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Praise for Hermione Lee's

EDITH WHARTON


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

—Edmund White, The New York Review of Books




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

—The Economist



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

—The Wall Street Journal



“Stunning. … Wonderfully humanizing, keenly reasoned.”

—Vogue



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

—Louis Auchincloss, The New York Sun



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

—Daily News



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

—Elle



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

—San Francisco Chronicle



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

—The Boston Globe



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

—Richard Eder, Los Angeles Times



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

—Newsweek



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

—The Nation



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

—The Christian Science Monitor



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

—Sandra M. Gilbert, American Scholar



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

—London Review of Books



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

—The Sunday Telegraph (London)



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

—The Independent on Sunday



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

—Elaine Showalter, The Guardian (London)



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

—John Sutherland, Financial Times



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

—Colm Tóibín, The Irish Times



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

—The Sunday Times (London)



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

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch
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An American in Paris




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Grandmother Rhinelander had not benefited from the considerable wealth either of her father the general, or of the Rhinelander family. Her husband (known for his love of reading) left the business management of his own and her finances, when he died, to his older brother, who grew rich at the expense of his widowed sister-in-law and her four children. Wharton notes this with some sharpness in her memoir. It explained some of the attitudes of her mother, the eldest of those four impoverished children; and it anticipated her own brothers' preferential financial treatment. The object which for her summed up her mother's resentment at this shabby-genteel childhood, “up the River” in the family home at “Hell Gate,” opposite Long Island Sound, was a pair of slippers. When Lucretia “came out,” “she wore a home-made gown of white tarlatan, looped up with red and white camellias from the greenhouse, and her mother's old white satin slippers; and her feet being of a different shape from grandmamma's, she suffered martyrdom, and never ceased to resent the indignity inflicted on her.” In “The Old Maid,” those slippers have even more of a history. “Charlotte … had not been used to pretty things … and [she] entered society in her mother's turned garments, and shod with satin sandals handed down from a defunct aunt who had ‘opened a ball’ with General Washington.” No wonder that Lucretia, once married into the prosperous Jones family, was passionately fond of clothes, and infected her daughter with the excitement of the yearly arrival of the “trunk from Paris” and a desire to grow up to be “the best-dressed woman in New York.”12

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

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


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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Her father was, indeed, a director—like Philip Hone and all the “better sort.” He sat on charitable boards like that of the Bloomingdale Insane Asylum (up on Morningside Heights, until it made way for Columbia College buildings in 1888) and the Blind Asylum—for which Mrs. Reggie Chivers organises the Martha Washington Ball in The Age of Innocence, while her husband is practising for the International Polo Match. But he did not have to work for a living. The second son of the family, he had a gentleman's education at Columbia College (“The Literature and Scientific Course”), avoided the draft, and inherited enough from his father's real-estate holdings in Manhattan and Brooklyn to live a life of leisure. But in contrast to William H. Vanderbilt—who inherited $90 million from his father in 1877, built his “Triple Palace” in 1882 for $2 million, and had a fortune of $200 million to be divided, with notorious acrimony, among his eight children—George Frederic Jones had a house in New York worth $20,000, and in 1861 built on Harrison Avenue, Newport, Rhode Island, a large Tudor-style country house called “Pencraig,” worth $60,000, with a smaller (ten-room) “cottage” on the premises.25 He could afford to run these two houses with a full staff of servants, to keep a good table, to travel and to entertain, and to send his son Freddy to Columbia College and his son Harry to Trinity Hall, Cambridge.

Even so, Wharton's dominant memory of her father was the sight of him bent over his desk in “desperate calculations,” in “the vain effort to squeeze my mother's expenditure into his narrowing income.” She partly blames her parents for their problems: her father for “bad management of his property,” her mother for being a compulsive shopper with over-grandiose aspirations (witness an unfinished conservatory at West 23rd Street). But they were also caught up in economic circumstances beyond their control. The slump in property values after the Civil War affected a whole generation, and the Joneses were not the only couple of their class to lease out their houses to “the profiteers of the day” in the late 1860s and to go to live in Europe in order to economise.26 Their life-style in Europe, in good hotels and apartments, was hardly penurious, and their youngest child certainly felt no constraints. But after six years abroad, they came back to a rocky economy, the end of a boom. Investment was not keeping pace with inflation, “money was tight, new construction had fallen off, and the stock market had the jitters.” The failure of the powerful banking house Jay Cooke & Co. sparked off the Wall Street panic of September 1873 and led to a “crippling” decline, the “Great Depression” of the 1870s, and the collapse of the real-estate economy. 27 (The failure of Julius Beaufort's bank in The Age of Innocence invokes the instability just under the surface of the 1870s.) Like many other affluent citizens of his generation, George Frederic Jones was never free of money anxieties after that, though he was not, by any stretch of the imagination, hard up. The return of immense prosperity to America in the opulent years of the 1880s (until the next economic collapse in 1893) came too late for him. Though the family was never less than comfortable, Edith Jones's “coming out” was a rather muted affair, and it was not until after her father's death that a large family inheritance from the Rhinelanders made her mother securely wealthy again.

