] felt" (123). Anna insists upon a far closer relationship with Owen than 

that of step-mother and step-son. She feels as if they were "on [an] odd kind of 

brother-sister terms" (114). In this narrative ploy, the speaking subject even denies 
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sexual difference, class difference, and age difference in its re-cognition of similarities 

among the various characters in the text. 

Indeed, I think that the speaking subject attempts to eradicate the strict 

boundaries which maintain repression, class, and gender binarities, particularly 

through the signifying strategies of metaphor and metonymy. This narrative strategy 

underscores the similarity between Anna and Sophy, Sophy and Owen, and Anna and 

Owen. After all, "metaphor" and "metonymy" in the words of Kaja Silverman are 

both "vehicles for expressing non-linguistic relationships." Metaphor "exploits 

relationships of similarity between things, not words" (110) and metonymy "exploits 

relationships of contiguity between things, not words" (111).11 For example, in the 

establishment of the similarities between Anna and Sophy, the speaking subject makes 

Sophy a metaphoric replacement for Anna. This metaphoric substitution allows 

Darrow to establish a definitive hierarchy between the two women, in that Anna 

functions as the privileged term and, in fact, takes the position of the signified; Sophy 

functions as her signifier. Paradoxically in his interaction with Sophy and Kitty, 

Darrow shows the repression of the privileged term--sexuality with Anna. Anna has 

to remain absent for Darrow to express himself sexually. 

Two more characters who also lose their individual identities in the text 

are Darrow and Sophy. Darrow's anxiety at Sophy's presence in the Leath household 

becomes suspect because it is excessive. The hegemonic text attempts to rationalize 

Darrow's anxiety: "the inevitable occasions of contact, confidence, familiarity which 
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his future relationship to the girl would entail" might make him reveal his previous 

affair with Sophy (194). Therefore, "he did not mean if he could help it to let the 

marriage take place" (192). However, logically, Darrow's secret affair with Sophy is 

safe, because Sophy, too, stands to lose her chance of marrying Owen--and the 

security of being a wealthy man's wife--by betraying Darrow. In fact, she repeatedly 

makes it clear that it is in her best interests to keep thir secret guarded. Moreover, 

even if both sets of couples were married, they would not have much contact, because 

Darrow had been ordered to a South American embassy for several years (137). 

Therefore, there would not have been many opportunities for any awkward interaction 

between them. 

So why is Darrow so anxious to get rid of Sophy, especially when they 

have a lot in common? Both are outsiders in this household; both intend to marry a 

Leath; both will enhance their economic and social position through their marriage. 

Darrow even recognizes himself in Sophy. When he takes her to the Theatre 

Francais, he witnesses her "rapturous look" and realizes that he too "had felt all that 

a long time ago" (59). The answer is that Sophy is Darrow's metonymic extension 

and establishes a relation of contiguity with him and his attributes. 

Moreover, she is his metonymic extension with a difference. Where 

Darrow can speak "naturally, easily in [a] quiet voice" (322), Sophy's "words get 

frightened and scurry away" (44) as she tries to catch them. Since she has difficulty 

turning "sensations into speech" (262), Sophy tries to produce meaning with a torrent 
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of words. Words proliferate, multiply, and become repetitive as they fallout of her 

mouth. Darrow finds that her stories get "retold with the last amplification of detail" 

(261) making her almost his parodic opposite, for, as Anna accuses him, he is 

parsimonious with words and emotion (313). 

However, it is not Sophy's torrential words, nor Darrow's carefully 

chosen words, that betray their secret. Owen deduces their previous relationship, not 

because he overhears them, but because when he witnesses them on three different-

i.e., contiguous--occasions, "they were not speaking" (244). Anna, too, learns the 

truth about them in the silence and ommissions of Darrow's words (247). Anna 

realises that "the stony silence of [Sophy's] look" (282), her refusal to speak, leaves 

"a wall of an insurmountable silence" (352) between Darrow and her. Silence 

metonymically accrues meaning equivalent to the spoken words and forces "the truth" 

to come out by its "irresistible pressure" (353). Sophy's presence thus becomes 

almost interchangeable with silence, a form of telling absence in the text. 

Darrow himself is aware that Sophy, the signifier of silence in the text, will 

prove his undoing: 

It was not Anna's questions, or his answers to them, that he feared, but what 

might cry aloud in the intervals between them. He understood now that ever 

since Sophy Viner's arrival at Givre he had felt in Anna the lurking sense of 

something unexpressed, and perhaps inexpressible, between the girl and 

himself (Emphasis Added; 193). 
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Thus, Anna, Darrow and Sophy are inextricably bound in silence. In an extension of 

the silent narrative in The House of Mirth, Wharton's speaking subject uses Sophy's 

inexpressibility to counters the power of Darrow's measured speech. The "futility of 

[his] words" (328) is exposed in the text. Her silence functions as the underside of 

Darrow's words, and he realises that her incoherent voice is a "musical undercurrent 

to his thoughts" (262). That is to say, Sophy functions as Darrow's Other, as his 

unconsious, in the Lacanian sense of the term. Sophy occupying the subterraneous 

regions of his speech, becomes the place "where meaning falters, where it slips and 

shifts. ,,12 From this place of "signifiance" where a "startled sense of hidden powers, 

of a chaos of attractions and repulsions far beneath the ordered surface of intercourse" 

resides (Wharton 353), Sophy calls into question the authority of Darrow's discourse 

and that of the hegemonic text as well. 

The speaking subject uses Sophy as everybody's metaphor, not only in 

order to expose and critique the irreducible class and gender differences established 

by the hegemonic text, but also to create the possibility of hidden similarities between 

the opposites put forth in the text. Sophy, by resembling everybody, mediates 

between total identity and irreducible difference and brings out the repressed Other of 

intransferable figures. 

Sexuality and its Contents 
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Now we need to explore why sexuality is prohibitive in the text. I 

have already established how permitted sexuality (marriage between Anna and Darrow 

and between Owen and Sophy) is aborted in the text by a triangular configuration of 

characters. Then, too, in the previous segment on Anna and Sophy, I have already 

suggested that desire is revealed as mainly a series of metaphors and metonymies and 

the deferral of longing across them. Sophy functions as Anna's substitute. But I 

have not yet analyzed why Darrow cannot gain sexual fulfillment and pleasure with 

Anna. Why is Sophy psychically invested with the affect which properly belongs to 

Anna? And why does the speaking subject draw the attention just noted to the 

repression of the similarity between the various characters in the novel? 

I can best clarify this dangerous sexuality and uncover the repressed 

text by referring to the connection made by the speaking subject between Sophy and 

little Effie Leath. Similarities are suggested between Effie Leath and Sophy as well. 

This similarity is registered most strongly by Darrow. When he meets Effie for the 

second time, he notices that "her little white ruffles and coral-coloured bows [made] 

her look like a daisy with her yellow hair for its centre." Darrow displaces Effie's 

colourful assault on his visual sense over on to Sophy and notices that "the latter now 

looked younger, more vivid, more like the little luminous ghost of his Paris 

memories" (225). In yet another instance, his perception of Sophy who "looked so 

small and young" (71) is replicated in his description of Effie as "little girl" (138) 

with "childish purity" (139). 
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"The Deployment of Sexuality" 

Now Darrow's repugnance at the thought of Sophy as Effie's governess 

starts to become clear. Effie is "the mystical offspring of the early tenderness 

between himself and Anna Summers" (138). He is drawn to Effie because she is a 

version of Anna. If he could have reset the clock "to make [the hands] repeat the 

circuit more deliberately" (75), Effie could even take the place of Anna. The 

speaking subject reveals the eroticization of Darrow's interactions with Effie. He 

kisses "her small pink fingers" (223). He claims to have paternal feelings towards 

Effie, but paternal feelings themeselves are revealed as suspect by the speaking 

subject, in that Darrow expresses similar paternal feelings for Sophy as well. For 

example, in Paris, Sophy seems to him "like a child" (61) and he decides to give her 

"a child's holiday to look back to" (72). In another instance, Darrow insists that his 

"interest in [Sophy] ... cooled to the fraternal, the almost fatherly" (53). Darrow's 

paternal/ fraternal feelings are definite but are contaminated with incestuous desires. 

Sophy's existence therefore creates constant anxiety in him and reveals incestuous and 

pedophilic desire in Darrow. 

The speaking subject uses the narrative ploy of displacement to uncover 

the incest which the hegemonic text forecloses everywhere. Darrow's desire for Anna 

is not only transferred to Sophy; but in this displacement, the speaking subject also 

questions the nature of Darrow's desire for Anna. The speaking subject invests 

Sophy with the affect which belongs to Effie and to Anna. Only through this move of 
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norms, permit the encoding of incest. 
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The interrogation of sexuality by the speaking subject anticipates what 

Michel Foucault terms as the "Deployment of Sexuality" in The History of Sexuality. 

Volume 1.13 Foucault indicates how the very idea of sexuality is produced by the 

complicity in interpretive discourses between familial desire and kinship structure. 

Only the anchoring of "sexuality" as a term in a system of this kind will provide the 

permanent support to the network of alliances and kinship. Foucault states that the 

interpenetration of the deployment of alliance and that of sexuality in the form 

of the family allows us to understand a number of facts: that since the 

eighteenth century, the family has become an obligatory locus of affects, 

feelings, love; that sexuality has its privileged point of development in the 

family; that for this reason sexuality is "incestuous" from the start ... [I]n a 

society such as ours, where the family is the most active site of sexuality, and 

where it is doubtless the exigencies of the latter which maintain and prolong its 

existence, incest ... occupies a central place; it is constantly being solicited 

and refused, it is an object of obsession and attraction, a dreadful secret and an 

indispensable pivot. (109) 

The reason why incest cannot be permitted to be articulated in the text 

also becomes clear. Along with Foucault, Lacan has indicated that there is a 

collaboration between familial structure and language in that the incest prohibition can 
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be articulated only through the differentiation of family members and linguistic 

categories such as "father," "mother," "daughter," etc. Thus, language regiments the 

alliance of the family and ensures individual identities to all members of a society. 

Incest cannot come within the confines of representation, because it erases individual 

identity and the hegemonic culture which has been built on the prohibition of incest 

and the perpetuation of kinship systems. The speaking subject has to import the 

figure of Sophy, who, in her resemblance to every important character in the text, 

erodes the notion of individual identity. Every illicit desire kept under repression by 

the hegemonic text surfaces in the wake of Sophy and can be partially acted out only 

through the suggestions embodied and enacted in Sophy. 

The speaking subject reiterates the centrality of Sophy to the incest 

theme in the erotic relationship shared by Anna and Owen. Anna "had been drawn" 

to Owen (97) from the first day of her marriage; she claims to have a "tenderness" 

(98) for him and feels that there exists a greater warmth and tie between her and 

Owen than with her own daughter, Effie (99). With Owen she feels young (100); 

they have the same light gait" and are "nearly of a height" (101). There exists 

So many things between them that were never spoken of, or even indirectly 

alluded to, yet that, even in their occasional discussions and differences, 

formed the unadduced arguments making the final agreement. (100) 

Anna's "heart beat[s] faster" (100) at the thought of telling Owen about her impending 

marriage. When Owen leaves for Paris, she feels that she is betraying him by 
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marrying Darrow, because her step-son had always been "first" consideration (279). 

Her ambiguous fluctuation between wanting Owen's marriage with Sophy and desiring 

to prevent their union also betrays her, in that there will be a symbolic legitimation of 

incest by having Owen marry Sophy, Anna's double. Darrow and Anna's desire for 

their step-children proves Freud's comment that "a man's love and a woman's are a 

phase apart psychologically" (NIL 118). Darrow and Anna's love for each other is 

just a screen for the incestuous desire enmeshed in familial sexuality. This explains 

their reluctance to marry each other, as well as their basic lack of desire--and their 

desire--for each other. 

In its creation of an Oedipal scenario with Darrow, Anna, and Owen in 

the triangular configuration of participants, the speaking subject again underscores the 

element of incest which underlies marital sexuality in The Reef. I have already 

indicated the fierce attachment that Anna and Owen have for each other and how 

Anna feels that she has to settle Owen's marriage, prior to her own marriage with 

Darrow. She is willing to forego sexuality in marriage with Darrow because her son 

matters more to her. But the most revealing incident is when Owen realizes that 

Sophy has been Darrow's sexual partner when he catches a glimpse of her at the 

Theatre in Paris. The speaking subject implies that Owen is aware of Sophy's 

identity when she is hired as Effie's governess. His wish to marry her itself reveals 

the fact that Owen not only wants Sophy because she is Anna's substitute, but also 

because Darrow, who occupies the paternal position in the nuclear family evoked in 
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the text, had once been her lover. By the same token, Darrow cannot understand why 

he "desperately want[ed] to prevent [Sophy] marrying Owen Leath" (188). The 

Oedipal struggle between Owen and Darrow--son and father--is thus played out over 

Anna J....eath's substitute, Sophy and her body. 

Conclusion 

What I have attempted thus far is to expose the politics of hegemonic 

culture in The Reef, how it influences society and how it produces--and represses-

meaning. I have then shown how Sophy's presence, the return of the repressed, 

undermines those very structures which produce marriage and maintain hegemonic 

culture. In hegemonic culture, male identity is consolidated by subordinating the 

identity of females, just as class differences are maintained through organizing people 

in binary oppositions; the gap between desire and demand is thus perpetually 

maintained. Sophy's presence throws this strict categorization into confusion. In her 

androgynous presence, the male-female dichotomy is revealed as arbitrary; in her 

resemblance to every character, individual identities erode; ultimately, desire itself is 

revealed as coded with incestuous feelings. Now I would like to discuss how The 

Reef--and especially its conc1usion-- fits into Wharton's continuous effort to deal with 

marriage and sexuality. 
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That Wharton critiques the institution of marriage is evident in her 

fiction. In particular, Wharton repeatedly examines incestuous desire as imbricated 

within the discourse of marriage. She attempts to examine familial sexuality in a 

triangular configuration of characters, such as Ethan, Zenobia, and her cousin Mattie 

in Ethan Frome published in 1911. In 1917, five years after the publication of The 

Reef, Wharton writes Summer which, in the characterization of Charity and her 

adoptive father, Mr. Royall, deals with heterosexual father-daughter sexuality. As I 

will analyze in my next chapter on The Mother's Recompense, Wharton also deals 

with incestuous desire between mother and daughter. Wharton even wrote the outline 

to her story tentatively titled "Beatrice Palmato" and one explicit scene of father

daughter incest in her notebooks. Cynthia Griffin Wolff therefore reads Wharton's 

repeated use of the incest motif within the rubric of Wharton's exploration of 

sexuality. I would like to extend Wolffs reading by saying that Wharton interrogated 

and subverted marriage, which she perceived as a patriarchal construct, through an 

exploration of feminine sexuality. I would like to elaborate this argument by 

discussing the conclusion of The Reef. 

Critics such as Blake Nevius and even Wolff herself have been unable 

to read meaning into the conclusion of this novel. In the conclusion of The Reef, 

Owen leaves for Spain to recover from a broken heart and Anna debates whether or 

not to marry Darrow. She knows that she can never trust him again, but she realizes 

that "when he had given her the chance to free herself, everything had vanished from 
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her mind but the blind fear of losing him" (360). She decides that "it was Sophy 

Viner only who could save her--Sophy Viner only who could give her back her lost 

serenity" (360). She attempts to locate Sophy, but can only find her sister, Mrs. 

McTarvie-Birch, a "larger blonder, heavier featured" version of Sophy who "yet had 

glances and movements that disturbingly suggested what was freshest and most 

engaging in the girl" (365). The novel concludes with Mrs. McTarvie-Birch 

informing Anna that Sophy had left for India. This leaves Anna in a tumult. 

Here, I think, Wharton's speaking subject deliberately aborts closure in 

the novel by concluding it with the image of Mrs. McTarvie-Birch. Mrs. McTarvie

Birch, with her "odd chromo-like resemblance to Sophy Viner" (365), becomes an 

avatar of Sophy, who in her tum, is an avatar of Kitty Mayne, with whom she has 

already shared an "obscurely menacing look" (234). The significance of the 

reincarnation of Sophy Viner can be traced in two steps. First, Wharton's speaking 

subject recognizes that the hegemonic narrative is predicated on repressing illicit 

desires and incest--(step-)father with daughter and (step-)mother with son. Secondly, 

only with the existence of Kitty, her signifier Sophy, and her signifier Mrs. 

McTarvie-Birch, can the speaking subject ensure the articulation of what has been 

repressed. Only their presence can cause the repressed desire to surface. As Teresa 

de Lauretis indicates in Alice Doesn't 
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If narrative is governed by an Oedipal logic, it is because it is situtated within 

the system of exchange instituted by the incest prohibition, where it functions 

both as sign (representation) and a value (object) for that exchange. (140) 

Lauretis shows the direct collaboration of narrative and marriage as being an integral 

feature of the exchange economy. Both require the repression of incest for the 

economy of their process to function. In the subversive agenda of Wharton's 

speaking subject, the presence of Sophy causes a jamming of the narrative and marital 

machinery as established by hegemonic culture. In his work on the novel of adultery, 

Tony Tanner indicates 

we can see adultery as a gap, or silence, in the bourgeois novel that finally 

leads to its dissolution and displacement by postsocial fictional forms involving 

extreme states of physicality and/or linguicity (or Proustian solepcism). The 

bourgeois novel of adultery finally discovers its own impossibity, and as a 

result sexuality, narration, and society fall apart never to be reintegrated in the 

same way--if indeed at all (14). 

Wharton's speaking subject, just the way Tanner speaks of the later bourgeois novel, 

takes her readers beyond the adultery to the illicit desires which saturate and are 

suppressed in familial structures and its discourse on sexuality and marriage. The 

presence of the eponymous Sophy Viner (as Mrs. MacTarvie-Birch and Kitty Mayne) 

prevents the illicit desires from being articulated in gaps and silences. 
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What the speaking subject suggests is that adultery and incestuous 

desires, while being effaced by the text, are simultaneously a structural necessity for 

the text. The constant struggle between adultery and marriage, incestuous desires and 

permitted desires, resituates the discourse at which the text seems to aim. Adultery 

articulates and makes visible what is repressed by the text--incest. In The Reef, the 

supression of incest is a condition, a semiotic requirement of heterosexuality and 

marriage. The trajectory of permitted desires and discourses in the text generates, as 

well as suppresses, incest and adultery. 14 Adultery resituates the discourse of 

conjugal relationships that the text overtly seeks and foregrounds an "other 

potentiality, an 'other' within discourse made possible by the play of difference 

between the first two terms" (R.C.Davis "Woman as Oppositional Reader" 277). 

The emergence of Mrs. McTarvie-Birch, a double of Sophy, the 

metaphor for exposing the adultery and incest present in the text, thus becomes a 

structural necessity for its further iterability. With the reinstatement of the repressed 

narrative in the last scene of the text, Sophy may be away in India, but a version of 

Sophy will constantly be present for Darrow. Anna may marry Darrow, but an 

unmarried Owen will always be available for her. Anna and Darrow may deny their 

incestuous feelings for their step-son and their step-daughter, but the gaps in the 

narrative will always betray them. The reader may close the text, but the narrative 

will always prevent full closure for her. 
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Notes for Chapter 4 

1. In 1909, Wharton found that her husband, Teddy, embezzled $50,000 of her money. In 
the same year, she had a brief affair with Morton Fullerton. Fullerton, however, lost 
interest in Wharton quite rapidly. In 1910, Teddy Wharton had nervous spells and 
depression, and in the next year, 1911, the two of them started living apart. Divorce was 
immanent in 1912 when The Reef was published, and in 1913, Wharton was granted a 
divorce in Paris. 

2. See Tony Tanner, Adultery in the Novel: Contract and Transgression and Joseph Allen 
Boone, Tradition Counter Tradition: Love and the Form of Fiction. 

3. A wealth of material exists on the dynamics of desire and the structure of the marriage 
novel in Anglo-American fiction. For example, Robert Kiely in Beyond Egotism: The 
Fiction of James Joyce. Virginia Woolf and D.H. Lawrence tracks the developmental 
sequence of the romantic novel and breaks it up into "encounter, attraction, union, break, 
and resolution in either final reunion or seapration" (164). Among others, Peter Brooks 
connects narrativity with the dynamics of desire in "Freud's Masterplots". Influenced by 
Freud's Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Brooks patterns narrative structure on masculine 
sexualized metaphors of "tumescence," "detumuscence," and pleasurable discharge" to 
describe the erotics of reading, narrative climax and closure (101-103). See also Robert 
Scholes and Robert Kellog The Nature of Narrative on this connection. Teresa de Lauretis 
critiques Scholes' paradigm and argues that this has resulted in the masculine sexualization of 
narrative metaphor (108) in Alice Doesn't: Feminism. Semiotics. Cinema. 