But if the Joneses were not Astors or Vanderbilts, they gave off a pretty well-upholstered air. Wharton describes the fixtures and fittings of her childhood as a collection of solid objects, strong colours, and thick textures. Huge pieces of furniture and acres of clutter and plush loom up out of her memory. In “the full-blown specimen of Second Empire decoration” that was her family home, they were surrounded by “monumental pieces of modern Dutch marquetry,” yards of old lace, dark copies of minor Italian Masters. The vestibule was painted “in Pompeian red frescoed with a frieze of lotus-leaves,” the drawing room had “tufted purple satin arm-chairs” and a table of “Louis-Philippe buhl, with ornate brass heads at the angles.” (The banker Julius Beaufort, in The Age of Innocence, has a library furnished with “Spanish leather … buhl and malachite.”) The “huge oak mantelpiece sustained by vizored knights,” matched at the corners of the vast writing table in her father's study, was the product, she thought, of a vague idea that there was “some obscure (perhaps Faustian) relation between the Middle Ages and culture.”28

In “The Old Maid,” she does the bric-à-brac of her mother's generation with a vengeance:


The rosewood what-nots on each side of the folding doors … were adorned with tropical shells, feldspar vases, an alabaster model of the Leaning Tower of Pisa, a pair of obelisks made of scraps of porphyry and serpentine picked up by the young couple in the Roman Forum, a bust of Clytie in chalk-white biscuit de Sèvres, and four old-fashioned figures of the Seasons in Chelsea ware, that had to be left among the newer ornaments because they had belonged to great-grandmamma Ralston.29



That is an 1850s drawing room—though as she notes there, every drawing room keeps on some of the last generation's relics. By the time we get to May Archer in the early 1870s in The Age of Innocence the rosewood what-nots have turned into “little plush tables densely covered with silver toys, porcelain animals, and efflorescent photograph frames.”30

The psychology of these homes is summed up in their curtains. Wharton likes to show her genteel families framed in their windows, protecting themselves from interference while spying on the world outside. The family in “New Year's Day,” one of the Old New York stories, who keep up the Dutch custom of exchanging visits and gifts on that day, cluster at their window on West 23rd Street all afternoon, a little tribe of voyeurs, to watch the comings and goings outside the Fifth Avenue Hotel opposite. The “voluminous purple satin curtains festooned with buttercup yellow fringe” of her mother's drawing room, replicated in Mrs. Welland's drawing room in The Age of Innocence, are analysed for their psychological implications in “A Little Girl's New York”:


Its tall windows were hung with three layers of curtains: sash-curtains through which no eye from the street could possibly penetrate; and next to these draperies of lace or embroidered tulle, richly beruffled, and looped back under the velvet or damask hangings which were drawn in the evening. This window garniture always seemed to me to symbolise the superimposed layers of undergarments worn by the ladies of the period—and even, alas, by the little girls.31



When Wharton published her recommendations for a new kind of domestic interior design, in her first book, The Decoration of Houses (a book which was as much a critique of her parents' tastes and lives as The Age of Innocence or Old New York would be), she had a great deal to say about curtains:


Who cannot call to mind the dreary drawing-room … ? The windows in this kind of room are invariably supplied with two sets of muslin curtains, one hanging against the panes, the other fulfilling the supererogatory duty of hanging against the former; then come the heavy stuff curtains, so draped as to cut off the upper light of the windows by day, while it is impossible to drop them at night: curtains that have thus ceased to serve the purpose for which they exist.32



Whenever Wharton writes about the decoration of houses, she is writing about behaviour and beliefs. The activities of her parents' class match their furniture. Their pleasures, as she describes them, were settled and conventional. Abroad, there were the well-trodden paths of the cultural tourist, shopping, and the society of other Americans—but not of the natives. (A trip to Spain when she was only three or four seems to have been unusually daring.) At the country house in Newport, in the 1860s and '70s still a quiet, genteel, pastoral retreat, there were outdoor pastimes like walking, riding, and archery contests. But the heavy-curtain principle held good here, too: the “lovely archeresses” all wore thick veils, since physical beauty was held in such high esteem, and the preservation of a “perfect complexion” was all-important. (In The Age of Innocence, the “floating veils” of the lady archers provide Newland with a useful metaphor for the “curtain” that cuts off his nice, beautiful wife from reality.) Later, the new game of lawn tennis superseded archery, and for Edith Jones and her young friends, there were fishing parties, boat races and the endless, ritualistic round of drives and calls, in one's very best clothes from Paris, up and down Ocean Drive and Bellevue Avenue.33

In New York, her parents did what everyone did: a few charities, walks in the Park, endless “calls,” and outings to the newly fashionable Italian opera at the Academy of Music on 14th Street and Union Square, to see and be seen and to talk to their friends throughout the music. At the start of The Age of Innocence, this exclusive venue, in which all the boxes were taken by the old families, is already under threat from the “new people” who want to build a bigger, grander and less stuffy opera house.

Her parents' main social occupation was their dinner parties, where the leisurely intake of “a prodigious amount of good food,” vintage claret and the celebrated Jones Madeira would be rounded off at 10:30 p.m. with a cup of tea. Wharton waxes lyrical in her descriptions of the food at her parents' table, and never misses a fictional opportunity to describe what people eat. It's as if the lavish richness of these social meals makes up for the aridity of other aspects of their lives. And she celebrates the memory of her mother's black cooks, “great artists,” who poured out their cornucopias of “terrapin and canvas-back ducks … broiled Spanish mackerel, soft-shelled crabs with a mayonnaise of celery … peach-fed Virginia hams cooked in champagne … lima-beans in cream, corn soufflés and salads of oyster-crabs.” The exoticised African-American figures of Mary Johnson and Susan Minneman provide the labour on which the white society relies: otherwise they are as invisible in Wharton's story of her childhood as “the poor” for whom her mother's sewing circle convenes.34

Wharton describes the “amiable chat” at these dinners as limited to “small parochial concerns”: food, wine, property, sport, travel and a little mild culture. Politics, religion, art and literature were avoided, or only touched on within the limits of acceptability. The war, too, presumably fell into the category of subjects to be avoided: she wrote two bitter stories, “The Lamp of Psyche” and “The Spark,” on members of her father's generation who managed to get out of it. (George Frederic Jones did not register for the draft, though he was legally required to. Others of his class did register, but paid “commutation fees” not to be called up, or sent substitutes.)35 Open discussion of sexual matters was taboo. A Backward Glance is full of unmentionable episodes, scandalous black sheep who have dropped out of sight, instructions to look away, banned reading matter. Sexual and cultural censorship were intimately linked, under a rigid system of rules—which she always associated with her mother— about what would and would not do. She makes a comedy in her memoirs out of these rules, but they are also the source of pain, in her fictions and in her life.