4. Antonio Gramsci in Selections from the Prison Notebooks uses the term "hegemony" as 
distinct from "political domination. The term "hegemony" is used to define the power which 
originates from society as distinct from that which originates from the rule of the political 
state over society (Gram sci 12). Joan Cocks in The Qppositional Imagination: Feminism, 
Critique and Political Theory explains "hegemony" as follows: 

In civil society we see the positive rather than the negative side of the project of the 
State in the grand sense of the term: the creation and the expansion of a particular 
cultural-moral civilization. This is the creation and expansion of at once a particular 
world and a popular embrace of that world, so that through the simple process of 
everyone's living their life out, the norms of conduct constitutive of that world will be 
affirmed and preserved. The winning of mass intellectual and behavioral consent to a 
form of civilization manifesting that ethos of a fundamental social group signals the 
triumph of what Gramsci calls power as hegemony. It is precisely because the 
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spontaneous consent on which hegemony depends must be gotten from the mind and 
the heart that "[e]very relationship of 'hegemony' is necessarily an educational 
relationship. (42) 

5. In Orientalism, Edward Said indicates the influencr of the fundamental group on all the 
classes of society. The fundamental group impose their aesthetics on all classes of society. 
Thus, they wield power discursively in society as well. The discourse of the fundamental 
group and their identity and status are interwoven in that each fabricates and constantly 
renews the other. 

6. Joan Cocks is influenced by Antonio Gramsci's terminology and war metaphors. 
Gramsci refers to hegemonic power as "war and position". He terms opposition to 
hegemony as "siege warfare." See Cocks' chapter entitled "Criticism and Resistance" in The 
Oppositional Imagination. 

7. In Jacques Lacan, Anika Lemaire states that 

All the objects of the subject's desire will always be a reminder of some primal 
experience of pleasure, of a scene which was lived passively and will always refer 
back through associative links, which become more complex and more subtle with the 
passage of time to that lived experience. (164) 

This is what I attempt to prove in the second, subversive half of my chapter. 

8. See Denis de Rougement, Love in the Western World. Also see J. Demony, The Heresey 
of Courtly Love and C.S.Lewis, The Allegory of Love, and the chapter titled "The Courtly 
Love Tradition" in Joseph Allen Boone in Tradition Counter Tradition pp. 31-48. The 
elaborate conventions of the courtly love traditions is mediated in literature, language, and 
social modes of behaviour in the western world. The extremes of passionate desire 
established by the courtly love tradition apperared as a threat to the utilitarian and Christian 
concept of marriage which emphasized a social hierarchy, where the husband is considered 
superior to the wife. In the Christian doctrine of marriage, the hierarchized relationship 
between husband and wife emulates the hierarchy between feudal lord and vassal. The 
courtly love with its apparent worship of women and the idealized love thereof appears to 
destabilize the hierarchy established by the Christian doctrine. However, in spite of the 
seeming elevation of the lady, she lacks agency and, in fact, becomes an anonymous object 
to the male subject who still retains agency in keeping with the Christian doctrine. 

9. By the triangulation of desire, I do not mean what Rene Girard has explained in Deceit. 
Desire and the Novel as mimetic desire or desiring according to another. 
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10. See Julia Kristeva, "Stabat Mater" in The Female Body in Western Culture. 

11. Plenty of material exists on the functioning of metaphor and metonymy. Among the 
most important are Roman Jakobson's "The Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles" and Jacques 
Lacan "Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious." See also Christian Metz "The Imaginary 
Signifier." Kaja Silversman quotes Aristole's Poetics to clarify the difference between 
metaphor and metonymy in The Subject of Semiotics: 

... a cup stands in the same relationship to Dionysus as a shield to Ares, and one may 
therefore call the cup Dionysus's shield and the shield Are's cup. Or again, old age 
is to life as evening is to day, and so one may call ... old age the evening of life or 
the sunset of life. In some cases there is no name for some of the terms of the 
analogy, but the metaphor can be used just the same. For example, to scatter com is 
called sowing, but there is no word for the sun's scattering of its flame; however, this 
stands in the same relationship to sunlight as sowing does to com, and hence the 
expression, "sowing his god-created flame." 

(as quoted in Silverman 111) 

Silverman explains: 
The first first of the examples cited by Aristotle illustrates [metonyny] as well as 
metaphor: Dionysus is metonymically related to his cup, and Ares to his shield. The 
objects could thus as effectively represent thie owners as they could each other, 
despite the fact that in the first instance the association is based on proximity, and in 
the second on analogy." (111) 

12. See Jacqueline Rose's introduction to Feminine Sexuality: Jacques Lacan and the ecole 
freudienne. 

13. I am indebted to Michel Foucault's The History of Sexuality: Volume I, for the title of 
this segment. 

14. My conclusion that adultery and incestuous desires enact a a structural requirement for 
marriage is derived from the notion of the semiotic square of opposition used by 
A.J.Greimas. In the Greimasian square "there are two levels of cultural opposition to any 
discourse" (Robert Con Davis "Woman as Oppositional Reader: Cixous on Discourse." 
Also, see R.C.Davis, "Theorizing Opposition: Aristotle, Greimas, Jameson and Said." The 
first two terms which constitute the first level are contrary poles marking a range of 
difference. The second level of the square also consists of two terms. The third and the 
fourth terms are also in opposition, a contrary relationship. The third term interprets the 
first level and "describes the 'nature' of the category upon which the [first-level] binary 
opposition is inscribed" (Ronald Schleifer A.J.Greimas and the Nature of Meaning: 
Linguistics, Semiotics and Discourse Theory 54). This perspective permits and legitimizes 
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the first axis. The fourth term of the square, the opposite of the third, is that of no 
marriage, and is "in a relationship of negation with an already supplemental, sub-dominant 
practice [the second term of the square]" (R.C.Davis "Theorizing Opposition" 8) 

So the semiotic square of The Reef would look something like this: 
Heterosexual Incest 
Marriage (First Term) (Second term) 

Female Adultery ___________ .Male 
(female empowerment) Adultery 

(Fourth Term) (Third Term) 
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v 

DESIRABLE MOTHER! DESIRING MOTHER: NARRATIVE PROCESS IN 

THE MOTHER'S RECOMPENSE 

In her 1925 novel, The Mother's Recompense, Edith Wharton explores 

the meaning of motherhood. The entire narrative emerges from only one point of 

view, that of the protagonist Kate Clephane. In brief, Kate Clephane lives in exile in 

Europe, because she abandoned her husband, John, and daughter, Anne, in order to 

have a short extra-marital affair with Hylton Davies. Other than the one with Davies, 

she has only one other relationship, that with Chris Fenno, fourteen years younger 

than she. When the narrative opens, her daughter, now adult, invites her mother 

back to New York. Reestablishing a relationship with her daughter, Kate is initially 

dismayed that her daughter knows Chris Fenno and later is aghast to find that Anne 

wishes to marry him. The second half of the novel deals with Kate's agonies, 

culminating as they do in Anne's marriage and her subsequent return to Europe. 

Critics have consistently pointed out that in this novel, unlike her 

previous ones which critiqued the institution of marriage, Wharton concentrates on 

mother-child relationships. 1 Recently, in The Mother/Daughter Plot: Narrative. 

Psychoanalysis and Feminism, Marianne Hirsch argues "that mother and daughter 

cannot coexist together as adult, sexual women ... If mother and daughter are both 

sexual, what Anne calls their 'experiment' to live together as 'perfect pals' becomes 



181 

revoltingly incestuous" (Hirsch's emphasis 119-120). Hirsch's organization of the 

incest theme around Chris Fenno, as seducing both mother and daughter, with both 

desiring him, privileges heterosexual or Oedipal models of incest over the homoerotic 

patterns of desire between mother and daughter present in the text. Calling attention 

to what she calls "compulsory heterosexuality" (121) in the novel, Hirsch designates 

the mother-daughter relationship as one belonging to the "realm of pre-Oedipal 

mother-daughter bliss" (120). In this view, Hirsch assigns a daughter's desire for her 

mother to an early temporal phase as a cultural prerequisite for heterosexual/ 

heterosocial existence. Her emphasis on Anne's decision to marry Chris continues a 

tradition of Wharton criticism that in general privileges the child's process of subject 

formation as always based on an Oedipal model. By this account, the tenuous display 

of maternal desire becomes erased. Hirsch follows Lacanian models assigning 

maternity to the Imaginary pre-linguistic realm and characterizes this maternity as 

tending towards closure. 2 Her reading of Wharton's text reveals that she follows a 

clearly delineated chronology of events, where the mother-daughter symbiosis 

eventually gives way to the daughter's accession to heterosexuality through her father. 

Yet I find that Wharton actually creates a radical subtext in exploring 

mother-daughter relationships. I choose to follow Julia Kristeva's feminist models of 

maternity. Kristeva derives her theory in large part from Lacan, in that there is a 

rough correlation between the Lacanian Imaginary and Symbolic and the Kristevan 

Semiotic and Symbolic. Yet, while for Lacan entry into the Symbolic is predicated 
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upon the subject's evolution from the Imaginary, Kristeva revolutionizes the boundary 

between the semiotic and the symbolic by suggesting that the semiotic is never fully 

lost in the subject, and, in fact, constantly interrupts in the symbolic/language phase.3 

In this context, Kate Clephane's presence in her daughter's life assumes a meaning 

slightly different from that of the traditional mother accepted by most Wharton critics. 

Unlike the Lacanian model of the Imaginary, where the mother predominates and 

which the child has to forego in order to have a clearly delineated identity, the 

maternal in the semiotic level, who constantly disrupts the symbolic level of the text, 

prevents the hierarchization set up by Lacan. In this way, the Kristevan maternal 

figure has an ongoing influence in the construction of subjectivity. 

The concept and construction of maternal subjectivity is the main focus 

of this chapter. Unlike the term "individual" which dates from the Renaissance and 

privileges man's consciousness in the construction of his notion of himself, the term 

"subject" emphasizes the unconscious (here the maternal) which motivates his actions 

and intersects with the dictates of cultural behaviour. The primal configuration of the 

Oedipal triangle of father, mother, and child in the construction of subjectivity is 

focussed on and critiqued in The Mother's Recompense. Wharton indicates how the 

functioning of the familial configuration leads to the repression of homosexuality and 

the activation of heterosexuality. This novel extends Wharton's explorations of 

familial sexuality and incestuous desire begun in The Reef and uses this discovery as 

the very premise from which the narrative emerges. I will first examine Chris Fenno, 
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who is both father and son (in-law) in this modem Oedipus story, and will explore his 

relationship with his mother/mother-in-Iaw, Kate Clephane, using the metaphor of 

incest. Next, I will discuss Anne Clephane's interaction with her mother Kate and the 

transference of her affections from Kate to Chris Fenno, her husband. In this section, 

I will explore the question of permitted and forbidden desire between mother and 

daughter. Finally, after demonstrating the existence and encoding of a textual 

unconscious which undercuts cultural constructs of the patriarchal or oedipal self, I 

will discuss the construction of Kate's subjectivity in relation to her daughter, and 

apart from it. 

Chris Fenno and Paternal Authority 

As my work reaches its close, I feel so sure that it is either nothing or far 
more than they know. 4 

--Edith Wharton 

On May 25th, 1925, Edith Wharton wrote a letter to her friend John 

Hugh Smith complaining about a recent review of The Mother's Recompense, in 

which the reviewer had suggested that Kate Clephane's reward for being a good, 

sacrificing mother to Anne was the love of a good man (Letters 480). Wharton's 

complaints about this misreading of her novel are curious because, as Peter Brooks 

suggests in The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac. Henry James. Melodrama and the 

Mode of Excess, the melodramatic narrative is enveloped by the "realm of the moral 



occult," embedding this genre in "grandiose moral terms" (Brooks 8). Wharton, 

indeed, encodes this text with all the characteristics of the melodramatic mode: the 

confrontation of evil and goodness, a sense of hazard and clash, a sense of 

intensification of feelings and experience, and such an externalization of these that 

there is almost a nonpsychological conception of the characters. S 

Furthermore, the melodramatic mode of excess is intersected by the 

maternal melodrama of the nineteenth-and- early-twentieth centuries, the one 

reflecting the new ideology of motherhood. The conclusion of the novel--Kate's 

refusal to marry Fred Landers, a refusal constituting "the most precious thing she 

could give him" because she is tainted with excessive sexuality (271)--is the most 

obvious signifier of the maternal melodrama. In "Mothering, Feminism and 

Representation," E. Ann Kaplan argues that 
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when the mother is central [to an narrative], it is because she has transgressed 

her 'correct' position (in which case the work of the narrative is to punish her 

or re-position her safely subordinate to the Father's Law); or she is a bad 

Mother (sadistic, jealous), when the work of the narrative is to liberate the 

child figure and bring about the Mother's downfall. It is significant that only 

the bad Mother is sexual--indeed, her sexuality often defines her evil. (117)6 

Kaplan's remark on the maternal melodrama suggets that a powerful maternal figure 

is the result of an absent father. The sole desire of the melodramatic form is to 

harness and subdue the powerful maternal figure, because her power arises entirely 
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out of her transgressions. Kaplan also suggets that only a child can bring about a 

mother's downfall. The child, thus, becomes a key figure in maintaining Paternal 

law. This element of the melodrama also suggests the deep, inherent divisions 

between mother and child in the familial configuration of father, mother, and child. 

The child's allegiance is always with the father, and paternal law is at the helm in the 

melodrama. This primal configuration demands that all members of the nuclear 

family assume assigned positions and act within the parameters of the position allotted 

to them. Kate is a transgressive mother in two ways: she is sexual outside the 

confines of marriage first with Hylton Davies (with whom she elopes leaving her 

husband and daughter), and next with Chris Fenno. She chooses to live alone in 

Europe, outside the confines of the nuclear family. In addition, her jealousy of Anne 

reveals she is a "bad" mother. For this, in normal melodrama, she has to be 

punished, has to be subordinated to paternal law, has to be resituated in her proper 

place. 

Moreover, the melodramatic elements in The Mother's Recompense 

pinpoint the absence of the father, John Clephane, as the cause of Kate's excessive 

and middle-aged sexuality--a contradiction in terms. These elements attempt to 

remedy the problem and reinstate a normal, nuclear family by offering two different 

men who consecutively occupy the site of paternal power. Initially, the text offers 

Chris Fenno as the son-in-law who will bring Kate's errant sexuality under control 

and restore culturally acceptable familial patterns to the narrative. Anne and Chris's 
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and reinstate power as paternal law. 
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In "The Traffic in Women," Gayle Rubin (with Levi-Strauss, Engels, 

Freud, and Lacan before her) suggests that paternal law and patriarchal 

heterosexuality has its basis in the exchange of women. The exchange of women, 

according to Rubin, is a social practice erected to engender "homosocial" bonds 

among men.7 In a continuation of this argument Jane Gallop suggests in The 

Daughter's Seduction, that paternal law, in order to maintain the circulation of women 

and its own power, has to maintain an uprightness and divorce itself from desire. 8 

But in The Mother's Recompense, the very positioning of Chris Fenno (as father and 

son-in-law simultaneously) at the site of paternal power nullifies any clear notion of 

uprightness upon which the law-of-the-father is predicated. By placing Fenno in the 

position of father in the primal configuration, the text inscribes incestuous desire 

within the very framework of heterosexual desire. This subversive move of the text 

disturbs the very authority invested in this position. Thus, while the figure of Chris 

Fenno as son-in-law supports paternal law, Chris as father becomes a marker of 

incest. Heterosexual desire in this text contains the smudged traces of incest.9 The 

narrative, it can be said, posits incest as normative sexuality. 

However, the narrative, in its melodramatic mode, also presupposes 

this expose and so intensifies its attempts to inscribe paternal presence over this 

erasure. Fred Landers is proffered by the text as Kate Clephane' s middle-aged suitor, 
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one who can harness her errant sexuality. Landers is the perfect representation of the 

Father because he functions as lawyer, trustee, and guardian of the Clephane fortunes 

and the heir, enjoying "will-making and will-interpreting" (37). He embodies "all the 

natural enemies of woman" (8). The text situates him within the context of legality, 

identity, lineage and inheritance, all of which regulate and govern social relations. In 

its desire to strictly maintain Chris Fenno in the position of son-in-law, and thus 

circumvent the incestous overtones, the text emphasizes Fred Landers as the marker 

of Paternal Law. This is underscored in another way: Kate learns that she owes her 

return to New York--her return to the folds of respectability--not entirely to Anne but 

to Landers. Anne is not the agency of Kate's return; her desire to recall her mother 

is instigated by "Uncle Fred" (187), her doubts about her mother having been swept 

away by him. When Kate thanks Fred for having sponsored her return, Fred replies, 

"Of course I backed you. You see, she didn't know you; and I did" (239). Not only 

does Fred instigate her return, but his structural positioning as father eroticizes and 

encodes additional meaning to the word "know." Thus, this alignment of Fred 

Landers and Chris Fenno underscores the importance of not only the instigation but 

also the intervention of the law-of-the-father in any relationship between mother and 

child. 10 

However, this textual attempt to prevent incestuous desire is doomed to 

failure as well. Though the text inscribes the primal triangulation of father, mother 

and child with the power invested in the father/Fred Landers, it simultaneously 
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subverts it. In a scene close to the conclusion of the novel, Kate sees herself in the 

mirror, her reflection flanked by Landers's "comfortable bulk." But inserting itself 

between this "middle-aged couple--perfectly suited in age and appearance" (231) is 

her memory of a similar scene with Chris Fenno during their affair in Europe. In 

this scene, "Chris had come up behind her, and they had laughed at seeing their 

reflections kiss" (231). The narrative, at the very moment of inscribing the primal 

configuration of the nuclear family, imprints the image of incest which can disrupt 

and destroy the nuclear family. Thus the encoding of incestuous desire as a subtext 

becomes simultaneous with the coding of sanctioned desire in the text. 

Incest and Heterosexual Desire 

Since incest is normative sexuality in this text, a pursuit of this work's 

meaning necessitates a tracking of the signifiers of incest in The Mother's 

Recompense. However, tracing the incestuous desire between Chris Fenno and Kate 

Clephane ultimately becomes too explicit, too readable. In tracing the historical roots 

of melodrama, Peter Brooks defines this genre as "radically democratic, striving to 

make its representations clear and legible to everyone" (15). Brooks therefore locates 

the meaning of the melodrama on the surface of the stage and the text. However, in 

The Desire to Desire, Mary Anne Doane points out that 

In its striving for a directness in the relation to the spectator, melodrama's 

semiotic straining is evidenced as a form of excess, a will-to-transparency 
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which is self-negating through its obviousness. In this sense, the form is 

inherently contradictory. For the term "melodramatic" in colloquial language 

connotes excess, the artifice of theatricality. (71) 

If melodrama is a vessel of excess, straining its contours to encode semiotic meaning, 

the sheer readability of the incest theme between Chris Fenno and Kate Clephane 

becomes problematic. Wharton herself suggests the significance of the metaphor of 

incest in this text in a letter to John Hugh Smith, where she insists upon 

the force [of] the incest element, & its importance in justifying [Kate's] 

anguish--but ... felt it wd be hardly visible in its exact sense to her, and 

wanted to try to represent the business as it seemed to her, culminating in the 

incest-vision when she sees the man holding Anne in her arms. (Letters 480) 

Wharton's statements imply two levels of incest: one which involves Chris Fenno and 

Kate Clephane, and the other that "wd be hardly visible in its exact sense to her." In 

this way, locating incestuous desire beween Chris and Kate is merely a temporary 

subversion of the nuclear family, a surface straining against Paternal Law. 

On another level, the incest theme can itself be seen as a textual feint, 

an attempt to cover the traces of another form of incest where the reins of power are 

held by the mother. This reversal is implied in Freud's Totem and Taboo. 

Theorizing the "savage's" dread of his mother-in-law, Freud points out that 

a streak of irritibality and malevolence that is apt to be present in the medley 

of his feelings leads us to suspect that she does in fact offer him a temptation 
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to incest; and this is confirmed by the not uncommon event of a man openly 

falling in love with the woman who is later to be his mother-in-law before 

transferring his love to her daughter. (16) 

By this standard, Wharton's treatment of her mother-in-Iaw/son-in-Iaw conflict falls 

safely within cultural paradigms. Chris's muted discomfort at Kate's presence reveals 

itself in full bloom when she assures him that she would always be with Anne, that 

she is "never going to leave Anne." Kate also feels that "it had been worth the agony 

she had bought it with to see the look in his eyes when he heard that" (204). 