Veils, curtains and layers of undergarments were meant to keep the family insulated against dangerous infections, and to protect, and infantilise, the young girl. But they also suggested to her exciting possibilities of a world elsewhere. The Joneses had a disreputable cousin, George Alfred (a financial con-man and adulterer whose malefactions came to light when Edith Jones was ten years old). Whenever he was mentioned, her mother would “dart away” from his name, and when challenged about what he had done would only mutter, “Some woman.” When the mistress of the notorious banker August Belmont was seen driving shamelessly down Fifth Avenue in her canary-coloured brougham (just like Fanny Ring, Beaufort's mistress in The Age of Innocence), Lucretia told her daughter to turn her head away and “look out of the other win-dow”—which she obediently did. (In an early, unfinished novel called “Disintegration,” the daughter of a runaway mother is forbidden by her Irish nurse Noony to look at her mother in public, or to ask questions about her. “They all slammed the same door in her face, and such unanimity of opposition kept her curiosity glued to the crack.”) The proscriptions gave the young Edith a tantalising hint of some “perilous” region “just beyond the world of copy-book axioms.” But when she asked her mother about her own developing sexuality, she was told, “It isn't nice to ask about such things,” and felt an unpleasant sense of contamination and bafflement. Committing adultery, she thought as a child, having read the word without knowing its definition, meant “having to pay a higher rate in travelling”—because she had seen a notice on a train or a boat reading “Adults 50cents, Children 25cents.” Why would they have to pay more? Probably, she thought, as a punishment for their guilt. Under the system of censorship of her upbringing, strong ideas about paying for what you had done were developed.36

Sex, culture and the imagination were closely linked in the codes of prohibition Wharton is describing. “Look out of the other window” was a generally applied rule. Lucretia's insistence on good manners, and her reverence for “Usage,” extended to her ideas about literature. Lucretia had had English tutors and governesses; Edith's brothers had “an extremely cultivated English tutor.” Standards of “scrupulous perfection” were applied to language as to social behaviour. There was as strong a fear of “deterioration and corruption” arising from the misuse of English as from the sight of a courtesan's carriage in Fifth Avenue. One of Wharton's most painful childhood memories is of being mocked by her parents for using slang or malapropisms: “I still tingle with the sting of their ridicule.” It was part of a general mockery she endured—for having red hair and big hands and feet, for not being pretty. When in A Backward Glance she describes her childhood house, when her brothers were home, as “ringing with laughter,” it may be that that laughter was not always kind.37 Nevertheless, she carried that scorn of bad language and poor usage into her own fastidious adult life.

Wharton turns the family laughter, in her memoirs, on to her mother, especially on to the fierce system of literary censorship which Lucretia set up, in contrast with the free range which the reading daughter had in her father's library. No slangy American children's books were allowed— so, presumably, no Mark Twain, Bret Harte or “Uncle Remus.” Louisa May Alcott just got by, but Edith preferred The Water Babies or Alice in Wonderland. After she was found, as a very young girl, reading a risqué French play, her reading was carefully monitored for adult—or adulter-ous—content. Traces of that monitoring lingered on. In A Backward Glance, she says it was a play about what her mother's friends would call “one of those women”; in “Life and I” she calls it “the story of a prostitute.”38

Though her mother read nothing but novels herself, these were banned for her daughter, a rule Lucretia had inherited, like her drawing-room furniture, from her own mother, who had “forbidden her to read any of Scott's novels, except ‘Waverley,’ till after she was married.” So Edith, obediently, read everything else except novels until “the day of my marriage.”39 This kind of censorship spread far beyond the Jones household. Every late Victorian American novelist was plagued by the “young girl” standard: fiction had to be fit for virgins. Lucretia's total ban was simply a more extreme policy than that of most of the cultural monitors of the time. And Wharton treats this astounding fact about her childhood with rueful appreciation. She says that her mother did her a favour in forcing her to read the classics, philosophy, history and poetry. At least Lucretia allowed her to read. The granddaughter of George Frederic Jones's sister, when caught by her mother with her nose in a book, was told that if she read too much she would be like “weird cousin Edith.”

Wharton is scornful about the censoring of writers—not just of writing—in her parents' society. That her parents, though respectful of literature, “stood in nervous dread of those who produced it,” seemed to her one of the great absurdities of her environment. “On the whole, my mother doubtless thought, it would be simpler if people one might be exposed to meeting would refrain from meddling with literature.” “In the eyes of our provincial society authorship was still regarded as something between a black art and a form of manual labour.” (Mrs. Archer, in The Age of Innocence, is extremely suspicious of “people who wrote.”) It has been observed that Wharton exaggerated the intellectual barrenness of New York society after the Civil War: in reality it was not quite such a cultural desert as she makes out—there were a good many writers to be found among the upper classes. But what she remembered in her own home was a culture of provincialism, censoriousness and timidity. Walt Whitman, for whose work she developed a great passion, was thought to be particularly shocking. In the households Wharton remembered from her childhood, “Leaves of Grass was kept under lock and key, and brought out, like tobacco, only in the absence of ‘the ladies,’ to whom the name of Walt Whitman was unmentionable, if not utterly unknown.” In her New York fictions, she likes to slip those unacceptable writers into her critique of the society, like the Raycies' horror at the blasphemous atheist Mr. Poe in “False Dawn,” or the influence of Whitman in “The Spark” in Old New York. For Newland Archer, as for Edith Wharton, the alternative, a place where artists and writers mix freely in society, is, of course, Paris.

That genteel censoriousness persisted into the early years of Whar-ton's professional life; she plays it up in her memoir because it affected her career. When one of Wharton's early editors told her that in writing for publication one must avoid “religion, love, politics, alcohol, or fairies,” it must have been like hearing her mother's voice all over again.40

In the fifty years of writing that came between her childhood and her autobiographical version, one of her achievements was to write with hard, penetrating, analytical realism about a society “wholly absorbed in barricading itself against the unpleasant.” In her reworkings of that world, she exposed everything it wanted to conceal, while conveying with a high level of precision its method of dealing in “faint implications and pale delicacies.” Yet her published autobiography seems to suffer from some of the inhibitions she is satirising. Of the many things she did not choose to talk about—the failure of her marriage and her divorce, her most intimate relationships, the catastrophic family rifts that would divide her brother Frederic from the rest of the family, the financial battles that followed her mother's death, her estrangement from her brother Harry over sex and money—one of the most scandalous items was the question mark hanging over her own paternity. Persistent rumours circled around Lucretia's late third child. She was, perhaps, the daughter of an eminent elderly Scottish peer, the lawyer Lord Brougham, who was living in Cannes when the Joneses were there in the early 1860s (and had red hair, and was an intellectual with an interest in science, like Edith). Or she was the result of an intramural affair between Lucretia and her sons' “cultured” young English tutor, who was supposed to have then gone out West and been killed by Indians. These rumours, which kept surfacing in posthumous anecdotes about Edith relayed by friends and acquaintances, and which she is supposed to have heard about from her brother Harry after the war, are unprovable—though support could be derived from the many fictions she wrote about dubious or concealed parentage (including an unfinished fragment called “Old Style,” which has a husband who resents his wife for obliterating the memory of their dead son with her new child, a child who resembles the young English tutor they had for the older boy).41 Whether she believed these rumours or not, she never puts them on record. The code of genteel censorship left its trace.

Wharton's stories of families and societies are always about resistance. The irruption of the illegitimate or misfit child, the disruptive newcomer, into the established community, produces an involuntary drawing-back, an attempt to expel the foreign body. But the irruption is necessary for any kind of new life. “Atrophy,” like “unreality,” is one of her key words (and the title of one of her most desolating stories). When Newland Archer and his mother visit those arbiters of society, the van der Luydens (fictional Van Rensselaers, representatives of the best old Dutch families going back to the first “Patroon,” governor of the seventeenth-century Dutch colony), Archer sees Mrs. van der Luyden as “having been rather gruesomely preserved in the airless atmosphere of a perfectly irreproachable existence, as bodies caught in glaciers keep for years a rosy life-in-death.” Hayley Delane, the prosperous banker of the 1860s story “The Spark,” whose mind had stopped taking in anything new (“snapped shut on what it possessed, like a replete crustacean never reached by another high tide”), is another of those moribund old New Yorkers. “People all stopped living at one time or another, however many years longer they continued to be alive,” comments the narrator of “The Spark.” Atrophy gives her the horrors: and there were plenty of examples of it close to home. One of the Joneses' family stories was of an eccentric wealthy cousin who had lived in the same huge house for sixty years and “then, in his last years, sat on a marble shelf, and thought he was Napoleon.” The grandest of Wharton's distant relatives was Caroline Schermerhorn, a first cousin of her father's, who became Mrs. William B. Astor—the Mrs. Astor, the queen of New York society, maintaining its moral standards and respectability against the influx of new money, supported by her social disciple and master of ceremonies Ward McAllister, who coined the term “the Four Hundred” to describe the number of people who could fit into her ballroom. Mrs. Astor became senile in her last years, before her death in 1908, and was reported to have gone on entertaining imaginary guests in her French Renaissance chateau on Fifth Avenue and 65th Street, long after society had by-passed her doors.42

To die without ever having questioned the habits of your generation, to be fixed, as in a story by Edgar Allan Poe, like a bust on a mantelpiece, in living death, seemed to Wharton a horrible fate. She is at pains to describe herself, from her very earliest days, as “making up” another story of her life than the one she had been given. By contrast, her description of her parents as individuals—rather than as prototypes of a society—does not allow them any unconventionality or capacity for change. Her father seems to have been too weak, her mother too conservative.

The handsome blue-eyed father whose hand she is holding in her first memory, whose chief rule of conduct was to be kind, whose appetite for travel took her on her exciting early journey to Spain while they were in Europe, and with whom, in the year before his death, she shared Ruskin-ian explorations of Italy, is presented in her autobiography as benign but ineffectual: worrying over the bills, taking second place to his wife. But he gave his daughter affection and he gave her her first serious form of education through his “gentleman's library.” It was only a younger son's collection, and she implies that he had not read all that much of it himself. But by her teens she knew it by heart. Wharton, so careful and loving of her own books, often wondered what happened to all those old New York “gentleman's libraries”: scattered, sold? It is a mark of her attachment to her father and his books that so many of the titles she names in A Backward Glance as formative reading, remained in her library all her life: sets of Defoe, Milton, Carlyle, Lamartine, Hugo, Racine, Cowper, Thomas Moore, Lamb, Byron, Wordsworth, Ruskin, Washington Irving, all marked “G. F. Jones.”

There are dark, sinister father figures in Wharton's work, and her fascination with incest as a literary theme in fictions such as Summer, “Beatrice Palmato” and The Mother's Recompense has led to speculation that Wharton may have been an abused child, who concealed or repressed a traumatic history. But a concealed secret remains a secret. No trace of evidence shows up in the tone she uses about George Frederic Jones. He seems more likely to have been the inspiration for the bafflement and disappointment, the sense of a missed chance in life, that she gave to characters like Newland Archer, Ralph Marvell or Ethan Frome. She always wondered what “stifled cravings” he had repressed; she thought of him as a lonely person, “haunted by something always unexpressed and unattained.”43 George Frederic Jones died young, at sixty-one, of an illness that began in exhaustion and nervous prostration and ended with a stroke, when Edith was twenty. She remembered all her life his expression on his death-bed. There was something he wanted to say to her, and he never managed it.