The narrative also reinforces familiar paradigms when it conflates the 

figure of Anne and Kate. For example, when Anne goes to the Fenno household to 

ask Chris why he has broken off his engagement with her, "the maid-servant took 

[her] for the woman who had made the scene" a few days ago (158). The reference 

here is, of course, to Kate, who had visited Chris and forced him to break off his 

engagement with Anne. Kate herself is sharply aware of her daughter's resemblance 

to her. In her first glimpse of Anne as an adult, Kate realises "her whole youth, her 

whole married past, in that small pale oval ... her own hair" (29). Chris's discomfort 

at Kate's presence becomes clear, for the conflation between Kate and Anne would 

position him in a dyadic embrace with Anne/Kate, all of which would destroy the 

safety of viewing Kate as his mother-in-law. His fear is that the body and face of 

Anne will always contain Kate. 
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However, it is important to remember that the triadic configuration of 

mother-in-law, son-in-law, and wife is a replication authorized by the primal Oedipal 

triangle of Father, Mother, Child. The taboo which prevents Chris from committing 

incest with his mother is displaced onto his mother-in-law, Kate. In other words, 

Chris's involvement with Kate makes it possible for him to play out his repressed 

desire for his own mother. Kate becomes his surrogate mother and transfers onto 

herself the affect which properly belongs to Mrs. Fenno. 

This substitution becomes evident in the scene when Kate visits Chris at 

the Fenno family household in her attempt to break off his engagement with Anne. In 

this scene, Kate repeatedly feels "helpless" as Chris refuses to give up Anne. Chris 

stares out of the window as silence fills the room. Suddenly, Kate sees a change in 

the expression on his face as he announces that his mother is returning from the 

market, but that Kate will not get to meet her because his mother habitually went 

straight to the kitchen when she returned from shopping (137). The text refuses to 

describe Fenno's changed expression. However, this unarticulated, alteration leads 

Kate to wonder why "the mere threat that she would tell his mother had thrown him 

at her mercy" (140). This undescribed expresssion, in addition, moves Kate from a 

position of "powerless[ness]" to one of power or one which signifies authority: Kate 

realises that Chris's fear is based upon a desire to prevent his mother from finding out 

about his previous affair with her. When Kate threatens to tell his mother the truth, 

Chris agrees to break off his engagement with Anne. 
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On the one hand, this scene can be read as a signifier of Chris's fllial 

piety. He does not want his mother to find out about the complications in his 

engagement, as these could affect her health. In fact, the narrative stresses Mrs. 

Fenno's poor health, since she becomes ill just prior to Chris's marriage. However, 

one cannot help wondering at the timely nature of Mrs. Fenno's illness and whether it 

is connected to his impending marriage. 

On the other hand, Chris's secret, in reality, is safe with Kate, because 

she stands to lose Anne if her secret affair with Chris were to become known. All 

Chris would have to do is to counter-threaten Kate to tell Anne about their previous 

involvement. Both of their interests can be served only by maintaining silence: Kate 

doen't want Anne to know, and Chris doesn't want his mother to know. The depth of 

Kate's love for her daughter parallels Chris's ferocity of affection for his mother. In 

this way, the text once more encodes incestuous desires in Chris's inexpressible 

expression. Filial piety, like maternal love, is a guise worn by incestuous desire. At 

the same time, maternal illness becomes a metaphor for maternal desire. 

In addition to articulating love for the maternal in the inarticulable 

levels of the text, the narrative reinforces maternal love at the representational level 

by using transference as well. The conflation between Mrs. Fenno and Kate is 

further underscored by the narrative when the disembodied "tired elderly voice" (138) 

of Mrs. Fenno is matched with the face and body of Kate. This happens when the 

description of Mrs. Fenno as one "whose health is not good" is followed in the text 



by a description of Kate Clephane as "tired and thin" with "streaks of grey in her 

redundant hair and about [whose] lips and eyes [there were] little lines that she no 

longer kept at bay" (220). This textual transference between Kate and old Mrs. 

Fenno legitimates Chris's desire for his mother as well. 
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If the normal western male subject is fully contained within a 

predetermined Oedipal narrative where the Father dictates the locus of desire, this 

textual conflation of Kate and Anne and Kate and Mrs. Fenno contains the seed of the 

maternal as locus of desire. Chris's desires for Kate and for Anne have their origins 

in his desire for his mother. In other words, the cultural privileging of the phallus 

and the paternal signifier can be established and maintained only on condition of 

repression of the desire for the mother. Freud himself posits this condition in Totem 

and Taboo. The young man chooses his mother as the object of his love. But, as 

Freud adds, 

because of the [cultural] barrier that exists against incest, his love is deflected 

from the two figures on whom his affection was centred on his childhood on to 

an outside object that is modelled upon them. The place of his own and his 

sister's mother is taken by his mother-in-law. 

(Freud 16). 

Thus, in the way Freud says, Kate Clephane becomes a necessary step in Chris 

Fenno's movement towards his structuring of gender identity, sexuality, and 

alignment with the phallus. In Chris's sexual life, Kate has to precede Anne. 
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Anne Clephane and Heterosociall Homosocial desire 

In the Wharton's construction of Anne's subjectivity, vis-a-vis her 

relationship with her mother, we now can say, the text corresponds to familiar 

Oedipal models which Freud discusses in "Femininity" and "Female Sexuality. " 

Kate's return to New York from Europe signals the encoding of the signifiers of 

mother-daughter attachment. Anne exclaims at Kate's beauty, "what a beautiful 

mother you are" (123); gives her jewellery with a note attached, "Darling, these 

belong to you. Please wear some of them tonight" (63); gives Kate a latch-key to her 

studio saying "There are to be only two latch-keys--yours and mine" (81); holds her 

hand when returning from parties like John Clepane had never had (122); tenderly 

insists that they have "so much to say ... now that you and I are together" (122); and 

insists that they are "the two most perfect pals that ever were" (Emphasis added 109). 

In these examples of the language of romantic desire and sexual intimacy, the text 

postulates that the mother-daughter attachment is essentially built on love and desire. 

Anne assumes the masculine role in courting her mother with jewellery and giving her 

access to her private room, as if for a romantic liaison. But building upon traditional, 

heterosexual maturation models, the texts also records the progression of Anne's 

attachment from her mother to her (father)husband Chris Fenno. Kate realises that 

Anne "wanted her other happiness [with Fenno] also; she wanted that more than 

anything else; she would not hesitate to sacrifice her mother to it if there were no 

other way ... she wanted Chris Fenno infinitely the more" (197). Anne's desire for 
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Fenno and paternal law will require her repression of the love and desire for the 

mother-figure that preceded that for her husband. When Kate, bewildered at her 

daughter's abandonment, remarks, "She needs Major Fenno more," Fred Landers 

replies, very matter of factly, "that's the law of life, isn't it?" as if to underscore the 

inevitability, the cultural necessity, of Anne's transference of her affections from Kate 

to her husband (198). 

The prerequisite of the paternal law (of life) is that the subject represses 

her attachment to her mother in order to transfer it to her father. This is a 

precondition to inaugurating a girl's accession into heterosexuality. Not only is the 

erasure of desire for the mother essential, but its corollary, the erasure of all maternal 

sexuality, becomes necessary for the construction of heterosexual subjectivity in a 

girlY In this context, Marianne Hirsch's comments become pertinent: "mother and 

daughter cannot coexist together as adult sexual women. The secret that forever 

divides them is the secret of maternal sexuality" (120).12 

That fact is evident in a particularly rich scene, where Anne is perched 

on the precipice of knowledge about maternal sexuality. In this scene, upon learning 

that Kate did not intend to remain in New York after her marriage with Chris, Anne 

demands of her mother, "Is it my being married--or my being married to Chris?" 

(225). When Kate refuses to discuss this further, Anne guesses "you're in love with 

him, and I've known it all along!" (226). In this tense scene, Anne's first question, 

"Is it my being married?", reveals a certain level of awareness of maternal 
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possessiveness directed towards her, and in the second remark about Kate and Chris, 

she reveals her awareness of her mother's sexuality: a bisexual oscillation, 

fluctuating between her daughter and Chris. At this moment the faint tracings of 

maternal sexuality under cultural erasure become visible. But Anne superimposes a 

conventional maturation model over the radical sub-text of mother-daughter desire, 

and Anne prefers to believe in Kate's lack of sexuality with Chris. The text is once 

more anchored in the haven of heterosexual safety, which is contingent upon the 

annihilation of maternal seXUality. However, the residue of grief over maternal loss, 

the grief at the acceptance of normative heterosexuality and femininity, tinges Anne's 

cries of "Mother, how could you and 1 ever give each other up?" (185), "Mothers 

oughtn't ever to leave their daughters" (186), and "Mother ... 1 want you both" (186). 

The Eruption of Maternal Desire 

From the moment [the mother] says 'I am expecting a baby' the latter makes a 
definite caesura/in her existence and crystallises as the signifier it then 
becomes, the maternal imaginary. 13 

--Dominique Kalfon 

Chris's relationship with his mother and mother-substitutes and Anne's 

resolution of her triadic relationship with Kate and Chris both explore the role of the 

maternal as genetrix in the perpetuation of heterosexual sons and heterosexuality in 

general. However, underlying the edifice of the Law of the Father is the faint tracing 

of the maternal which props up the paternal signifier, and we begin to discover what 
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Freud calls in "Female Sexuality" the "Minoan-Mycenaean civilization behind that of 

Greece" (195). In this section, I will trace the inscription of what for Wharton is the 

Minoan-Myceneaen civilization which underlies heterosexual desire. 

The text presents the radical bifurcation between the two positions of 

mother as genetrix and mother as speaking subject by juxtaposing two sets of mothers 

and daughters: Enid Drover, Kate's sister-in-law, who is the mother of Lilla Gates, 

and Kate, who is Anne's mother. Both Kate and Enid see their daughters married 

during the course of the novel. Enid Drover, who is "adipose" (76), has "pursed-up 

lips" and "righteous curves" (50), and is the maternal figure who is completely 

absorbed in her daughter, plotting to get Lilla married to an "elderly wealthy 

bibliophile and philanthropist" (89). She is the traditional maternal figure, the 

Oedipal mother enmeshed in a patriarchal economy, propping it up and perpetuating it 

with her womb. In contrast, Kate Clephane as maternal signifier hatches a plot to 

sabotage her daughter's marriage. Her absorption with her daughter is so complete 

that mother and daughter have osmotic and indistinct subjective boundaries, physical, 

emotional, and oral. As mother-as-speak.ing-subject, Kate is inside language but 

constantly destabilizing it, her discursive position radically shifting at every tug on the 

umbilical cord. 14 

It is in this context that R.W.B.Lewis's critique of The Mother's 

Recompense appears simplistic. Lewis argues that "the transformation of Kate 

Clephane over the chapters from a formerly unfaithful wife to a dedicated mother is 
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done with a sure hand--to the point where her identity is fixed in references to her as 

simply 'the mother'" (Lewis 464). Lewis's reading reveals his investment in the 

master discourse of motherhood, which usually formulates, dictates, and equates the 

mother with as a mere biological fact. According to Lewis's formulations, the 

mother ought to lack agency. Consequently, Kate, characterized with sexual desire 

(for Chris Fenno and Hylton Davies) and prone to action (to flee her marriage), has 

to be jettisoned from the institutionalised position of mother. 

Second and more importantly, Lewis fails to distinguish between the 

different terms by which Kate is described. In addition to being called "Kate" and 

"Kate Clephane," she is also "Mrs. Clephane" and "mother," each term being a clue 

for the maternal perspective from which the narrative emerges. In the references to 

her as Mrs. Clephane, her actions are perceived through dominant culture, the social 

milieu in which she participates. As "the mother," her cultural identity is that of 

Anne's mother, the mother of melodramatic discourse. Similarly, "Kate Clephane" 

signals the insertion of the world around her into her perspective. The text explores 

all the determinants of Kate: as mother, as a woman who gains her identity from the 

Clephane family name, and as marginalised woman. Ultimately, in fact, all the 

various titles she holds, despite the contradictory sites that they variously occupy, are 

already defined discursive positions. Kate's enunciation is dependent upon a range of 

economic, sexual, and political determinants. However, the various discursive 
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positions she occupies also open up the possibity of a new discursive position in the 

construction of her subjectivity. 

In this context, the concept of "suture," or the means by which the 

subject emerges within discourse1s clarifies the construction of Kate's subjectivity. 

The cinematic term "suture" records the moment of the subject's insertion into the 

symbolic. register in the guise of a signifier, when s/he gains meaning at the expense 

of being (Silverman Subject of Semiotics 200). The viewing subject, part of the 

audience in cinema, whose own subjectivity is formed in reponse to the one on screen 

also feels the effect of suture. That feeling is revealed when Kate inserts herself as 

Lewis's "dedicated mother" to bring meaning to the narrative in the symbolic register. 

But the text also draws attention to the figure of Kate occupying many discursive 

positions by constantly referring to her with all three terms interchangeably, 

sometimes within the same paragraph or page. One example occurs after Kate and 

her daughter travel to Rio when Anne's engagement with Chris Fenno is broken off. 

Here Kate shifts so rapidly between "Kate," "Mrs. Clephane," and "the mother" that 

the reader, whose subjectivity is simultaneously being constructed in the act of 

reading, is also placed in rapidly shifting discursive positions of dominant culture, 

marginalized culture, daughter, mother. 16 

Discursive positions themselves are revealed to be a quagmire, all of 

them being dependant on the repression of the previous position that Kate Clephane 

occupies. In other words, Kate as Mother (of the institution of Motherhood) has to 
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repress her position as the sexual self-marginalized woman in Europe in order to 

interact with her daughter. This is the core of the advice that Dr. Arklow gives her: 

to "keep silence" of the truth about her relationship with Chris (211), to renounce 

herself in order to give her daughter happiness. 

Condensation and Discursive Positions 

Dr. Arklow's advice to Kate--to be a sacrificing mother--underscores 

the social constraints and symbolic law present in the text. But since the speaking 

subject manifests itself in the unconsious levels of the text , as poetic language--an 

articulation and interaction of the symbolic and semiotic registers of the text--I will 

track the agenda of the speaking subject in the semiotic level, which takes apart and 

opens up forms of signification. In the symbolic level of the text, Kate has to appear 

as the renouncing mother to the exclusion of every other discursive position. If 

repression is the fundamental principle in the symbolic, in the semiotic register fusion 

(instead of repression) becomes the fundamental principle in the (de)construction of 

Kate's maternal subjectivity. Such fusion is signalled in the simplest of ways. Aside 

from the physical conflation of Anne and Kate which Chris responds to in his pursuit 

of both of them, the speaking subject uses a different approach in constructing Kate 

during the opening chapter. Here, Kate in exile, in Europe, receives two telegrams 

from New York. The first one states that Mrs. Clephane is dead, causing Kate a 

momentary confusion of identity, because she too is Mrs. Clephane. Kate wonders if 
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it is a poor joke. She finally realises that the reference is to the other Mrs. Clephane, 

her mother-in-law, and that she, Kate, in effect is now.t@ Mrs. Clephane. This 

momentary confusion draws attention to the tenousness and multiplicity of discursive 

positions. Being decentered from her position of the Mrs. Clephane-in-exile--who had 

to be jettisoned because of her contamination of the New York Clephanes--causes 

Kate to become simultaneously the matriarch and the self-marginalised. 

The second telegram which arrives on the heels of the first is from 

Anne asking her dearest mother "to come and live" with her (10). Kate's response to 

the telegram is to look into a mirror, as if Anne's words grant her an image, making 

her see herself for the first time with new eyes. She sees "the reflection of her 

radiant irrepressible hair, a new smile on her lips, the first streak of gray on her 

temples and the first tears--oh, she couldn't remember for how long--running down 

her transfigured face" (10). First, this image functions to layer Kate with additional 

meaning as a marginalized matriarch. In addition, Anne's telegram adds one more 

layer of meaning--that of her daughter's mother--to the rapid decentering of Kate's 

discursive position. The scene now bursts forth with meaning, giving Kate an image 

of multiplicity rather than differentiation, fusing mother and daughter in a figure of 

oneness. This union is underscored by the narrative when Kate repeats the words that 

Anne in her childhood used to call from the nursery, "Mummy--Mummy--I want my 

Mummy!" (18). Kate's repetitive chanting of these words collapses the boundary 

between mother and daughter so that they no longer have carefully delineated 
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identities. Condensation becomes the organising principle in this collapse of physical 

and temporal boundary, forming a new signifier from the cluster of previous 

signifying materials. Kate/Mrs. Clephane/ Anne form a new discursive position from 

which the speaking subject articulates maternal desire. This discursive position 

becomes a wandering linguistic agent eroding fixity of meaning in that, when Kate 

speaks, any or all three positions of matriarch, mother and daughter come into play. 

However, by being constantly (re-) positioned discursively, the speaking subject 

becomes fully contextualised within language and symbolic structuration. It can be 

only a "desire which challenges dominance from within representation and meaning" 

(Silverman The Acoustic Mirror 123-24). 

The Speaking Subject within the Semiotic and the Symbolic 

This dual discourse of the speaking subject can be demonstrated in an 

exceedingly tense scene in the novel when Kate Clephane, extremely agitated at the 

impending marriage of Chris Fenno with her daughter, goes up to Anne's room to 

talk to her and tell her that, despite her misgivings, she does not intend to be a barrier 

to the inevitable marriage. Pushing Anne's door open, Kate sees 

Before her directly in her line of vision ... Anne's narrow bed. On it the 

wedding dress still lay, in a dazzle of whiteness; and between Mrs. Clephane 

and the bed, looking also at the dress, stood Anne and Chris Fenno. They had 

not heard her cross the sitting room or push open the bedroom door; they did 
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not hear her now. All their faculties were absorbed in each other. The young 

man's arms were around the girl, her cheek was against his. One of his hands 

reached about her shoulder and, making a cup for her chin, pressed her face 

closer. They were looking at the dress; but the curves of their lips, hardly 

detached were like those of a fruit that had burst apart of its own ripeness. 

Kate Clephane stood behind them like a ghost. It made her feel 

like a ghost to be invisible and inaudible ... ; in every cell of her body she felt 

the same embrace, felt the very texture of her lover's cheek against her own, 

burned with the heat of his palm as it clasped Anne's chin to press her closer. 

(220-221) 

Kate stifles her shriek of "Oh, not that--not that--not that!" and slips out of the room 

unseen, unheard. Trying to analyse her incoherent feelings, Kate asks herself if she 

was "jealous of her daughter," but she decides "it was impossible to analyze her 

anguish" (221). 

This scene is anamolous to the rest of the text, which usually uses 

Kate's narrative consciousnesss as the producer of meaning in the novel. The 

narrative ploy of having Kate voicing and determining meaning to her actions, her 

gestures, and her thoughts does not function in this scene because Kate cannot analyse 

her feelings. Her gesture stifling her speech charges the text with a range of meaning 

which is in excess of the words on the page. Peter Brooks in The Melodramatic 

Imagination says that 



If it is a postulate of any language system that it is sufficient for the 

generation of all meaning--that there is always an excess of the signifier in 

relation to the signifiable--Ianguage as socially defined ... may become 

inadequate to cover an area of the signifiable. 
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It is in this context that the recourse to inarticulate cry and gesture 

takes on its full importance. For they mark a kind of fault or gap in the code, 

the space that marks its inadequacies to convey a full freight of emotional 

meaning. In the silence of the gap, the language of presence and immediacy, 

the primal language, is born anew... These cries and gestures signify because 

they are the language of nature, the language to which all creatures 

instinctively have recourse to express their primal reactions and emotions. (67-

68) 

Gestures and inarticulate cries, then, mark the gaps in language and become signifiers 

of the "other" text. Brooks' description of gestural language as "primal language" or 

"language of nature" or "pre-Iangauge" (66) directly connects it to the pre-syntactic, 

what Kristeva describes in "From One Identity to an Other" as "the first echolalias of 

infants as rhythms and intonations anterior to the first phonemes, morphemes, 

lexemes and sentences" (133). Thus gestures assume extra meaning, in that they 

draw attention to the gaps in the text where the syntactic sense of language is 

affected by these gestures. Reading this scene with this awareness makes the reader 

perceive "the gap in the code" which Brooks describes. 
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On the symbolic level of language, Kate's haunting question, "Was she 

jealous of her daughter?" has a certain validity to it. After all, Chris Fenno was 

extremely important to her emotions; she had been and has remained, to a certain 

extent, in love with him. The sight of Anne's dazzling white wedding dress, 

symbolizing sanctioned desire with Chris, is a lUxury that Kate never enjoyed with 

him during their surreptitious affair in Europe seven years prior to this scene. Her 

consistent desire to block her daughter's marriage with Chris is rooted in her shared 

history with Chris in the French Riviera and in what it meant to her. 