By contrast, how much she blames her mother. Wharton's version of Lucretia Jones is one of the most lethal acts of revenge ever taken by a writing daughter. The fictional materials were inexhaustible—Wharton was still “doing” her in her seventies—and Lucretia remained unforgiven. It is almost impossible to get a sense of Lucretia separate from Wharton's account of her, apart from those glimpses of the strait-laced young wife on the Grand Tour, and a leather-bound commonplace book of 1836, with pressed flowers from journeys to England and Ireland, conventional poems beautifully copied out on lost love, childhood and woman's inspiration (“Woman thou art a lovely thing / A bright and cherished thing”), and an anecdote of Napoleon's saying that “the youth of France” needed “mothers who shall know how to educate their children.”44

There is a benign version of Mrs. Jones in a late and sentimental reminiscence by Wharton's childhood friend Emelyn Washburn, remembering, sixty years on, how Mrs. Jones was delighted by the gift of a Christmas tree and “went with us to choose the decorations,” how she told Emelyn, when asked what Edith could read when the girls were together, “Puss may read anything you think right,” how it was Mr. Jones, when he was ill and troubled by money worries, who “would not allow her to economize in anything,” and how “devoted” her sons were to her. 45 But this whitewash job by an old lady (whom Edith had come to despise) pales beside the ferocious account of Lucretia in Wharton's memoirs. She takes every possible occasion to disparage her. Her mother is indolent, spendthrift, censorious, disapproving, superficial, “incurably prosaic,” “exaggeratedly scrupulous,” “icy,” “dry” and “ironic.” And Wharton can sound quite as dry and ironic herself when she talks about her mother, as when she attributes Lucretia's wariness of writers to “the sort of diffidence which, thank heaven, no psychoanalyst had yet arisen to call a ‘complex.’ ”46 If Lucretia Jones had known about psychoanalysts, that would have been just the tone she would have used about them.

There are suggestions that Lucretia might have had her daughter's interests at heart, in her attempts to take down the stories the child is rapidly “making up,” in her arranging for Edith's poems to be privately printed when she was sixteen, and in Wharton's discovering, when her mother died, that she had kept a number of her childhood letters. But the key story about Lucretia and her writer-daughter is not one of encouragement:


My first attempt (at the age of eleven) was a novel, which began: “Oh, how do you do, Mrs. Brown?” said Mrs. Tompkins. “If only I had known you were going to call I should have tidied up the drawing-room.” Timorously I submitted this to my mother, and never shall I forget the sudden drop of my creative frenzy when she returned it with the icy comment: “Drawing-rooms are always tidy.”47



Wharton says that this comically mortifying scene temporarily quashed her fictional ambitions and turned her to writing poetry. The story of her relationship with her mother is always like this: one of anxiety and guilt produced by disapproval. Because her mother laughed at her literary pretensions, her solecisms, and her looks, she became a “painfully shy self-conscious child.” She longed for love and admiration, but found “unsought demonstrations of affection” repugnant, and was called cold and inexpressive. She describes herself as always pulled between the side that wanted to be admired and sought after, to flirt, to wear nice clothes and to be a social success, and the solitary, secret, imaginative side, passionately taken up with nature, animals and language.

Her very first memory, a pleasurable one, was of walking along Fifth Avenue holding her father's hand and wearing a new bonnet with a veil, when a little boy, a cousin, came up to her, lifted up her veil, and kissed her cheek. Her needs “to love and to look pretty” were both satisfied at once, she says. But in one version she calls this “vanity”—the kind of criticism her mother might have made of her. Another very early memory, of herself at five or six at dancing class in Paris, raised a painful ethical dilemma, also associated with her mother. She told a little boy that the dancing teacher's mother looked like an old goat, and then confessed what she had said to the teacher. This did not go down well. Immediately, the child thought that her mother would disapprove—of the embarrassing exposure, rather than of the original insult. Her anxiousness to please her mother was mixed up with a fixed idea of a punitive and vengeful God, a Being who had little in common with her parents' mild, conventional strain of Episcopalianism. Where Wharton derived her childhood Puritan ethics—other than from her New England fore-bears—is hard to say. She liked to refer occasionally to the curse of a Puritan ancestry, as when telling her publisher how “useless & troublesome a possession a New England conscience is.” But she was, as she described herself in “Life and I,” a “God-intoxicated” child. She was taught by her parents that it was wrong to tell lies, and she had “worked out of my inner mind a rigid rule of absolute, unmitigated truth-telling, the least imperceptible deviation from which would inevitably be punished by the dark Power I knew as ‘God.’ ” This “dark Power” was as absolute as the other authority of her childhood. “For years afterward I was never free from the oppressive sense that I had two absolutely inscrutable beings to please—God and my mother.” But “God's standard of truthfulness” seemed to her the opposite of her mother's insistence on “the obligation to be polite.” “Between these conflicting rules of conduct I suffered an untold anguish of perplexity, and suffered alone.” Ideas of punishment and shame weighed on her mind. One of the last things Wharton talked about, shortly before her death, was her childhood anxiety about “naughtiness.” It seems that everything this child felt and did led to a dread of disapproval. And she could never be sure what reaction she would get. There was something baffling to her in her mother, “a mysterious impenetrability, a locked room full of bats and darkness.”48

Though small boys and dancing teachers and governesses are scattered through the memoirs, they are allowed only a passing influence on what is described essentially as a solitary childhood, for all its self-consciousness about society. In the year the family spent in Rome, from 1867 to '68, she made friends with Margaret and Arthur Terry, children of the American painter Luther Terry, who had got to know George Frederic on his 1848 tour. Luther Terry married a talented and impressive woman, Louisa Crawford, widow of the sculptor Thomas Crawford (by whom she had Francis Marion Crawford, who would write popular historical novels). Louisa's sister was Julia Ward Howe, famous for the “Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Louisa and Luther Terry's daughter, Margaret, known as “Daisy,” remembered Edith, as a child in Rome, with red-gold hair and “a smart little sealskin coat.” They were the same age, and played together in the gardens of the Monte Pincio, the gardens above the Piazza del Populo, and spent hours at the windows of the Palazzo Odescalchi, where the Terrys were living, looking at the street-life of Rome. But Daisy never thought of “Pussy Jones” as a real Roman, like her. When they met as teenagers in America they did not make much contact (Daisy retrospectively attributed that to Edith's shyness) but later, in Paris, they became close, lifelong friends. Daisy was a Catholic, and a talented musician. She went to America for the first time at the age of seventeen, with a strong Italian accent, and found it utterly alien. She married her cousin Winthrop Chanler, a sportsman, traveller and distant relation of the Joneses, a year after Edith's marriage. One of their seven children was a godson of Theodore Roosevelt, and Edith was at the christening. The two women shared a great many friends, including Henry Adams and Minnie Jones, and Daisy Chanler would be a frequent travelling companion in later years.49

Wharton passes over that later friendship in her memoir. Daisy is mentioned as part of her vivid, idealised memories of mid-nineteenth-century Rome—the villas, the processions, the Campagna, the Spanish Steps, the fragments of Imperial Rome littering the ground around the Palace of the Caesars, the “texture of weather-worn sun-gilt stone.” After Rome, on the exciting journey in Spain to the Alhambra and Seville and the Escorial, and in the months spent in Paris and in a spa in the Black Forest, no new friendships are mentioned. The most important figures in her life were her grandmother, her dog Foxy, and the imaginary characters of her own stories. Back in America, there was a playful friendship with the young sons of the distinguished astronomer Lewis Rutherfurd, who was the Joneses' neighbour at Newport. (His son Winthrop would be the lover of Consuelo Vanderbilt, one of Wharton's inspirations for The Buccaneers; his daughter Margaret, one of the lovely Newport “archeresses,” would marry Roosevelt's favourite ambassador, Henry White, whom Wharton would come to know well in Paris.) But more important to Edith's life than the Rutherfurd children was their governess. Anna Bahlmann was a young German girl who began, at nineteen, giving Edith Jones German lessons, although she did not think Goethe was suitable reading for her. She gradually became part of the Joneses' household, and then of the Whartons', staying as a companion and secretary till she fell ill in 1915. Of this forty years' service the memoir says nothing.

A Backward Glance is silent, too, about one of the most important women in Wharton's life, her sister-in-law, who came into her family when Edith was seven years old. Her brothers figure only distantly in her memoirs: they laugh at her, and they play games at Newport. Harry and his friends were closer to Edith after she “came out”: Teddy Wharton was part of this slightly older group of her brother's friends. Her main connection to her older brother was through his wife. Frederic Jones, who went to Columbia College like his father and set up as a bookbinder in New York, married Mary Cadwalader Rawle, a beautiful, dark, energetic young woman of a “good” old Philadelphian family, in 1870. Two years later, they had a girl, Beatrix, known as “Trix,” who would grow up to become, in her own profession, as well known as her aunt. But this was not a happy family. Fred was unfaithful to “Minnie” (as the family called her), and the breakdown of the marriage, twenty years on, would pull the Jones family apart. But Minnie made herself a life in New York (and at Reef Point in Bar Harbor, in Maine) that survived in spite of, and long after, her wretched marriage. Formidably active, practical and efficient, she threw herself into the cause of reforming New York hospitals. This was more than an upper-class lady playing at good works. Minnie Jones became famous in the city, not just for overseeing every detail of improvements to the City Hospital School of Nursing, but for her longer view of better facilities for the care of hospital patients, and higher status and respect for the nursing profession. In this, as in other aspects of her life, she sounds like Edith. She was a brilliant, forceful young woman confined in an unsuitable marriage and pushing against New York conventions like “a high-bred, high-strung Arab horse, among an equally well-bred but quite different herd.” A young neighbour in New York remembered her in her red parlour at 21 East 11th Street, “surrounded by books, magazines, and foreign literary reviews, [studying] the pages of French memoirs, looking up with those quick sympathetic eyes.” That quick sympathy, with her zest for life, her shrewdness about human character, her common sense and her wide interests, made her much sought-after. “She was a prodigious stimulus to her friends, and what friends she had”: among them Henry James, Henry Adams and Theodore Roosevelt, all of whom Edith would inherit from her. 50

Minnie Jones, twelve years older than Edith, immediately took to her. When she went to meet her new husband's family in Paris, she encountered “his little sister … a clever child with a mane of red-gold hair, always scribbling stories on any paper that came handy … She became closer than a sister of my own blood.”51 Minnie was the missing older sister, or the better mother. She continued, all her life, to be Edith's collaborator, dogsbody, confidante, correspondent and admirer; in turn, she was the recipient of Edith's support and financial help. In the interests of privacy, Minnie went unmentioned in A Backward Glance. Another adolescent female friend is even more dismissively treated. Emelyn Wash-burn was six years older than Edith, the only daughter of the Rector of Calvary Church, a serious intellectual with a beautiful voice. He was a powerful influence on the teenage Wharton, whose “religious preoccupations were increasing,” mixed up with an adolescent “passion” for the Reverend Washburn. Emelyn was an intense, literary young woman who shared Edith's passions for Dante and Anglo-Saxon and Goethe. Like her, Emelyn had the run of her father's library, only this was a more advanced collection. They used to sit on the roof of the library and read Dante together. If Edith was half in love with the scholarly, mellifluous Reverend Washburn (the sound of his voice spurring her on to some experiments in writing sermons), then Emelyn was half in love with her. Unforgivingly, in her unpublished memoir, Wharton calls Emelyn's affection a mark of “degeneracy.” In the published version, she does not even name her. A lifetime of responding to Emelyn Washburn's needs, a sad and demanding old lady who had wasted her talents, soured the memory of their childhood friendship. Emelyn was “a brilliantly educated woman, a remarkable linguist with a really learned mind”: Edith had no patience with her for not having done more with her life.52 But Emelyn provided her with an important stage in her education, and testimony to that fact remained in Edith's library: a copy of Longfellow's translation of Dante's Divine Comedy, a gift from E.W.W. to E. N. Jones, and an inscribed copy of Goethe's works, dated May 1876.