However, the eroticization in this scene does not arise just from the 

embrace of sanctioned, heterosexual desire that Kate is witness to. When Kate walks 

up to Anne's room with her lingering doubts about the marriage, the sight of her 

daughter's dog triggers an earlier memory from the past, when Anne in her infancy 

coaxed the sparks from the fireplace with cubes of sugar. This collapse of boundary 

between past and present detail in Kate's mind draws attention to the syntagmatic 

structure of the novel for the reader, where early scenes are repeated later with 

different configurations of characters. 

Kate's memory of this scene with Anne in the nursery immediately 

resembles a third scene in Anne's room, which occurs when Kate returns to 

reestablish her relationship with her daughter. Here the adult Anne and Kate share a 

dyadic embrace in the nursery before the fireplace, both of them recalling Anne as an 

infant together. This scene then resembles the bedroom scene with Anne, Chris and 
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Kate quoted at length above, especially in the triangular configuration of the 

characters. In the middle of the three scenes, however, the configuration is 

completely female and incestuous. Anne, Kate and the infant Anne appear in the 

place of the legitimate heterosexual (and incestuous) triangle of Chris, Kate and Anne 

in the later bedroom scene. In this way, the gap in this scene, conveyed through 

gesture, postulates illegitimate, incestuous desires in addition to the sanctioned (albeit 

incestuous) desire. In this register of primal language--" the language of presence and 

immediacy"--Kate's participation in Chris's embrace with Anne, feeling "the very 

texture of her lover's cheek against her own" reveals her desire for Chris. In 

addition, it also suggests the collapse of a boundary between the mother and 

daughter's corporeal selves. Chris's pressure on Anne's chin is felt on Kate's own. 

Reabsorbing Anne's body into her own so she is both Anne and Kate simultaneously, 

Kate reenacts the early dyadic embrace in a "perverted" form. 

Kate flees the room wondering if she is physically jealous of her 

daughter (221). Yet, running down the stairs, she notes Chris Fenno's hat and stick 

on the hall table, which recalls another memory for her. She remembers the night 

she had left her husband, John Clephane, over twenty years ago--John's stick and hat 

had lain in what is now the place of Chris Fenno's. The chronology of the novel thus 

becomes reversed, disrupting narrative progression, and each contemporary detail 

recalls another. The novel's syntagmatic organization collapses under Kate's desire. 

Even Anne's Airedale triggers and metonymically extends Kate's witnessing of the 
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sanctioned heterosexual embrace to include the dyadic embrace between mother and 

daughter, covering the latter scene with the eroticism of socially accepted desire. 

Condensation also takes place during Anne and Chris's embrace and so includes Kate 

in their desire. Finally, this troping of desire makes Chris Fenno a metaphoric 

replacement of John Clephane. Only the arrival of her sister-in-law, Enid Drover, 

reestablishes the continuum of time and restores the narrative to the appearance of 

chronological reliability. 

The force of Kate Clephane's accumulated desires in this rich scene 

causes a blurring of normal conceptual distinctions. Yet, as readers, we privilege 

only certain signifiers in the scene--Anne and Chris's kiss, Kate's jealousy of her 

daughter's right to marry Chris--and tend to discount the gesture which is 

"anaphoric" (Brooks 77) or also pointing towards the semiosis of the scene. Kate's 

jealousy could pertain not only to her physical jealousy of Anne, but also to Chris; his 

presence not only disrupts but terminates her dyadic embrace with Anne. 

Maternal Desire within Textual Structure 

Edith Wharton gives her readers a clue to her encoding of maternal 

desire in this novel during a letter to her friend Daisy Chanler dated June 9, 1925. 

Here Wharton agrees with Chanler that the "key" which unlocks The Mother's 

Recompense is its epigraph, "Desolation is a delicate thing," from Shelley's 

Prometheus Unbound. This passage spoken by the sixth spirit in that lyric drama is 



208 

not as much about despair and desolation themselves as about tracking only one set of 

signifiers. The reader of signs, 

Soothed to false repose by the fanning plumes above 

And the music-stiffing motions of its soft and busy feet, 

Dream[s] visions of aerial joy, and call the monster, Love 

And wake[s] and find[s] the shadow, Pain 

(Shelley 83) 

Shelley warns the careless reader about the dangers of privileging only one set of 

obvious signifiers, because it inevitably leads to a misrecognition and a misreading. 

In this context, Kate's anaphoric gesture attains more meaning than merely that of 

maternal despair. Its very muteness draws attention to the realm of the inarticulable. 

As Brooks says, "Gesture appears as a way to make available certain occulted 

perceptions and relationships, to render, with the audacity an as-if proposition, a 

world of significant shadows" (77). 

Though the symbolic attempts to cut off meaning and deny the speaking 

subject articulating maternal desire any representational support, Kate's desire is 

encoded in three distinct steps. First, the speaking subject carefully delineates the 

infant as opposed to the adult Anne. This distinction is important because when 

Anne is "a baby of three" Kate left her and her husband, John Clephane, "left her 

with a dreadful pang, a rendering of the inmost fibres, and yet a sense of unutterable 

relief, because to do so was to escape from the oppression of her married life, the 
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thick atmostphere of approval and unperceivingness which emanated from John 

Clephane like coal-gas from a leak-jng furnace" (13). In this, Kate sees Anne as a 

sealing of her heterosexual, conjugal contract with Clephane and as co-opted by 

paternal law, rather than as a mother's own "female continuity differentiating itself' 

(Kristeva, Desire in Language 239). This distinction is important, for baby Anne is 

in a metonymic relationship with her mother insofar as Kate is in a metonymic 

relationship with John Clephane. Kate's identity, culturally a lack, was then derived 

from John Clephane's. In this context, though, Anne is from Kate rather than Q[ her, 

contiguous with her physically rather than symbolising her.17 In that conjunction 

with Anne, Kate is not a lack. 

Kate's relationship with the adult Anne is in a different context, where 

she realises, "Mothers and daughters are part of each other's consciousness, in 

different degrees and in a different way, but still with a mutual sense of something 

which has always been there" (155). Kate's relationship with Anne as an adult, while 

also in the symbolic, simultaneously emphasizes a primordial relationship with Kate, a 

pre-language prior to archaic differentiation, a feeling of absence and the economy of 

the object. 18 This differentiation by the speaking subject between the adult and baby 

Anne permits both mother and daughter to stand on their own individual terms while 

simultaneously permeating "each other's consciousness." 

Second, the speaking subject collapses the boundaries which 

differentiate Kate's desire for Chris and her desire for the adult Anne. This move is 
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important, since her heterosexual desire for Chris, within the bounds of 

representation, is then charged with the duty of re-encoding the meaning of her 

interaction with and feelings for Anne. The speaking subject initiates this move when 

Kate receives the telegram informing her of old Mrs. Clephane's death, sending her 

into a frenzy of calculating Anne's age. "If Chris were thirty-three ... [and] if she 

were forty five ... then little Anne must be nearly twenty" (9). In this triadic structure 

that the speaking subject builds, Chris occupies the position of father and Anne of 

daughter. Next, in the scene where Kate admires Anne's paintings, the mother's 

language and phrases of appreciation are the same as those she reserves for Chris's 

paintings. As Kate looks at Anne's paintings, "the technical phrases [that she] had 

used had called up a time when the vocabulary of the studio was forever in her ears." 

In this scene, Anne's presence becomes interchangeable with Chris's. Kate's words 

become the agency which can exchange Chris for Anne. This process is underscored 

in the text when the conversation shifts from Anne's paintings to the memory of the 

baby Anne in a crib trying to coax the sparks in the fireplace, which both mother and 

daughter remember with their arms around each other. Chris's heterosexual 

presence, which charged the locus of desire of the first triadic structure, superimposes 

on the old order the new triangular structure of Anne (adult), Kate, and the baby 

Anne posited by the speaking subject, and the result charges this configuration with 

sexuality as well. 
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Kate is aware of this conflation of Anne and Chris when she wonders, 

"Why in the very act of thinking of her daughter has she suddenly strayed away into 

thinking of Chris? It was the first time it had happened to her to confront the two 

images, and she felt as if she had committed a profanation" (73). Kate's thought 

becomes an important and necessary step that the speaking subject makes in situating 

Anne in the site of desire that Chris previously occupied in the construction of Kate's 

maternal subjectivity. Chris's sexual presence becomes profane, and Anne's 

occupation of that site leads to a new norm of seXUality: by making homoerotic desire 

between Anne and Kate the textual norm of seXUality, the speaking subject draws the 

smudged and erased maternal desire back towards inscription and representation. 

The final move that the speaking subject makes in this step is to pull 

this realisation of the conflation of Chris and Anne to the overt level of the text rather 

than to submerge it in the semiosis of language: Kate finally realises that "the chance 

of serving Anne, pleasing Anne, in some way or another, getting closer to 

Anne ... [shared] a likeness to that. .. devouring emotion which her love for Chris had 

been" (82) and finally admits to a "passion for her daughter" (119). Discourse now 

makes a place for her "passion" and maternal desire. Her passion which initially 

occupied the site of subversion now pervades representation and the symbolic. In this 

bold gesture, desire under erasure at the semiotic, subterranean levels of the text 

becomes part of the logic of the signifying text. 
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Homoerotic Maternal Desire within Representation 

In this third and final step, the speaking subject not only makes a place 

for maternal passion on the structural level but engenders maternal desire in the 

representational level of the text as well. Consequently, there is a movement from 

heterosexual models of representation to the revelation of homoerotic mother-daughter 

desire. Initially the speaking subject, lacking a language to posit an erotic relation 

between mother and daughter, re-genders Anne so that she alternatively occupies a 

son's, then a daughter's, position in the narrative. This bisexual positioning of Anne 

is implied as early as the moment when Kate Clephane first sets eyes on her adult 

daughter. Anne is a composite of her mother and her father, with her small pale oval 

face, Kate's hair, and "John Clephane's straight rather heavy nose" (29). When 

mother and daughter reach home, Anne shows her mother the room she had occupied 

since her infancy. Kate wonders at this "sober handsome room ... and felt as if a 

rather serious-minded son were showing her his study." (33). Anne is repeatedly 

represented as masculine in a number of scenes. For example, the fact of Anne being 

"taller, statelier ... gave her that air of boyish aloofness" (53-54). Then, too, at the 

first dinner party that Anne and Kate give, the speaking subject describes Anne's face 

as both masculine and feminine, her eyes being olive and brown, "and above them, 

too prominent, even threatening, yet melting at times to curves of maiden wonder, the 

obstinate brows of old Mrs. Clephane" (54). In the repeated presentation of Anne as 

an androgynous figure, the speaking subject first nullifies the threat of homosexual 
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desire in the textual representation, while simultaneously steering language and Anne 

towards representations of maleness. This process, in tum, inscribes the erotic 

relationship of mother and daughter (based on a moment prior to differentiation) 

within the guise of heterosexual desire. That act also makes such a relationship 

culturally palatable, since there is a toleration and a model for oedipal desire (of son 

for mother). This ruse of the speaking subject then positions the androgynous Anne 

(closer to male than female) as the agency of desire based on the model of oedipal 

longing. With this rein scription of oedipal, heterosexual desire, the threat of maternal 

desire might appear to be effaced. This move, nevertheless, is politically charged, in 

that unrepresentable maternal desire is brought within the framework of 

representations of desire. 

Such a covert inscription of mother-daughter eroticism by the speaking 

subject, once within the framework of representability, becomes radically overt once 

the dominant culture around Anne accepts and remarks on their relationship in the 

language of romantic desire. Fred Landers remarks on how "she and Anne had hit it 

off from their first look at each other on the deck of the steamer" (76). Again, Nollie 

Tresselton naively remarks to Anne, "You two were made for each other." This 

remark of Mrs. Tresselton, who is part of the socially dominant group, brings Kate's 

desire for her daughter within the bounds of social acceptance, while layering 

additional meaning onto Kate's reaction to this remark: to "devour ... with kisses the 

rosy body and tousled head" of Anne (65). This radical move of the speaking subject 
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to situate mother-daughter passion within the oedipus complex, makes the oedipal an 

effect of loss and language, contextualising the desire and its corollary of sexuality 

within the symbolic and representability. 

Finally, it is in connection with this radical move of the speaking 

subject that Kate's refusal of Fred Landers's proposal must be read. Numerous 

critics, among them R. W.B. Lewis and Marianne Hirsch, insist upon Landers' 

"repeating a marriage proposal he knows she will never accept" (Hirsch 120). Lewis 

insists that Landers' proposal is "compassionate ... [made] by a faithful friend" (Lewis 

464). Both of their evaluations of the final scenes are influenced by their necessity to 

read motherhood through the virtue of renunciation. Hirsch explains that Kate refuses 

Landers' proposal because "she can only be a mother, 'what she was destined to be, '" 

only by renouncing her sexuality and her self (120-121). Lewis's description of the 

proposal as "compassionate" and Hirsch's "she can only be a mother" both become 

further indications of the cultural avoidance of maternal sexuality. Both critics seem 

to derive meaning from the ruses of the speaking subject constantly supplying 

representable, palatable meaning to the gaps in the text. In this context, the speaking 

subject overtly takes the narrative in the well-worn directions that the discourse of 

"legitimate" desire will lead it to. A reexamination of the final scenes reveals that 

Kate's refusal of Fred Landers was "the most precious thing she could give him." 

Yet this explanation is unbelievable because it is simultaneously undercut by the 

speaking subject, which qualifies Kate's reasoning for refusing Landers by seeing it as 
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based on something "deeper far than her poor understanding could reach" (271). 

Therefore, to accept her explanation of her renunciation --a maternal virtue, a sign of 

normal noble feelings--as a reasonable explanation for Kate's decision to remain 

single is to be taken in by a narrative feint performed by the speaking subject. 

In fact, Kate Clephane's refusal of the proposal ought to be seen as an 

aborting of traditional maternal melodrama conclusions, where the unbridled passion 

and sexuality of the maternal is reined in and culturally harnessed. Since the speaking 

subject can inscribe maternal sexuality only by decentering repressive discursive 

positions, Kate's acceptance of the repressive Landers once more would delegate her 

to a fixed position in the text. In her insistence on remaining single, Kate has free 

and simultaneous access to a wide range of discursive positions--those of the 

(desiring) mother, the (desiring) mother-in-law, the matriarch of the Clephane family, 

and as the self-marginalized Mrs. Clephane in self-imposed exile, respectable yet with 

a choice to exercise unbridled sexuality. It is in Kate's non-alignment to anyone 

fixed discursive position that maternal sexuality can be finally inscribed in The 

Mother's Recmpense. 

Conclusion 

Ultimately, we are lead by this novel to a question: are maternal 

sexuality and desire possible only in the context of cultural taboos like incest and 

homosexuality, which often exist under erasure and generally outside of signification? 
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Claude Levi-Strauss has demonstrated the rules of kinship and marriage which dictate 

structural positions in families. These kinship rules also charge these positions with 

power, economic and legal status, and meaning. Jacques Lacan's theory of the 

subject, in his intersections with Levi-Strauss, suggests "a virtual collaboration-

between the structuring agency of the family and that of the signifier" (Silverman The 

Subject of Semiotics 180-81). The incest taboo is not only the guardian of exogamy 

but also of linguistic categories like "mother," "father," "daughter," "son," the value 

and meaning of which can be grasped only within sanctioned discourse. This link, in 

tum, leads to cultural patterns where paternal power becomes possible only when 

maternal sexuality is totally erased. 19 

In Kate Clephane's initial subversion of committing adultery, followed 

by her maternal sexuality, the speaking subject not only attempts to disintegrate the 

nuclear family of father, mother, and child, but also to undermine the familial 

discourse upon which the edifice of paternal law is based. In the end, the speaking 

subject's inscription of maternal desire and sexuality, by giving Kate Clephane a wide 

range of enunciatory possibilities, shatters the myth of the troubled relationship of the 

maternal to language which the concept of the pre-oedipal suggests with its 

implications of regression to a state prior to representation. By bringing Kate and 

Anne's relationship within the rubric of the oedipus complex, homoerotics does not 

simple become is not the refuge of pre-oedipal moments between mother and 

daughter; it is encoded within the symbolic and within signification. With the 
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maternal semiotic constantly challenging meaning in the symbolic register which 

reinforces heterosexuality (based upon the repression of maternal sexuality), an 

oppositional desire becomes visible. This is the radical, political move on the part of 

Wharton's speaking subject in The Mother's Recompense. 
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER 5 

1. R.W.B. Lewis in Edith Wharton: A Biography (N.Y. Harper Colophon Books, 1975) 
states that "There is the familiar image of marital distress and of extramarital sexual 
fulfillment. But this is subordinated to the potent issue of parent-schild relationship (464). 
Cynthia Griffin Wollf in A Feast of Words: The Triumph of Edith Wharton (N. Y. Oxford 
University Press, 1977) points out that Wharton's "need to place sexuality" (343) was no 
longer important for her in the final set of novels. Wollf adds that the conception of The 
Mother's Recompense was in as early as 1901. Tracing the origins and various avatars of 
the novel, Wollf indicates that in the earlier forms, that the emphasis was on the daughter, 
but when this story culminated in this novel, "Wharton was increasingly driven to examining 
the fate not of the child, but of the mother. Elizabeth Ammons in Edith Wharton's 
Argument with America (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1980), too, points out that 
Wharton veers from critiquing marriage as she does in her earlier novels to realising that 
"women are meant to be mothers." Her reading of The Mother's Recompense is that 
Wharton "clearly approve[d]" the conclusaion of this novel because "Kate's final 
bereavement comprises the mother's recompense for abandoning her child and leading a 
promiscuous life" (162-63). Janet Goodwyn, most recently in Edith Wharton: Traveller in 
the Land of Letters (London: MacMillan, 1990) points out that this novel is about the 
"positive" maturation process of a woman where she achieves "a sense of personal 
responsibility for her own actions" (86). Goodwyn's implication is that only the acceptance 
of motherhood can initiate the process. 

2. According to Hirsch, Chris Fenno's intrusion into the dyadic bliss between mother and 
daughter inevitably leads to "silence" (120), signifying the movement of the daughter into the 
Symbolic. She bases her conclusion on the fact that the daughter ultimately marries Chris, 
leading her life and the narrative into heterosexual safety. 

3. Defining Kate Clephane's narrative consciousness as the speaking subject that Kristeva 
posits allows me to read both the symbolic and the semiotic levels of the text. Kristeva's 
speaking subject is derived from Marx, Freud and Lacan's conception of the subject in 
society. Freud distinguishes between the pre-oedipal or the phase when the infant is attuned 
only to its sexual needs, and the Oedipal when it responds to the pressures of society by 
calling them the pleasure and reality principal. Lacan's rereading of Freud intersects 
language acquisition as the subjects entry into reality. He terms this the Imaginary and 
Symbolic phase respectively. In the Imaginary phase the subject is in a dyadic bliss with its 
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mother. With the acquisition of language, the subject moves into the symbolic phase, 
divorcing itself from the dyadic relationship, and entering into the triadic relationship with 
Father-Mother-Child. The incest taboo is encoded into this triangulation of desire with the 
father serving as censor for the subject. In this configuration the subject understands its 
divided identity, enters language and society and begins to obey the Law of the Father. 
Kristeva's revolutionizing of the divided subject into the semiotic and symbolic phases 
prevents the herarchization of one pahse of the divided subject over another. As Roudiez 
suggests, "Allowing her to account for such a splitting, Kristeva has posited two types of 
signifying processes to be analysed within any production of meaning: a 'semiotic' and a 
'symbolic' one. The 'semiotic' process relates to the chora, a term meaning 'receptacle,' 
which she borrows from Plato ... WhiIe the chora's articulation is uncertain, undetermined, 
while it lacks thesis or position, unity or identity, it is the aim of Kristeva's practice to 
remove what Plato saw as 'mysterious' and 'incomprehensible' in what he called 'mother and 
receptacle' of all things. The symbolic process refers to the establishment of sign and 
syntax, paternal function, grammatical and social constraints, symbolic law. In short, the 
signifying process as increasingly manifest in 'poetic language' results from a particular 
articulation between symbolic and semiotic dispositions ... The speaking subject is engendered 
as belonging to both the semiotic chora and the symbolic device, and that accounts for its 
eventual split nature" Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language Ed. Leon S. Roudiez. Trans. 
Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, and Leon Roudiez (N.Y. Columbia UP, 1980) 6-7. For a 
better understanding of Julia Kristeva's concept of semiotic read, "Motherhood according to 
Giovanni Bellini" and "Place Names" from Desire in language. Also read "Stabat Mater" in 
The Kristeva Reader. Jane Gallop in The Daughter's Seduction points out the difference 
between the Imaginary and Semiotic. Also see Kaja Silverman, The Acoustic Mirror: 
Female voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1988), for a critique 
of Gallop's reading of Kristeva (104). 

4. Edith Wharton in a letter to Minnie Jones as quoted in Lewis, 465. 

5. See Peter Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac. Henry James. Melodrama and 
the Mode of Excess (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), Thomas Elsaesser, IITales of 
Sound and Fury: Observations on the Family Melodrama." Monogram, 4 (1972), 2-15. Also 
see Griselda Pollock, Geoffrey Nowell Smith, and Stephen Heath, "Dossier on Melodrama. II 
Screen 18, 2 (Summer 1977) 105-19. Mary Anne Doane in The Desire to Desire: The 
Woman's Films of the 1940s (Bloomington: Indiana University Press 1987) intersects the 
melodrama with the maternal melo, as well. 

6. Kaplan suggests that with the intersection of the Industrial Revolution, the seventeenth and 
eighteenth century western, European cultures gave way to a new social class, the 
bourgeoisie. However, with the new changes in familial structures, there emerged a need to 
articulate approppriate male/female sex roles. Prior to the Industrial Revolution, childhood 
as a stage in the formation of a person was not valued. There was a growing perception that 
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the upbringing that the child (male being the normative definition of child) received would 
determine the citizen he would make. Therefore, raising children became the newest and 
most important task for the mother. 

7. See Gayle Rubin's "The Traffic in Women: Notes towards a political Economy of Sex." 
In Toward an Anthropology of Women. ed. Rayna Reiter (NY: Monthly Review Press, 
1975) pp. 157-210. Again, Levi-Strauss in The Elementary Structures of Kinship {Boston: 
Beacon, 1969}, points out that "The total relationship of exchange which constitutes marriage 
is not established between a man and a woman, but between two groups of men, and the 
woman figures only as one of the objects in the exchange, not as one of the partners" (115). 
I use the term "homosocial" as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick defines it in Between Men: English 
Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (NY: Columbia University Press, 1985) where she 
coincides social bonds between persons of the same sex into the orbit of desire, 
hypothesizing "the the potential unbrokenness a continuum between homosocial and 
homosexual" (1). 

8. Jane Gallop in The Daughter's Seduction: Feminism and Psychoanalysis points out that 
"Patriarchy is grounded in the uprightness of the father. If he were devious and unreliable, 
he could not have the power to legislate. The law is supposed to be just--that is, impartial, 
indifferent, free from desire" (75). Futhermore, Gallop adds that by desiring his daughter, 
the father is removed from the hom(m}osexual economy in which women are exchanged 
among men. 

9. Thus the positioning of Fenno can be seen as an attempt of the narrative to cover the 
traces of incest, traces which simultaneously also become the marker of what Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak would describe as "the absence of the presence, an always already absent 
present" (Spivak XVII). See Translator's Preface in Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatalogy 
trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1984). 

10. Lacan in "Function and Field in Speech and Language" in Ecrits: A Selection trans. 
Alan Sheridan (New York: W.W.Norton, 1977) indicates that the "Phallus" is not the same 
as the penis in that the latter can never approximate the phallus, just as the actual father can 
never be equal to the epic proportions of the symbolic father. "Phallus" designates all those 
values that are opposed to lack, a signifier which the subject has been separated from during 
various stages of his constitution, never to be restored. Its loss originates desire in the 
subject. More importantly, the "phallus" signifies cultural privileges and paternal power, 
potency, knowledge and discursive power. The "Phallus" is therefore abstract and diffuse, 
with institutional support from the legal and religious systems, the patriarchal family, and 
dominant Economic and political systems. In The Mother's Recompense, Fred Landers and 
Chris Fenno at the helm of paternal power are important to restore normalcy (by reinstituting 
the patriarchal family) to the abnormal relationship between the recalcitrant mother and her 
daughter. 
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11. Naomi Scheman in "Missing Mothers/Desiring Daughters," Critical Inquiry, 15 
(Autumn 1988), 62-89, argues that the daughter's attachment to her mother has to be 
repressed beyond recollection. The daughter's replacement of her affection for her mother 
with that for her father, becomes a prerequisite to heterosexuality, makeing this new 
connection "inherently more fungible--more replaceable by a substitute" (68). She can then 
safely move from father to husband in her affections. Repressing her love for her mother, 
"amounts to identifying her father as her true parent, forgetting the love and desire for him. 
Doing that also requires learning how to do it, that is learning how to dispose of desire 
according to demands that are external to it, through cooperating in the fiction that the 
desires she newly acquires were the ones that were there all along. 

Through such cooperation girls are learning that there is a connection between the 
particular fungibility of female desire and the normative passivity of that desire. By defining 
female desire as responsive to male--in the first instance, paternal--desire, the culture 
inscribes 'father-daughter incest as a culturally constructed paradigm of female desire'" (70). 

12. Hirsch points out that Anne's plea of "I want you both" is impossible insofar as Kate 
insists on being sexual (119-20). Hirsch adds in a note that "interestingly, society, and Anne 
were willing to forgive Kate the first lover with whom she ran away, even though he caused 
her to abandon her child; the unforgiveable breech was the sexual pleasure she experienced 
with Chris" (217). In this, as I have mentioned before, we can see that Hirsch's decrying of 
the "revoltingly incestuous" moment of the text is not that of homoerotic mother-daughter 
dyadic bliss, but the incest which would occur if Chris were sexual with both mother and 
daughter. Hirsch's presumption of the erasure of maternal sexuality being a requirement of 
the text, is based on cultural dictates which perceives mother as love-object as taboo. I 
would argue that inscription of maternal sexuality past the stage of Oedipal complex would 
be troublesome as it will bring to the surface of the female subject's memory, her primary 
attachment to her mother which has to be repressed in her accession to heterosexuality. 

13. Dominique Kalfon in "Motherhood Dossier" M/F, 8 (1983), 28. 

14. Mother as genetrix can therefore be aligned with the Lacanian Imaginary, blindly 
participating in the instinctual experience of procreation, and becomes a pre-oedipal 
experience, a temporal phase leading to closure and appropriation by the symbolic. In this, 
Enid Drover, like Mrs. Hudson Bart in The House of Mirth perpetuates the symbolic by 
aiding and abbetting her daughter in an exchange economy. Kate, in contrast, can be 
perceived as mother as speaking subject, whose semiotic encoding of language does not place 
the mother as prior to representation and language. In this, I find Kaja Silverman's 
treatment of the maternal speaking subject useful. Silverman in The Acoustic Mirror: The 
Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 1988) places the mother-daughter relationship under the rubric of Oedipus 
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complex and adds that it makes it "an effect of language and loss, and so ... contextualize[s] 
both it and the sexuality it implies firmly within the symbolic. It is also to bring it within 
desire, and hence psychic 'reality.' Finally, and most important, it is not to foreclose upon 
what might be called 'libidinal politics, 'but to make it possible to speak for the first time 
about a genuinely oppositional desire--to speak about a desire which challenges dominancw 
from within representation and meaning, rather than from the place of a mutely resistant 
biology or sexual 'essence.' Once we have recognized that unconscious desire is far from 
monolithic--that it is divided between at least two very different fantasmatic scenes--then it 
becomes possible to think of all sorts of discursive and relational strategies for activating the 
fantasmatic scene which corresponds to maternal desire, one which the symbolic does its best 
to cordon off and render inactive by denying it representational support" (123-124). 

15. See Jacques-Alain Miller, "Suture (elements of the logic of the signifier)." Miller 
writes 

Suture names the relation of the subject to the chain of its discourse... it figures there 
as the element which is lacking, in the form of a stand-in. For, while there lacking, 
it is not purely and simply absent. Suture, by extension--the general relation of lack 
to the structure of which it is an element, inasmuch as it implies the position of a 
taking-the-place-of. (25-26) 

Jean-Pierre Oudart uses the concept of "suture" in film studies and deals with questions such 
as what is the cinematic equivalent for language in the literary text in "Cinema and Suture." 
See Miller and Oudart in the "Dossier on Suture," Screen Vol. 18, No.4 (Winter 1977178), 
23-76. 

16. Daniel Dayan in "the Tutor Code of Classical Cinema" in Movies and Methods ed. Bill 
Nichols (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976) discusses the spectator (site of 
consumer) and camera (site of production) relationship in the shot/reverse shot formation in 
films and how it forms the identity of the spectator. Emile Benveniste in "Language in 
Freudian Theory" (referred to in Silverman The Subject of Semiotics 197-98) points out that 
the role of the reader is determined by her ideal representation inserted in pre-existing 
discursive positions. 

17. I base this distinction of Anne as a phallic metaphor as opposed to Kristeva's "female 
continuity differentiating itself" on the alignment of the male with the privileged phallus 
(Lacan). Girls learn their relationship to the phallus as primarily based on lack. Since Kate, 
herself a lack, cannot represent herself except in relation to the privileged phallus, Anne 
cannot symbolise her, or be a continuity of her except in relation to the phallus. In this 
context, Anne is John Clephane's daughter and a phallic metaphor. 
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18. In "Motherhood according to Giovanni Bellini," Kristeva describes "the nonsymbolic, 
nonpatemal causality" of motherhood. Kristeva says, "The body of [the] mother is always 
the same Master-Mother of instinctual drive, a ruler over psychosis, a subject of biology, but 
also one towards which women aspire all the more passionately simply because it lacks a 
penis: that body cannot penetrate her as can a man when possessing his wife. By giving 
birth, the woman enters into contact with her own mother. She thus actualizes the 
homosexual facet, through which the woman is closer to her instinctual memory, more open 
to her own psychosis, and consequently, more negatory of the social, symbolic bond" (Desire 
in Language 239). Kristeva insists that the homosexual facet between mother and daughter is 
possible only during the childbirth of the daughter, because in this symbiotic embrace with 
her mother and her daughter she remains beyond the structuring reach of castration and 
difference. However, this would render the mother-daughter symbiosis to stand outside 
signification, and therefore outside desire. On this point, Silverman's insistence on the 
Oedipus Complex as the mediating agency between the daughter and her love for her mother 
is very important. See Note 14 in this chapter. 

19. In The Elementary Structures of Kinship, Levi-Strauss gives a structural reading of 
kinship ties. Classifications within family and society are to confer identity upon its 
members. The rules of marriage and kinship determine the positions to be occupied by 
members of the social group. Thus, terms such as Father, Mother, Son are fixed positions 
exceeding the individuals who temporarily occupy them. Lacan, in "Field and Function of 
Speech and Language" in Berits: A Selection. Trans. Alan Sheridan, (N.Y. Norton, 1977) 
points out that the "primordial law" of incest "is identical with an order of language" (66), 
because the Oedipus Complex plays the same determinative role in the constitution of the 
unconscious, subjectivity and the symbolic order as does language. For a clear explanation 
of the intersection between Levi-Strauss and Lacan read Kaja Silverman on "The Subject" in 
The Subject of Semiotics (N. Y. OUP, 1983). 
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VI 

TEXTUALIZING/FICTIONALIZING IDENTITY: 

WHARTON'S LETTERS, AUTOBIOGRAPHY AND BIOGRAPHIES 

In this chapter, I intend to explore Wharton's narrative practices in 

relation to her construction of an identity. My assertion is that Wharton chose to 

narrate her works through a constructed voice that can best be understood through 

post-colonial theory. In order to trace Edith Wharton's problematic production of self 

one must, first, be aware of structural and post-structural theories of language which 

have shattered traditional notions of a coherent and fixed discursive identity of the 

subject. In the second half of the twentieth century, the subject is understood to be 

constructed by linguistic structures, where both the conscious and the unconscious are 

at play. Then, one must consider the cultural and social milieu in which Wharton 

produced her works. That is to say, the politics and modes of cultural authority at 

her moment must be examined. This step is particularly relevant when we consider 

that Wharton deliberately chose to be a diasporic American, similar to her "mentor" 

Henry James, making her home in France for thirty years of her writing career. In 

her years in France, Wharton wrote primarily in English, principally for an American 

audience. Theories of displaced, dislocated, and diasporic sUbjectivities must be 

considered within this context. Finally, one should identify the position from which 
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Wharton articulated herself within this locality of dominant cultural authority. 

Wharton's positioning of herself was influenced by the fact that she functioned as a 

(cultural) Other in France. Wharton's post-colonial sensibility emerges precisely from 

this amalgam of deliberate dislocation. An intense sense of cultural Other-ness 

therefore marks her autobiography, A Backward Glance, and her Letters. 

I consequently want to situate Wharton's problematic production of 

selfin these works, but to do so within the context of the two definitive biographies 

which are generally considered more "authentic" by Wharton scholars than her spare 

autobiography. In 1947, ten years after her death, Percy Lubbock, an Englishman, 

published Portrait of Edith Wharton at the request of Wharton's literary executor, and 

in 1969, R.W.B. Lewis, an American, whose name is now permanently associated 

with Wharton and Wharton scholarship, published his Pulitzer Prize-winning version, 

Edith Wharton: A Biography. 1 This contextualization of Wharton among her 

biographers seems necessary because both Lubbock and Lewis, in their haste to piece 

together the events in her life, reveal their desire to authenticate their own roles as 

biographers. Their biographies become a piecing together of history rather than an 

assemblage of the fragments of Wharton's "self' disseminated in all her writings.2 

My reading of her biographies will question such traditional notions, which assume 

the transparency of the role of the biographer in the triangular relationship between 

biographer, subject, and reader. In this chapter, I will argue that Wharton's two 

primary biographers, Lubbock and Lewis, violently appropriate Wharton's life and 
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subject it to interpretation according to their own ideological, nationalistic, 

patriarchal, or heterosexist biases. For example, Percy Lubbock as an Englishman 

reveals a definite bias for reading Wharton's literary productions as colonial 

literature. His understanding of her works is from an English/Eurocentric view. In 

this context, in his reading, Wharton's literature functions as the Other. 

In his tum, Lewis's biography of Wharton strains to correct the 

misreading set in motion by Lubbock's biography. Lewis constantly attempts to 

harness Wharton within an American literary context. However, in his anxiety to 

make her American, he also forcefully situates Wharton within the limited space of 

the "American woman writer." Lewis's evaluation of Wharton's life and letters is 

based upon this sexualizing of her identity. And it is within this context that Lewis 

decides on his criteria for selecting Wharton's letters as well. In 1988, R.W.B. 

Lewis and Nancy Lewis edited The Letters of Edith Wharton where 

of the usable four thousand ... [they] chose ... a little less than four hundred, 

about one in ten. [They] could well wish the number were higher, and could 

in fact, without much difficulty, have included up to one hundred more, but at 

some risk of repetition and perhaps an occasional slackening of appeal. The 

letters selected are intended to show Edith Wharton at her epistolary best and 

most characteristic, and in the striking variety of voices, her changeable states 

of being, the modes and phases of her major relationships (3-4). 
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Thus Lewis's selection of letters becomes an extension of his biography, proclaiming 

his authenticity as much as it does Wharton's life. If the letter is traditionally 

perceived as the register that reveals the trajectory of the writer's private hopes and 

fears, thereby unmasking the agency behind the writer's public fiction, Lewis's 

edition of the Letters, in fact, becomes a censoring or silencing of Wharton's agency. 

While both of Wharton's biographers correctly situate their subject in 

the space of the Other, they perceive a univocal, fixed identity for that Other, in that 

they assign her a fixed and limited space for her as a writer. I will argue that 

Wharton diversifies this space and consistently occupies a variety of discursive 

positions within this rubric of Other. It is only within her exploitation of this 

positioning of herself in her letters and autobiography that the elision between her 

writings and their contexts become visible. Therefore, in this chapter, I will trace the 

articulation of Wharton's speaking subject in the theater of self-portrayal. First, I 

will examine the politics of identity enmeshed in Lubbock's and Lewis's biographies. 

Then I will trace the suiet-en-proces3 implicit in Wharton's deliberate posturing and 

in her parody of traditional modes of narrative in A Backward Glance and Letters. 

Lubbock and Imperialism 

A few months after Edith Wharton's death in 1937, Gaillard Lapsley, 

the Oxford don and literary executor of Wharton's estate, engaged Percy Lubbock, 

the author of The Craft of Fiction, to write her biography (Lubbock v). R.W.B. 



Lewis speculates on Lapsley's choice of Lubbock given the context of Wharton's 

slowly disintegrating friendship with the man who was her first biographer (515). 

Lewis says: 
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Literarily, [the Portrait] is undoubtedly a work of art, written with all the 

stylistic grace of Lubbock's command, witty and ingratiating by turns. But the 

book's most striking characteristic to the thoughtful reader is the subtly 

distributed malice towards its subject, a careful muted downgrading of Edith 

Wharton as a human being and a writer. The picture that emerges is 

surreptitiously false in many places (Lewis 515-516). 

Notwithstanding this patricide of Lubbock necessary to make Lewis' biography of 

Wharton definitive, Lubbock's Portrait of Edith Wharton is indeed coded with the 

hostility that he felt for the American author. Wharton and Lubbock had been 

friends--they had even travelled to N. Africa together in 1914--but when Lubbock had 

married Lady Sybil, Wharton began extricating herself from the friendship. 

Lubbock's Portrait of Edith Wharton originates from this perception of Wharton's 

possessiveness of her men, since she liked "to be surrounded by the suit of an 

attentive court" (Lubbock 54).4 

Lubbock rejects traditional approaches, choosing not to refer to 

biographical markers from his subject's life. He considered Wharton's autobiography 

sufficient in this respect. Lubbock's biography consists primarily of letters written to 

him by various friends of Wharton summing up their impressions of her and narrating 
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incidents of their interaction with the author. Lubbock quotes extensively from those 

letters which confirm his opinion of Wharton. For example, Lubbock quotes at 

length from a letter from an anonymous Englishwoman, a friend of Henry James and 

Howard Sturgis, who was living in New York. An admirer of Wharton's fiction, she 

called on the author one day. A chilly meeting with long pauses followed because the 

Englishwoman went only to Embassy and foreign office parties, the domain of people 

Wharton considered 'those London crowds--one can't get much out of them.' As 

Wharton's guest left, a man walked in. Then, 

"Mrs Wharton leaned over the banisters thinking [her guest] had already gone, 

and called to him in a warm, kind, eager voice that [the guest] had not yet 

heard. 'What do you think, Ogden--could one in a little house like this allow a 

Chippendale clock in the hall?'" (Lubbock 32). 

Lubbock' extensive quotation reveals his narrative ploy: first, his Wharton was more 

fond of her male friends, capable of talking trivialities with them, while slighting 

unintellectual women. Second, by quoting other people, Lubbock reveals a general 

consensus of Wharton as a cold, intellectual (unwomanly) woman who demanded 

intellectual wit and sharpness from anyone who wished to be part of her entourage. S 

Lubbock's biography organizes itself around two main points. Initially, 

he traces her intellectual development, dismissing the first four decades of her life 

with "Well, she dressed, she furnished her house, she fed her guests, she laid out her 

garden all better than anyone else" (25). This patronizing sketch of Edith Wharton as 
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hausfrau serves as the basis for his assertion that she came to Europe for an 

intellectual discourse unavailable to her in the United States. Lubbock sums it up 

with, "She came, let us put it in a word, for talk--for more talk with more people, 

and people as fearless of talk, as familiar with it, as dependent on it as herself' (49). 

He marks the birth of Wharton's intellectual self with her first substantial meeting 

with Henry James in 1903 when she was forty years 01d.6 Lubbock's emphasis of 

the influence of James on Wharton's intellectual life is revealed in the first chapter of 

his biography which is written from the perspective of James, "the master of her art" 

and the "master of her ceremonies" (1). 