Wharton left these women friends out of her autobiography, partly because she preferred not to talk about her personal friendships, but also because she shapes her life story as one of solitude, self-education and self-creation. Especially after her typhoid, her parents believed that any formal education which required “committing to memory and preparing lessons in advance” was too much of a strain for her. So she had “French, German, music and drawing” (she remembered reading the Bible in German, as a child), but no Greek and Latin, no “cultured” tutor such as her brothers had, and no training in concentration. She called it “an intellectual desert.” Emelyn Washburn recalled that “as a child [Edith] did not know how to study and did nothing thoroughly.”53 But Emelyn was, in fact, the uncomprehending witness of an extraordinary process of self-development: compulsive, passionate and determined, Edith made herself, unstoppably, into a reader and a writer. Daisy Chanler used to say that Edith Wharton and Teddy Roosevelt were both “self-made men. She was pleased with the saying and repeated it to me.”54

But this self-creation process was attended by confusion and anxiety. Wharton remembers herself as a troubled child, for all the normal robust pleasure she took in outdoor games and sports, playing with puppies and flirting with little boys. After her typhoid attack, she became nervous, “haunted by formless horrors” and subject to “states of chronic fear.” There is much more about this in the unpublished memoir: A Backward Glance only tells us about her earliest childhood fears of nursery stories like “Red Riding Hood” and her “terror” of ugly places. But “Life and I” is eloquent about her nervous symptoms: fear of the dark, fear of some nameless menace dogging her footsteps, making it agony for her to wait on the doorstep of her house in case “It” caught her before she got in, fear of ghost stories.55 This lasted well into her twenties: she would be so disturbed if there were ghost stories in the house with her at night that she had to get rid of them, or burn them. She says nothing in her memoir about how useful such fears were to her for the writing of her own terrifying ghost stories.

Later, she developed a “morbid preoccupation” with the suffering of animals, a sense that she was closer to them than she was to human beings. All her life, she would feel it acutely when her beloved dogs fell ill or died. There is a sense of loneliness in all this, constantly underlying the busy network of social relations and obligations. Emelyn describes her as having few friends who were contemporaries, of seeming to veer suddenly between ages (“sometimes she looked like a little, most lovable child—and again she seemed years older”), and of being “a nervous child, always wanting to do something with her hands.” Wharton looked back on this nervous, fidgeting child as having been in a condition of “complete mental isolation,” “morbid, self-scrutinising and unhappy,” alone with her intense passion for words, her secret feelings for nature and animals. Above all, she spent her childhood with a constant “sense of bewilderment,” looking for answers that did not come.56

This childhood story is shaped by the memoir-writing novelist as a series of key events, starting points that made her into a writer. She gives us a set of beginnings: the first kiss, the first pet, the first intense arousal of aesthetic responses in Europe, the illness that led to her morbid fears, the first story-telling, the shock of re-entry to America at ten, when everything struck her as mean, squalid and ugly, and her feelings of alienation and exile began. (This experience of “bitter disappointment” in her native country, which she tells as an intensely personal one, was a very common reaction in Americans returning from long visits to Europe.)57 In all these key moments, there is a conflict between defining herself as a stranger to her environment, an alien changeling, and as a product of it. And when she started to write, that conflict provoked and energised her.

It took so long for Wharton to become a professional writer—in her late thirties, after years of illness, lack of confidence and marital confine-ment—that the explosion of juvenile writings has an almost poignant air to it: she looks like a natural unstoppable writer, yet she would be slow to refind that enormous confidence and energy. In her childhood, writing seems to emerge almost imperceptibly from “making up” and reading: devouring Elizabethan plays and French drama, Ruskin and Anglo-Saxon poetry and German folklore, Goethe, Keats and Shelley, Browning and Tennyson, history and philosophy. Her sensual passion for the sound—and the rhythm—of words was fed by this great range of early reading, by the dramatic effect of the Reverend Washburn's Bible-speaking, and by the voices she heard at the theatre. The vocal, histrionic side of Wharton's early literary life was very important: from the start she had a fabulous ear and a powerful sense of drama.

Like all well-brought-up children, Edith was taken regularly to Wal-lack's theatre on Broadway and 13th Street, as much of an institution as the Academy of Music, where “everyone” went on the first night to see Lester Wallack's regular stars: the old English actress Madame Ponisi, the young leads Ada Dyas and Henry Montague, the comic actor Harry Beckett. Wharton saw them often, and gave them a scene for Newland Archer to watch, with tears in his eyes, in The Age of Innocence: the silent parting of the lovers in Dion Boucicault's The Shaughraun, which ran at Wallack's from 1874 to '75, and which she saw at the age of thirteen, with her parents. (Minnie Jones, who often acted as Edith's fact-checker, reminded her of these dates, and remembered the production well.)58 There were visiting English and European companies, too. The English actor George Rignold had a great triumph as Henry V at Booth's Theatre, two seasons running, in 1875 and '76. And she vividly remembered a German company giving Goethe's Iphigenie auf Tauris (a copy of which Emelyn gave to Edith in 1876). She was allowed to go to Barnum's famous three-ring circus, too, but the adult theatre was as exciting to her as any circus or pantomime. The excitement was above all the sound of the words. But it was also the sense of Europe: the sound of English blank verse, the German styles of acting.