Lubbock's construction of Wharton's early life in America is both 

deliberate and political. By discrediting her early life in America--tuming her into a 

coms morcele, a body in bits and pieces--he maintains that Edith Wharton lacked any 

specular or intellectual identity at that stage. Thus Lubbock privileges her meeting 

with and mentoring by James. In this manner, Lubbock reveals his anxiety to make 

this meeting the initiation of Wharton into her "mirror stage. ,,7 Lubbock gives her a 

totalizing image from outside (James) as the "other" organizing and orienting 

Wharton's physical and intellectual self. Lubbock's narrative ploy reveals his 

intention to make lithe Master" the mirror from which Wharton will produce her best 

self. 

The implications of Lubbock's construction of Wharton are twofold, at 

least. First, by granting Edith Wharton a (mirror) image via James, Lubbock gives 
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her a unified identity which he claims she lacked as a writer in America. However, 

in Lubbock's biography Wharton remains suspended in this dual moment of self

recognition (through James). Lubbock interprets Wharton's creative abilities as one 

informed and allotted by James. Lubbock says that 

Henry ... ascribed to her a position she had to fill. She had placed herself in it 

or he placed her--anyhow he saw her there and commended her for it; his 

creation or hers, he approved it as good. He admired her effect in the world-

he watched, he presided over it; he couldn't if it really was her own doing, 

have designed or composed it for her more pictorially--it was as good as a 

fiction of his own. (Emphasis added; Lubbock 5) 

Wharton is suspended in the mirror phase--her image issued to her by James becomes 

her entire identity. She is not allowed a circumscription of her own individuality 

which will secure her an individualized space in the (symbolic) world of language and 

letters. Without James, there cannot be a Wharton. Thus Wharton is always 

imbricated in "lack." Europe, England and James provide the "presence" in her 

texts. 

Second, Lubbock's narrative ploy of using the words of others to 

produce this picture of Edith Wharton reveals his own political and personal 

investment. Lubbock joins the exclusive coterie of English or anglicized men such as 

Henry James, Howard Sturgis, Robert Norton, Bernard Berenson, John Hugh Smith, 
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Gaillard Lapsley, etc., who surrounded Wharton in part for the purpose of influencing 

and moulding her. 

Another factor around which Lubbock's Portrait is organized is her 

oscillation between two contradictory points: that she was American, then un

American. First, Lubbock depicts her as displaying stereotypical American qualities 

in her restlessness, her abundance of money, and desire for European things. Such 

"Americanisms" are revealed in the way he describes Wharton's descent upon the 

naturalized Englishman, Henry James, for a visit. Lubbock depicts her as "wild 

woman" or "angel of devastation" (2) plucking James forth in her "chariot of fire" 

[her car], which was "magnificent" and "Napoleonic." He continues, "but how little 

she understood the life of the literary hermit, its dedication to solitude and silence, its 

sacrifice to its task" (1). 8 Her acquisition of European culture, ultimately, is 

revealed as superficial in its excess. Lubbock quotes at length from a letter from 

Mme. Sainte-Rene Taillandier to prove this point: 

I have often noticed among Americans attracted by our civilization and our 

traditions, something for which we ourselves are scarcely prepared, something 

that exceeds our measure--almost, in the English phrase, 'too much of a good 

thing.' In nearly every French interior you will notice a clock that betrays the 

bad taste of the mother-in-law, or a woolwork chair-cover, touching relic of 

'bonne-maman.' With Mrs. Wharton I was intimidated by the esthetic 

perfection of everything about her. (Emphasis added; 163) 
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Lubbock's concept of "American" is thus not only as something imitative, but is also 

based on heirarchical notions of class, with England and Europe as primary and 

higher. Wharton's very aesthetic perfection is ultimately used to betray her. 

After establishing her "Americanness" (which for Lubbock is equivalent 

to an imitation culture), Lubbock reverses his position to erase any notion of 

"Americanness" from her. In the last chapter of the biography, where he places her 

in the apostolic succession of Hawthorne, Howells and Henry James, who were 

of Europe in their art, and in much more than their art, in the climate of their 

culture, in the style and habit of their thought. On whichever side of the 

ocean they lived and wrote, it was their affiliation with Europe that set their 

tone, in living and in criticising life, and their United States, apart once more 

from the very few roving adventurers of the "frontier," were those that faced 

the Atlantic. (Emphasis added; 241) 

Lubbock, thus, with one fell swoop colonizes even such canonical American writers 

as Hawthorne and Howells. In this appropriation of "classic" American writing, he 

reveals his ideological, colonialist stance, according to which all American writing is 

a hazy mirror image of England and Europe and their ways. By implication, even 

James' writing becomes a pale imitation of the English/European tradition. Lubbock 

establishes his own dominant-subject position by relegating Wharton and (by 

implication) Henry James into the space for "subjected peoples" whose access to 

knowledge is via the dominant English and European groups. Lubbock, thereby, 
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simultaneously "other" and yet entirely transparent and knowable. 
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Lubbock's reading of Wharton's life is, therefore, the accumulation of 

several decisions. The first step in Lubbock's colonizing venture is to make Henry 

James, a transplanted American in England, a subaltern.9 Henry James obviously 

needed the patronage of the dominant culture, England, to accomplish his life's work. 

Next, by establishing that Wharton's career prior to Henry James was at best that of a 

dilettante, Lubbock denies her a voice, language and individuality of her own. She 

needed a role model, another subaltern, to give her a voice. In this way, both Henry 

James and Edith Wharton are allotted structural positions in the spectrum of good and 

bad writing. Wharton's writing, therefore, becomes purely an act of ventriloquism, 

with the original voice supplied by the "Master" discourse of England, Europe (and 

James). Her constant oscillation between her Americanness and her Europeanness 

underscores the fact that she can only mimic the hegemonic standards set by English 

and European discourse. Wharton's subjectivity in this biography is always a 

construction, an image cast by the dominant and reflecting mirror of Europe. Her 

mimicry in its excess always reveals itself as a lack, rearticulating presence only in 

terms of its "otherness." Even, Wharton's mimicry of civil discourse also draws 

attention to forms of authority and European hegemony. 
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The Americanization of Edith 

Lubbock's colonization of Edith Wharton prompted the American 

R.W.B. Lewis to write his "definitive" biography in 1969. Upon publication, this 

biography won not only the Pulitzer Prize, the Bancroft Prize, and the National Book 

Critics Circle Award, but lead to his next project, his "definitive" edition of Edith 

Wharton's letters. Finding Lubbock's version of her life unsatisfactory, Lewis found 

inspiration in her diary which was begun in 1924 with this epigraph, "If ever I have a 

biographer, it is in these notes that he will find the gist of me." Wharton had also 

deliberately prepared a packet of papers addressed to her biographer, which contained 

for the most part letters relating to her husband's illnesses and her subsequent divorce 

from him (Lewis v). Yet even while titling his book Edith Wharton: A Biography, 

Lewis deliberately draws attention, not to her life, but to himself and particular 

approach to the genre in which it is written. 

Lewis reappropriates and restores Edith Wharton back to her 

motherland, the United States, in a number of ways. First, he elaborately situates her 

in her familial history and among her forebears. In this gambit, he takes his cue from 

Wharton who, in her autobiography, refers to her maternal great-grandfather, 

Ebenezer Stevens. Doing further research on his own, Lewis discovers that great

grandfather Stevens was an artillery officer in the Revolutionary War against England, 

one who actually participated in the first American act of insurgency, the Boston Tea 

Party (Lewis 8). Stevens' heroic acts begin a roll call of ancestral highlights in early 
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American history, since he participated in the Battle of Bunker Hill and soldiered 

under the Marquis de Lafayette (9). In civilian life, Ebenezer Stevens became an 

"agent of the war department, a member of the New York assembly," and more (9). 

Lewis is careful to emphasize the rock-solid mercantile, upper class New York stock 

that Wharton emerges from (36). He underlines Wharton's family ties and friendship 

with President Theodore Roosevelt (144-46). By drawing upon her distinctive 

familial lines, Lewis attempts to lift the foreign, European yoke from Edith Wharton's 

shoulders and returning her to American soil. 

Lewis's insistence on Wharton's Americanness becomes even more 

pronounced in his placement of her with other American writers. For example, he 

positions her in a roll call of American authors such as Stephen Crane, Henry James 

and Sarah Orne Jewett (81). Borrowing Lubbock's technique of quoting others to 

authorize his position, Lewis refers to practically every review where Wharton's work 

is declared as "the most splendid achievement of an American man or woman in 

fiction" (Emphasis added; 105-106). Morgan Dix, the Rector of Trinity, is quoted as 

having "compared the rhythm and beauty of her style to Hawthorne's" (106). Lewis 

himself directly points to the impact of Hawthorne in Ethan Frome. He even places 

Wharton in the "honorable line of [apostolic] succession of William Dean Howells," 

Wharton's "closest predecessor in American literary history" (Emphasis added; 116). 

In addition, in a roundabout way, Lewis compares Wharton's The Custom of the 

Country to the best work of Theodore Dreiser and Sinclair Lewis (148). True, 
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Lewis's reading of The Age of Innocence is coded with anxiety when he insists that 

"much more than the leading product of 'the James school,' she was the originator of 

her own" (429). But Lewis adds that Wharton's originality and refusal to be 

harnessed by European traditions struck such a chord in Sinclair Lewis that he 

dedicated Babbit to her (434). 

After tracing Wharton's impeccable bloodlines--in her ultra-American 

familial and intellectual connections--Lewis proceeds to sexualize this position. To be 

sure, this procedure is in marked contrast to the one used by Lubbock, who 

genderizes her subaltern position. Lubbock extends Wharton's identity beyond 

biological and sexual configurations to look at her as a cultural entity as well. 

Underpinning his argument that Wharton in following in the line of Hawthorne, 

Howells and James who were more European than American is the fact that Wharton 

and her colleagues, occupying both sides of the spectrum, had access to both 

European and American cultures. In addition, Lubbock has his own peculiar view of 

Wharton's access (as a woman) to artistic power. By inheriting Henry James's 

mantle and taking over his position at the centre of their artistic group, she is not 

limited for Lubbock by her gender or culture. The position that James occupies 

becomes a structural space that can be controlled by either a man or a woman 

(inasmuch as any subaltern can "control" their structural space). In fact, it is only by 

extending her identity as a cultural entity that Lubbock can colonize her as he does. 
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In contrast, however, Lewis harnesses the fluidity of movement that 

Lubbock grants her by sexualizing the position--limiting it to her gender--and thereby 

assigning her the rigidified space of American woman writer. Moreover, Lewis's 

assumptions about woman engender the reading of his subject as imbricated in lack. 

Lewis sees a bereft femininity as the governing principle in his reading of Wharton's 

life. This vision is evident in a number of places either when Lewis reacts to a 

statement of Lubbock, or when he reacts with an American Puritan sensibility. To 

Lewis' dismay, Lubbock makes this disparaging statement: "if it is held that for a 

house to be humanly habitable there must be other animals in it of some sort, there 

was always a dog or two about Edith in her home, a small dog of the yapping kind. " 

Lubbock then connects her love of animals with her dislike of children and adds "she 

had announced at the age of eight, that she intended to have no children till she was 

sixty" (Lubbock 26). Lewis appears to problematize this simple equation that 

Lubbock sets up,--but then he overcompensates in his listing of Wharton's maternal 

acts. First, he points out that "Wharton's attitude toward the very young ... was a 

complicated and changing one," yet "in her work during the 1920's [she] suggest[s] a 

deep yearning for motherhood" (134). Later, he lists her volunteer work for the 

various war relief committees in Paris during World War I, where she helped 

organize homes for refugee children (385). In addition, Lewis lists all the children 

she developed a personal relationship with (485) and all the different novels and short 

stories that have parent-children relationship as their focus. 
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Imputing to Wharton a latent maternal instinct, Lewis also deals with 

her sexuality in an equally restrictive way. Wharton's affair with Morton Fullerton is 

read in the light of her unhappiness in her marriage with Teddy Wharton. In fact, in 

Lewis's reading, Fullerton becomes a symptom rather than the cause of her marital 

conflict with Teddy Wharton. Lewis establishes Wharton's unhappiness with her 

husband as what caused her nervous breakdown in the 1890's, long before she met 

Fullerton. However, once Wharton obtains a divorce from her husband in 1913, no 

odour of sexual scandal is attached to her name by Lewis--despite the fact that she 

requested her burial beside Walter Berry with whom she had been in love, off and on, 

since her 20's. Lewis finally grants her some sexuality when she is in her 70's. He 

says that "In her early seventies, Wharton entered into a new mood of sensuality as 

women of that age are said not uncommonly to do" (520). He adds that female 

passion interested her only in her advanced age. to Lewis thus contains Wharton's 

sensuality within tolerable Puritanical limits, granting her very limited access to 

sexuality. She occupies the set structural position of decorous feminine behaviour 

allowed to the American woman at the tum of the century. 

Wharton is denied agency, we now can see, by both her biographers. 

Lubbock, by positioning her as subaltern, always subjects her to his English gaze. 

He situates her as an alien in Europe, on the periphery of culture and so his 

biography becomes a missionary enterprise, an exercise in civilizing savage 

Americans. Ultimately, he unpeels her European veneer to reveal her audibly 
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uncivilized American twang, a nearly savage level beyond her control. In all this, she 

is always subjugated. Similarly, Lewis makes Wharton's body and not her 

deliberative consciousness, the basis of her representation. His anxiety to make her 

the "genteel" American woman writer makes her a non-agent, depriving her of her 

subjectivity. In decolonizing Wharton intellectually, Lewis recolonizes her as woman. 

Edith Wharton and the Discourse of the Other 

... The theoretical problems only relate to the person who knows. The person 
who knows has all the problems of selfhood. The person who is known, 
somehow seems not to have a problematic self. These days, it is the same 
kind of agenda that is at work. Only the dominant self can be problematic; the 
self of the Other is authentic without a problem, naturally available to all kinds 
of complication. This is very frightening. 

--Gayatri Chakravorty Spivakl1 

Lewis eradicates any degree of mastery in Wharton's A Backward 

Glance by depicting it as a product of an enfeebled, querulous, forgetful woman 

nearing senility. He claims that, "Like many older people (she was seventy in 1932), 

Edith Wharton could recall with great clarity the events of her childhood and her 

adolescence, but her memory grew progressively less dependable as she approached 

the later periods" (Biography 503). Percy Lubbock, in his tum, discredits her letters 

with the observation that "she was not one to whom letter-writing was a natural 

overflow of herself and her talk--her letters would give no living picture of her, to 
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speak for itselr' (Lubbock v). If, traditionally, an autobiography and letters bear a 

simple mode of referentiality guaranteeing the truth of the narrating self, both 

biographers seem to prefer to turn to other aspects of Wharton--her fiction, for 

example--to provide the autobiographical details of their subject's life. 

Critics in general have been influenced by this reading of her fiction as 

bearing the marks of her autobiographical self. According to this equation, there 

seems to be a curious and radical bifurcation between Wharton in her fiction (the real 

Wharton) and Wharton in her autobiography and letters (the fictional Wharton). The 

"truth" of her narrating self is further problematized by the fact that, spanning from 

1907 to her death in 1937 (from The Fruit of the Tree to The Buccaneers), Wharton 

removed herself from her "native" soil, making France her permanent home while 

retaining her American citizenship, thus adding one more layer of dislocation to her 

writing and her narrating self. I now want to argue that Wharton radicalizes her 

identity precisely in this gap between fact and fiction. The prudish self exhibited in 

her fiction has to be read in the context of the excessive prose of her letters and the 

lack of "veracity" in her autobiography. Wharton situates herself in the shadow of 

the excessive self which appears throughout the letters, in the genteel self of her 

fiction, and in her dislocated American self, constantly preferring to be in the 

margins, perpetually Othering herself. 
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"L' Autre-en-Proces" 

Wharton's constant replication of herself as other becomes visible in the 

fracturing of her identity and self during her first trip to Africa in 1914, where she 

visited Algeria (a French colony) and Tunisia (an Italian colony). Lewis points out 

that her divorce from Teddy Wharton "had in some way intensified her attraction to 

the exotic" (Lewis 357). I think it was that it is not so much the exotic as the 

exploration of her identity that led her to Africa. As a divorced woman, Wharton's 

identity, to the world, was based on a series of negations--she was husbandless, 

fatherless, neither virgin nor mother; Wharton functioned as society's Other. That 

this trip disjoins her from her supposed selfhood becomes obvious in her letter to 

Morton Fullerton from Algeria on April 9, 1914. Completely disoriented in Africa, 

she concludes her letter without affixing her signature: "I don't know how to sign it, " 

she writes (Letters 316). 

Wharton's letters from Africa reveal that whenever she is forced to 

position herself as the (European) self to impute meaning to the Other (Africa), the 

landscape of Algeria and Tunisia become impenetrable and opaque. Wharton's party 

attempts to cross La Grande Kabylie (a mountain range), but encounter snow on the 

passes, forcing them to return to Bougie. Instead they go to EI Kantara, the gates of 

the Sahara, on to Algiers, where they encounter "closed shutters." The party 

becomes anxious to go south, but "it can't be done en auto" (Letters 316). The 
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European group's attempt to "world" this uninscribed earth, this wilderness, this alien 

land--to impute meaning to and from it-- becomes an impossible venture. 

This moment of the (hegemonic) self's attempt to penetrate and co-opt 

the Other in its pursuit of meaning is prefigured in Wharton's fiction. For example, 

in The House of Mirth, Lily Bart's deliberate positioning of herself as opaque other 

causes her to disentangle herself from the marriage and exchange economy upon 

which the text (and the self) is structured. Try as she might, Carry Fisher, Lily's 

friend, cannot fully comprehend Lily's deliberate sabotaging of her own marriage. 

As she says, "That's Lily allover, you know: she works like a slave preparing the 

ground and sowing her seeds, but the day she ought to be reaping the harvest, she 

oversleeps herself or goes off on a picnic" (Wharton The House of Mirth 196). 

Carry Fisher, Judy Trenor or Lawrence Selden cannot seem to know Lily or 

domesticate the alien Lily. In this opaqueness, Lily as Other is granted an agency. 

Then, too, in The Custom of the Country when Raymond de Chelles, Undine 

Spragg's third husband, realizes that his wife cannot and will not revere his European 

sense of tradition, he looks at her "as though she were some alien apparition his eyes 

had never before beheld" (Wharton The Custom of the Country 353). He realizes 

that he can never know her. As I have analyzed in the previous chapters, the agenda 

of Wharton's speaking subject is often to avert the penetrative and colonizing gaze. 

The colonizing gaze of Wharton's group in N. Africa is described 

further in her letter to Bernard Berenson. Moving on to Tunis, they realize "one 
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can't take two steps in the native quarter, the amazing, unbelievable bazaars, without 

feeling one's self in an unexpurgated page of the Arabian Nights!" (!&tters 318). 

Wharton's "European" anxiety becomes apparent in her choice of phrase, 

"unexpurgated page of the Arabian Nights," which reveals her desire to rein scribe the 

native Tunisian subject position into the position of an object of imperialism. Her 

letter to Berenson is stridently coded with her anxiety over her eroding identity. In 

this letter, Wharton marks Tunis in terms of a world at the boundaries of civilization, 

not yet marked or domesticated by Europe and its forms of signification. Marking 

the Tunisians with "effeminacy, obesity, obscenity, [and] black savageness" <Letters 

318), Wharton describes a bedtime adventure: 

I went to bed without much noticing where my maid & the others "lay," 

except that it was down another passage--& in the middle of the night was 

waked by a noise in my room, put out my hand for the matches (no electric 

light), & touched a man who was bending over me!--Don't let anybody talk to 

me about being frightened who hasn't known that sensation. I was half

conscious of a very brief struggle in the blackness, & of his being rather 

small, & I think not an Arab--but my shrieks must have frightened him, for I 

got the door unlocked (it was next to the bed, luckily), and went bellowing out 

into the deeper blackness of the passage. He must have slipped out after me 

(he had been hiding under my bed) for when, after a particularly awful 

interval, people with candles and without trousers began to appear down the 
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dark distances, there was no one in my room--but a suspicious desire on the 

part of the hotel people to parley, & to explain that it couldn't have been, and 

do everything but search the house. --The whole atmostphere of the place was 

indescribably sinister ... (l&tters 318). 