At the age of about ten, after the return to the States, she started to pour out blank verse dramas, sermons, lyric poems and stories, begging for the brown wrapping paper that parcels came in, spreading it out on the floor and writing all over it in “long parallel columns.”59 This wrapping-paper story suggests that the activity was not given much status or approval by her parents. But, in fact, they seem to have taken a proud interest early on, and “E.N.J.” gets into print with these juvenile writings remarkably quickly. At thirteen or fourteen, her works were being passed round family and friends: a solemn elegy on the death of a child, an Easter carol, a jokey ballad about a thwarted Spanish knight (“Don Luis Havapayne”) who dies of “baffled love” and of eating sugared plums. Her first published work was a translation from a German poet, Heinrich Brugsch, done with the assistance of (and published, in a new “Saturday” magazine, under the name of) the Reverend Washburn, for which she got her first fifty dollars.60

She had written enough by the age of sixteen for one of her parents to have a volume of Verses privately printed at Newport late in 1878. Emelyn Washburn remembered this as done by her father. In her memoir, Wharton gives her mother the credit; but on her death-bed, she said it was her father's doing. She wrote in her copy: “Who wrote these verses and this volume owns / Her unpoetic name is Edith Jones.”61 Wharton would look back on these verses as completely unoriginal. “Daisies,” for example, confirms this judgement (“Daisies, does he love me? / Daisies, tell me true!— / Loves me …doesnot love me …/This will never do!”). The only one she liked was “Opportunity,” which bleakly tells how opportunity comes unnoticed and unknown, walking beside us in “the narrow present.” And even at this stage, her life's theme of the missed chance is found in “Some Woman to Some Man” (which should have been printed “with acknowledgements to Browning and Meredith”):


We might have loved each other after all,
Have lived and learned together! Yet I doubt it;
… Who knows indeed? We choose our path, and then
Stand looking back, and sighing at our choice …
We've but one life to live, and fifty ways
To live it in, —and little time to choose,
The one in fifty that will suit us best,
And so, the end is, that we part, and say,
“We might have loved each other after all!”




Two years later, her brother Harry negotiated the publication of a few more poems, via an editor he knew, who sent them to Longfellow, who was kind about them and passed them on to William Dean Howells, who published them in The Atlantic Monthly in 1880. These were highly respectable literary connections for an eighteen-year-old poet to have made, and there was some pride in seeing “Areopagus,” “Patience,” “Wants,” “The Parting Day” and “A Failure” among the serialisation of a Howells novel, The Undiscovered Country, stories and poems by lady writers such as Lucy Lee Pleasant and Louise Chandler Moulton, and essays on “Literary and Philological Mammals” and “Prisons and Penitentiaries.” Edith Jones's poems were about failed love, the endurance of loss, and the necessity of obedience to higher laws (forged by nature, not God). Like many teenage poems, they were extremely gloomy: one poem on women's desires begins with a call for happiness, love and friendship; when all these fail, women ask for “duty, work to do / Some end to gain beyond the pale of self, some height to journey to,” and, at the very end, all they ask for is “rest.”

The most interesting—and morbid—of these early works came out under a pseudonym in a magazine called the New York World in 1879. In “Life and I,” she laughs at herself for having been so anxious about correct prosody that she sent a note to the editor saying that the uneven rhythm of the poem was intentional: an early example of Wharton's letting her publishers know her mind. She makes less of the poem's subject, written in response to a newspaper account of a twelve-year-old boy in a Philadelphia reformatory who was put in solitary confinement and killed himself. The poem imagines the child's loneliness and vulnerability and the vanishing of “his mother's face,” criticises extreme punishment meted out for “some little childish sin,” and ends with a stern Blakean note of reprimand (“In a Christian town it happened / In a home for children built”) and a dutiful hope that God will have room for all unwanted children.62

But Edith Jones's writing was not all so dark. Her farcical pastiche of 1871, “Ye Romantic Ballad of ye Portuguese Plums, the fruit of that forbidden tree,” set the jaunty tone for her first (surviving) fiction, a novel called Fast and Loose, written for Emelyn between 1876 and 1877. This highly literary concoction, under the pen-name of the continental-sounding male author “David Olivieri,” bursting at the seams with quotations and allusions and veering cheerfully between every imaginable genre—comedy of manners, pathetic tragedy, high romance, social satire—is a sad story of a coquettish eighteen-year-old English girl, Georgina, who forsakes her poor young lover Guy for the rich, lascivious, elderly Lord Breton, and pays the price. She ends up not only with a wretched marriage (there's a nice cruel scene where she refuses to play chess with the old man) and the hollow “social whirl” that surrounds “those who are haunted by a life's mistake,” but also a tragic death-bed scene of reunion and forgiveness, in Nice, milked for ultimate pathos in a chapter called “Too Late”: “The clock ticked steadily; the afternoon sunshine waned, & the sand in an hour-glass trickled its last grains through to mark the ended hour.” The rejected lover finds an angelic helpmate called Madeline (blonde, loves flowers, encourages his painting). Their courtship, staged in an idyllic Roman spring, is contrasted with the artificial hot-house atmosphere surrounding Lady Breton. There is a promising but undeveloped side-plot of a picturesque Italian model. Though Guy marries Madeline, “his heart is under the violets on Georgie's grave.”63

Fast and Loose moves along with great gusto, enjoying its own literariness, and, above all, its display of European travels and English culture. The Roman scenes are particularly heartfelt. The most interesting part of it is a batch of fake notices which Edith Jones added on to the end of the novel, from the Saturday Review, the Pall Mall Gazette, and the Nation, which reproach David Olivieri for sentimentalism and “unaesthetic morality.” His readers expected “racy trash,” only to find a weak, spiritless narrative of dull, virtuous nonentities: for all the world like the work of “a sick-sentimental school-girl.”64 There is a sharp, knowing professionalism in her invention of these pastiche reviews. And making self-censorship into her main literary crime was very shrewd of her. Edith Jones was already aware that “making up” must involve cutting free. Like the title of her first novel, she is both “fast and loose,” held in her world and a watchful stranger to it. She will always be dealing with— and drawing her energies from—that tension.
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