Wharton's initial, insistent inscription of the complete alterity of the Tunisians 

("effeminacy," " black savageness") culminates in the description of the unknown 

intruder as other. At this juncture, her description of the Tunisians serves not as an 

exploration of the racial Other, but to affirm her own self-image. By clearly 

demarcating the lines between herself and the Tunisians, she creates a simplified and 

fixed opposition between herself and the "natives": that she is white and "civilized" 

and that the natives even disavow sexual difference in their effeminacy. But this 

assumption itself proves problematic. Even when the Other is taken as object of 

knowledge, the Tunisians in their disavowal of sexual difference complicate traditional 

notions of self and other. The fixed lines which engender Wharton's definition, after 

all, get blurred in the pitch darkness of her room. She encounters "a small hand" 

(read: "effeminacy"), "not an Arab" (read: maybe an American), possibly another 

version of herself. Ultimately, the undefined intruder disappears completely, leaving 

no trace of his presence. Yet for Wharton, the presence of his absence cannot be 

erased. She refuses to believe that perhaps she had imagined him. In her dark room, 

however, the violent fracture of her self-figuration has been created, suggesting that 

Wharton has come face to face with her mirror image. Her identity in Tunisia, 
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predicated on her superiority over the "natives," has encountered a grotesque double 

of itself which disavows simple difference and even confuses presence and absence. 

In this encounter with the racial/cultural Other, she realizes herself as the 

racial/cultural Other. 

This realization becomes more and more pertinent in the context of her 

life in Europe. Wharton in France occupied the tenuous position of the diasporic 

American woman and, after 1913, divorced Teddy Wharton, thereby divorcing the 

culturally privileged position that marriage usually bestows. Living in France, 

Wharton had to speak in one language, but write in another, be a citizen of one 

country but live in another. Thus, she was normally unable to articulate the space 

that she inhabited. On the one hand, as a financially stable woman, she occupied a 

privileged position in French society. On the other hand, since she was not of the 

insular Parisians, she was firmly excluded from their social structures. As she herself 

comments in A Backward Glance (258), she had access to them only as an outsider 

and as a friend of Paul Bourget, a French academician. 

Moreover, Percy Lubbock and R.W.B. Lewis were right about one 

thing: unlike Henry James, whose fluency in French approximated a native born, 

Wharton's grasp and use of this language was an archaic seventeenth century version, 

derived from the literature of the era she studied the most. At the same time, Lewis 

notes Edmund Wilson's comment on her "loosening grip upon the American idiom" 

with the publication of The Age of Innocence (Lewis A Biography 446). Wharton 



herself wondered if she couldn't "write English anymore" in a letter to Gaillard 

Lapsley (Letters 444). In this context, we should not be surprised by Wharton's 

overwhelming anxiety at the meeting of her double in Tunisia (an Italian colony), 

where her illusory image of a coherent self falls to pieces. 
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However, the intellectual alienation in Wharton's diasporic 

psychobiographyl2 is momentarily lulled during her second trip to Africa in 1918. 

This time on a trip to Rabat and Fez in Morocco (a French colony), her letters firmly 

situate the Moroccans as the Other with no threat to her own self-identity. She 

repeatedly refers to the "Harun-al-Raschid land" (Letters 399), describing the 

landscape as "picturesque" (l&tters 400). Rabat is a "fairy tale." Her party drives 

through Fez on a "splendid military road." Walking around the mosque EI Kaironan 

at the prayer hour, they "find ... all the doors open, so that [they] could look in and 

see the whole perspective .. .it was pssible to linger and gaze as much as [they] 

wanted" (l&tters 402). In their ability to gaze--a distinct contrast to the letters from 

Tunis and Algiers--her language takes on the distinctive tone of the "secure" 

colonizer: "There is a great effort to revive Moroccan arts and industries, & the result 

is already creditable ... Certain things, notably the rugs & some of the embroidered 

curtains would sell splendidly in America, I am sure" (Letters 400). Wharton's 

rewriting of herself in the subject position in 1918 imparts a distinct flavour of 

mercantilism and militarism in her neo-colonial discourse. This volte-face in 

Wharton's tone, in distinct contrast to what results from her first African trip, can be 
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explained only by the fact that this second trip was at the instigation of the French 

government "organizing an 'official tour' to visit the fair at Rabat" (Letters 397). 

Wharton was a guest of General Hubert Lyautey, the soldier-statesman who had 

"rescued the Sultan of Morocco from a native uprising [sic], and then seen to the 

establishment of a French protectorate in the country" (Letters note 1 401). Wharton 

was invited in this trip officially by the French government, probably as an honorary 

French citizen, a reward for her war work in France for which, on Apr 8, 1916, she 

was made a Chevalier of the Legion of Honor, the highest award that the President of 

France could give her. This recognition obviously granted Wharton, temporarily, a 

firmer ground, a momentarily secure space from which she could write about 

"natives" and their uprisings. Wharton's trips to Africa, Europe's Other, however, 

reveal the agenda of her speaking subject. The dichotomy of self/other becomes a 

structural position enabling the speaking subject to occupy both ends of the spectrum 

at will. 

Europe and its Other 

From 1907 to 1919--the years in which Wharton produced among 

others, The Fruit of the Tree, Motor Flight through France, Ethan Frome, The 

Custom of the Countty, The Reef, Xingu and Other Stories, Summer, and The 

Marne--she lived in Paris. In A Backward Glance, Wharton directly posits America 



as Europe's intellectual and geographical Other. Describing the reactions of her 

various family members to her success as an author, Wharton says: 
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None of my relations ever spoke to me of my books, either to praise or to 

blame,--they simply ignored them; and among the immense tribe of my New 

York cousins, though it included many with whom I was on terms of 

affectionate intimacy, the subject was avoided as though it were a kind of 

family disgrace, which might be condoned but could not be forgotten. (A 

Backward Glance 144) 

She contrasts this avoidance of her writing with the reception she received from the 

French: 

Herein lay one of the many distinctions between the social worlds of New 

York and Paris. In Paris no one could live without literature, and the fact that 

I was a professional writer, instead of frightening my fashionable friends, 

interested them ... Culture in France is an eminently social quality, while in 

Anglo-Saxon countries it might also be called anti-social. (A Backward Glance 

261) 

Wharton's ouevre consistently draws upon this distinction: that in the dichotomy 

between Europe and America, Europe becomes associated with art and culture, which 

also determines social heirarchies. In this paradigm, America, has to assume a 

secondary place, since it does not subscribe to art and culture. 
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Wharton also establishes oppositions between America and Paris by 

way of their landscapes, with America being repeatedly associated with lush, green 

nature. Returning to Massachussets for a few brief weeks in 1911, Wharton goes into 

raptures over her garden: 

The Heat is bad, and so is the drought; but in spite of both the place is really 

beautiful, and so much leafier & more "fondu" than two years ago that I was 

amazed at the success of my [efforts]. 

(l&tters 242). 

In another letter, she writes 

This place of ours is really beautiful; and the stillness, the greenness, the 

exuberence of my flowers, the perfume of my hemlock woods, and above all 

the moonlight nights on my big terrace, overlooking the lake, are a very 

satisfying change from six months of Paris. Really the amenities, the sylvan 

sweetness of the Mount (which you have to see to believe) reconcile me to 

America. 

(Emphasis added; Letters 251-52) 

Wharton's comparison of European urbanity to the excessive beauty of America, its 

"leafiness," its "greenness," its "exuberance," reveals an organization of meaning: 

Europe is the hard kernel, the basis from which her meaning and perception emerges. 

America's profusion is perceived as excess because the point of reference is always 

Europe. In this way of thinking, Wharton's sensibilties are Europeanized.13 In 
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contrast to the excessive American landscape stand the French ones. In a letter she 

writes from her residence at Hyeres, Chateau Ste. Claire, she marvels at the 

"heavenly beauty & the heavenly quiet [which] enfold [her]" (Letters 434). Writing a 

few days later to her sister-in-law Mary Cadwallader Jones, she exuberantly describes 

the delicious, friendly and comfortable house full of sun and air, its endless quiet

coloured beauty (Letters 436). Europe's landscapes are domesticated in a way that 

neither Africa nor America's are. The pared down miniaturized landscape of Europe 

and England code American exuberance as an inappropriate and tasteless double of 

the tasteful and spare landscape of Europe. 

Wharton's comparison of landscapes is thus directly connected to her 

perception of self. Still, her trips to Africa disorient her Europeanized sensibilities. 

The vastness of the Algerian desert, similar to the vastness of the American 

landscape, changes her orientation and perception. Wharton says "I don't see how I 

can ever go back to Europe and look at ugly monkeys in comic clothes after such 

perpetual manifestations of human beauty as surround one here." (Letters 316). Her 

return to France via Naples disorients her. Weighed down by the "European grime" 

and "this grimacing European crowd" in Naples, Wharton felt the intensely "chaotic 

feelings of the first days at home" (Letters 322-23). 

Wharton's constant spiralling from Eurocentric to American, then 

African, discourse and perception underscores the ambivalent position that she situates 

herself in as a writer. The reason for her disoriented feelings in the conflicted 
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economies of Europe and America! Africa can be pinpointed to her situation of her 

self between Europe and its Other, America! Africa. In the metaphysical discourse of 

the (European) self as speculating subject and native Other, there is a privileging of 

European "presence" and the repression and suppression of anything which does not 

partake in the logic of the Same that is Europe. In this way, America! Africa become 

the Other because of the absence of Europe. In the European discourse of the self, its 

presumption of control and containment of the Other invests the latter with a 

transparency, a clearness, an unproblematic readability. However, Wharton's 

description of the profusion, greenery and leafiness of America! Africa invests this 

metaphor of the Other with the principal threat of excess, a refusal to be contained. 

In the production of meaning, the excess causes metonymic extension, and not 

repression, to become the operating principle. The result is two sided. First, it 

brings to the surface the European tactics of erasure or repression of the Other. 

Second, this exposure results in a jamming of machinery, the disruption of European 

authority and European discourse. 

In a third letter written during the 1911 trip to America, Wharton 

attempts to show some connection between the exuberant greenness and sensuality of 

America and its intellect: 

America can't be quite so summarily treated & so lightly dismissed as our 

great Henry thinks; but at the present stage of its strange unfolding it isn't a 

propitious "ambiance" for the arts, & I can understand his feeling as he does. 
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(!&tters 253) 

Henry James's attitude to the American landscape differed from Wharton's. His 

sensory perceptions, completely Europeanized, reeled from the abundance of 

America. In The American Scene, James pointed out that "the assault of suggestion 

is too great; too large, I mean, the number of hares started before the pursuing 

imagination." The excess of impressions left him with "a sense of dispossession" 

causing "an absurd special stress" to his sensibilities (as quoted in Mulvey 259-60).14 

In his comments, Henry James reveals his "subaltern" consciousness in his 

identification with the European dismay at the vastness, rawness, and newness of 

America. James's European perception thrived on the small, charming picturesque. 

It is in this difference from James that Wharton reveals her radical 

other-ness. Unlike the Master, James, Wharton revelled in the excessive greenness, 

untamed lushness and "naturalness" of America! Africa. Her Eurocentric intellectual 

perception was at variance with her "native" pleasure. Wharton situated herself on 

the cusp of two disparate sensibilities--European intellect and American body--finding 

satisfaction in both. Her reaction of absolute pleasure to America and Africa reveals 

Wharton's investment of the Other with agency or subjectivity, one with a force equal 

to that of the Europeanized self. This new trope reorients traditional notions of self 

(problematic) and Other (transparent) to a totally different register, where the Other 

becomes simultaneously "scrutable" in its excess and "inscrutable" because of the 
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excess. 15 Instead of making her a mimic European, the presence of Africa! America 

reveals the problematic Other that pervades all of Wharton's articulations. 

Other as SUQQlement 

In Europe's text of selfhood, America/Africa which functions as Other 

also functions as sUlmlement, an essential extra, underscoring while compensating for 

the "lack" in Europe.16 Yet Wharton, by situating herself on the cusp of these two 

regions, subverts heirarchical notions of originary versus secondary. It is in the 

context of the originary that Lewis and other critics like Gary Lindberg and Elizabeth 

Ammons17 situate Wharton's fiction within the rubric of Realism. According to this 

reading, verisimilitude or social reality become the central feature in her writing, 

inasmuch as any novel can produce social reality. Granting this premise has two 

consequences: Wharton's fiction itself becomes autobiography, and her letters, 

normally considered the genre which undoes the privacy of the author, becomes 

subordinate to the fiction. 

The range of critics who approach her fiction as autobiography is wide: 

R.W.B. Lewis off-handedly points out that Lily was one of Edith Wharton's 

nicknames given to her by her neighbours, the Rutherfords, when she was growing up 

(26), implying a basic connection between Wharton and her heroine in The House of 

Mirth. He also points out that the name by which her mother habitually called her 

was "Puss," one name used for Undine Spragg in The Custom of the Country. Lewis 
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adds that Wharton had Undine's characteristics, "demanding, imperious, devestating, 

resolutely indifferent to the needs of others; something like an irresistible force of 

nature" (Lewis 350). Analyzing the pervasive theme of marriage in her work, Lewis 

also finds a one-to-one correspondence between Wharton's writing and her marriage 

with her husband in a sonnet published in 1895, in which "the speaker, a woman, 

bitterly laments the fact that she has never experienced the full fire of sexual love. 

She had been stirred by erotic desire (as Edith had been) ... but thereafter, she had 

been consigned to stand guard outside love's temple" (Lewis 74). 

Lewis's influence over other critics is considerable, as Elizabeth 

Ammons reveals in Edith Wharton's Argument with America. She states, "The 

women she imagined are enmeshed in lives they detest; the issues involved are 

extravagant: entombment, deceit, entrapment, defamation, murder, betrayal. And the 

villain almost always is a man" (3-4). Even Ammons proceeds to fix the cause of 

Wharton's governing themes as arising from the disappointment of her marriage (8). 

Henry James, too, reveals this sense of considering her fiction as 

autobiography in his admonishment of Wharton over The Custom of the Country: 

But of course you know--as how should you, with your infernal keenness of 

perception not know?--that in doing your tale you had under your hand a 

magnificent subject, which ought to have been your main theme, and that you 

used it as mere incident and then passed it by? 

quoted in A Backward Glance 182) 

(as 
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Wharton correctly interprets this remark to mean that "the contact between the Undine 

Spraggs and the French families they marry into was, as the French themselves would 

say, an 'actuality' of immense interest to the novelist of manners" (Wharton A 

Backward Glance 182). However, implicit in James's desire for Wharton to work out 

all sides of a central situation is for her to utilize her own position as on the margins 

of French culture (as Undine Spragg did) to examine the Europe/America cultural 

clash. 

All these critical evaluations of Wharton reveal a heirarchization. They 

value her fiction as autobiography, and by implication, her autobiographical material, 

such as letters, as mere supplements. In this sense, even A Backward Glance 

becomes supplementary and parasitic, dependant on Wharton's original ouevre, her 

fiction. The fiction becomes the point of reference, the nucleus of her writings about 

her life. In this way, however, these critics deconstruct the traditional notion of the 

relationship between Wharton and her letters (real, true) and fiction (unreal, untrue). 

Instead of firmly separating fiction from bios, the fiction permeates the distinct space 

of the bios, ultimately displacing it to the extent that Lewis can relegate A Backward 

Glance to the realm of fiction (unauthentic) because of her undependable memory 

(Lewis 503).18 In all this, Lewis and the others work on the fin-de-siecle premise of 

art being the place where life is shaped. 
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Fiction and its Other 

The purpose of my analysis is not merely to disagree with Lewis, et al, 

about the correspondence of Wharton's fiction to her life, but to situate her letters 

differently within the context of her fiction. I find that, as much as the fiction is a 

multi-levelled presentation of the desire of Wharton's speaking subject, so in another 

register are her letters. In my previous chapters, where I have analyzed The House 

of Mirth, The Custom of the Country, The Reef, and The Mother's Recompense, I 

have shown that a central preoccupation of the speaking subject has been to elide 

itself from and to elude the patriarchal gaze. Wharton's letters at first glance do not 

fit this paradigm or this agenda of the speaking subject. However, intriguing 

revelations emerge if we juxtapose love scenes from her fiction against Wharton's 

love letters to Morton Fullerton, the man with whom she had an intense affair prior to 

her divorce. Consider this scene with Lily Bart and Lawrence Selden in the garden 

after the tableau vivant in The House of Mirth: 

Ah, love me, love me--but don't tell me so [Lily] sighed with her eyes in his; 

and before he could speak she had turned and slipped through the arch of 

boughs, disappearing in the brightness of the room beyond. 

(Wharton The House of Mirth 145) 

Note also the following movement in The Reef, Anna Leath discovers the affair 

between Sophy Viner, her daughter's governess, and George Darrow, her fiance: 
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She had said to herself: "If there's nothing between them, they'll look at each 

other; if there is something, they won't"; and as she ceased to speak she felt 

as if all her life were in her eyes... Anna, with a drop of the heart [realized] 

that he and Sophy Viner had not looked at each other. 

(Wharton The Reef 247) 

In both The Custom of the Country and The Mother's Recompelllse, as well, sexual 

desire can never be recorded in the manifest text. The speaking subject's process is 

to elide the patriarchal gaze and represent desire on a silent, wordless register. 

Wharton's letters to Fullerton, with whom she was in love from 1907-

1911, are, it seems, in direct contrast to this reticence of the speaking subject in her 

novels. Having to return to the U.S. to Teddy Wharton for a few months, Wharton 

is profuse in her words of love to Fullerton: 

Sometimes I feel I can't go on like this: from moments of such nearness, when 

the last shadow of separateness melts, back into a complete neant of silence, of 

not hearing, not knowing--being left to feel like I have been like a "course" 

served and cleared away! ... 

(Letters 145). 

On another occasion Wharton writes: 
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My Dearest Love, 

I am writing you this because, this afternoon, I passed by the 

dear old crooked church of Creil, where I spent such a happy hour with you a 

year and a half ago ... Before that I had no personal life: since then you have 

given me all imaginable joy. 

(Letters 189) 

When the affair is over for Fullerton, Wharton is left bewildered: 

When I went away I thought I shd perhaps hear once from you. But you 

wrote me every day ... And you provoked me to answer in the same way ... You 

wrote to me like a lover, you treat me like a casual acquaintance ... Write me 

no more such letters as you sent me in England. 

It is a cruel & capricious amusement. .. 

(Letters 207) 

Then there is this other painful letter to Fullerton: 

I said once that my life was better before I knew you. That is not so, for it is 

good to have lived once in the round, for ever so short a time. But my life is 

harder now because of those few months last summer ... 

(Letters 216) 
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The letters to Fullerton are uncomfortable to read because of their intensely personal 

nature. Here Wharton deliberately draws attention to her physicality. Her language 

and emotions are nakedly charged with eroticism; Wharton almost completely exposes 

herself to the gaze. This openness is in direct contrast to the reticence of the 

speaking subject in her fiction. If the speaking subject in her fiction is the "self" 

around which her biographers construct her, the profusion of the letters and the 

autobiography produce an other of that speaking subject. The hegemonic discourse of 

the speaking subject in the fiction apparently subjects this other (of the letters) to 

repression. But here, too, the excess of words, the excess of passion, bestows the 

other of the speaking subject with a presence, one as primary as the self of the 

speaking subject in the novels. Such an Other is simultaneously opaque and 

transparent because of its excess. The Other speaking subject of Wharton's letters 

and autobiography becomes, in this sense, a metonymic extension of the speaking 

subject of her fiction. The Other speaking subject is, therefore, equally essential to a 

reading of Wharton, in that it is only this doubling of her speaking subject that 

Wharton's split subjectivity is revealed. In fact, this proliferation of and the 

amorphous nature of her speaking subject subverst subjectivity itself. Resolution is 

constantly elided between the speaking subject of the fiction and that of the letters, 

fiction and autobiography, the American Wharton and the European Wharton. The 

reader is constantly forced to make a choice and renegotiate the illusion of fixity that 

Wharton's text and persona elude. 
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Another aspect of the letters from Europe is their constant references to 

art, books and aesthetic sensibilities, as her letters to Bernard Berenson, Fullerton and 

Sara Norton testify. Her letters are a mine-like repository of her intellectual 

development and explorations. For example, in a letter to Fullerton, she moves from 

a discussion of her own fiction to Lock's Heredity and Variation to various books on 

evolution, to works by Gregor Mendel, to Milton's Comus to Pascal (Letters 150). 

Her ongoing conversations with Bernard Berenson, her art historian friend, reveals 

her familiarity with seventeenth and eighteenth century Italian art and architecture, 

along with the French artists, Claude Lorraine and Nicholas Poussin (Letters 308). 

Thus Wharton's letters, written for the most part from Europe, privilege Wharton's 

aesthetic sensibilities and her senses. They record the banquet of delight and 

profusion enjoyed by her senses. This extreme level of visually-oriented sensuality is 

in contrast to the ascetic sensibities of the speaking subject, partially repressed in the 

novels. Only by juxtaposing her fiction and her letters, written on two entirely 

different registers, can the reader see the marks of repression. The letters and her 

autobiography in their privileging of the senses and the body become the place of the 

Other (Europe), while the fiction (America), at least on its surface, becomes the place 

of the limited self, of the repression, marriage, legality and propriety in Edith 

Wharton's life. 
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Conclusion 

Wharton, in her fiction and letters and autobiography, presents all the 

places and existences of the Other. As an artist in America (under repression), she 

was the Other; as a "colonial" in Europe, she was the Other. She plays with these 

distinctions in different ways in her fiction and in her writing of her bios. Even 

though the speaking subject in the fictional works draws a discursive space to avert 

and elude the appropriating gaze, the profusion in the letters and autobiography reveal 

that excess as intrinsic to the speaking subject. The distinct boundaries and lines 

drawn between self/other in Wharton's fictions is reversed in her letters and her 

autobiography, which play upon the collapsing of these differences. The eroticism, 

sensuality and passion of the "personal" writing has to be positioned against the 

inscrutability of the speaking subject in the fiction if we are to see the spiral of 

identities created by this dialogue of voices. 

Ultimately, Wharton's presence becomes a melange of the various 

poses of the speaking subject. The speaking subject never stops posing in either the 

letters or the fiction. To be sure, the closest Wharton comes to merging her voice 

and her face is in her letters to her friend and confidante, Sara Norton. In her letters 

to Norton, there seems no posing, nothing veiled; they are letters to a trusted and 

beloved friend. But there are huge gaps in time from one letter to another--for 

example, there are only three letters in between 1909 and 1914 (the time she was 

going through her stressful divorce from Teddy Wharton) in Lewis' edition of the 
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letters. Moreover, Walter Berry, the most important man in Wharton's emotional and 

early professional life, destroyed all the letters she sent him. Except for two letters in 

1914, so did Wharton's early mentor, Henry James. The Letters, ultimately, are too 

incomplete and censored (only four hundred out of four thousand extant letters are 

used by Lewis). We cannot situate the Wharton of the correspondence in anyone 

discursive position in the dichotomy of self/other except in the space of the Other. 

The "personal" level in the Letters has been made other in the repressive publication 

of them. 

Wharton confesses to divesting herself of a unified identity in A 

Backward Glance when she explains her role as a writer, describing the two different 

ways in which her stories originated. Either a character just makes a serendipitous 

appearance in her head, or the characters and the rest of the novel have to gradually 

flesh out a predetermined situation. In her description of her writing process, 

Wharton humbly poses as a mere medium who has no control over her writing. 

However, she reveals this as yet another pose of hers when she says: 

Every artist works, like the Gobelins weavers, on the wrong side of the 

tapestry, and if now and then he comes around to the right side, and catches 

what seems a happy glow of colour, or a firm sweep of design, he must 

instantly retreat again. 

( Wharton A Backward Glance 197) 
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Wharton's awareness of her role as the artist who deliberately weaves the pattern of 

her fiction cancels her description of her writing process as something she has no 

control over. In fact, Wharton's spiral of posing is so disorienting that there is no 

right or wrong side of the tapestry of her words any more. Wharton never emerges 

from behind her work, preferring to retreat behind her words, always the sujet-en

proces. 



NOTES FOR CHAPTER 6 

1. See Percy Lubbock, Portrait of Edith Wharton, R.W.B. Lewis, Edith Wharton: A 
Biography Edith Wharton, A Backward Glance, and The Letters of Edith Wharton. 
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2. Sidonie Smith in a slightly different context makes a similar point that since 
"autobiography is an attempt on the writer's part to shape an identity out of the amorphous 
subjectivity," all the principles behind the structuring of the bios becomes important (8). See 
Sidonie Smith, A Poetics of Women's Autobiography: Marginality and the Fictions of Self
Representation. 

3. Julia Kristeva in Revolution in Poetic Language, differentiates between the subject of 
enunciation and the sujet-en-proces (subject in process/on trial), where the former is "a fixed 
point" (126). The identity of the subject in process/on trial is "never become, ever 
becoming, questioned and questionable ... always on trial (en proces)" (Translator's Preface 
ix). In this, the subject in process "moves through the linguistic network and uses it to 
indicate--as an anaphora or in a hieroglyph--that the linguistic network does not represent 
something real posited in advance and forever detached from instinctual process, but rather it 
experiments with or practices the objective process by submerging in it and emerging from it 
through the drives" (126). 

4. Percy Lubbock was Lady Sybil's third husband, Bayard Cutting Jr., and Geffrey Scott 
(part of Wharton's entourage) being the first and second respectively. Upon hearing of Lady 
Sybil's marriage with Percy Lubbock--another member of Wharton's literary sphere-
Wharton is quoted to have exclaimed to Gaillard Lapsley, "This is the third of my friends 
she annexed ... 1 see you and Robert [Norton] going next, and then B.B., [Bernard Berenson] 
and finally even Walter [Berry]--kicking and screaming!" (as quoted in Lewis 474). 

5. A cross reference of Lubbock's extensive quotation with Lewis's biography reveals the 
anonymous source to be Lubbock's own wife, Lady Sybil. Lubbock, however, never reveals 
the source of this quotation as his wife. His narrative ploy is, therefore, questionable at 
best. 

6. Wharton herself describes her first two meetings with James as failures. Her first 
meeting with James was in the late 1880's, at the house of the water-colour painter, Edward 
Boit. Feeling privileged to be invited to dine with Henry James, Wharton put on her 
"newest Doucet dress" trying to look her "prettiest." James paid no attention to her. Her 
second meeting with the Master was a year or two later, and she wore "a beautiful new hat" 
to earn his attention. "But he noticed neither the hat nor its wearer." The final ignominy 



was that years later when Wharton was firm friends with James, he confessed to not even 
remembering her on either occasions. See Edith Wharton A Backward Glance. 
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7. My use of mirror and mirror image is influenced by Jacques Lacan's description of the 
mirror stage. In "The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I" in Berits: A 
Selection trans. Alan Sheridan (New York and London: W.W. Norton and Company 1977) 
pp.I-7, Lacan discusses the role of the Oedipal subject in its accession to the Symbolic. For 
the child to take his place in the symbolic register of language represents the circumscription 
of his individuality. Lacan assigns two stages--the Imaginary and the Symbolic--in the 
child's accession to the symbolic register of language. The Imaginary is marked with dual 
and mirror relationships between the mother and child. Here, in the mirror image the child 
experiences a totality of body previously lived as fragmented--Ie corps morcele. The dual 
relationship (mirror image and child in front of it) opens up the dialectic of alienating 
identifications, for the child internalizes the mirror image as his own. Since his perception 
of his totalized body comes from without, he is already alienated from it. Eventually the 
child moves out of this phase to the Symbolic. This stage marked by the mediation of the 
symbol is indispensable in the ordering of the world, things, beings and life. Also read 
Anthony Wilden, The Language of the Self and the Discourse of the Other. See Anika 
Lemaire, Jacques Lacan pp. 67-92. 

Lubbock by suspending Wharton in the mirror stage, never progressing to the symbolic, 
denies her accession to individuality. His reading of her literature as being a pale imitation 
of Europe/England and their ways is hinged upon this suspension. This is what makes her a 
subaltern. 

8. Leon Edel also perpetuates Wharton's image as an uncultured, money throwing American 
in his biography Henry James: A Life. He points out that James referred to Wharton as 
firebird, and during one of her visits to Lamb House, dated his letter "Reign of Terror, ce 
vingt juillet 1912" (679). Edel's description of Wharton's concern over James's lack of 
money seals this opinion. For James's seventieth birthday, Wharton caused a form letter to 
be circulated among leading and wealthy Americans in order to raise a substantial sum of 
money to be raised for James. She wanted James to buy a car. James, finding out about 
this scheme was horrified at its tastelessness, and effectively put a stop to it. Edel, then, 
proceeds to compare Wharton's reckless plans to the modest and tasteful plans by James's 
friends in England. His English friends raised mony to buy him a silver gilt Charles II 
porringer and dish (worth 50 pounds) and commissioned John Sargent to paint James's 
portrait which then was displayed at the Royal Academy in London. James enjoyed the quiet 
festivities of the English plan. 

9. In its militaristic frame, the term "subaltern" is used to refer to the rank just below the 
captain. The subaltern would execute tasks without the responsibility of the decision. In the 
British army the subaltern officers were as a group the liaisons between the ranked officer 
and the common soldier. in "Some Aspects of the Southern Question," Antonio Gramsci 
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uses the inferior/superior aspect of the militaristic term and shows how it works on class 
consciousness. This leads to the construction (or lack) of the subaltern's subjectivity, 
depending on the role of the subaltern in the writing of history. Ranajit Guha uses the term 
"people" and "subaltern" interchangeably. He stresses that since the British Imperialists 
narrated Indian history, these narrations should be read as transcriptions of Imperial power 
through willing, subjugated subalterns. My use of the term is especially influenced by 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's "Can the Subaltern Speak: Speculations on Widow Sacrifice" 
where she uses the term to refer to the class of elite, educated Indians and proceeds to make 
this a gendered position. 

Henry James fits into most of the definitions of the subaltern. As the naturalized 
Englishman, James was a liaison between the cultured English and the uncultured American. 
Class issues fit in very well in this definition, Americans becoming the inferior class. 
Ultimately, James'perception is always informed by the English. In this reading, James 
lacks agency because it is lent to him by the dominant English. 

10. Lewis follows a series of clues about the "Beatrice Palmato" fragment found among 
Wharton's papers, and dates it to 1935. In a letter to Berenson in 1935, Wharton writes 

It was a good deal better than hearing dear Morra read aloud Moravia as to whom I 
remain unconverted & incorrigible--because Faulkner & Celine did it first, & did it 
nastier (I've got an incest donee up my sleeve that would make them all look like 
nursery rhymes--but business is too bad to sell such Berquinades nowadays 

(Letters 589) 

Lewis grants that Wharton was inspired with this story in 1920--her notebooks records the 
words "Beatrice Palmato." Lewis adds that Wharton had an interest in the incest theme 
having "dimly adumbrated" on it in Summer, and touched upon it in The Mother's 
Recompense. I argue that the incest theme was not just touched upon in her texts, but is 
pervasive in several of her works. In all her texts with incest as a pervasive theme, marriage 
as an institution installed by the Law-of-the-Father is interrogated as I have argued in my 
chapters on The Reef and The Mother's Recompense. Incestuous desire not only interrogates 
marriage, and the nuclear family, but is ultimately connected to questions of narrativity and 
language as well in Wharton's ouevre. 

Roughly the explicit "Beatrice Palmato" outline deals with the father Palmato who 
seduces his older daughter who then commits suicide. The mother upon finding out her 
husband's deed suffers a mental breakdown. Palmato, next, has an incestuous relationship 
with his younger daughter, Beatrice. 

The fragment of the story that Wharton wrote was the explicit sexual scene between the 
father and his newly married daughter, where they have sexual intercourse for the first time. 
"Beatrice Palmato" never got completed or published. The fragment exists as an appendix in 
Lewis's biography. Lewis calls this fragment "pornography," albeit a beautiful composition, 
and suggests that Wharton finally acknowledged her strong physical attraction to her father. 



He, of course, removes any danger associated with the idea because Wharton's father was 
long dead, and Wharton in 1935 was 73, just two years away from her own death. His 
reading is based upon a simple role of referentiality, and affixed to Wharton's sexuality. 

11. See Gayathri Chakravorty Spivak in "Questions of Multi-culturalism" p.66. 

12. I deliberately choose the term "diasporic" over "immigrant" for its connotations of 
separating into parts and to disperse, a condition which I claim, Wharton used to her 
advantage. Moreover, Wharton never "immigrated" to France. She merely lived there. 
Intellectually, this permitted her to exploit her split sUbjectivity. Sneja Gunew in an 
interview with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak asks 
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What is very much a question for me at the moment is that if you are constructed in 
one particular kind of language, what kinds of violence does it do to your subjectivity 
if one then has to move into another language, and suppress whatever selves or 
subjectivities were constructed by the first? 

See "Questions of Multi-culturalism" in The Post-Colonial Critic. 

13. Homi Bhabha draws upon this distinction in "Of Mimicry and Men: The Ambivalence 
of Colonial Discourse." Bhabha points out that the mimic man "is the effect of a flawed 
colonial mimesis in which to be Anglicized, is emphatically not to be English. " 

14. See Christopher Mulvey, AnglO-American Landscapes: A Study of Nineteenth-Century 
Anglo-American Travel Literature. 

15. In "Of Mimicry and Men" Bhabha points out that 

under cover of camouflage, mimicry like the fetish is a part-object that radically 
revalues the normative knowledges of the priority of race, writing, history. For the 
fetish mimes the forms of authority at the points at which it deauthorizes them. 
Similarly, mimicry rearticulates presence in terms of its "otherness," that which it 
disavows. (131-32) 

16. See Jacques Derrida's Of Grammatology. where he structures the relationship between 
speech and writing. Derrida deconstructs Rousseau and plays upon the notion of supplement 
as an inessential extra added to something complete in itself. But the supplement is added to 
compensate for a lack in what was supposed to be complete in itself. 

17. Gary Lindberg's Edith Wharton and the Novel of Manners iswritten with the premise 
that Wharton uses her personal experience with the aristocracy of "Old New York" in all her 
fiction. Thus, for him, Wharton merely records the spirit of the fin-de-siecle in a fictional 
form. Elizabeth Ammons bases Edith Wharton's Argument with America on the fact that 
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Wharton was witness to the outmoding of the old fashioned woman, whose only career was 
her marriage, and the emergence of the new woman, who wanted to be financially 
independant. According to Ammons, Wharton repeatedly uses this perception of the 
changing role of women by having two heroines in her novels, each representing one phase 
in the emerging patterns of the role of women at the end of the century. 

18. Derrida comments on the text concealing proper names in "Parergon." Discussing 
boundary lines, Derrida refers to Kant's critique of judgement, "And since when we ask 
'what is a frame?' Kant reponds, it is a parereon, a composite of inside and outside, but a 
composite which is not an amalgam or half-and-half but an outside which is called inside the 
inside to constitute it as inside; and since he gives as examples of the parereon, alongside the 
frame, the drapery of the column, we can say that there are indeed considerable 
difficulties ... "(Derrida 26). See Derrida "Parergon". It is along these lines that Wharton's 
fiction becomes authentic autobiography, displacing her fiction. 
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The validity of this study, I believe, lies in its systematic inquiry into 

the subversive strategies of the speaking subject in Wharton's texts. Wharton is 

generally perceived, as I have noted, as the custodian of manners and morals of old 

New York. By tracing the relationship between language and desire, this study 

overturns such a reading of Wharton's works and draws attention to the subversion 

inherent in them. Situated on the margins in France and in the U.S., Wharton had a 

sense of displaced subjectivity, evident not only in her fiction, but in her letters and 

her autobiography as well. The polemics of displaced SUbjectivity, structured both 

rhetorically and semiotically in the metaphor of marriage, can be announced only 

from a marginalized, gendered subjectivity. Such a feminist positioning of the 

speaking subject highlights the subversion and the erosion of dominant ideology in 

Wharton's works far more than a reading of Wharton's career as that of "an 

important social critic". 1 My study, I would claim, also validates and indicates the 

complexity of Wharton's works, one that goes beyond a perception of her fiction as 

nostalgia for the simple but ordered existence in the fin-de-siecle. 

The critical and historical climate in which Wharton lived and wrote 

particularly lent itself to her intense sense of literary and cultural displacement, as 

well as the marginalization felt by her as a woman. Wharton must have felt excluded 



271 

France. Since she lived neither in the U.S. nor in England (with the Henry James 

circle), she must have felt the geographic alienation. Morevover, she must have 

surely been aware of the marginalization accorded her by the James circle because of 

her wealth and her commercial success. In the 1920's which was characterized by the 

modernistic style of writing, Wharton must have felt that, critically, she was 

considerd an anachronism. However, as my study has indicated, Wharton's works 

are imbued with much of the same sense of alienation that her modernist 

contemporaries felt. This alienation is indicated in her subversion of story line, 

character, and point of view in her complex techniques and various strategies of 

rupture and displacement, ones that frequently resemble those of her modernist 

colleagues. 

Another layer of alienation and displacement is indicated in the social 

climate of that age. Wharton lived through the women's movement, which 

culminated in the nineteenth amendment granting women athe right to vote. Also, in 

1893, the Chicago World's Fair dedicated an entire building which dealt with 

women's contributions. This building had been designed by a woman architect and 

decorated with works by women painters and artists. A few years prior to Wharton's 

conception and production of The House of Mirth, Thorstein Veblen, the eminent 

American economist, published Women and Economics followed by The Theory of 

the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of Institutions, where he theorized on the 

wife's role in a marital economy, and her signification of her husband's wealth. 
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These factors and the historical climate in which Wharton lived engendered her choice 

of the metaphor of marriage to express her displacement and alienation. Through this 

metaphor, Wharton interogated the stmctures which produces and upholds 

hierarchization in society, gender, race, and class. 

Wharton focussed, in particular, on the ingenue figure in the marriage 

market, always excluded from the patronym she bears in dominant culture, to express 

the alienation she felt. The ingenue figure in Wharton's fiction has an additional 

purpose in that Wharton simultaneously used this figure to explore and expose the 

binary oppositions through which dominant culture derives its meanings. The various 

ingenues--Lily Bart, Undine Spragg, Anna Leath and Sophy Viner, and Kate 

Clephane--are eponyms of Wharton's speaking subject, who, by virtue of awaiting 

marriag, parodying marriage, or refusing to participate in the transaction, function as 

intermediaries and liminal figures. All these protagonists appear to be contained by 

the social and symbolic order, yet, by virtue of their marginality overflow their 

boundaries in a carnivalesque way. These liminal women function as the sorts of 

figures of carnival which Julia Kristeva describes in "Word, Dialogue, and Novel": 

[Such] figures germane to carnivalesque language, including repetition, 

"inconsequent" statements (which are nevertheless "connected" within an 

infinit context), and nonexclusive opposition, which function as empty sets or 

disjunctive additions, produce a more flagrant dialogism than any other 

discourse. Disputing the laws of language ... the carnival challenges God. 
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authority, and social order; insofar as it is dialogical, it is rebellious. 

(Emphasis added; Kristeva 79) 

The language of the speaking subject at once escapes the linearity of law and 

structure, and parodies and ruptures that same law in order to explore the boundaries 

which contain repressed feminine desire and sexuality through the ingenue figures. 

Consequently, Wharton's feminist writing goes beyond a central theme 

of espousing the new woman. Rather, the disruption is revealed as inherent in the 

very language she uses. Using Helene Cixous's words from La Jeune Nee, 

Wharton's feminist writing IIcan keep going without ever inscribing or discerning 

contours, daring to make these vertiginous crossing of the other(s) ephemeral and 

passionate sojourns ... to look at from the point closest to their unconscious from the 

moment they awaken, to love them at the point closest to their drives II (162). What 

Wharton suggests through the speaking subject and the ingenue figures is an 

abunadance of signifiers that subvert historical, cultural and patriarchal notions of 

identity. Wharton's speaking subject, far from feeling nostalgic of lost traditions and 

culture of old New York, functions similar to Kristeva's definition of IIA New Type 

of Intellectual: The Dissident, II where the dissident llaims to shake up to disturb, to 

deflate masculine values and not to espouse themll (27). Only through the lenses of 

feminist awareness and sensitivity to marginality can Wharton's dissident self become 

visible. In this feminist! semiotic study of Wharton, I hope to have proven that in her 



legitimate polemicizing of identity, particularly standard female identity, Wharton 

instigates a radical notion of the multiple self in fiction. 
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER 7 

1. Ammons indicates that along with The House of Mirth, her next novel, The Fruit of the 
Tree, also "analyzes the purpose and price of marriage for women in the American leisure 
class, which is to say, the class envied (no matter how unrealistically) by most of the nation" 
(25). Ammons' comments suggests how class distinctions play such an important part in the 
analysis of Wharton's fiction. In my analysis of The House of Mirth, I use Ammons as my 
starting point, and also explore how class and gender distinctions come into play in the 
novel. I argue that Wharton did not merely wish to record the spirit of the age in her 
fiction, but also wanted to analyze the structure upon which dominant ideology rests. 
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